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Abstract

This paper studies the contradictions of peasant politics in Sri Lanka’s dry zone frontier in a
highly militarized colonization scheme (‘System L’ of the Mahaweli Development Programme
in Weli Oya in northern Sri Lanka). Through a detailed ethnographic study of the life histo-
ries of settlers who came in two waves to this scheme (1980s and post-2009), we show the
workings of what we call the ‘lure of land’: first, as the (al)lure that attracts landless families
to live out the mythical dream of becoming a paddy farmer; second, this lure of land is inti-
mately tied to a nationalist territorial aspiration that transforms the settler into a patriotic
colonizer of the land: due to its strategic location in the frontier zone between Sinhalese and
Tamil inhabited territories, settlers became ‘home guards’ who live on and protect the fron-
tier. But the lure of land is not without contradictions: Life in the frontier is dangerous (for
the early settlers) and economically precarious (for the early and late settlers), because the
state is unable to deliver the promise of land and water. Government officials deploy various
tactics of repeatedly deferred promises and subtle threats to discourage settlers to abandon
the colonization scheme despite the settlers’ precarious life conditions, disappointments, and
frustrations. A ‘cunning state’ thereby betrays its own ‘frontiersmen’, while safeguarding its
nationalist territorial agenda.

Keywords: frontier; colonization; peasant politics; patriotic settlers; Sri Lanka

‘No water here’

‘The Plan was not accurate’, one of the most senior administrators of the Mahaweli
Authority System L office, told Thiruni Kelegama in March 2014. ‘The original plan to
divert water up to Weli Oya is impossible’, he continued. ‘So, without any water here
how are we meant to give away new paddy land? It is simply impossible’ (government
official, 18 March 2014).1 We are in Weli Oya, formerly a highly militarized frontline in
the war between the Sri Lankan army and the Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam (LTTE).

1The date indicates the time of the interview. If not explicitly indicated, the interviews were held in
the Weli Oya area.
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Weli Oya is also a colonization scheme (the so-called ‘System L’) in Sri Lanka’s ambi-
tiousMahaweli Development Programme, a large-scale irrigation project that diverted
water from the Mahaweli Ganga (the largest river of the country) to the northern dry
zone of Sri Lanka to provide water for paddy cultivation for settlers who are largely
brought in from other areas of Sri Lanka. Lack of water, explained the official to us, was
not an impediment to invite settlers, as the priority was to ‘bring settlers to the empty
Dry Zone now that the war is over’ (government official, 18 March 2014). Since the war
ended in 2009, the Mahaweli Authority has brought in over 3000 families to System L,
but they are without land and water to cultivate paddy: ‘there is no sign of anything’,
they complained. This situation forces them to live from dry rations provided by the
government.

The settlers are brought here by the state for a bigger purpose. Indeed, these settlers
are ‘frontiersmen’ of the Sinhala-Buddhist nation in the northern part of Sri Lanka: the
purpose of settling them in this particular place is to fill that landwith loyal citizens of
the Sinhala-Buddhist nation: ‘We have a long-term plan here … With the war finished,
we have tomake the Sinhalaman themost present in all parts of the country’, confided
a military official to Kelegama (military official, 3 April 2017). A first wave of settlers,
who came in the height of the war in the late 1980s, was trained as armed home guards
to protect the frontier against the LTTE. A second wave of settlers, who came after the
war ended in 2009, saw themselves as patriotic farmers in the service of expanding the
Sinhalese settlement frontier further into the northern dry zone. The promise of land
in Weli Oya has thus attracted loyal and patriotic Sinhalese to claim the territory of
the northern dry zone for the Sinhala-Buddhist nation.

In Sri Lanka, development and Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism have been closely
intertwined for decades,2 and colonization schemes have been central to this agenda.
Similar to the Gal Oya Scheme in eastern Sri Lanka, theMahaweli Development Scheme
is implicated in a ‘peasant politics’ that has pursued the project of a Sinhala-Buddhist
nation under the guise of high-modernist development.3 Moving Sinhalese settlers
to sparsely populated areas in the northern and eastern dry zone served to expand

2See Sunil Bastian, Sustaining a state in conflict: Politics of foreign aid in Sri Lanka (International Colombo:
Centre for Ethnic Studies (ICES), 2018); James Brow, Demons and development: The struggle for community in a

Sri Lankan village (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1996); Serena Tennakoon, ‘Rituals of development:
The accelerated Mahaväli development program of Sri Lanka’, American Ethnologist, vol. 15, no. 2, 1988,
pp. 294–310; and Rajesh Venugopal, Nationalism, development and ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2018).

3The term ‘peasant politics’ is from Mick Moore, The state and peasant politics in Sri Lanka (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1985); this broader complex of ‘peasant politics’, colonization, and high-
modernist development has further been discussed by Bastian, Sustaining a state in conflict; Brow, ‘Demons

and development’; B. Farmer, Pioneer peasant colonization in Ceylon: a study in Asian agrarian problems (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1957); Urs Geiser and Shahul H. Hasbullah, Negotiating access to land in east-

ern Sri Lanka (Colombo: International Centre for Ethnic Studies (ICES), 2019); Clifford McFadden, ‘The
Gal Oya project: Ceylon’s little TVA’, Geographical Review, vol. 44, no. 2, 1954, pp. 272–281; Patrick
Peebles, ‘Colonization and ethnic conflict in the Dry Zone of Sri Lanka’, Journal of Asian Studies, vol. 49,
no. 1, 1990, pp. 30–55; Stanley J. Tambiah, Sri Lanka – ethnic fratricide and the dismantling of democracy

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1986); Tennakoon, ‘Rituals of development’; Yuvaraj Thangarajah,
‘Ethnicization of the devolution debate and the militarization of civil society in north-eastern Sri Lanka’,
inBuilding local capacities for peace: Rethinking conflict anddevelopment in Sri Lanka, (eds)MarcusMayer, Darini
Rajasingham-Senanayake and Yuvaraj Thangarajah (Delhi: Macmillan India), pp. 15–36; Norman Uphoff,
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the settlement frontier, making these settlers ‘frontiersmen’ of the Sinhala-Buddhist
nation.4 Gal Oya and Weli Oya were those schemes that moved deeply into the hinter-
land of provinces inhabited by Tamils andMuslims. These feared to bemademinorities
in their own territories and heavily opposed these schemes.5 In Weli Oya, the settling
of Sinhalese was therefore largely done clandestinely. With the civil war intensifying
since the mid-1980s, the area of Weli Oya was increasingly militarized.6

After thewar ended inMay 2009with an outrightmilitary victory by the Sri Lankan
military (and the total annihilation of the LTTE), the Mahaweli Authority and the
military re-started activities to bring a new wave of landless Sinhalese from down
south, mainly from Hambantota, the fiefdom of then President Mahinda Rajapaksa,
and neighbouring districts, to settle in Weli Oya, again in a clandestine manner. As
of January 2014, when Thiruni Kelegama started fieldwork, large sections of the 13
villages that came under the purview of the Weli Oya DS Division were dotted with
wattle and daub houses. Numerous new families appeared to have moved to the area.
Kelegama had a hard time in the field to receive a confirmation about these new
settlers from government officials: First, the officials denied it (‘There are no new
resettled people here’, claimed a government official at the divisional secretariat divi-
sion; government official, 20 January 2014). A couple of months later, a senior official
of the Mahaweli Authority, after confirming ‘are you Sinhalese?’, explained to her:

