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<uhis studp is dedicated !d tkse. ..... . 

CWho have digmlp and show great respect lo the 

cultural tradztions in which thep believe. ... 

CWho are inspired bp their ancestors, their 
tradztions, knowledge and value spstems. ... 

CWho respect the g-hrp if the paS~ their ancestral 
hentag-e, and Jirmlp believe that cultural values are 

the essence ef 'who thep are: .... 

CWho would lzke to celebrate and appreciate great 

tradztions, pe,formances and skzlls and also respect 
the waps if interpreting, valuing- and 
understandzng- the lzv1n3 world 1n other peoples 
cultures ... 

CWho would lzke to see how people translate their 

tradztional customs, values and knowledge 1nto their 

hope, se!festeem, and lzvelzhood strategies ... 
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ABSTRACT 

Considerable attention has been directed recently towards the role of culture and 

traditional values in the sustainable well-being of rural communities. Development 

scholars seem to have accepted that cultural attributes and values actually matter in 

development, but there is still much debate over 'how', 'why' and 'where' they matter. 

This thesis explores the significance of cultural traditions and the roles they play in the 

context of attaining sustainable rural livelihoods. The hegemony of 'Western values' is 

contested and the need for greater appreciation of 'other', non-Western values and 

traditions is emphasised. The research specifically explores how cultural traditions can 

support a livelihood perspective in pragmatic and more effective ways, whereby 

tangible and intangible aspects of culture and traditional values can be explicitly treated 

as an important resource, namely 'cultural capital' . 

Drawing upon evidence from field-based research in five craft-working villages in the 

Kandy region of central Sri Lanka, the study shows how culture and traditional values 

play a significant role in influencing livelihood choices, asset ownership, livelihood 

resilience and sustainability. The study utilises qualitative research methods with 

participatory techniques to evaluate 'how' people recognise and interpret their culture 

and traditional values, and 'what' specific roles these play in contributing to sustainable 

livelihood systems. It is suggested that the evaluation of livelihood assets through a 

cultural perspective provides a valuable and nuanced understanding of a community's 

genuine strengths and resource endowments and how these are, or might be, converted 

into livelihood outcomes . 

In addition to contributing to academic research and development planning in Sri 

Lanka, the thesis has wider relevance for development studies and livelihood analysis, 

and proposes future strategies for incorporating culture more effectively into 

development interventions which might hopefully lead to sustainable livelihoods. 
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Jayarathne, a practising brass-worker in Kirivaula, has been instrumental in promoting 
Kandyan crafts, particularly traditional brassware. Seated in a comer of his workshop, 
adjacent to his house, Jayarathne's head was bent low and he quietly worked with a 
small chisel and hammer. He had a small brass plate fixed securely onto a wooden 
board coated with a generous layer of wax. It took only minutes for him to create a 
small tray with an intricate pattern of a swan, which he carefully removed after heating 
the wax, and then polished. I heard his story and learned of his life, work and, 
specifically, his connection with traditional culture and, how he has been interpreting 
his family's traditions to earn his living. Jayarathene told his story with pride, as 
follows: 

We were born into a tradition, which is not easy for us to break away from. This is the 
eighth generation and my grandfather, Rajaguru Lathodi Mul-archari, was one of the 
renowned and distinguished craftsmen who served the Kandyan kings. He was admired 
and credited by the king for his excellent craftsmanship in traditional brassware. My 
great grandfather used to supply decorative brassware to the royal palace and the 
temples around Kandy. You can still see some ofmy grandfather's works in the ceiling 
of the Temple of the Tooth in Kandy, and places like Lankathilake temple. These skills 
run in 'our blood' and the 'Rajaguru' generation is entitled to perpetuate these age-old 
traditions and knowledge. 

I was born here in Kirivaula, which is one of the gamwara [royal village]. It was 
granted to my grandfather in appreciation of his talents. Today my whole family, 
including my three brothers and two sisters, live by sharing not only this land but our 
traditions as well. We all have our strengths in different industries. As a family, we still 
hold on to the combinations of different traditions and customs that have been passed 
down through the generations. As a child growing up in Kirivaula, I was surrounded by 
brass works as far back as I can remember. I was not interested in schooling, but, I 
couldn't avoid it as my parents wanted to give me a better education too. After school I 
would run to my father's workshop and help him with different things. I remember 
when I was in 10, I touched the vidina katu [piercing tool] and mitiya [hammer], and my 
grandfather was so pleased about my interest. I finished school at the age of 15 and by 
then I had completely learned most of the skills required for handling basic tools. At the 
age of 15, I was able to finish my own carvings with imaginary designs. My grandfather 
taught me a few traditional motifs, including animal figures and flowers, and a few 
geometric features. Even at that young age, I was able to earn a little money by selling a 
few crafts with my grandfather at one of the fairs. What makes these types of works 
unique is that they give us manasika satuta [mental satisfaction]. We are fully 
concentrated on our creations. It is a kind of bhavanavak [a meditation]; it purifies our 
minds! 

When I was 25, I wanted to start my own business. I did not bother to find another job, 
because I realised this would be a good source of income, if we conducted the industry 
in a proper way. So, I started a little showroom by myself, adjacent to the workshop, 
and displayed all the crafts I created there. I used to sell some of them to those who 
visited my grandfather to buy his craft products. Sometimes, I got some special orders 
from them, which made me really happy. I was producing a variety of brassware, such 
as oil lamps, trays, bowl, vases, and spittoons. But I like carving brass statues the most. 
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After a time, I was able to get memberships in the Laksala and the Kandyan Art 
Association. At the beginning, it was a bit difficult to find good markets, but with the 
help of these institutions I was able to build-up my own business, successfully. They 
were delighted to support the 'Rajaguru' generation. I have been supplying my products 
to Laksala and the Kandyan Art Association since 1985, and was given opportunities to 
send my creations to the national exhibitions, and I won a few presidential awards, as 
well. 

My wife, Kanthi, of course, is a part of my success. She is one of my cousins, who is 
also from a distinguished family that specialised in silverware and jewellery works. We 
both work together and have developed our industry. Today, my family - my wife and 
three children - lives by this business and we have nothing other than this traditional 
industry. We are happy, because we have earned everything from this industry, which 
makes us more self-reliant. We have no, loku-balaporottu ["big-hopes]. We need just a 
happy life with what we have learned from our parents. Following our inherited 
traditions and customs is the best way of showing gratitude to our forefathers. 
Engagement with this kind of work always reminds us of our ancestry, and gives us a 
pride and dignity that most people do not have in present day society. 

Modem day people see these types of industries as outdated and not adequate as a 
source of income, but most of the families engaged in 'traditional industries' don't want 
to quit because they respect their family traditions. Of course, sometimes it is really 
hard to run this industry when the input costs are raised and there are marketing 
problems. But, they are for a short time. We would become helpless if we didn't adjust 
to situations strategically. Unlike many other jobs, apita kohoma hari jeewathwenna 
puluwan [we can survive anyhow]. By doing this industry for generations, our long
term experience helps us to overcome problems. I know there are two families in this 
village who abandoned their industry due to the drastic increase in raw material costs. 
Of course, it was a very difficult time for everyone, but I was used to keeping a good 
collection of my creations, and when I have a difficult time I sell a few of them at a 
good price to some shops or sometimes to Laksala. More recently, I have been 
supplying our brassware and other crafts to a few other well-known showrooms around 
Kandy, Kurunegala and Colombo. 

Very recently, I have done some brass sculpting, which makes my earning quite a bit 
better. Recently I supplied some Buddha statues to the Malwathu-Asgiri temples at 
Kandy. Most of my products are created with the chisel and hammer - two traditional 
tools that were used by past generations. I carve the images of Lord Buddha, gods like 
Vishnu, Shiva, Kataragama and goddesses like Patthini and Lakshmi. I don't have 
marketing problems. My products are mostly purchased by people who really know 
'Rajaguru works' and those who want to redecorate their homes with traditional 
artefacts. I don't want to give up this industry as we deserve to continue our family 
traditions. In 2004, one of my carvings, Avalokiteshvara - 'Buddha of Compassion' -
won the Presidential Award at the Shilpa exhibition. It was a good opportunity to meet 
lots of crafts people in the country, and that exposure has given me an opportunity to 
reach out to a wider audience and to contact more buyers, locally as well as 
internationally. I love to create something new. It is this joy which makes us stick to this 
traditional profession. Nowadays, I 'recreate' some of the traditional brassware on 
order, without taking the risk of not having a market for the work I painstakingly make. 
Subsequently, I also experimented with new designs. Occasionally, if time permits, I 
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indulge in a little bit of ornamental brassware, which is becoming increasingly popular, 
and shows all the signs of becoming the newest trend in home decor. 

Nowadays, most of the crafts families are unhappy due to market instability and 
excessive production charges, but they also don't want to quit because they all respect 
their family traditions. Also, they are unable to attain any other livelihood as they have 
no other specialised skills other than crafts. The fortune of this industry is always 
fluctuating, as there is no standard market to cater to. I am worried that this trend may 
soon lead to a virtual abandoning of these traditional industries by many families. 
Outsiders to this industry don't realise the capacities of our values and traditions. They 
neglect traditions and the things we learnt from our past. They don't think that these are 
the only way to show 'our identity' and our traditional culture to future generations. By 
living with them we know how worthy they are for our lives. Personally, I am really 
happy to continue in this industry and to hand this over to my sons. I want to keep this 
family tradition for as long as I can. I am very proud of myself and this 'Rajaguru' 
generation. I gained all the respect and reputation thanks to my grandfathers, and the 
skills and knowledge they gave me. They equipped our hands with fine skills and 
wonderful talents. As long as we can maintain this industry, we 'protect' the traditional 
culture of this country. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 

People have impressive dignity and great respect towards their own culture, 
traditions and value systems, in which they strongly believe. It is surprising to see the 
outstanding talent and dedication of these people to protect the precious cultural 
traditions. Sadly, their capabilities, knowledge and skills are often unrecognized. We have 
to respect and nurture these cultural traditions as they not only give 'identity', but they 
show how people translate their traditional values, customs and knowledge into their 
hopes, self-esteem and quality of life, and simply as their survival strategy. 

[Key Informant No 2] 

Shi/pa 2007, the national handicraft exhibition in Colombo, was an important platform 

for celebrating the impressive cultural identity of a nation, and a place where the 

outstanding talent and workmanship of traditional craftsmen and craftswomen was 

displayed. 'At Shi/pa, I was a silent listener of the viewers' appreciations and comments 

regarding the efforts and dedication of crafts people, not only in safeguarding the 

cultural traditions of Sri Lanka, but in earning their living by utilizing traditional values 

and knowledge that have been nurtured for generations'. The above comment was from 

the Secretary to the Ministry of Rural Industries and Self-employment Promotion 

[Central Province], who became one of the key informants of this study. How can such 

cultural knowledge, traditional values and identities be effectively incorporated into 

development process? How can people translate their cultural traditions into their hopes, 

self-esteem and their 'way oflife'? This thesis aims to investigate these vital issues. 

