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Cultural Co-existence and Economic Development

Masako OKAMOTO

Economic development is sometimes accompanied by tension or even conflict between
members of different ethnic groups, societies, and cultures. In Sri Lanka, a big multipurpose develop-
ment project, Mahaweli Development Program, has caused very serious ethnic conflict, particularly
between Sinhalese and Tamils.

In this article, I review the details of this Program, including its historical background, and
discuss how it has affected or reorganized ethnic relations in Sri Lanka.

The aim of the Mahaweli Program, launched in 1968, was to develop the irrigation and
hydroelectric potential of the Mahaweli river, and, at the same time, to generate employment. The
original plan (Master Plan) included 13 irrigation areas which scattered from the central to the nor-
thern, and from the central to the eastern parts of the island. But when the plan was revised and scal-
ed down in 1977 (this new plan is called the Accelerated Mahaweli Development Program), benefits
from the new program were restricted to those regions where the majority of the population were
Sinhalese.

The social consequences of the Accelerated Program have been:

1 . change in the ethnic ratio in the highland dry zone. The proportion of Sinhalese has dramatically
increased and Tamils have been pushed back toward the northern and eastern rims of the
island.

2 . creation of a large mass of proletarians as a result of migration and the lack of cultivable land.
This trend has deposited large numbers of young people who become potential rioters in the
event of conflict.

3. arise of the standard of living in the irrigated areas and widening of the economic difference bet-
ween Sinhalese who were given agricultural land and the Tamils who were not.

4 . centralization of power through bureaucratic organization of the water management system.

Even before the launch of the development program, a kind of class conflict existed between
rich, elite Sinhalese who benefited from the plantation economy, and poor peasants, both Sinhalese
and Tamil, who were deprived of that prosperity. This complicated ethnic relations in the area.

However, as the development program has proceeded, the economic differences between
Sinhalese and other ethnic groups have become clearer. Political rituals and development discourses

adopted by the Mahaweil Ministry have also acted to make more distinct the cultural line between
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Sinhalese and others.

This process gradually connected to the Sinhalese Buddhist Nationalism which has grown up
since Sri Lanka’s independence. This nationalist movement, which was originally a protestant Bud-
dhist movement, has become chauvinistic and acquired racial overtones in its claim that the
Sinhalese are the only true heirs to Sri Lankan tradition.

It seems reasonable to conclude that the Mahaweli Development Program ‘accelerated’ the pro-
cess of dogmatizaion of nationalist ideology, and so produced simple ethnic confrontation where

once there had been complex relations among ethnic groups.