The Mahaweli [programme] here in Weli Oya restarted with the war finishing.
ThePresident felt that therewas aneed tofinishwhatwas started long ago… you
know that the programmeherewas interrupted because of the Tigers [the LTTE].
Now we have begun again and that is why we are getting new people coming to
live here. (Mahaweli Authority officer, 10 August 2014)

Through a detailed ethnographic study of the life histories of settlers that came to
System L in two waves of colonization (the 1980s and the 2010s), we show how the
settlers, who came to Weli Oya from extremely marginal backgrounds, followed the
‘lure of land’ in two senses: first, as allure of becoming land-owning farmers with a
sense of patriotic mission, and second, as a sense of mission to occupy the territory for

Learning from Gal Oya: Possibilities for participatory development and post-Newtonian social science (London: IT
Publications, 1996).

4Thangarajah, ‘Ethnicisation of the devolution debate’, p. 27.
5Geiser andHasbullah,Negotiating access to land; Shahul H. Hasbullah, P. Balasundarampillai and Kalinga

Tudor Silva, Addressing root causes of the conflict: Land problems in North-East Sri Lanka (Colombo: Foundation
for Co-Existence, 2005); Chelvadurai Manoharan, ‘Colonisation and politics: Political use of space in Sri
Lanka’s ethnic conflict’, in The Sri Lankan Tamils: Ethnicity and identity, (eds) Chelvadurai Manogaran and
Bryan Pfaffenberger (Boulder, CO: Westview Press, 1994), pp. 84–125; Robert Muggah, Relocation failures

in Sri Lanka: A short history of internal displacement and resettlement (London: Zed Books, 2008); Peebles,
‘Colonization and ethnic conflict’; G.H. Peiris, ‘Irrigation, landdistribution and ethnic conflict in Sri Lanka:
An evaluation of criticisms, with special reference to the Mahaweli programme’, Ethnic Studies Report,
vol. XII, no. 1, 1994, pp. 43–88; Tambiah, Sri Lanka: Ethnic Fratricide.

6See on this: Muggah, Relocation failures, p. 121; and the following reports by the University Teachers for
Human Rights (Jaffna): UTHR (J), Children in the North-EastWar: 1985–1995. Briefing 2, 20 June 1995; UTHR (J),
Child Conscription and Peace: A Tragedy of Contradiction. Special Report 16, 18 March 2003; and Rajan Hoole,
Rajan, Palmyrah fallen: From Rajani to War’s End. (Colombo: Globe Printing Works, 2015).
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the Sinhala-Buddhist nation. But these patriotic settlers soon saw themselves thrown
into highly precarious constellations: The first wave of settlers who were brought to
Weli Oya in the 1980s in the midst of an escalating civil war, found themselves not
only in economically miserable conditions, but had to face the violence of the LTTE.
At least, they received land and water. The second wave of settlers, that came after
the war ended in 2009, were left without paddy and water, as the promise of land and
water by the Mahaweli Authority was premised on a technical impossibility (as the
official conceded). The highly precarious conditions the settlers found themselves in
and the deferred promise of land frustrated many of them, producing cracks in their
unwavering loyalty to the Sinhala-Buddhist nation.

We argue that the ‘lure of land’ thereby transfigured into a ‘lie of land’: A ‘cunning
state’7 betrays its own frontiersmen—patriotic settlers—who are called to colonize the
northern dry zone frontier and fulfil the long-term mission of the Sinhala-Buddhist
nation. We show how the apparatus of the state with support from the military cun-
ningly deploys a set of tactics combining subtle threats with constantly deferred
promises to channel the settlers’ disappointments. The state thereby discouraged the
settlers from leaving the colony—the place they were sent to occupy for the Sinhala-
Buddhist nation. In a sense, this cunning of the state alludes to what Jeganathan and
Ismail write in Unmaking the nation: ‘the nation—to be precise, those with the power
to act in its name—has always suppressed its women, its non-bourgeois classes, and
its minorities’.8 In our case, we observe the betrayal of the non-bourgeois, subaltern
Sinhalese classes, who see themselves as frontiersmen of the Sinhala-Buddhist nation.
Although the sense of betrayal produced forms of protest, many settlers endured
and stayed in place. The cunning state thereby, though not uncontested, eventually
consolidated, and continues to consolidate, its nationalist territorial agenda.

Methodology

Thiruni Kelegama conducted 11months of ethnographic fieldwork inWeli Oya, spread
across several field visits between 2013 and 2016, followed by selected communications
with some informants in 2018 and 2019, in order to get a sense of how the situation
had developed since the change in government in January 2015. During this fieldwork,
Kelegama conducted 15 interviews with settlers of the first generation, 22 interviews
with settlers of the second generation, 30 interviews with government officials and
military officers, and eight interviews with other key informants. Most of the inter-
views were carried out in Sinhalese and translated into English, with the remaining
conducted in English. Suspicion and surveillance were omnipresent in the field, due
to the clandestine nature of re-settlement in Weli Oya in 2014: ‘Weli Oya is too con-
tested and you will have a hard time’, Kelegama was told by a government official in
Weli Oya. ‘Are you Sinhalese?’ she would be asked repeatedly. Only after a reassurance

7The term is taken from: Shalini Randeria, ‘The State of Globalization: Legal Plurality, Overlapping
Sovereignties and Ambiguous Alliances between Civil Society and the Cunning State in India’, Theory,
Culture and Society, vol. 24, no. 1, 2007, pp. 1–33.

8Pradeep Jeganathan and Qadri Ismail, ‘Introduction: Unmaking the nation’, in Unmaking the nation:

the politics of identity and history in modern Sri Lanka, (eds) Pradeep Jeganathan and Qadri Ismail (Colombo:
Social Scientists’ Association (SSA), [1995] 2009), pp. 11–18, here p. 12, emphasis added.
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that this was the case (‘she is one of us, do not worry’), would respondents be happy
to talk, but often, the instruction would be: ‘No notes!’ All the sources have there-
fore been anonymized, i.e., names given to respondents are not their real names.
This ethnographic fieldwork was complemented by archival research in the Mahaweli
Authority library to screen through policy and planning documents of the Mahaweli
Development Programme.