Considerable attention has been recently directed towards the role of culture m 

development (Escobar 1995; Rahnema and Bawtree 1997; Esteva and Prakash 1998; 

Tucker 1999; Commonwealth Foundation 2008). Individuals and communities have 

their own values, meanings, customs and knowledge systems that affirm identity and 
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diversity and play a key role in sustaining their lives. Sustainable development, with a 

full realization of all aspects of human well-being, depends on serious and respectful 

engagement with culture. Growth has often been viewed in material aspects, without 

considering qualitative dimensions, including the satisfaction of people's spiritual and 

cultural aspirations. The aim of genuine development is the "continuing well-being and 

fulfilment of each and every individual" (UNESCO 1982:2, also see Landes 2000; 

Clague and Grossbard-Shechtman 2001). Therefore, culture and traditional values, as 

natural and fundamental dimensions of people's lives, must be integrated both into 

development policy and programming (Sen 2004; UNFP A 2008; Sillitoe and Marzano 

2009). 

Although efforts have been made elsewhere to demonstrate the link between culture and 

development, there has been little recognition of culture in the context of achieving 

sustainable rural livelihoods. This thesis takes as its starting point the proposition that 

people's values, beliefs, norms and knowledge systems are fundamental components of 

sustainable livelihoods, and adopts the Sustainable Livelihood Approach [SLA] to 

investigate the roles of cultural traditions that are influential in determining livelihood 

opportunities. The study assesses the roles of cultural traditions by contesting the 

dominant perspective of culture, which is based on 'Western' and 'modem' thinking. 

This investigation argues there is a need for an advanced understanding of the wealth 

and complexity of 'other' values - non-Western or 'traditional cultures'- which 

strengthen the independence, sovereignty and identity of communities. In focusing on 

culture and development, the livelihood perspective is regarded as a pragmatic approach 

whereby cultural knowledge and traditions can be explicitly acknowledged and treated 

as resources in the context of sustainable rural development. The study carefully 

suggests that existing propositions of culture need refinement, particularly with respect 

to how people recognize, understand and utilize their culture and traditional values in a 

livelihood context, and the connections between them. 

1.1. Culture and the rural livelihood context 

Rural communities establish livelihoods in a variety of ways with varying degrees of 

success, according to their levels of accessibility to diverse resources and how they deal 

with the pressures arising from external changes. With the growth of globalization, 

many rural livelihoods are becoming insecure and unsustainable, and investment in 
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local traditions, values and identities is critical if local livelihoods and opportunities are 

to be sustained (deHaan and Zoomers 2003). Rural people instinctively make the most 

of their beliefs, norms, customs, traditional knowledge, religious and spiritual elements 

and other creative sources to meet diverse livelihood objectives. 

There are tangible reasons to argue that rural economies can derive significant benefits 

if 'creative livelihoods' are supported, and traditional social capital, cultural values, 

historical relations and traditional knowledge are incorporated into development process 

(UNESCO 2003; UNCTAD 2008; UNFPA 2008; Commonwealth Foundation 2008). 

For many rural communities, recognition of and support for the realization of the 

potential of their own cultural and traditional values will be critical in attaining their 

sustainability. The image of rural farming communities, for example, represents the 

stability of a rural society and the immobility of its inhabitants, with their inherent 

values, whilst conveying a notion of rural people being 'tied to the land' (Bernstein et 

al., 1992). In Sri Lanka, for example, paddy farming is a 'cultural practice' (Tennakoon 

1988), that portrays the prosperity and sustainability of traditional village communities. 

Pastoral societies in many African countries ( e.g. Patterson 2000; Njoh 2006), and 

Andean communities in Latin American context, portray their livelihood systems as 

'cultural artifacts' (Radcliffe 2006; Radcliffe and Laurie 2006). Writing about the 

Fulani people of Senegal, Adriansen and Nielsen (2002) and Adriansen (2006) for 

example, describe their 'cattle culture' by defining cattle as being 'cultural capital' 

among the Senegalese. Cattle are the most 'culturally valued resource' for Fulani 

communities and, as Adriansen (2006:223) quotes: "Because I'm Fulani ... a Fulani 

without cattle [is] like a woman without jewels ... Cattle are go Id for the Fulani ... Cattle 

are the honour of the Fulani". In this pastoral context, cattle are treated as a wealth 

object, and a source of prestige and cultural identity.Across the world there is increasing 

recognition of the need for development policies which support such cultural values as 

an important part of national development (Commonwealth Foundation 2008). 

Many rural livelihoods are fundamentally determined by the capabilities of the people 

and existing tangible and intangible resources, with the latter essentially representing 

the values, norms, customs and knowledge systems that are traditionally embedded in 

their societies. As Chambers (1998) emphasizes, people construct and contrive their 

diverse livelihood portfolios using inherent knowledge, skills and creativity acquired 

within their families. These values are passed down for generations as indigenous and 
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traditional knowledge, or are modified through innovation and their own experiments. 

Therefore, cultural traditions are important in understanding the genuine claims and 

demands of rural communities and in designing appropriate strategies for their 

sustainable well-being. 

Discussing cultural relativism in the face of economic development, Groenfeldt 

(2003:917), argues that "the most powerful obstacle to the viability of traditional values 

is the promotion of Western values". He refers to three examples - the Maori vision of 

development [New Zealand], the concept of 'Gross National Happiness' [GNH] 

[Bhutan] and Menominee culture [America], to explain the validity of cultural 

landscapes and traditional values of people in attaining their own development 

objectives. For example, the Maori vision of development encourages the merging of 

Maori values with western social and economic practices. GNH represents four major 

goals, including economic self-reliance, environmental preservation, 'cultural 

promotion' and good governance focusing on the 'spiritual well-being' of people. The 

Menominee model expresses the vitality of spiritual orientation, a ceremonial life that 

transcends religious affiliation and a strong sense of inter-generational equity, by 

honouring both ancestors and future generations for a sustainable life Groenfeldt (2003: 

926, 927). Jenkins (2000) discusses the role of traditional cultures and their implications 

for the rural development process in the European context. He proposes an alternative 

approach in which traditional cultures are treated as resources in the creation of rural 

development networks. Exploring cultural capital and its importance in sustainable 

development, Cochrane (2006) demonstrates that culture is an underlying factor that 

provides human societies with the means of adaptation to maintain themselves and their 

well-being. Radcliffe and Laurie (2006) develop a new paradigm of culture and 

development, in which 'culture is taken seriously' as a factor in development thinking 

and policy in the Andean context. Referring to four Latin American case studies, 

Stephen (1991) also analyses how indigenous cultures and values become a livelihood 

resource, and how their traditional identities are converted into successful 

entrepreneurship and self-managed economic domains. 

These cases justify regard for the potential of cultural traditions and local values in 

building survival strategies and also in safeguarding distinctive core values against the 

rising tide of westernization. Helping to ease traditional societies into the modern era 

requires careful consideration and a deep respect for people, their values, identities and 
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long-standing traditions. A recent report from the Commonwealth Foundation, nicely 

compiles the way of 'putting culture first', and argues that "development must be first 

and foremost about humans, and that development therefore cannot avoid exploring and 

addressing key questions about one of the very things that makes us human and which 

humans make - 'our culture"' (2008:5). The promotion and development of effective 

and sustainable strategies require attention to these values, local identities and resource 

diversity and complexity. 

1.2. Problematising cultural traditions within livelihood research 

The current development literature and livelihood analyses do not provide researchers 

and practitioners with a clear guidance on the way in which traditions and cultural 

aspects might be appropriately incorporated into the development process and the 

sustaining of rural livelihoods [ Appendix 1 and 2]. Researchers have tended to simply 

stress the 'importance of a cultural aspect' based on the insights developed over 

millennia by traditional societies (Schech and Haggis 2000). There is an urgent need 

therefore for practitioners, researchers and planners to understand that cultural traditions 

is a serious and sustainable sector, which is capable of providing wider opportunities for 

people under the correct conditions and with continued support. One of the criticisms of 

the existing SL approach is that its simplistic representation of the reality and 

complexity of livelihood systems has ignored the relative importance of such crucial 

aspects and the relationship between them (Bebbington 1999; Muhia 2000; Adato and 

Meinzen-Dick 2002; Cahn 2002; Glavovic et al., 2002; Toner 2003). An inadequate 

consideration of the cultural perspective over-simplifies not only people, but also their 

resourcefulness and capacities and, thus, the complexity and diversity of resource 

entitlement and livelihood opportunities. 

In fact, the absence of culture in livelihood analysis is serious if the SLA approach is to 

be considered holistic and if it is to continue to be valid for sound development (Pinder 

2009). A holistic approach should centralize people and their tangible and intangible 

desires, regardless of sector [ e.g. social, economic, political etc.], geographical spaces 

[ rural, urban] at both macro and micro levels. The present livelihood approach focuses 

mainly on tangible resources [livelihood assets], and barely discusses culture, referring 

to various institutions and structures that shape and govern communities' accessibility 

to available assets and livelihood choices. In this sense, culture is considered a "rules of 
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a game" in a society or more formally, the "humanly devised constraint" that controls 

human interactions and resource entitlement (North 1990:3), and this implies that 

culture is an utterly negative phenomenon. Therefore, the existing livelihood analysis 

does not satisfactorily inform cultural diversity, complexity and the possible roles 

played by cultural values in the everyday lives of people. 

The UK Department for International Development's [DFID] approach, for example, 

considers culture as a 'process' along with laws, policies and institutions (DFID 1999; 

2001). Camey (1998) discusses culture in relation to a vulnerability context by implying 

that culture is a cause of livelihood vulnerability. Ellis (2000:30) places culture as part 

of the institutional context that could modify/control access to resources by referring to 

'rules, customs and land tenure'. With respect to southern Ethiopia, Carswell (2000) 

refers to 'caste' as a significant cultural phenomenon that determines livelihood 

diversification. Carswell argues that people are unlikely to be potters, tanners and 

blacksmiths, which are socially defined livelihoods, if they are not born into a particular 

caste group. Hussein and Nelson (1998) also consider culture in relation to livelihood 

diversification in Mali, Bangladesh, Zimbabwe and Ethiopia. In these cases, livelihood 

diversification is identified as a strategy for cultural expression and formation of a 

separate identity for the particular community. 