‘System L’—militarized high modernism

The Mahaweli Development Programme was always more than simply a high mod-
ernist scheme. Considered Sri Lanka’s foremost feat in post-colonial engineering,
irrigation, andmodernization, theMahaweli Development Programmewas positioned
at the centre of the country’s national development strategy in the 1970s and 1980s.9

It proposed the harnessing of the 335-kilometre long Mahaweli Ganga—the island’s
largest river—in order to divert water to the Dry Zone for agricultural development.10

The scheme was to increase the power-generating capacity of the country, enable the
cultivation of 900,000 acres of paddy land, and settle more than one million land-
less families from the densely populated Southern Wet Zones into the Dry Zone.11

Placing the stupa (temple), tank (irrigation reservoir), and the paddy field (irrigated
rice field) as the hallmarks for celebrating the Sinhala-Buddhist nation,12 the coloniza-
tion schemes were seen as tools to reinvigorate a glorious past of Sinhala civilization
and to uplift the Sinhala peasantry.13

Through the Mahaweli Development Programme, a large number of Sinhala set-
tlers have been moved to regions that had previously been inhabited by minorities.14

9Bastian, Sustaining a State in Conflict; G.H. Peiris, Development and change in Sri Lanka: geographical per-

spectives (Colombo and Kandy: International Centre for Ethnic Studies (ICES), 1996); Tambiah, Sri Lanka:
Ethnic fractricide; Tennakoon, ‘Rituals of development’.

10C. M. Madduma Bandara, ‘The Mahaweli strategy of Sri Lanka: Great expectations of a small nation’,
in Strategies for river basinmanagement, (eds) J. Lundquist andM. Falkenmark (Dordrecht: Reidel Publishing
1985), pp. 265–277.

11P. Wickramesekera, ‘The Mahaweli Development Programme, agrarian changes and the peasantry’,
in Capital and peasant production: Studies in the continuity and discontinuity of agrarian structures in Sri Lanka,
(ed.) C. Abeysekera (Colombo: Social Scientists’ Association (SSA), 1985), pp. 83–129.

12See James Brow and J. Weeramunda, Agrarian change in Sri Lanka (New York: Sage, 1992); Moore, The
state and peasant politics; Jonathan Spencer, Sri Lanka: history and roots of the conflict (London: Routledge,
1990); Tennakoon, ‘Rituals of development’; Michael Woost, ‘Developing a nation of villages: Rural
community as state formation in Sri Lanka’, Critique of Anthropology, vol. 14, no. 1, 1994, pp. 77–95.

13Brow, Demons of development; Nalani Hennayake, Culture, politics and development in postcolonial Sri Lanka

(Lanham,MD: Lexington Books 2006), pp. 107ff.; Benedikt Korf, ‘Cartographic violence: engaging a Sinhala
kind of geography’, in Spatialising politics: culture and geography in postcolonial Sri Lanka, (eds) Catherine
Brun and Tariq Jazeel (New Delhi: Sage 2009), pp. 100–121; Moore, The state and peasant politics; Tambiah,
Sri Lanka: Ethnic fratricide; Tennekoon, ‘Rituals of Development’; Michael Woost, ‘Nationalizing the local
past in Sri Lanka: Histories of nation and development in a Sinhalese village’, American Ethnologist, vol. 20,
no. 3, 1993, pp. 502–521; and Woost, ‘Developing a nation of villages’.

14Jegananthan and Ismail, ‘Introduction: Unmaking the nation’; Benedikt Korf, ‘Dining with devils? An
ethnographic enquiry into the conflict-development nexus in Sri Lanka’,OxfordDevelopment Studies vol. 44,
no. 1, 2006, pp. 47–64; Moore, The state and peasant politics; Peebles, ‘Colonization and ethnic conflict’;
Bart Klem and Thiruni Kelegama, ‘Marginal placeholders: peasants, paddy and ethnic space in Sri Lanka’s
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This aspect of the programme came to be recognized as a significant factor con-
tributing to the increasing civil unrest in the country, with the LTTE declaring that
one of its main intentions was the ‘safeguarding of territory against planned state
sponsored colonization’ carried out through the programme.15 Of particular concern
was the north-eastern extension of the Mahaweli Development Programme—the Weli
Oya scheme (‘System L’) (see figure 1).16 In his personal account For a sovereign state,
Malinga H. Gunaratne, former senior Mahaweli Authority bureaucrat, confirmed that
settling Sinhalese in System L, which was ‘strategically located in relation to Eelam
… would destroy the land basis for the very existence of Eelam’.17 System L enabled
the insertion of a loyal Sinhala population into a sparsely populated strip between the
Tamil-inhabited areas in the north and Tamil- and Muslim-inhabited areas in the east,
thereby driving a geographicalwedge into the claimedTamil homeland (‘Tamil Eelam’)
(see figure 2).18

Not surprisingly, SystemLwas highly controversial, and the settlement of Sinhalese
started in the mid-1980s rather surreptitiously. After a previous attempt to settle
40,000 Sinhalese at Maduru Oya River in Batticaloa district in eastern Sri Lanka
had been abandoned due to public pressure,19 these potential settlers, mobilized by
a Buddhist monk, Dimbulagala, were relocated to settle in Manal Aru (later to be
renamed in Sinhalese as Weli Oya) under System L. Technically, this was a daring
move as System L had not been foreseen for the accelerated Mahaweli Development
Programme, and was planned to be up for development only after completion of the
former.20 However, a clique close to the then President JR Jayawardena, including the
President’s son Ravi, and senior officials of the Mahaweli Authority, acquired the land
inManal Aru through an extraordinary gazette notification.21 The settling of Sinhalese
had to be done clandestinely, however, because of public pressure and despite assur-
ances of the government of the opposite.22 Only in 1988 could System L be officially
launched under the name ‘Weli Oya’ (sandy river in Sinhalese). The settlement in Weli
Oya came under attack from the LTTE and was increasingly militarized, while the set-
tlers were armed to defend the territory: as part of a counter-insurgency strategy,
these armed settlers were deployed at strategic locations surrounding army camps.23

post-war frontier’, Journal of Peasant Studies, vol. 47, no. 2, 2020, pp. 346–365; Tambiah, Sri Lanka: Ethnic
fratricide.

15UTHR (J), ‘Child conscription’, p. 310; Sharika Thiranagama, In my mother’s house: Civil war in Sri Lanka

(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2011); Dennis B. McGilvray, Crucible of conflict: Tamil and

Muslim society on the east coast of Sri Lanka (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008).
16Manoharan, ‘Colonisation and politics’; Peebles, ‘Colonization and ethnic conflict’; Thangarajah,

‘Ethnicization of the devolution debate’.
17Malinga H. Gunaratne, For a sovereign state (Colombo: Vijitha Yapa Publications, 1998), p. 35.
18McGilvray, Crucible of conflict. Please note that in figure 1, the Mahaweli Authority gives Sinhalese

names for local places, which are usually given in Tamil, e.g. “Polmaduwa” for “Pulmoddai”.
19UTHR (J), ‘Child conscription’, p. 204.
20Hansard, February 19 Parliamentary Debate, vol. 46, 1987.
21Muggah, Relocation failures, p. 119.
22This is documented in: Muggah, Relocation failures, p. 121; and the UTHR (J) reports: UTHR (J). 1995.

Children in the North-East War: 1985–1995. Briefing 2, 20 June; UTHR (J), ‘Child conscription’; and Hoole,
Palymrah fallen.

23Muggah, Relocation failures, p. 126.
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Figure 1. Location and layout of System L and new settlements (Base map: Mahaweli Development Authority;
Cartography: Dani Tschanz).