The existing SL approach, and its analytical framework, has further potential in 

incorporating and better informing the 'positive' roles of cultural values in the context 

of achieving livelihood sustainability. The approach is capable of prioritizing people, 

their values, traditions, knowledge and capabilities through their own perceptions and 

definitions. It enables a rational way of achieving secure livelihoods that are appropriate 

to their existing capacities and resource portfolios. For example, Bebbington (1999) 

notices a stronger connectivity between the place and reproduction of cultural practices 

in the livelihood context. He argues that "through fostering certain forms of cultural 

identity, particular patterns of interactions and cultural practices enable, inspire and 

indeed, empower people. [Therefore], they are another important 'input' to livelihood 

production and poverty alleviation" (1999:2034). Cultural practices and traditions are 

valued for the meaningfulness of rural residence and importantly they are capable in 

forming action and resistance that the other types of capital would not alone make 

possible. 
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Focusing on the livelihood context in the Pacific region, Cahn (2002) proposes five key 

areas where the relationships between livelihood and cultural traditions are strong: [ i] 

risk and vulnerability: [ii] access and control of livelihood resources: [iii] choices and 

success of livelihood strategies: [iv] priorities of livelihood outcomes and [ v] the 

incentives that people respond to. Assessing the impacts of agricultural research on rural 

poverty by using the SLA in Bangladesh, Kenya, Zimbabwe and Mexico, Adato and 

Meinzen-Dick (2002) suggest that culture is a vital element to be incorporated with the 

SLA, to better inform the role of agricultural research in the lives of the poor. Muhia 

(2000) also proposes a livelihood model UHAI, by arguing the fundamentality of 

'identity, dignity and pride' of people in attaining livelihood sustainability, and its 

disintegration and disruption threaten their existence in the society'. Glavovic, et al., 

(2002) emphasize the importance of maintaining a cultural dimension throughout the 

SL approach and framework, and its influence on building livelihood resilience. It is 

argued that the inseparability of the cultural dimension from livelihood systems is 

perhaps most obvious in rural societies, because they rely on the accumulated 

knowledge and experiences shared through a common tradition, culture and 

management practices integrated with moral and spiritual belief systems. 

The analytical potential and practical value of the SL approach can be enhanced by 

capturing cultural aspects of people's lives and explaining people's decisions and 

choices, how things have been done in the past, and the relationship between different 

practices. Embracing cultural traditions and value systems in the context of achieving 

sustainable livelihoods, should hopefully counter harmful interventions, and strengthen 

positive ones, whilst providing a practical and logical pathway for 'culturally 

appropriate' development approaches. Cultural traditions should be regarded as a key 

resource for the sustainability of rural livelihoods, and the narratives of this thesis 

strongly support this proposition. 

1.3. Objectives of the study 

Based on the background information provided, this thesis argues: 

... that the livelihood perspective is a pragmatic and effective framework under 
which culture and traditional values can be explicitly treated as a resource -
cultural capital - drawing upon perspectives from village communities in the 
rural Kandyan context 
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With a concern for both tangible and intangible aspects of people's lives, the study 

presents culture and traditional values in a positive form, by assessing villagers' views 

of 'how', 'why' and 'when' cultural values are important in attaining desirable 

livelihood objectives. By viewing cultural traditions as multiple and complex _practices, 

meanings and values embedded in the villagers' lives, the thesis demonstrates how the 

cultural perspective could be treated reasonably, by countering its negative perspectives 

[to some extent] and identifying positive roles [mostly unexplored]. Thus, this thesis 

emphasizes the significance of a new form of capital asset - cultural capital - to 

embrace all productive aspects of cultural traditions in relation to rural livelihood 

sustainability. The focus of this study however, is not so much to proclaim the 

'supremacy' of culture and traditional values, but more to make a convincing case for 

their richness and complexity and what responses we might make to incorporate them 

effectively with development planning. In this regard the study provides an account of 

'how' we should prioritize people's values, traditions and knowledge systems through 

their own recognition and understanding. The study explores the importance of a 

cultural sensitivity throughout the livelihood analysis process and provides clear 

evidence of 'why' cultural perspectives are relevant and significant in the context of 

achieving sustainable well-being. The study embraces this whole understanding of 

cultural traditions through the concept of cultural capital and introduces it to livelihood 

analysis along with other capital assets. By introducing cultural capital, the SL 

framework is restructured by restoring culture in a sensible way [see Chapter 2]. The 

study seeks possible ways to place cultural capital within the asset pentagon as the 

'sixth' type of asset. This may transform the asset pentagon into a 'hexagon', which 

would be pragmatic for incorporating cultural traditions with livelihood analysis, whilst 

providing a useful concept and framework for development analysis and planning. In 

order to accomplish these objectives, the study: 

[ 1]. Critically reviews the Sustainable Livelihood Approach and assesses its 
practicality for investigating culture-livelihood relationships through livelihood 
choices, assets, livelihood resilience and sustainability. 

[2]. Critically examines the concept of culture in an interdisciplinary perspective, 
and the significance of refining existing definitions of culture and incorporating 
cultural traditions effectively into development processes. 
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[3].Investigates and analyses 'how' people recognize and understand cultural 
traditions, 'why' they think they are important/ unimportant, and 'when' they 
prioritize and utilize cultural values for attaining livelihood objectives, by 
drawing upon empirical data from five Kandyan villages. 

The following research questions, in particular, are addressed to attain the above 

objectives: 

[1].How do the Kandyan village people recognize, understand and define cultural 
traditions and value systems in their everyday context? 

[2].How do they perceive and describe the influences of traditional culture in 
relation to building or restricting their livelihood opportunities and households' 
livelihood portfolios? 

[3]. To what extent do cultural traditions, inherited values and knowledge system 
facilitate or retard livelihood asset ownership and accessibility? 

[4].How do they utilize their traditional knowledge, skills, customs and values as a 
mode of livelihood resilience during vulnerable situations? 

1.4. Theoretical and practical implications of the study 

The intellectual contribution of this study is threefold. First, the findings of the study 

contribute to filling the gaps in knowledge and understanding of different perspectives 

of peoples' culture, traditions, value systems, customs, knowledge, and their particular 

roles in relation to development thinking and practice. Secondly, the study explores and 

establishes a strong cultural perspective within livelihood analysis and proposes cultural 

capital by revitalizing the proposition and uses of culture in the existing Sustainable 

Livelihood Approach. Thirdly, the study provides a framework for understanding and 

exploring the potential of traditional culture in relation to rural livelihood building, not 

only in the Sri Lankan context, but in many other contexts as well, which can be 

implemented under the correct conditions and with appropriate support. This widens the 

research frontiers of Development Studies and social sciences in general, and provides 

specific knowledge of the Sri Lankan context. 

1.4.1. Contribution to Development Studies 

The study challenges the existing articulation of development and asks 'what are the 

different ways in which cultural traditions and value systems may influence 

9 



development?' Hence, the study contests the modernization belief that 'development is 

about eliminating traditional culture', and focuses on a timely valued and relevant 

debate concurring with the position taken by a number of other development researchers 

(Escobar 1992; 1995; 2000; Esteva and Prakash 1998; Tucker 1999; Schech and Haggis 

2000; Rao and Walton 2004; Sen 2004; Radcliffe 2006). Whilst the contribution that 

this thesis makes has been considerably influenced by existing Development Studies 

scholarship, it aims to broaden developmental knowledge and research frontiers, whilst 

explaining some of the reasons for recent 'impasses' in Development Studies 

(Schuurman 2008), and advocates a way of initiating, designing and implementing 

development approaches which are 'culturally sensitive'. Hence, this study argues that: 

... We start from the proposition that we cannot have development without recognition 
of culture, traditions and history. In a world that is becoming increasingly globalised, in 
a world where there are pressures for cultural homogeneity across all countries, what is 
abundantly clear is that it is essential for us to nurture, to prize, to revere, and to support 
the culture, traditions and history of the countries [in] which we operate. Very simply, 
we do not believe that we can move forward unless we recognize the base and the past 
from which we have come. This is not some wild, exotic idea. This is not a view of an 
elitist. This is a view that we find in villages and in slums and in parts of countries 
where people, however bereft of physical resources, are turning back to their culture 
and their history ... [my emphasis] 

(W olfensohn, 2005) 

1.4.2. Enhanced livelihood analysis 

The absence of an adequate cultural analysis is a serious shortcoming of the current 

livelihood approach. The Sustainable Livelihood Approach [SLA] aims to be people

centred however this study explains weaknesses in the current approach, and how it 

might be improved. The study stresses the necessity of incorporating people's cultural 

perceptions and ideas, hopes and fears, their norms and values and traditions and 

knowledge to enrich the holistic perspective of SLA. The study integrates the cultural 

perspective at every stage of livelihood analysis and offers a clear explanation on 'how' 

the cultural context relates to rural livelihood systems, and its significance in livelihood 

analysis. Hence, the final discussion and analysis generated by this study is an original 

contribution to the development literature in general and livelihood research in 

particular. 
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1.4.3. Implications for academic research and development practices in Sri 
Lanka 

Relatively few livelihood analyses have been undertaken in Sri Lanka in general and 

Kandy in particular. Some research has been done recently by Korf (2002), Korf (2004) 

Marzano (2002), Winslow (1996) and Senaka Arachchi (1998), with a particular focus 

on livelihood vulnerabilities caused by the civil war and local political context [border 

villages in the Eastern Province]; livelihood changes accompanied by government 

interventions [in Monaragala district of the South-Eastern Province], and impacts of 

Structural Adjustment Policies on rural livelihoods systems [Walangama - North

Western Province]. Morrison (1980) also discusses household livelihood strategies in a 

Kandyan village in relation to the agricultural sector. However, none of the studies have 

addressed the cultural aspect, either in a productive or negative sense. Outstanding 

works dealing with Sri Lankan history, culture and its traditions are few, among them 

being, Historical Relations by Knox (1989), Mediaeval Sinhalese Arts by 

Coomaraswami (1956), The city as text: the politics of landscape interpretation in the 

Kandyan Kingdom by Duncan (1990), Rituals of the Kandyan State by Seneviratne 

(1978), and Kandyan Kingdom by Dewaraja (1988). Seneviratne (1978) for example, 

provides a comprehensive review of the Kandyan rituals based on historical sources, 

and on extended observations of the ritual performances. Other analyses have been 

carried out, notably by Leach (1961), Yalman (1967), Goonatilake (1974a, 1974b), 

Seneviratne (1983), Rogers (1987), Bond (1988), Tennakoon (1988), Moore (1989), 

Ulluwishewa (1991), Woost (1993), Brow (1999) and most recently Hennayake (2006). 

Relatively speaking, traditional values and local cultural contexts excite rather less 

passion as study topics among Sri Lankan social science researchers (Goonathilake 

1974b; Hennayake 2001). Therefore, there is a considerable deficit in understanding the 

potential value of cultural traditions to development research. The study investigates the 

potential of traditional cultural values by expanding the research frontiers of 

Development Studies in Sri Lanka, which is both timely and relevant. This study 

presents a new agenda, from a culturally informed perspective, for invoking new rural 

development policies and sustainable livelihood programmes in the Sri Lankan context, 

based on existing resources and capabilities. 
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1.5. Thesis outline 

This thesis, presented in 10 chapters, explores the diverse roles that cultural and 

traditional values play in the context of achieving sustainable livelihoods for Kandyan 

villagers [Figure 1.1]. This introductory chapter provides both a conceptual and 

empirical entry to this study. It lays out the broad conceptual structure, the research 

problem, objectives of the study and its implications for development theory and 

practice. 

Chapters 2 and 3 outline the theoretical context and the framework of the study. Chapter 

2 focuses on the SL approach by critically evaluating development theories and the SL 

approach, and identifies origin of the SL approach and its conceptual apparatus which 

allows less space for interrogating culture, livelihood and development. The chapter 

also looks at the strengths and weaknesses of the livelihood approach in general. 