After thewar ended inMay 2009with an outrightmilitary victory by the Sri Lankan
military (and the total annihilation of the LTTE), the Mahaweli Authority and the
military restarted activities to bring a new wave of landless Sinhalese, mainly from
Hambantota, the fiefdom of then President Mahinda Rajapaksa, and neighbouring
districts. Again, this settlement occurred in a clandestine manner. This colonization
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Figure 2. The Mahaweli Development Project Area and System L (Base map: Mahaweli Development Autority;
Cartography: Dani Tschanz).
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coincided with other development schemes that the military implemented in the for-
mer war zones in a strategy to ‘stabilize a victor’s peace’24 and to occupy and control
territory previously controlled by the LTTE. These schemes included special economic
zones and environmental protection zones, demarcated in previous rebel hotbeds; the
excavation of archaeological sites to claim land for Sinhalese in eastern Sri Lanka; and
the construction of war memorial sites of a ‘triumphalist nationalism’ in the land-
scape of the former war zone. Themilitary also heavily engaged in roadbuilding across
the former war zone.25 Nationalism, post-war development, and militarization have
thereby become intricately intertwined, foregrounding a process ofmilitarization that
has saturated Sri Lanka’s society for decades and that has been highly visible in the
(former) war zone in the form of military checkpoints and camps.26

InWeli Oya, the coming together of ‘peasant politics’, ‘nationalism’, and ‘militariza-
tion’ pre-dates the end of the war, however. The re-opening of System L consolidated
and expanded an already existing militarized colonization scheme, thereby juxtapos-
ing an established network of ‘old’ settlers, who had endured the war, with ‘new’
settlers who came after the end of the war. While some of the post-war developmen-
tal schemes involved heavy infrastructure (roads) or elite investments (tourism), the
colonization schemes required the involvement of large numbers of ‘subaltern nation-
alists’ in the form of marginal, previously landless Sinhalese from the peripheries of
the country and the bottom of its society. To make them effective as ‘frontiersmen’
in the northern dry zone required a skilful combination of promise, logistics, surveil-
lance, and political tactics to make the ‘lure of land’ work for the Sinhala-Buddhist
nationalist agenda.

24This term is from Jonathan Goodhand, ‘Stabilizing a victor’s peace? Humanitarian action and
reconstruction in eastern Sri Lanka’, Disasters 34 (S3), 2010, pp. 342–367.

25On special economic zones: Bart Klem, The political geography of war’s end: Territorialisation, cir-
culation, and moral anxiety in Trincomalee, Sri Lanka’, Political Geography vol. 38, 2014, pp. 33–45; on
environmental protection zones: Shahul H. Hasbbullah, Denying the right to return: Resettlement in Musali

South and the Wilpattu Controversy (Kandy: Kandy Forum, 2015); on archaeological sites: Jonathan Spencer,
Jonathan Goodhand, S.H. Hasbullah, Bart Klem, Benedikt Korf, and K.T. Silva, Checkpoint, temple, church and

mosque: A collaborative ethnography of war and peace (London: Pluto Press, 2015); on ‘triumphalist nation-
alism’: Jennifer Hyndman and Amarnath Amarasingam, ‘Touring ‘terrorism’: Landscapes of memory in
post-war Sri Lanka’, Geography Compass vol. 8, no. 8, 2014, pp. 560–575; Hyndman and Amarasinghe 2014;
AliceKern,Waves of attention andabandonment: Imaginative geographies ofVeddhaness in themargins of post-war

Sri Lanka (PhD Dissertation, Department of Geography, University of Zurich, Zurich, 2021), pp. 191ff.; on
road-building: Kanchana N. Ruwanpura, Loritta Chan, Benjamin Brown, and V. Kajotha, ‘Unsettled peace?
The territorial politics of roadbuilding in post-war Sri Lanka’, Political Geography, vol. 76, 2020, 102092.

26On the post-war situation: Jonathan Goodhand, ‘Sri Lanka in 2012: Securing the state, enforcing the
“peace”’, Asia Survey, vol. 53, no. 1, 2012, pp. 64–72; Neloufer deMel, ‘Risky subjects: Militarization in post-
war Sri Lanka’, inWomenandpolitics of peace: SouthAsia narratives onmilitarization, power, and justice, (ed) Ruta
Manchanda (London: Sage, 2017), pp. 137–154; de Mel 2017; Ruwanpura et al., ‘Unsettled peace?’; Nira
Wickramasingha, Sri Lanka in the modern age: A history (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015); on the
longer genealogy ofmilitarization: Neloufer deMel,Militarizing Sri Lanka: Popular culture,memory andnarra-

tive in the armed conflict (London: Sage, 2007); Jennifer Hyndman andMalathi de Alwis, ‘Bodies, shrines and
roads: Violence, (im)mobility and displacement in Sri Lanka’, Gender, Place and Culture, vol. 11, no. 4, 2004,
pp. 535–557; Pradeep Jeganathan, ‘Checkpoint: Anthropology, identity, and the state’, inAnthropology in the

margins of the state, (eds) Veena Das and Deborah Poole (Santa Fe: School of American Research Advanced
Seminar Series, 2004), pp. 67–80.
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The lure of land I: Living the myth

The ‘lure of land’ is intimately tied to the overwhelming desire and aspiration of
landless Sinhalese to become land-owning paddy farmers, which promises not only
economic assets, but also cultural prestige. Not surprisingly, this desire unites the new
arrivals after 2009 with the old wave of settlers who arrived in Weli Oya in the late
1980s. We talked to settlers of both waves of colonization about how they decided to
apply to the Mahaweli Development Programme to receive free land: in both cases,
most saw this as an opportunity to start a new life as a farmer. Similar to the second
wave of settlers, the settlers of the first wave remembered that the start in the new
place was full of hardship, but the lure of land was strong enough to keep them in
place and continue their life in the new locality.

The first wave of settlers

Indeed,manywho arrived inWeli Oya in the 1980s arrivedwith onepurpose—to realize
the dreamof becoming a paddy farmer. Having arrived fromPolonnaruwa, Anton, who
now runs a small shop, recalledwhy hewould never leave in spite of the daily hardship
he and his family faced:

We are poor people. And the chances of us being able to save our money and
buying our own landwas an impossible dream.With theMahaweli giving us land,
we are suddenly no longer these people who are at the bottom of the ladder, we
now are people who own land. If we had left during the war, we would have been
left with nothing. (settler, 18 February 2015, emphasis added)

Pointing at the shelling his house had received from various LTTE attacks and speaking
of the bunker he had built in the back garden for his family, Anton was quick to point
out that his life had been anything but easy. ‘True we came for the free land and didn’t
leave because we had nothing, but we suffered. Maybe you can say that this free land
came at a price of high suffering but at least I still havemy shop and I have been able to
make something out ofmyself ’ (Ibid.). Sunil recalled receiving ahalf-acre of homestead
land to build his house on and a further three-and-a-half acres of paddy land a few
months later. ‘It was difficult at the start and people did not want to live here at all but
I knew if I left I would never get any land again’ (settler, 20 February 2015).