In the third chapter, the concept of culture is examined in detail. After an 

interdisciplinary overview of the concept and its associated attributes, the chapter 

discusses 'tangible' and 'intangible' aspects of culture, drawing particular attention to 

UNESCO's recent concerns. The chapter concentrates on how culture has been 

conceptualized within the development context and reviews critiques of dominant 

thinking, including post-development traditions, the new concept of 'indigenization' of 

development and the debate on globalization. The chapter also examines possible 

interactions between and integration of cultural traditions with the development process, 

and the value of integrating such complex and diverse traditions, cultural values and 

knowledge systems of the people. Finally, the chapter defines the conceptual framework 

of the analysis, by synthesizing both culture and livelihood contexts discussed in this 

chapter and in chapter 2. 

The fourth chapter explains the context of the present study, with a detailed introduction 

to the historical and cultural context of Sri Lanka and Kandy. The chapter provides an 

overview of culture-development interface in Sri Lanka, outlining three key concepts 

and their relevancy to this study. The section on Kandy covers details on its cultural 

wealth, complexity and historical significance, which support the appropriateness of 

Kandy as a good research context for analyzing the research problem. After introducing 

particular study villages and their socio-economic, cultural and historical structures, the 
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chapter then gives a brief outline of the traditional arts and craft, as the majority of the 

communities focused on in this study are engaged in this sector; an engagement which 

clearly portrays the relationships between cultural traditions and rural livelihood 

systems. 

() () >-J 
§ § 0 
(ti ~ ~ 
~ 2 g-
p:, ~ .... 
;:s .... (1) 

0.. < ~ 
(1) .... 

... . (1) 
;:s Q.. ;:s 
.... (1) .... 

(1) s Pl § (1) @ 
00 g --
0 rn 0 ...., ... . () 

Pl ;:s e. 
1Z (IQ () 
(1) (1) i:: 
.... ;:s -
cr' (1) 8" s. g_ @ 
n'. .... "' ;:::;-; ;:s V 

;:s (IQ q-
CJQ "' Pl 
V (1) 0.. 
Pl () .... 
;:s i:: ::t. 
0.. ..., 0 
- (1) ;:s 
.-. -- p:, < I-'• --

Q.. ~ < 
I-'• -- p:, =::r .-. --
0 ;:!"' i:: 
O O (1) 

0.. 0 "' 
"' 0.. Pl ..., "' ;:s 
(1) "' 0.. "' .... .... ..., :,,;" 
~ p:, l=1 
(1) (ti 0 
~ o.s. ~ 
(1) (1) -
• -.:) "' (1) .... &" 

;:s (1) 

Figure 1: 1: Thesis Structure 

Sustainable rural 
livelihoods: An approach 

and framework for 

analysis 

CHAPTER2 

D 
Putting cultural traditions 

into practice: An 
optimistic approach 

CHAPTER3 

D 
Cultural traditions as a 

capital asset in livelihood 

analysis 

;---• 

(j 

=-..... = > ~ 
"' i:,:) 
< = = Q. 

~ = 
('I) < 
"' ('I) .... -"' .... =Q 

Q 
Q. 
"' 

L __ + 

~ i ~ 1 r CHAPTER 9 1 1 \- l ..., s 
e. "' 

Embracing culture in 

future development 

CHAPTERlO 

13 

I 

Culture and history in the 

Kandyan region: the 

research context 

CHAPTER4 J 

n 
Research methodology 

CHAPTERS 

Data process, analysis and 

presentation 

Recognising and 

understanding of culture 

in a livelihood context 

CHAPTER6 

Livelihoods assets and 

cultural traditions 

CHAPTER 7 

Livelihood vulnerability 

and cultural resilience 

CHAPTERS 



The methodology and research techniques employed in the study are outlined in 

Chapter 4. It argues for a new paradigm for development and livelihood research which 

envisages people and their value systems, putting 'people and culture first'. The chapter 

discusses how this study sits within the livelihood research context, and the researcher's 

positionality throughout the research process. The rationale behind each step of the 

research process is discussed, as are the research methods, including particular strengths 

and weakness experienced during data collection. Finally, the chapter considers the data 

processing, analysis and presentation, and the problems encountered during the research 

process. 

In chapters 6 to 8, the conceptual framework developed at the end of Chapter 3 is used 

as a frame of reference for the analysis of empirical data. The way that rural villagers 

recognize and interpret cultural traditions and values in the context of their livelihoods, 

and the way they perceive the c01mectivity between them are presented in Chapter 6. 

This chapter also argues that cultural traditions possess distinct characteristics, which 

are useful in identifying diverse social structures, functions, identities, power relations 

and productive roles of both 'tangible' and 'intangible' culture. 

Having recognized the cultural attributes of the study villages, Chapter 7 shows how 

such cultural traditions strengthen or weaken villagers' livelihood assets in terms of 

their availability, accessibility and assets entitlement. The chapter focuses on five asset 

categories and explores their relationships with the cultural context, and argues that 

these assets are not mere 'resources', which assist people to build their livelihood 

portfolios, but they are vital in providing identity, pride, self-esteem, meaning, 

belonging and cohesion in their societies. 

How cultural values and long-standing traditions assist people to build livelihood 

resilience is explored in Chapter 8. The chapter poses the question of how traditional 

values might potentially offer alternatives, not only in strengthening existing livelihood 

strategies, but also in generating 'new' opportunities during livelihood vulnerabilities. It 

argues for the significance of cultural values in resisting change or adapting to it, hence 

'cultural resilience', in the context of achieving a sustainable livelihood system in a 

rural setting. 

Complementing the previous three chapters, Chapter 9 brings all the discussions 

together and analyses the SL approach, in light of empirical data in order to locate 
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cultural traditions as appropriate. The chapter emphasizes the need for a cohesive and 

integrated concept of cultural capital, and presents a framework in order to validate 

cultural traditions as a valuable asset. Cultural traditions are examined as 'capital' in 

relation to livelihoods, considering the 'capital like properties' of culture and the issue 

of sustainability. 

Finally, Chapter 10 concludes the thesis with an overall reflection of the key findings 

and the implications of this work for moving beyond current understanding of cultural 

traditions to examining the wider relevance of cultural capital in other contexts. This 

chapter also identifies important considerations for further research and makes tentative 

recommendations for culturally sensitive interventions both within and beyond Sri 

Lanka. 
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Chapter Two 

Sustainable Livelihoods Approach [SLAJ - An 
introduction 

Having outlined the overall research problem, aim and the structure of the 

study in the Introduction, this chapter and the following one, develop the conceptual 

framework of the study. The present chapter critically evaluates dominant modes of 

development and the marginalization of cultural traditions and value perspectives. The 

dominant theories of development have not adequately addressed the issues of how 

development is perceived and conceptualized in different societies and the roles played 

by people, their knowledge and local cultural contexts, in accomplishing their own 

development. The chapter discusses the Sustainable Livelihood Approach [SLA], the 

particular theoretical context of the present study, which emerged from the conceptual 

shortcomings of these dominant theories. This discussion provides a detailed account of 

the SLA by demonstrating its conceptual and organizational origins, definitions, guiding 

principles and key elements of the SL framework. Finally, the chapter examines 

particular strengths and weaknesses of the SLA as experienced by development 

practitioners during implementation. 

2.1. Development thinking and the pathway to the SLA 

Potter, et al., (2008) summarize development approaches / theories into four major 

categories [Figure 2.1], which characterize the key debates and conflicts of last five 

decades. They help to understand the wider perspectives of the particular ideological 

viewpoints and the logical propositions of political, economic, social, cultural and 

ecological dimensions of development thinking. 
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Figure 2:1: Development theory 
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Both 'classical' and 'historical' development approaches equated economic growth with 

liberalized world trade and the law of comparative advantage (Sapsford, 2008 in Potter 

et al, 2008). These are intellectually and politically dominant representations of the 

hegemonic western development perspective. Central to classical approaches, 

modernisation implies copying 'western' experience and importing it through often 

inappropriate development interventions in poor countries. The major argument of 

modernisation theory, according to Hennayake (2006:25) is that "development 
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primarily involves a total social transformation associated with economic growth and a 

change from traditional social forms to modem ones". Referring to Marshall (1994), 

Schech and Haggis (2000:4) clarify that, "modernity is associated with the 'release of 

the individual from the bonds of traditions' .... and social equality with innovation and 

change are associated with capitalism ... ". In this sense, according to Hennayake (2006), 

the modernisation perspective constructs an essential relationship between 'tradition and 

underdevelopment' and 'modem and development'. Despite this modern-traditional 

dichotomy, the modernisation theory follows a linear progressive view of growth and 

development (e.g. Rostow's five-stage model of economic growth), describing 

development as an ''unfettering process of rationality, application of science and 

technology and the core values like freedom, justice and equality" (Banuri 1990 in, 

Hennayake 2006:24). The 'cumulative causation' theory of Myrdal (1957) 1 and 

Friedmann's (1966) 'core-periphery' model put faith in capitalistic development, which 

is inevitably marked by deepening regional, personal income and welfare inequalities 

(Potter et. al, 2008). Simply, these theories accept development as fundamentally a 

process that is controlled by the developed, modem and western core. 

The dependency approach emerged to respond the above paradigms, and was 

considered the first major Third World challenge to the Eurocentric development 

discourse (Tucker 1999). The approach concerns an indigenization of development 

thinking based on conditions encountered in Third World societies2
. Wallerstein (1980) 

defines the world as a 'system' and distinguishes not only between the core nations [the 

leading industrial producers] and the peripheral nations [the agricultural providers], but 

also identifies the semi-peripheries (in Potter et. al, 2008: 112). Comparing these three 

approaches - classical, historical and dependency theory, Tucker (1999: 13) asserts that: 

1 The cumulative causation theory argues that once differential growth has occurred, internal and external 
economies of scale will perpetuate the patterns. 
2 For example, see the works on the following scholars:[i] Dossantos, T. (1973) 'The crisis of 
development thoery and the problem of dependence in Latin America', in H. Bernstein (ed.) 
Underdevelopment and Development: the Thrid World today, Hammondsworth, Penguin, pp. 57-80 
[ii] Baran, P. (1973) The Political Economy of Growth, Harmondsworth: Penguin. 
[iii] Frank, A. G. (1967) Capitalism and underdevelopment in Lathin America. New York: Monthly 
Review Press. 
[iv] Wallerstein, I. (1974) The Modern World System I, New York: Academic Press. 
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Diversity and decentredness must be placed at the top of the agenda in reformulating the 
question of development. The cultural question, the question of the meaning of 
development, is a central one. For one society to claim universal desirability, while 
turning its back on others from whom it is convinced it has nothing to learn, is not only 
cultural elitism but cultural racism. 

2.1.1. Alternative development approaches - gateway to SLA 

The above criticisms and background indicate the need for development initiatives to 

focus on environment, people and their values. In this regard, the Seventh Special 

Session of the United Nations General Assembly and the allied publication by the Dag 

Hammarskjold Foundation, What Now?, Schumacher's book Small Is Beautiful, the 

Brundtland Commission on Environment and Development in 1987 and its report Our 

Common Future, and the Earth Summit in 1992 are vital and, all led to thinking about 

Another Development - an alternative development approach (Potter et. al, 2008). This 

focuses primarily on grassroots movements, self-reliance, endogenous [internal] rather 

than exogenous development [external], fulfilling basic needs of people, ecological 

sensitivity and public participation in development processes. Adherents of the 

sustainable development paradigm, which is central to the alternative approach, believe 

development is a process that "meets the needs of the present generation without 

compromising the ability of future generations to meet their needs" (WCED 1987:43). 

This goes far beyond the unilinear Eurocentric economic perspectives advanced in the 

1950s, 1960s and 1970s (Potter et. al, 2008). This approach demonstrates the necessity 

for wider changes in development thinking, and measures that are workable at the 

grassroots level, with a stronger emphasis being placed on localized, 'rural-based' 

development strategies [Figure 2.2]. The entire approach is encapsulated as 

'development from below'. It moves beyond the 'premises and promises of modernity' 

and creates afresh a new intellectual and institutional framework (Esteva and Prakash 

1998) for the people at the grassroots (see Stohr and Taylor 1981; Lee 1981). 

Chambers (1995a:2) proposition of 'putting the last first' and his book Challenging the 

Professions: Frontiers for Rural Development, provoked a new way of thinking about 

development. This reverses the conventional power relations between development 

practitionars and local people. It provides a "coherent and mutually supporting pattern 

of concepts, values, methods and actions, amenable to wider application" (Chambers 
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1995b: 174-175). The concepts of participatory development - increased involvement of 

people in their own development - good-governance and 'social capital' (Putnam et. al, 

1993, Fukuyama 2001, 2002) became central concerns of more effective development 

processes [ see Chapter 3]. Besides food, shelter and clothing, popular participation in 

decision-making that affects peoples' lives, their livelihood choices, and individual 

freedom, are considered as basic human needs (Schech and Haggis 2000: 12). According 

to Esteva and Prakash (1998), this new grassroots initiative addresses local political 

styles that broaden the 'dignity' of ordinary people and human relationships by 

challenging established and rigid political systems. Hence, the alternative paradigm 

reveals an ideology of progress that offers fundamental support - "symbolic, spiritual, 

ideological and rational - for a whole range of ideas and benefits embodied in economy, 

development and modernity" (1998:288). By definition, in this alternative approach 

there are no blueprints for [rural] development interventions; instead [poor] people 

provide "starting points which are not at once dispersed, diverse and complicating" 

(Chambers 1983:120). 

The Sustainable Livelihood Approach has emerged as a branch of alternative 

paradigms, representing complex theories, ideas and interests associated with poverty, 

participation and structural and institutional processes (see Arce 2003). The approach 

has similarities to some traditional development approaches and is sometimes confused 

with them3 [Figure 2.2]. The reason for this, according to Ellis and Biggs (2001:438), is 

that most of the development ideas and concepts that first appear in one decade often 

gain strength in the following decade and are practiced 10 or 15 years after they were 

first put forward. Although the livelihood approach itself increasingly uses current 

development initiatives, its conceptual origins emerged from the development principles 

of the late 1980s and 1990s. 

3For example, the Basic Needs approach, Community Development, Integrated Rural Development, 
Participatory Development, Community Based Natural Resource Management, Sustainable Resource 
Utilization, Agro-Ecological Approaches, Income Generation projects (see Lee 1981, Brocklesby and 
Fisher 2003). 
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Figure 2.2: Origin of the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach 

1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 
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Source: Ellis and Biggs (2001 :442). 

2.2. Origins, definitions and principles of the livelihood approach 

2.2.1. The origin of sustainable livelihood 

As shown in Figure 2.2, the concept of sustainable livelihood was influenced by early 

development approaches and well established through several major international 

forums. The Brundtland Commission in 1987 first introduced 'Sustainable Livelihoods' 

[SL] as an approach to enhance productivity, ownership and accessibility to resources 

and income earning activities, ensuring adequate stocks and flows of food and cash to 
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meet 'basic needs' (WCED 1987). In 1992, Agenda 21 of the United Nations 

Conference on Environment and Development [UNCED] expanded the concept by 

promoting 'sustainable livelihoods for all' as its priority theme (Chapter 3 in UN 1992). 

UN CED focused on the issues of unsustainable production and consumption as being 

relevant for both the North and the South. The major emphasis was on the integrative 

power of the Sustainable Livelihood Approach; offering ways to link socio-economic 

and ecological aspects into a cohesive policy-relevant structure (Krantz 2001). The 

Copenhagen Declaration in 1995 also called for 'secure livelihoods for all' and, in the 

third commitment of the Declaration stated; "We commit ourselves to promoting the 

goal of full employment as a basic priority of our economic and social policies, and to 

enabling all men and women to attain secure and sustainable livelihoods through freely 

chosen productive employment and work" (UNDESA, 1995). The Fourth World 

Conference on Women [FWCW] in Beijing also focused on sustainable livelihoods, 

emphasizing the importance of enhancing livelihood strategies for women (UN 1995). 

Sustainable Livelihood Approach has been adopted by a number of development 

agencies since the mid-1990s (Daskon 2008) [Appendix 2]. Significant work on 

sustainable livelihoods continued at the Institute of Development Studies [IDS], with a 

substantial contribution from the UK Overseas Development Institute [ODI]. Later, the 

UK Department for International Development [DFID], with the Labour government's 

influential 'White Paper' of 1997, initiated a multitude of new research projects and 

policy debates on the subject (Carney 1998, 2002). As Goldman et al, (2000a, 2000b) 

notice, the concept is utilizsd as a tool for understanding the complex nature of poverty 

and for assessing communities' strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and prevailing 

threats under different social, economic and political circumstances. According to de 

Haan and Zoomers (2003), in an academic context, French geography was the first 

discipline to establish the concept of 'livelihood' and currently uses it over a wide 

spectrum in modern geography. For example, de Haan (2000:346) describes that 

"livelihood system was called genre de vie [ a system of livelihood strategies of a human 

group in a specific region]. However, as de Haan and Zoomers (2003) notice the 

concept vanished completely during the structural analysis and neo-Marxist approaches, 

but it has re-emerged later with actor, agency and place-based development analysis. 

23 



2.2.2. What is meant by livelihood? 

In its simplest sense, livelihood denotes the 'means of gaining a living'. Basically, it 

refers to employment and income-generating activities. It seems to be synonymous 

with, and sometimes overlaps, concepts associated with terms such as employment and 

work. But, the concept of livelihood describes more complex and diverse strategies for 

living, than what is meant by employment (Arce 2003). Singh and Wanmali (1998) 

explain that, 'livelihood' represents a range of activities that neither require any formal 

agreement nor are limited to a particular trade. They may or may not involve money and 

are self-directing. This concept was formally introduced by the Brundtland 

Commission, which defined it as: 

... adequate stocks and flows of food and cash to meet basic needs. Security refers to 
secure ownership of, or access to, resources and income-earning activities, including 
reserves and assets to offset risk, ease shocks and meet contingencies. Sustainable refers 
to the maintenance or enhancement ofresource productivity on a long-term basis. 

(WCED 1987:2) 

In this sense 'livelihood' is an integrated concept and 'livelihood security' is a foremost 

condition. According to International Institute for Sustainable Development [IISD], 

livelihood is concerned with people's capacities to generate and maintain their means of 

living, enhance their well-being, and also that of future generations 4. As experienced by 

Oxfam [GB] (2007), livelihoods are those that allow people to cope with and recover 

from shocks, maintain quality of life over time, and provide the same or better 

opportunities for all, now and in the future. According to UNDP, livelihood represents 

'diverse means, activities and entitlements by which people make a living' 5.Therefore, 

livelihood represents both the opportunities and assets available to people for achieving 

their desirable goals and aspirations. However, Chambers and Conway (1991 :6) 

introduce the concept of 'sustainable livelihood' with the following working definition, 

which became the major source of inspiration to present livelihood research. 

A livelihood comprises the capabilities, assets and activities required for a means of 
living; a livelihood is sustainable when it can cope with and recover from stresses and 
shocks, and maintain or enhance its capabilities and assets, and provide sustainable 
livelihood opportunities for the next generation; and which contributes net benefits to 
other livelihoods at the local and global levels and in the short and long term. 

4 IISD, http://www.iisd.org/economics/poverty/livelihoods.asp 
5 www.undp.org 
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As explained by Ellis and Biggs (2003), the livelihood approach has significant 

relationships with Amartya Sen's (1981) seminal work on food security and famines. 

For Sen (1981), asset endowments (social and human capital) are the basis for 

capabilities (Chambers and Conway 1991) that provide opportunities for the 

achievement of livelihood sustainability (see Oughton and Wheelock 2003). According 

to Oughton and Wheelock (2003), the framework of 'capital and capabilities' (see 

Bebbington 1999) actually derives from Sen's (1985) work, and the SL framework and 

its guiding principles draw significantly upon Sen's ideas. The SL approach has strong 

linkages with 'rights-based' approaches and is built upon Sen's conceptualisation of the 

'entitlements' approach (also see De Haan and Zoomers 2003). 

According to Arce (2003), Chambers and Conway's definition effectively embraces the 

momentum of environmental sustainability and income security. It re-interprets 

sustainability as a matter of trade-off for poor people between vulnerability and poverty. 

Therefore, the work of Chambers and Conway (1991) has become much more 

influential and a foundation of livelihood analyses for many development agencies and 

research institutions currently engaged with livelihoods initiatives [Appendix 2]. 

Noticing the increasing importance of the concept, the Institute of Development Studies 

[IDS] research team, led by Scoones, proposed some key questions to be asked in any 

analysis and conceptualisation of livelihood: 

... given a particular context [ of policy setting, politics, history and socio-economic 
conditions], what combination of livelihood resources [ different types of assets] result 
in the ability to follow what combination of livelihood strategies [ agricultural 
intensification, livelihood diversification and migration] with what outcomes? Of 
particular interest in the SL framework are the institutional processes [ embedded in a 
matrix of formal and informal institutions and organizations], which mediate the ability 
to carry out such strategies and achieve [or not] such outcomes. (Scoones 1998:3) 

Considering all these aspects, Ellis (2000) particularly emphasises the local 

'institutional context' that always affects building sustainable livelihoods. According to 

his works, local institutions work differently from those operating over a larger 

territory, with overlaps and conflicts between them. Therefore, resource accessibility 

becomes a crucial concern in defining sustainable livelihoods. In this aspect, as Ellis 

(2000: 10) describes: 

.. .livelihood comprises the assets, the activities and the 'access' (mediated by 
institutions and social relations) that together determine the living gained by the 
individual or household ... accessibility to livelihood resources and opportunities may 
change due to shifting local institutional context surrounding their livelihoods. 
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Referring to Long (1997), Appendini (2001, in de Haan and Zoomers 2003: 32) asserts 

that "the concept of livelihood best expresses the idea of individuals or groups striving 

to make a living; their attempts to meet various consumption and economic necessities, 

coping with uncertainties, responding to new opportunities and choosing between 

different value positions". Thus, in a broader perspective, livelihood should go beyond 

the material well-being and economic concerns of life. It should also represent the non

material aspect of human well-being. By quoting Wallmann (1984, in Appendini 

2001:25) de Haan and Zoomers (2003: 32) explain this as follows: 

Livelihood is never just a matter of searching for shelter, money and food. It is equally a 
matter of ownership and circulation of information, the management of skills and 
relationships and affirmation of personal significance ... and group identity. The tasks of 
meeting obligations, of security, identity and status are [as] crucial to livelihood as 
bread and shelter. 