Even for those early settlers, who had suffered heavily from the war, the lure of
land—the dream of being a land-owning family—persisted. Yasawathi, who had lost
her husband soon after their arrival, explained how her husband had arrived in Weli
Oya in one of the buses that were provided to find themselves in the midst of a ‘wild
jungle’. She remembered the many problems they had faced at the start due to the
lack of water, food, and money: ‘The only way we survived was by eating one meal a
day with dry rations that were given to us by the Mahaweli’ (settler, 28 August 2015).
Shortly after their arrival, her husbandwas caught in themidst of a LTTE attack against
the army and died soon after, leaving her alone with her son and daughter. Yasawathi
attributes her survival solely to theMahaweli Authority and is still immensely grateful
for having been given paddy land: ‘I could not leave, I had nowhere to go. TheMahaweli
sirs were so kind tome as well as the army after my husband died.’ Having received the
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paddy land early on, shewas able to harvest it and start providing for her family slowly.
‘It was not easy’, she is quick to remark, ‘but I survived and now we are a land-owning
family’ (Ibid., emphasis added).

The Mahaweli Authority, a centralized government body, was working closely with
local divisional secretariat offices in different provinces in order to identify which
groups of people would receive land: ‘We were giving people free paddy land and
agricultural land and many did not want to let go of what they saw as a golden
opportunity—the chance to become a land owning paddy farmer’, replied one of the
Mahaweli authority officials when Thiruni Kelegama asked him how the Mahaweli
Development Programme had managed to convince people to move to Weli Oya back
in the 1980s: ‘But it was still difficult to get people to move this far up north especially
given they had no idea where they were going to. We kept trying however and the
promise of free land always helped’ (Mahaweli Authority officer, 1 October 2015, emphasis
added). Based on these efforts, the Mahaweli Authority claims that by 1988 there were
almost 3500 families in Weli Oya, which is postulated to have grown to almost 20,000
by the early 1990s, although there are no independent sources to verify these figures.27

Sunil, Anton, and Yasawathi are all representative of the first wave of settlers who
arrived inWeli Oya in the 1980s to become land-owning paddy farmers. However, while
they decided to stay behind, other settlers who came with them chose to leave due
to the difficult conditions that were prevalent in the area as mentioned by nearly all
informants, such as the lack of employment, proper schools, and hospitals. ‘We were
living in most miserable conditions’, Bandula Vithanage told us, who moved to Weli
Oya in 1989: ‘We had to sit and wait for the Mahaweli to come and give us the rations
each week so we could survive’ (settler, 27 August 2016). The main reason that the
Mahaweli Authority gave for the high rate of return, however, was the heightened civil
war.28 Weli Oya was a border village and strategically located at the edge of the Sri
Lankan state-controlled area and bordering ‘Eelam’ or the LTTE homeland; it was a site
of repeated attacks starting from the late 1980s continuing until the 1990s. As a result,
many settlers had to abandon their homes temporarily and move to nearby refugee
camps in Padaviya until it was safe to return home. Ariyasinghe, an official from the
Mahaweli Authority, explained:

The high rate of abandonment only increased as the LTTE attacks increased in
the area and the settlers had to finally leave their houses. A large number of
them did return to their land as they had nowhere else to go to but we do not
deny that a large number of people left for good. (Mahaweli Authority officer, 15
March 2015)

The second wave of settlers

The lure of land was also motivating the second wave of settlers who came after the
end of the war in 2009: many settlers expressed a long-standing desire of becoming a
land-owning paddy farmer. Many of the new settlers who had come to Weli Oya since
the restart of the programme had moved there to escape a life of poverty back home,

27On this: Muggah, Relocation failures.
28Muggah, Relocation failures.
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and the lure of free landwas strong: ‘Whywould I say no to free paddy land?’ (settler 1,
20 February 2014). Janaka, who hadmoved fromAnuradhapura, was rather vocal about
why he had chosen to come toWeli Oya after the end of the war. He further added that
he had no plan on leaving as he had come toWeli Oya with the sole purpose of ‘making
a life for myself as a farmer’ (settler 2, 20 February 2014). Janaka was not alone in this
desire and ambition to become a paddy farmer. Nalini and her husband, who had been
working as temporary hired labourers in Hambantota, remembered that it felt like a
dream had come true when they found out they had been chosen to receive land. She
recalls being hesitant about coming to live herewith her family and admitted to having
some concerns:

Of course, we had no idea where we were coming and we were scared to come
here because of the [Tamil] Tigers as this is the North after all, but so many peo-
ple from Hambantota came with us so we felt safe … But this was our only hope
and our only way out for a better future, so we came. (settler, 21 February 2015)

Jeevan, who came from Galgamuwa, expressed the gratitude he felt for being offered
to receive land: ‘We had no land at all … our life was to put it very simply miserable’
(settler, 14 February 2015).Many settlerswho came since 2013 hoped to escape poverty
and unemployment, wanting to provide a better life for their children. However, what
they facedwhen arriving inWeli Oyawas again a life of hardship andmany difficulties.
As a result, many families left soon after. Problems they and those remaining encoun-
teredwere scarcity ofwater, lack of job opportunities, and lack of access to health-care.
This was compounded by the fact the paddy land that they had been promised had not
been allocated to them (yet), a situation that was still unresolved as of December 2018.
But, a significant number of settlers stayed on. As Jeevan told us: ‘I will not give up, I
will become a paddy farmer, own land and make something out of myself ’ (Ibid.).

The lure of land that the settlers of bothwaves of colonization responded to reflects
the ‘peasant ideology’ of Sri Lanka’s post-colonial nation-building project, which
echoes the central ideal that was promoted at the heart of the Mahaweli Development
Programme: the importance of the village community and the farmer as the key fig-
ure who ‘will determine the future of Sri Lanka’.29 Nationalist representations of the
Sinhalese rural community were centred around paddy cultivation, which was por-
trayed as a ‘cultural practice coded into the bodily substance of Sinhalese people’,30 and
the lure of landwas intimately tied to a socio-cultural trope of the (land-owning) paddy
farmer as a figure of privilege and esteem to which these landless families aspired: ‘to
make something out of myself ’. The aspiration kept the settlers in the place despite all
the hardship they experienced after moving to Weli Oya.

The lure of land II: Claiming back a past civilization

‘It is our duty as Sinhalese, to take back our land’ said Ravindra, one of the settlers
who came after the war (settler, 10 February 2016). This patriotic settler frames a
second sense of the lure of land—the lure of an ancient history of a (Sinhala) hydraulic

29Moore, The state and peasant politics, p. 46; see also Tennakoon, ‘Rituals of development’.
30Woost, ‘Nationalizing the local past’, pp. 504–505.
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civilization that was firmly rooted in the plains of the dry zone and that today’s set-
tlers were now invited to reinvigorate. The prestige of becoming a paddy cultivator
and land-owner thereby became entangled with a patriotic endeavour to ‘claim back
the land’ that had historically been part of a large Sinhala-Buddhist kingdom, ‘the
glories of Raja-Rata’.31 Ravindra thereby expresses the territorial imperative of an
ethno-religious nationalism that was intimately tied to the developmentalism of the
Mahaweli Development Programme, but found its most aggressive and antagonistic
form in the System L colonization scheme. In the 1980s, settling landless Sinhalese
farmers in these strategic locations served the Sri Lankan state to defend the border
against the LTTE, while after the war, the Mahaweli brought in new settlers to con-
solidate and expand the territorial occupation of the northern dry zone with loyal
Sinhalese citizens.