Therefore 'livelihood' is necessarily a dynamic and holistic concept that encompasses 

both material and non-material fulfilment of human lives and, as Bebbington 

(1999:2022) clarifies: 

Livelihoods encompass income, both cash and in kind, as well as the social institutions 
[kin, family, and village], gender relations, and property rights required to support and 
to sustain a given standard of living. A livelihood also includes access to and the 
benefits derived from social and public services provided by the state such as education, 
health services, roads, water supplies and so on. 

An improved understanding of the holistic aspect of livelihood is important for 

analysing the multi-dimensionality of poverty and well-being. Such a perspective 

explores people's views on livelihood outcomes, the variety of capital assets that they 

draw on to shape their livelihood ( deHaan and Zoomers 2005). According to Chambers 

and Conway (1991:6) "many livelihoods are less singular and largely predetermined by 

accident of birth and therefore livelihoods are ascriptive". They are culturally 

determined and "people may be born, socialised and apprenticed into inherited 

livelihoods as a cultivator, a pastoralist, a forest dweller, fish-person or 

craftsmen/artisans as determined by their caste and the social system" (1991 :6). As 

further describe, some people build their livelihoods with what they do being largely 

determined by the social, economic cultural and ecological environment in which they 

find themselves (1991:6). Sometimes livelihood choices are fundamentally influenced 

by traditional culture - systems of values, beliefs, societal norms, customs, religious 

practices and traditional knowledge that have been maintained over many generations. 
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Hence, as Toner (2003:771-772) argues, "livelihoods are 'multi-sectoral' and all aspects 

of people's lives impact on livelihood choices, and hence all livelihoods are embedded 

within a particular institutional context". Thus, by understanding 'what people really 

have' and 'what they really do', the livelihood concept is naturally responsive to 

people's interpretations and their own priorities over livelihood choices. 

2.2.3. Guiding principles for livelihood sustainability 

The livelihood approach constitutes a set of guiding principles that summarise the 

effective way of planning, implementing and evaluating development initiatives at the 

ground level. These principles draw their foundations from the alternative approaches 

discussed previously (also see Bond and Hulme 1999). They can be applied to any 

development activity (Ashley and Camey 1999), and are essentially a checklist of 

current best practices that reflect the concerns and assumptions underpinning the 

Sustainable Livelihood Framework [SLF] [Figure 2.3] (Carney 2002; Hussein 2002). 

Camey (2002:14, 15) divides these guiding principles into two categories, namely 

normative and operational [Table 2.1]. 

Table 2:1: Sustainable Livelihood Principles 

I People centred: [a] responding to Conducted in partnership: formed 
people rather than resources or services with poor people as well as public and 

N [b] Involvement of a wider range of 0 private sector 
0 beneficiaries p 
r 2 Participatory and responsive: process e Multi-level and holistic: [a] Primarily 
m to listen and respond to the poor r the micro informs the macro level. 
a a [b] Micro and meso levels are to help 
t t build on strengths at micro 
I 3 Dynamic and Sustainable: [a] In all i Disaggregated: recogmzmg that 
V four dimensions-environmental, social, 0 livelihood profiles differ between 
e economic and institutional [b] Long- n groups and gender 

term viability of interventions and a 
sustainability l 

4 Empowering: increased voice and well- Long-term and flexible 
being for the poor 

Source: Carney (2002). 

These principles make an important contribution to the overall value of the Sustainable 

Livelihood Approach (DFID 1999), and give a greater flexibility when implementing 

the approach. The approach situates people at the centre, and starts the analysis based on 
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people's understanding of their 'own capabilities', livelihood opportunities, livelihood 

changes over time and their problems, while emphasizing issues of partnership, 

participation and empowerment. The approach bridges the gap between macro-micro 
' 

realities, demonstrating the importance of macro level policies and institutions to the 

livelihood options at the micro level (DFID 1999, 2001). The isolation of rural areas 

and their communities from the mainstream development process results in an 

underestimation of the impact of policies and events upon rural people. Hence, the 

approach helps towards improving policy development at top levels, as informed by the 

lessons learned and insights gained at the bottom level. 

As Hussein (2000) notices, the holistic view is a fundamental principle of livelihood 

analysis. In a holistic perspective, the approach considers the "pressing problems faced 

by people and opportunities open to them regardless of where these problems occur" 

(DFID 1999, section 1.1). Its multi-perspective nature enables a comprehensive 

understanding of individuals' capacities to defeat their constraints and to realize 

livelihood potentials and genuine strengths rather than just 'needs'. The existing 

capacities and potentiality of local resources bring considerable understanding of 

livelihood vulnerabilities and adaptive mechanisms that operate at local levels. 

Therefore, the approach assists people to become more resilient and better at achieving 

their desired livelihood objectives in relation to their capacities and resource 

availability6
. 

However, as Toner (2002; 2003) argues, these principles are not set in stone or within 

rigid guidelines. They have been adopted and changed according to the objectives of 

executed programmes, resource availability and institutional capacity of particular 

development agencies [Appendix 2]. Marzetti (2001), for example, attempts to translate 

the original guiding principles into the Brazilian context, with new principles focusing 

on issues such as gender, rights and poverty. 

2.2.4. The concept of 'Sustainability' 

'Sustainability' is a complex and contested concept and implies persistence, and the 

capacity of something to continue for a long time (Daly 1990; Costanza and Daly 1992; 

Throsby 2001; Elliot 2006). The sustainability concept has often been used in the 

6See Khanya's SWOT analysis for example: available online - http://www.khanya-aicdd.org/livelihoods
practices/ copy of sustainable-livelihoods-principles 
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environmental context, while the word 'sustainable' is generally linked with 

development - 'sustainable development', meaning "development that will not slow 

down or wither away, but will be in some sense be self-perpetuating; ecological 

sustainability, meaning the preservation and enhancement of a range of environmental 

values through the maintenance of ecosystems in the natural world" (Throsby 

2003b: 183). The concept of sustainability acknowledges its debt to the definition put 

forward by the Brundtland Commission (WCED 1987). Since then it has become the 

core of economic development and questions are being formed, for example, what to 

sustain, for whom, for how long, at what cost and how? Recently, the report, 'our 

creative diversity' is cautious about 'culturally sustainable development' (Throsby 

1997), and Chiesura and de Groot (2003) and Neumayer (2003, in Throsby 2006) 

discuss 'strong and weak sustainability'. The idea of 'weak' and 'strong' sustainability 

is based on the 'substitutability' (Holland 1997; Throsby 2006) between man-made 

capital and natural capital. Weak sustainability [WS], according to Holland (1997:126), 

"allows for substitution provided that there is no decline in human welfare". Neumayer 

(2003: 1) asserts that the essence of strong sustainability [SS] is that natural capital is 

regarded as strictly 'non-substitutable' for human-made capital. In other words, 

according to Throsby (2006), SS assumes that the functions of natural capital cannot be 

replicated, no matter how spectacular future technological advances might be. 

Throsby (1999, 2006) and Shockley (2004) have discussed the sustainability in relation 

to 'cultural heritages'. According to the Environmental Sustainable Index [ESI], "no 

society that can be considered sustainable without attention to the social dimension, 

including effective governance, social justice, and respect for diverse cultural, ethical, 

and spiritual needs. Therefore, the ultimate sustainability of human society depends on 

education, through which knowledge, science, culture, values, and the accumulated 

experiences that we call 'civilization', are transmitted from one generation to the next" 

(Yale Center for Environmental Law and Policy 2005: 12). 

Nonetheless, there is little direct analysis of sustainability in relation to livelihoods in 

the literature, beyond the re-iteration of Chambers and Conway's (1991) definitions. 

However, as Arce (2003:202) notices, even for Chambers' "sustainability was not a 

central issue". de Haan (2000:343) asserts that, "livelihood sustainability is synonymous 

with 'social inclusion' and; if not, it equates with 'social exclusion'". Therefore, there is 

a need to clarify sustainability in relation to livelihood interventions (see Neefjes 2000). 
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In a livelihood setting, sustainability denotes many dimensions, and it is believed that 

livelihoods are sustainable when they are resilient in the face of vulnerability, are 

independent, maintain the long-term productivity of natural resources, and do not 

undermine or compromise the livelihood options open to others (DFID 1999; Chambers 

and Conway 1991). Therefore, in the livelihood context: 

[a]. Environmental sustainability is achieved when the productivity of life
supporting natural resources is conserved or enhanced for use by future 
generations. 

[b].Economic sustainability is achieved when a given level of expenditure can be 
maintained over time. In the context of the livelihoods of the poor, economic 
sustainability is achieved if a baseline level of economic welfare can be achieved 
and sustained. 

[ c]. Social sustainability is achieved when social exclusion is minimized and social 
equity is maximized. 

[ d]. Institutional sustainability is achieved when the prevailing structures and 
processes have capacity to continue to perform their functions over the long 
term. 

(DFID 1999: section 4.1) 

Hence, livelihood sustainability consists of environmental, economic, social and 

institutional sustainability. However, sustainability essentially involves issues of 

'generational equity' with a balanced distribution of benefits and costs among present, 

as well as future, generations. Thus, according to Throsby (1997; 2001; 2003b; 2006), a 

key element of sustainability is the 'question of intergenerational transfers and the 

decision-making' that surrounds them. 

2.3. The Sustainable Livelihood Framework [SLF] 

The Sustainable Livelihood Framework [Figure 2.3] is a schematic presentation of the 

key elements discussed previously. The whole idea of sustainable livelihoods is 

synthesized in this framework, which helps understanding and analysing the complex 

relationships among different factors that are decisive for attaining a secure livelihood 

(Camey 1998). This framework is a simplification of the livelihood system and it may 

not exactly represent the grassroots reality. It offers a practical approach to thinking 

about and investigating livelihood systems of people that will stimulate debate and 
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reflection, thereby hopefully improving performances of poverty reduction programmes 

(DFID 1999; DFID 2000). 

Figure 2:3: Sustainable Livelihood Framework [SLFJ 
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Source: DFID (1999: section 2.1) 

There are a number of SL frameworks that have been used by different agencies to 

include the SL approach within their development initiatives [ Appendix 1]. This study 

uses DFID's framework [Figure 2.3], referring to its four major components [a] 

vulnerability context: [b] livelihood assets: [ c] transforming structures and processes, 

and [ d] livelihood strategies and outcomes. This framework helps to assess both the 

material and non-material aspects of livelihood choices and opportunities available to 

people. It also helps in designing new livelihood activities, and in assessing, analysing 

and evaluating the wider economic, political, social, ecological and cultural aspects in 

attaining a sustainable sense of well-being. The following section briefly explains the 

above four elements that are important for any kind of livelihood analysis. 