This ethno-religious nationalism that characterized the Jayewardene period, re-
emerged with a vengeance during the Rajapakse regime: It espoused a mythical
virtuousBuddhist society that hadbeen thwartedby colonialism.32 JR Jayewardenehad
declared that the patriotic peasant farmer ‘and the new civilisation hewill build…will
determine the future of Sri Lanka’.33 Mahinda Rajapaksa portrayed himself as the ‘war-
rior king’ who, by winning the war against the LTTE, had saved the Sinhala-Buddhist
nation from an ‘endogenous Tamil threat’ and re-established sovereignty.34 The patri-
otic farmer was deemed crucial for the spatial consolidation of the sovereignty of
the Sinhala-Buddhist nation in the territories of the northern dry zone frontier, and
Ravindra expressed his conscious alignment with this political vision.

Home guards of the frontier

In the 1980s, this ethno-religious nationalism was implemented not only by state
organs, such as the Mahaweli Authority, but promoted and pushed forward by a net-
work of Buddhist monks, politicians, and high-ranking government officials. A central
component in attracting settlers to Weli Oya in the 1980s was the work of a Buddhist
monk, Rev. Dimbulagala, who led an ‘army’ of Sinhala settlers to encroach the Maduru
Oya settlements which had been reserved for Tamils under an agreement he had

31Farmer, Pioneer peasant colonization, p. 144; see also: Brow, Demons of development; Tennakoon, ‘Rituals
of development’.

32Ananda Abeysekara, Colors of the robe: Religion, identity, and difference (Columbia: University of South
Carolina Press, 2002); Harini Amarasuriya and Jonathan Spencer, “‘With that, discipline will also come
to them”: The politics of the urban poor in postwar Colombo’, Current Anthropology, vol. 56, no. 1, 2015,
pp. 66–75; Jonathan Goodhand and Oliver Walton, ‘The tangled politics of postwar justice in Sri Lanka’,
CurrentHistory, vol. 116, no. 789, 2017, pp. 130–135; HarshanaRambukwella,The politics and poetics of authen-
ticity: A cultural genealogy of Sinhala Nationalism (London: UCL Press, 2018), pp. 148ff.; H.L. Seneviratne, The
work of kings: The new Buddhism in Sri Lanka (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1999).

33Moore, The state and peasant politics, p. 46.
34Qadri Ismail, ‘Critiquing the President’s victory speech: Evidence of a majoritarian mindset?’,

Groundviews, 20 August 2009, at https://groundviews.org/2009/08/20/critiquing-the-presidents-victory-
speech-evidence-of-an-majoritarian-mindset/, [accessed 20 February 2022]; Tariq Jazeel and Kanchana
Ruwanpura, ‘Dissent: Sri Lanka’s newminority?’, Political Geography, vol. 28, 2009, pp. 385–387; Ruwanpura
et al. 2020, ‘Unsettled peace?’; Nira Wickramasingha, ‘Producing the present: History as heritage in post-
war patriotic Sri Lanka’, Economic and PoliticalWeekly, vol. XLVIII, no. 43, 2013, pp. 91–100;Wickramasinghe,
Sri Lanka in the modern age, pp. 351ff.
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worked out with the then Mahaweli Minister Gamini Dissanayake.35 In Colours of the
robe, Ananda Abeysekera writes that Buddhist monks had been most vocal in asking
the government to eradicate ‘Tamil terrorism’, and many accused the Jayewardena
regime of not doing enough to protect the unity of Buddhist Sri Lanka.36 Dimbulagala,
in his case with permission from then President Jayewardene, the President’s son Ravi
Jayewardene, and the implicit backing of the Mahaweli Authority, was instrumental
in bringing the first group of settlers to Weli Oya to protect the border against the
advancing LTTE.37

Somananda, the headmonk of a local temple inWeli Oya, recalled howDimbulagala
promised free land if settlers followed him. Having moved to Weli Oya as a disciple of
Dimbulagala, he recalled the intensity with which the monk wanted to ‘protect the
North from the Tamils’: ‘This was Mahaweli land after all that wasn’t being used so it
was easy to convince people to come live here when we told them that they will soon
get paddy land’ (Buddhist monk, 15 April 2016). While Dimbulagala was a convincing
figure, Somananda believed it was not simply the enticement of free land but he played
into nationalist sentiment by declaring that by moving to Weli Oya the settlers were
helping to protect the country from the advancing LTTE. It was this persuasiveness,
he believed, that convinced many people to take the risk of travelling to an unknown
area with no guarantee of what to expect:

We arrived and all this was a jungle. Therewas nothing here and the people were
told to build themselves huts. For us it was enough. We listened to our hamudu-
ruwo [Buddhist monk], we knew he was doing the right thing, for us and for our
country. (Buddhist monk, 15 April 2016)

But Somananda also admitted that a large number of people did leave as life was
difficult and danger was imminent: ‘In the endwe stayed behind and this area was pro-
tected because of us and today it is with pride we can call it the last standing Sinhala
bastion of the North’ (Ibid.).

This view was shared by many early settlers we spoke to. They saw their move
to Weli Oya not only as an opportunity to become paddy farmers but as a chance to
‘prevent the LTTE from taking our land’ and be ‘true patriots’. Silva, who arrived with
Dimbulagala and Somananda, claims that not only did he want to become a farmer and
own land, but that he felt this would be an opportunity to also assert what he termed
his ‘Sinhala-ness’. For him, the idea of staking a claim on this empty land was tied to a
larger history that was more important; he believed that the country belonged to the
Sinhalese and it was their land (settler 1, 25 May 2017). UTHR reports therefore con-
cluded that the settling ofWeli Oya was carried out in order to ‘break the back of Tamil
nationalist aspirations and preserve a unitary Sri Lankan state under the Sinhalese
elite’.38

Themilitary and theMahaweli Authority decided to arm the settlers and to employ
them as home guards. Silva writes that these home guards, or militarized farmers,

35Gunaratne, For a sovereign state.
36Abeysekera, Colours of the robe, pp. 213ff.
37Gunaratne, For a sovereign state.
38UTHR (J), ‘Child conscription’, p. 312.
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‘played an effective role in supplementing and complementing the Sri Lankan secu-
rity forces in defending the frontier areas’ as they were instrumental in ‘consolidating
power in the areas captured by the armed forces’ in the north and east. Venugopal
notes that asmany as 50% of all households in border villages had one ormore persons
working as home guards or regular members of the security forces. These numbers
are confirmed by other studies across different colonization schemes in the former
war areas.39 In Weli Oya, these armed settlers were deployed at strategic locations
surrounding army camps as part of a stronger militarization and counter-insurgency
strategy. Almost 75% of themales in System Lwere employed as home guards. Muggah
reports that in the late 1990s, some 25,000 infantry and home guards were occupying
the border villages of System L.40

Early settlers like Dayapala and Ratnapala recalled in interviews doing their service
as home guards with pride and honour and spoke of how it was their decision to take
up arms to ensure that ‘Weli Oya remains a Sinhala-only village’ (settler 2, 25 February
2017). While many settlers explained that the daily stipend was attractive since they
had no other source of income, theymostly echoed the sentiment uttered by Dayapala:
‘I was doing something formy country’ (Ibid.). Ratnapala recalled that hewouldhave to
learn how to use a gun and guard a checkpoint alongside the army: ‘I had no reason to
say no. The only reason that a village like this remains in the North, full of us Sinhalese
people, is because we fought for our land’ (settler 3, 10 August 2016). Yet, they were
aware of its dangers: Vijaya, another of those settlers, recalled: ‘Weknew itwas going to
get dangerous living here, this is the border between us Sinhalese and the LTTE … I did
not want to leave … we learnt how to use the guns we were given’ (settler, 15 June
2017). The settlers who stayed knew why they were doing so: if not, ‘the LTTE would
have gotten more in control’, Vijaya was convinced (settler, 16 June 2017).