2.3.1. Vulnerability context [A] 

In livelihood analysis 'vulnerability' is recognised as a 'constant reality' that 

households are always confronted with (Chambers and Conway 1991; Chambers 1995b; 

DFID 2001). In this context, vulnerability is an: 
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... exposure to contingencies and stress, and difficulty in coping with them; vulnerability 
has two sides: an external side of risks, shocks and stress to which an individual is 
subject; and an internal side which is defencelessness, meaning a lack of means to cope 
without damaging loss ... 

(Chambers 1989:1) 

In this sense, according to Y aro (2004) vulnerability combines exposure to a threat with 

susceptibility or sensitivity to its adverse consequences. Trends, shocks and seasonality 

are the major causes of vulnerability ['A' - Figure 2.3] and their relative importance in 

different rural locations is likely to vary. 'Trends' can be economic, social or political, 

and may have fortuitous or adverse effects whereby livelihoods can be made more or 

less vulnerable. 'Shocks', the events occur unexpectedly, such as natural disasters, war 

and civil unrest, episodes of disease or illness have widespread impacts on individuals 

and also on society as a whole, they force people to abandon their basic assets causing 

adverse impacts on the sustainability of livelihoods (Chambers and Conway 1991; 

DFID 1999). 'Seasonal' fluctuations of prices, production, health, employment 

opportunities and food availability are the "greatest and most enduring sources of 

hardship" for many people (DFID 1999: section 2.2). They make their lives more 

susceptible by increasing or reducing the availability of different resources at different 

times of the year (Yaro 2004). 

2.3.2. 'What people have?' - Livelihood assets [B] 

The livelihood approach is based on 'assets', knowledge of which is fundamental to 

understanding, resources and options open to people; strategies to help them attain a 

sustainable livelihood; outcomes they aspire to, and; the vulnerability context under 

which they operate (Sen 1981; Coleman 1990; Chambers and Conway 1991; Camey 

1998; Moser 1998; Scoones 1998; DFID 1999; Ellis 2000). Therefore, assets are 

considered as an integrated element with all other components in the framework. There 

are five main livelihood assets, namely social, human, financial, natural and physical 

capital [Figure 2.3]. In the livelihood context, assets are regarded as synonymous with 

resources or capital, referring to something that can be used to build a livelihood 

(deHaan 2000). These assets, according to Bebbington (1999), are not merely means 

with which people make a living but they also give meaning to their world. Hence, 

"assets are not simply resources that people use in building livelihoods; they are assets 

that give them the capability to be and to act" (1999:2022). A proper understanding of 

people's assets therefore, enables an exploration of their capabilities and, importantly, 
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the ability to identify what people really have and what they don't have. The ability to 

follow various livelihood strategies thus depends on both tangible [physical/ 

materialistic] and intangible [non-material: e.g. values, knowledge, traditions etc.] assets 

that people have. In Chapter 7, these issues are examined in detail by focusing on: [i] 

how access to various assets has changed over time: [ii] what changes are predicted: [iii] 

what the causes of changes are: and [iv] how access and control of assets differ between 

social groups (see Camey 1998)7. 

2.3.3. Transforming Structures and Processes - TSP [C] 

The asset portfolio and income-earning activities, either in a household or in a 

community, are controlled by a number of factors which are externally operated and 

determined by social, cultural, economic and political contexts [Figure 2.3J. In a 

general sense, transforming structures and processes [TSP] are perceived negatively. 

They are considered as formal institutions that hinder secure livelihood options [ e.g . 

they may have significant influences on land tenure arrangements - property rights and 

market practices] (DFID 1999). Sometimes, they also can reinforce positive livelihood 

choices by increasing resource accessibility and achieving common objectives through 

groups bounded by common norms and values (DFID 2001). Scoones (1998) 

categorises TSPs into two types; first, conditions and trends, including historical, 

political, demographic and economic trends, climatic and agro-ecological conditions 

and social differentiations; second, institutions and organisations that represent formal 

rules, conventions, informal codes of behaviour and culture. These norms and 

behaviours persist over time by serving collective and valued purposes (Uphoff 1986: 8-

9 in Uphoff 1996). Hence, these TSP are institutions, or the 'rules of the game' of a 

society (North 1990) and organisations, including government agencies [e.g. ministries 

and departments], administrative bodies [e.g. local government], NGOs [e.g. farmers' 

associations] and private companies are the 'players' (Castel 1998). Camey (1998) 

refers to all of these as Transforming Structures and Processes [TSP] that shape 

people's livelihoods by: 

[a]. Determining both who gains access to which type of asset, and what the 
effective value of that asset is; and 

7 For a detailed analysis oflivelihoods assets, see Moser (1996, 1998) and Reardon (1997) 
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[b].Combining people's asset status, thus helping to define which livelihood 
strategies or activities - natural resource-based or otherwise - are open and 
attractive 

(Camey 1998:8) 

According to Shankland (2000), relationships between TSP and livelihood are rather 

mechanistic. This assumes a rational choice model is being operated as people choose 

livelihood strategies, and hints at a direct causal link between policy and action that 

potentially denies full engagement with the complexity of linkages (Toner 2003). 

Recently, Transformation Structures and Processes has been replaced by Policies, 

Institutions and Processes [PIPs] and a complex range of issues related to governance in 

which livelihoods are constructed (Hussein 2000). Authors, such as Ellis (2000, 1999) 

and Carswell (2000) refer to gender, age, caste, class and ethnicity as key features of 

Policies, Institutions and Processes [PIP] that are critical mediating factors for 

sustaining livelihoods and ensuring diverse income portfolios. Ellis (2000) describes 

gender, ethnicity and calss as 'social relations' that represent the "social positions of 

individuals and households, and play a key role shaping livelihood choices" (2000:38). 

Ellis further stresses that caste and ethnicity are of fundamental importance in some 

rural settings, and may be "not important for all in others" (2001 :38). Class, according 

to Ellis (2000), is an ambiguous social construct, and in rural societies it may refer to 

indicators like difference in land ownership, personal wealth and educational attainment 

across different rural strata. In a livelihood context, Gunasekera's (1994:5) 

interpretation of class could be useful. According to her, class can be identified along a, 

"continuum of differential control over valuable assets, by the extent to which members 

of a group thus depicted interact in a consistent way with members of other groups". 

Gender is an integral part of rural livelihoods and, according to Ellis (1999:4), women 

rarely possess land entitlements, may have lower education attainment, and their access 

to productive resources and decision-making frequently occur through the mediation of 

men (also see Oberhauser et. al, 2004; Acharya 2003; Masika and Joekes 1996 

Whitehead and Kabeer 2001). The significance of gender in relation to Kandyan 

livelihoods will be discussed in Chapter 8. According to DFID (1999: section 2.5), if 

these structures and processes function well, "they facilitate mobility in labour markets 

and reduce risk and transaction costs associated with embarking upon new ventures" 

(also see, Brock 1999; Camey et al., 1999; DFID 2000; Camey 2002). 
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2.3.4. Livelihood Strategies [DJ 

Taking account oflivelihood assets, the vulnerability context in which they operate, and 

the policies and processes around them, households work towards building more secure 

livelihood strategies. As DFID (1999) describes, livelihood creation is a dynamic 

process and people combine different strategies at different times and work in different 

places, either temporarily or permanently in order to meet their livelihood objectives. 

Livelihood analysis identifies two types of strategies, namely coping and adaptive 

strategies. Coping strategies are "short-term and temporary responses" to external 

shocks and stress situations ( deHaan 2000:348). Adaptive strategies are long-term and 

with economic, social, environmental and political trends, people use their own 

strategies to alter situations positively. These adaptive strategies, according to de Haan 

(2000) are considered to be 'normal livelihood strategies' at a later stage. Scoones 

(1998), Hussein and Nelson, (1998), deHaan (2000) and Toner (2003), identify three 

main ways of constructing adaptive strategies in rural households; agricultural 

intensification, diversification and migration. Ellis (2000) divides livelihood strategies 

into 'natural resource' and 'non-natural resource' based activities8
. Reardon (1997) 

identifies a range of non-farm activities as diversification strategies 9. Sometimes, these 

strategies lead to more or less satisfactory livelihood outcomes 10 depending on 

surrounding factors and changes in them [ e.g. livelihood assets and Policies Institutions 

Processes]. Although different livelihoods have different requirements, according to 

DFID (1999, Section 2.5), the general principle is that "those who are amply endowed 

with assets are more likely to attain more positive and secure livelihoods" . 

8Natural Resource Based Activities: for example, collection from woodlands and forest, food cultivation, 
non-food cultivation, livestock keeping and pastoralism and non-farm activities such as brick making, 
weaving, thatching. Non-Natural Resource Based Activities; rural trade, other rural services manufacture, 
remittances and other transfers such as pensions etc. 
9For example, [i] Employment in the rural non-farm labour market [RNFLM]; [ii] self-employment in the 
local non-farm sector; [iii] employment in the migration labour market; [iv] employment in the farm 
labour market. 
1° For example, more income, increased well-being, reduced vulnerability, improved food security and 
more sustainable use of natural resource base etc. 
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2.5. Strengthens, weaknesses and future challenges of SLAs 

2.5.1. Strengths of SLAs 

As a development approach, one of the major strengths of SL is the way it progresses 

from holistic analysis to identifying a limited number of activities to make a practical 

difference to the well-being of poor people (Farrington 2001). The livelihood approach 

encourages a detailed analysis of the effects of various policies, structures and 

institutions, and helps to appreciate the particular components of livelihood that are 

mostly affected. Many development practitioners and policy makers accept that 

livelihood approach provides a 'multidimensional perspective' of poverty (Thomson 

2000; Farrington 2001; Toner and Frank 2006) emphasizing that the poor do have 

assets, options and strategies, and they are decision-makers of their own. Some writers 

have seen the Sustainable Livelihood as an alternative approach - a 'reality check' (e.g. 

Ellis 2000; Farrignton 2001), and used to initiate possible changes within particular 

institutions and organizations (Thomson 2000). Its capacity to 'get below the surface' to 

informal institutions and processes is particularly important. It also offers the new 

prospect of identifying "entry points for pro-poor change, and of sequencing activities 

in such a way as to minimize the danger of appropriation of benefits by local elites" 

(Rajbhandari n.d)1 1
. 

Recent lessons from DFID, UNDP, CARE and a number oflivelihood studies show the 

success of the SL approach in the field (Daskon 2008). For example, Toner (2003), and 

Toner and Frank (2006) show how both the SL approach and its principles have 

succeeded in implementing a sustainable livelihood system for poor communities in 

Tanzania. A community forestry programme in Nepal and a watershed development 

project in India are two of the examples that have succeeded in meeting sustainable 

livelihood objectives (see Carney 1998, 2002) 12
• Since its overall concern is with 

grassroots communities, the SL approach is an efficient tool for evaluating the socio

economic impacts and effectiveness of particular projects and programmes in poverty 

alleviation (Hussein 2000 and Turton 2001). 

11Rajbhandari, B. (n.d) Sustainable livelihoods and ntral development in South Asia -available online, 
http://www.cropchoice.com/leadstryacfc.html?recid=l256 
12 For example see watering of livestock; small-scale irrigation, available at 
http://www.livelihoods.org/info/docs/Calow2.rtf and Forestry programme in Nepal, available at 
http://www.ifp.org.np 
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As Ellis and Biggs (2001) notice, the SL approach becomes much more attractive than 

any of the other rural development approaches. The approach focuses implicitly on 

assets and strengths, and what people already have, rather than what they don't have. 