Damayanthi recalled how she tried to convince her husband Dayapala to leaveWeli
Oya when they found out they would have to guard checkpoints in the face of the
advancing LTTE. Arriving from Matale in 1986, the promise of free paddy land had
attracted them. Dayapala was one of the first people to offer to help the military: ‘He
wanted to do something for the country and felt this was his duty. He always said we
are proud Sinhalese people and if we do not stand up and serve this country, whowill?’
(settler, 10 August 2016). While Damayanthi expressed concerns at her husband hav-
ing to learn how to use a gun and having it around her home, Dayapala admits that he
took to it extremely easily. The training he received from the military was extensive,
and at the end of this training, he was given a gun and ammunition that he could carry
with him at all times. In addition, he was paid a daily amount of Rs. 50 per day, which
turned into a monthly pay of Rs. 15,000–20,000 per month. Dayapala explained: ‘It was
very easy to learn to use the gun and I liked that we were working with the army—I

39UTHR (J), ‘Child conscription’, p. 327; Kalinga Tudor Silva, ‘Home guards in Sri Lanka: Guardians of
peace or threat to human security?’, Economic and Political Weekly, vol. 45, no. 36, 2010, pp. 31–33, here:
p. 32; Venugopal, ‘Nationalism, development and ethnic conflict’; see also: Benedikt Korf, ‘War, livelihoods
and vulnerability in Sri Lanka’, Development and Change, vol. 35, no. 2, 2004, pp. 277–297; Benedikt Korf,
‘Dining with devils? An ethnographic enquiry into the conflict-development nexus in Sri Lanka’, Oxford
Development Studies, vol. 44, no. 1, 2006, pp. 47–64; Thangarajah, ‘Ethnicization of the devolution debate’.

40Muggah, Relocation failures, pp. 126–127.
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felt useful and valued as I was doing something in return for my country, which gave
me the very land I am now sitting on’ (settler 2, 10 August 2016).

A new wave of patriotic settlers

The end of the war in 2009 ensured that these settlers no longer needed to carry arms
to defend the Sinhala-Buddhist nation, but thework to claim the land for the Sinhalese
had to go on. The re-opening of System L and the work of the Mahaweli Authority and
the Sri Lankan military to bring new settlers to Weli Oya have to be seen in this trajec-
tory of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism. The premise once again was when the settlers
moved to Weli Oya, they would receive the agricultural land to live on and the paddy
land to facilitate the goal of becoming paddy farmers. Yet, it was also clear to the set-
tlers who came after the end of the war that they were brought in to serve a political
purpose to contribute to the revival of the Sinhala-Buddhist nation in the northern
dry zone.

Indeed, a large number of settlers who arrived after the end of war in 2009 asserted
that they did not come to Weli Oya simply to become paddy farmers. Many saw this
chance as an opportunity to ‘reclaim the country’. Naren, a newly arrived settler,
stated that the offer of free land from theMahaweli Authority was simply a ‘God-given
chance’, which would allow people like him ‘to start taking back the land of my ances-
tors’ (settler, 2 May 2015). Ravindra, who moved to Weli Oya in 2013, saw his presence
there as not only a means of reclaiming land but as a chance to put into practice what
Rajapaksa had achieved at a national level with his outright victory over the LTTE: ‘I
did not come here to become a farmer, you know? The war is over and we need to take
back the land that the Tigers were claiming for themselves. It is our duty as Sinhalese,
to take back our land’ (settler, 10 May 2015).

Ruwan Bandara, another settler, vehemently stated:

It is only because of our President [Rajapaksa] we are even here today. I know
we have not yet received our land and we believe it will be given soon but what
matters more to us is that we are where we belong in this land – us Sinhalese
men should be taking more land further North and this is just the start. (settler,
18 August 2015)

Such assertions of overt praise for Mahinda Rajapaksa, his government and the mil-
itary were plentiful and repeated often. His victory over the LTTE was hailed as the
‘biggest victory possible for the country’ (settler 1, 20 August 2015) and ‘could have
been achieved by no other’ (Mahaweli Authority officer, 12 August 2015). Even when
Rajapaksa was defeated at the shock presidential elections with Maithripala Sirisena
coming into power in January 2015, this devout loyalty to him remained unchanged:
‘we will always be grateful to him, not just for the land but for saving the country for
us from the Tamils’ (settler, 1 September 2015).

In Weli Oya, the lure of land as socio-cultural privilege (owning land) thereby
became intimately tied with the lure of land in a political sense as Sinhala-Buddhist
soil or territory to be reclaimed and defended. With the first wave of settlers, this
emerged through an overt demand by the state to take up arms and work as home
guards manning the border against the LTTE. With the end of the war, this demand

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X22000506 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0026749X22000506


2018 Thiruni Kelegama and Benedikt Korf

took on a different turn with the new wave of settlers becoming a moral army of sup-
port for Mahinda Rajapaksa and his militarized regime, and a territorial army of sorts
to people the Sinhala-Buddhist nation in the dry zone frontier with loyal settlers.

The lure of land III: Indefinite deferral

The arrival of the second wave of settlers after 2009 ended up in deep disappointment
and frustrations, however. ‘There is no sign of anything’ was a recurring complaint by
settlers who had come to Weli Oya after the war. They meant that they were still wait-
ing for their plot of paddy land that the Mahaweli Authority had promised to them
as part of their ‘package’ to come to Weli Oya. While all the settlers who came in the
1980s had received land plots for cultivation and irrigation water for their paddy, set-
tlers who arrived since 2013 had been assigned land to build their houses but the very
premise on which they had moved, to become paddy farmers, was a far cry from real-
ity. The paddy land had not been allocated even as late as December 2018, the last time
we checked the situation in the field. As a consequence, the lure of land remained in
a state of permanent deferral—present as a promise that has not (yet) materialized in
the form of allocated paddy land and irrigation water.

This constant postponement of the allocation of land created frustration and anger
among the new settlers. After repeating assurances of their loyalty to Rajapaksa and
the Mahaweli Authority, it would not be long before they started to also voice their
frustration because the paddy land took so much longer to be distributed. Much of
these complaints were directed at the Mahaweli Authority as well as the local bureau-
crats at the Divisional Secretariat offices. Three years since their arrival and with no
signof anypromise beingmet, the settlers started to organize themselves to voice their
anger and dissatisfaction. While direct or aggressive confrontation was never possible
in the highly militarized setting of Weli Oya, the settlers started a series of protests to
voice their demands and criticize the Mahaweli Authority for its failure to allocate the
promised paddy land.

‘We took it into our own hands’, claimed Yohan (settler, 5 March 2014). Yohan was
instrumental in leading a series of protests that took place in March 2014. The first
protest organized by Yohan comprised six people: four men and two women. They sat
directly outside the centrally located Mahaweli Authority office. From this location,
theywere not only visible to theMahaweli Authority, but also the divisional secretariat
office and the police station. The two women took it upon themselves to make a series
of small signs, which they strung together on one piece of rope and hung above the
tree they sat under. The signs read: ‘Give us our land’, ‘Mahaweli is lying to us’, and
‘Where is the System L land?’ The group of protesters all vehemently agreed that they
would not move unless the Mahaweli Authority engaged in some form of talks with
them and provided them with a firm date as to when they would receive the paddy
land.

The first protest lasted for only two dayswhen it was called off. Jayantha, the village
secretary of one of the villages in Weli Oya claimed that an official from the Mahaweli
Authority had asked him to arrange to call it off immediately: ‘I got together 60 people
and we went to Yohan and told him he had to leave. The Mahaweli office gave us three
jeeps to use thatmorning, andwe scared themoff’ (settler, 18March 2014). He believed:
‘the strike was one of themost unnecessary things that happened. What people do not
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seem to realize is that we cannot work against theMahaweli! Wemust work with them
and if they think that we are fighting against them, we will never get our land’ (Ibid.).
Jayantha voiced a view that indicates a continuing sense of loyalty to the Mahaweli
Authority and the Rajapakse government despite the deferred promises, and at the
same time, the anxiety of being let down if not showing this loyalty. Jayantha believed
that Yohan and the five others had only caused more problems with their course of
action. Although he was critical of theMahaweli Authority and complained about how
his life was ‘on hold’, even going so far to say that this offer of free land had ‘ruined his
life’, he insisted that no one should be protesting against them.He felt that he owed the
Mahaweli Authority profoundly and when asked for help or assistance, he would work
with or for them as would be proven many times in the future as he was repeatedly
called on for help.

After this unsuccessful attempt, Yohan organised a second protest three weeks
later. This time, he gathered a group of 15 people who made their way to the same
place in front of the Mahaweli Authority office. This second protest lasted a day with
the military being called in; a version that was corroborated by a Mahaweli Authority
official. However, Yohan was not to be deterred and did not give up. Three weeks later,
he sat outside the Mahaweli Authority again. He recalled why he decided to brave the
military and the Mahaweli Authority: ‘What do I have to lose? I have nothing here, no
family, no money … I just want the small piece of paddy land I was promised so I can
get started with my life. If the army was going to kick me out and take away my land,
I thought let them do it’. He believed that his persistence, coming out of a deep sense
of despair, should eventually pay off—a little bit at least (settler, 20 March 2014).

On the secondday, hewas asked to come inside theMahaweli Authority officewhere
he met with the official in charge of land distribution. On voicing his concerns, Yohan
claimed he was told that he needed to be ‘patient’ and that it would simply be amatter
of time before the paddy land would be distributed to all the newly arrived settlers.
But, before themeeting ended, he was ‘very kindly’ told to stop with the protests as he
could get ‘blacklisted’ from being allocated any land in the future (Ibid.). No date was
evermentioned to him as to when the land would be given. Even as of July 2018, Yohan
still had not received any land, nor his fellow settlers. While he remained frustrated
and kept talking of ‘finally giving up and leaving Weli Oya’, he did not dare do so. He
lived in hope that the promise that was made to him would materialize sooner than
later: ‘I have nothing to go back to and all I can do is hope that all this is not a big lie’
(Ibid.).

Conclusion

‘The [Mahaweli Development] Programmewill always continue, it has for over 40 years
and we have no reason to really stop it as it is more or less successful’, explained a
senior official at the Mahaweli Authority office in Colombo (Mahaweli Authority offi-
cer, Colombo, 5 July 2018). This statement is certainly true for System L in Weli Oya:
although the Mahaweli Authority failed to allocate land and water to the new settlers,
itwas ‘more or less successful’ to keep settlers living in thenortherndry zone to shelter
the territory for the Sinhala-Buddhist nation. Through a constantly deferred promise
of paddy land andwater, the government uses two registers of the ‘lure of land’ to keep
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the settlers in place: first, the allure of becoming a land-owning farmer with an imagi-
nation of status andwealth, and second, the ethno-nationalist aspiration to claim back
land seen as historically belonging to the Sinhala-Buddhist nation.

We have shown that the ‘lure of land’ is not without contradictions, though, when
it is implemented on the ground. The lure of land became a sort of ‘lie of the land’: a
‘cunning state’ keeps the settlers in place while constantly deferring the promise of
land, knowing that the promised allocation of land is technically impossible. Indeed,
many ‘frontiersmen’ were deeply frustrated that the promise of land that incited
them to come to the northern dry zone was not coming through. They protested,
but backed down quickly; even Yohan, the main ‘troublemaker’. The hegemony of the
Sinhala-Buddhist nation is subject to doubts even among its most loyal patriots, but
the cunning tactics of state and military ensure that these doubts do not result in
open opposition or outmigration. Most of these settlers kept a deep sense of loyalty
to the state, and especially for then President Mahinda Rajapaksa, and at the same
time, feared the power of the state’s organs. The state’s tactics are thus premised on
a betrayal of the subaltern Sinhalese who see themselves as the ‘frontiersmen’ of the
Sinhala-Buddhist nation.

Our case thus sits uncomfortablywithin two claims proposed in the literature on Sri
Lanka’s Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and the Rajapaksa’s post-war authoritarianism:
first, it indicates cracks in theworking of themachinery of the authoritarian Rajapaksa
regime, when it looked all-powerful in the years after the end of the war. Doubts even
amongst its most loyal supporters appeared because this machinery did not deliver on
developmental grounds. Second, it exposes the class contradictions inside the project
of Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism, when landless Sinhalese become puppets of a cun-
ning state for its nationalist territorial agenda. Patronage politics in the clothes of
Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism and its triumphalism after the war is thus premised on
a betrayal of its own subaltern kin.

This foulness of nationalism and authoritarianism as exposed in the Rajapaksa
regime collapsed, when the economic crisis took up unprecedented proportions at the
turn of 2020: While Yohan and other settlers had been too shy to challenge the state
back in 2014, the protestors of the aragalaya (struggle) movement drove out President
Gotabaya Rajapaksa, brother of Mahinda, in a spectacular seizing of the President’s
official residency on 9 July 2022 to powerfully express their disenchantment with a
once popular and powerful leaderwho had played the fingerboard of Sinhala-Buddhist
nationalism so well. And yet, at the time of finalizing this article (August 2022), it is
less than clear whether again the ‘cunning state’ will keep the upper hand and man-
age to curb and discourage further protest and political change in Sri Lanka beyond
authoritarianism and Sinhala-Buddhist nationalism.
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