This gives an understanding of what shapes people's livelihoods and how influencing 

factors can be adjusted appropriately according to their capacities and resources (DFID 

1999). This is important for designing support activities that build on the strengths of 

people. The livelihood approach therefore, emphasises equitable, efficient and 

sustainable uses of available resources, and encourages 'existing asset management', 

both at household and community levels, helping to draw out different relationships 

among other livelihood resources (Thomson 2000; Turton 2001; Toner and Frank 

2006). 

According to Krantz (2001 :4) livelihood approach provides a holistic interpretation of 

poverty in different perspectives that "directly or indirectly determines or constrains 

people's accessibility to assets, and thus their livelihood portfolios". Thus poverty is not 

a question only related to low income. Lack of human capital [ e.g. poor health, 

illiteracy], poor social capital, vulnerability and disempowerment are also significant 

dimensions (Krantz 2001 :2). Hence, the approach helps to filter the poorest from the 

poor and to strengthen their active participation in making livelihood decisions. It 

comprehensively recognises the significance of examining connectivity among different 

activities, which, in tum, requires consideration to both intra-household and to extra

household social relations (Murray 2001). This enables the development of secure 

livelihood strategies based on the resources available, and the way people conceive their 

livelihood objectives. 

2.5.2. Weaknesses of SLAs 

Most of the development agencies currently working with the SLA are confronting a 

problem of translating SL language into their institutional context. As Hamiton-Peach 

and Townsley (2002) note, the 'Policies Institutions and Processes' of many SL 

frameworks are problematic in terms of communicating these elements to new users 13
• 

Some of the other concepts use in the SL framework [ e.g. social capital] are claimed to 

13 For more examples see FAO (2001) Improving Support for Enhancing Livelihoods of the Rural Poor, 
Livelihood Support Programme, (GPC/INT/UK/803), available at 
http://www.fao.org/Participation/lsp/documents/brochure. Similar problems have encountered by IFAD, 
WB (www.wb.org) and Oxfam (www.oxfam.org.uk/policy/papers/lapapers.html) 
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be unfamiliar and costly to implement, with "difficulties in identifying what can be 

scaled up from local level discussions with the poor to wider areas" (Farrington 

2001 :3). According to UNDP, the 'lack of clarity' of the SL approach is a serious issue. 

As the World Bank [WB] has experienced, the Sustainable Livelihood is a centrally

driven approach and its framework would not be effective for sectoral interventions, 

specifically for a sectoral organization like the World Bank (see Hussein 2002). 

Swedish International Development Cooperation Agency [SIDA] notes two major 

failures of the SLA by comparing UNDP, CARE and DFID. As SIDA asserts, this 

approach has not addressed, the way of identifying poor people, and the way that 

livelihood resources and livelihood opportunities are locally distributed (Krantz 2001)14
. 

The Food and Agricultural Organization [F AO], UNDP, CARE and Oxfam [GB], have 

also encountered the following problems while putting the SLA into operation (Hussein 

2002: 21, 25, 33, 39): 

Awareness raising and capacity building in SL principles and methods 

among staff and key partners; 

Translating their substantial experiences in the use of participatory methods 

in field projects into an effective tool for the application of SLA; and 

Developing multidisciplinary teams and decentralized offices and country

level field programmes. 

Besides those problems, a number of other drawbacks have been noticed by individual 

researchers during livelihood studies. Adato and Meinzen-Dick (2002) and Dorward et. 

al., (2003) for example claim a lack of historical dimension and market relations 15are 

considerable deficiencies of the current SLA. They suggest that the approach must be 

used in conjunction with concepts, tools and methods of analysis that have been used in 

other fields, such as development sociology, anthropology and history. Macqueen 

(2001) and Toner (2003) note that the livelihood approach is inoperable unless 

livelihood assets can be defined, measured and directly compared. Asset measurements 

in poverty alleviation are crucial and, as Macqueen (200 I: 1) argues: "While it may not 

be possible to develop a quantitative common currency for all assets, without some 

14 With this regard, SIDA provides some source to overcome such problems proposing a number of 
possible ways of identifying the poor people. For example, geographical area where poverty is known to 
be widespread, poverty line, and wealth ranking. 
15 These studies introduce Market, Institutions and Technology as missing links of the current SL 
approach. 
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means for direct comparative measurement between assets the SLA becomes entirely 

inoperable". As Murray (2000) explains, equating 'assets' theoretically with varieties of 

'capital' through the asset pentagon on the one hand distorts the intellectual 

understanding of capital, while on the other hand it distorts the political understanding 

of the causes of poverty. 

As Hussein (2002) notices, the major issue in implementing the approach at a grassroots 

level is the extent to which the SL jargon is understandable to local communities and to 

what extent communities become confident with the approach as a flexible and diverse 

mechanism to address their own problems and solutions. According to Neefjes (2000), 

that SL framework can only be employed as a 'tool', not as an 'approach'. For Carney 

(1999), the SL approach is sometimes over ambitious and guidance on the way forward 

is insufficient. Toner (2003) also notices the problem in standardising the application of 

sets of livelihood principles. By representing the reality of a livelihood system in a 

simple and logical way, the relative importance of some factors, and relationships 

between the factors, are lost [ e.g. local values, knowledge and culture] (Bagchi et. al., 

1998; Bebbington 1999). According to Cleaver (2001) and Fox (1997), the institutional 

analysis is too narrow in the current livelihood approach and concerned with only 

formal institutions and there is a need to broaden the institutional analysis beyond 

governance. This is to include community and familial structure, norms, and the process 

of "institutional bricolage", through which new institutions evolve using elements of 

existing social and cultural arrangements (Toner 2003: 773). 

2.6. Conclusion 

Sustainable Livelihood has been widely accepted as a reliable approach for exploring 

genuine capacities and potentials of people in building secure livelihoods. It provides an 

analytical framework that guides the thinking behind the effective development 

planning and interventions as appropriate for local people and their value systems, 

rather than a mere 'blueprint' for rural development. Despite its drawbacks, the SL 

approach is still capable of prioritizing people, their values, traditions, knowledge and 

capabilities through their own perceptions and definitions. In order to understand how 

culture could be incorporated into SLA, the next chapter critically examines the concept 

of culture across various disciplines. The synthesis provided at the end of the next 
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chapter explains how livelihood analysis and the cultural context could be incorporated 

effectively, and how the present study sits within this broader theoretical framework. 
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Chapter Three 

Putting cultural traditions into practice: An optimistic 
approach 

What culture has to do with development? Can local culture and traditional 

values contribute to sustaining a rural livelihood system? Having understood the 

shortcomings of dominant development thinking and the strengths of the SLA, this 

chapter advances a theoretical debate focusing on the concept of culture. The chapter 

explores the meaning of culture across social science disciplines and argues that culture 

is central to understanding and interpreting development and socio-economic well

being. As mentioned in Chapter 2, the post-development debate has placed a substantial 

emphasis on bridging the gap between culture and development. Internationally, WCCD 

(1995), with its influential report on 'Our creative diversity', and the UNFPA's (2008) 

recent initiatives for addressing cultural values, are both significant in building a 

culturally sensitive approach to development. This chapter focuses on why, how, and 

when culture is relevant and essential in a broader development context, whilst showing 

the effectiveness of a validating 'traditional culture'. 

3.1. What is meant by 'Culture' - Problems of conceptualisation 

The concept of culture1 should be scrutinised properly to understand 'what is 

appropriate and inappropriate culture' in the context of development practices. In this 

regard, Cross Cultural Resource Centre's (in Baldwin et. al., 2006: 158) interpretation of 

what culture is, and is not, is important2
: 

1 The original roots of 'culture' are joined to the histories of 'cult' and 'cultivate'. The word comes from 
Middle English ['a cultivated piece of land'] through French 'culture' and that from the Latin verb 
culturare ['to cultivate'] (Baldwin et. al., 2006:5-6) 
2 also see Radcliffe (2006:9) 
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What culture is not? 

Mere artefacts or materials used by a people - a 'laundry list' of traits or facts, 
biological traits such as race; the ideal and romantic heritage of a people as seen 
through music, dance, holidays etc; higher class status derived from a knowledge of the 
arts, manner, literature etc, and something to be bought, sold, or passed out. 

What Culture is: 

Dynamic, a continuous and cumulative process, a continuous and cumulative process, 
learned and shared by a people, creative and meaningful to our lives, symbolically 
represented through language and people interacting, that which guides people in their 
thinking, feeling and acting. 

Culture represents a range of components that embody diverse socio-economic 

structures, forms of social organisations, meanings, connections, inequalities among 

people and "behaviours which are socially produced" (Cochrane 2006:322), rather than 

a mere 'list of components' [e.g. beliefs, norms, values, language, knowledge etc]. 

Current development thinking is intertwined with many references to culture including; 

popular culture, traditional culture, high culture, national culture, youth culture, 

consumer culture, global culture, multicultural, culture clash, and so on (Schech and 

Haggis 2000). However, in understanding such multifaceted aspects, it is also important 

to realise 'what particular aspects really work in the current development context'. 

When considering culture from a development perspective, according to Montovani, 

"culture is something that western societies have not clearly understood; Understanding 

culture is certainly not only a western problem, but a universal problem as well" (2000, 

in Baldwin et. al., 2006:3). 

Indeed, 'culture' remains a "highly ambiguous concept that is notoriously difficult to 

define" (Radcliffe and Laurie 2006: 232). For example, Raymond Williams, a leading 

cultural theorist, (1983, in Schech and Haggis 2000:16), believes that, "culture is one of 

the two or three most complicated words in the English language". Nevertheless, 

despite its intricacy, the concept has been widely used across various disciplines, 

ranging from literary studies to anthropology, sociology (Schech and Haggis 2000), 

development studies, and geography (Radcliffe 2006) and referred to human creativity, 

values, collective identity, social organisations, cultural integrity, heritage, monuments 

and expressions (Appadurai 2004). Instead of constructing a single inclusive definition, 

the following section attempts to understanding the multifaceted characteristics and 

diverse perspectives of culture. This helps to extract an effective perspective of culture, 
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which could effectively incorporate with current development practices and sustainable 

livelihood analysis. 

3.1.1. Culture across Disciplines 

While classical anthropology is concerned with primitive or 'non-western culture', 

(Schech and Haggis 2000) modem anthropology refers culture to describe "cultural 

mixing, hybridity, multiple and crosscutting flows of people, meanings and artefacts" 

(Radcliffe 2006:9). These two anthropological aspects: [i] meanings, values, ways of 

life -what culture is - and [ii] practice which produce meanings - what culture does -

have been widely used in other social sciences (Schech and Haggis 2000:21). 

Anthropology commonly adopts Sir Edward Tylor's (1871) broad defmition of culture, 

which refers to the "complex whole which includes knowledge, belief, art, law, morals, 

customs and any other capabilities and habits acquired by man as a member of the 

society" (Nanda and Warms 2007: 86). Similarly, Kluckhohn (1949, in Baldwin et. al, 

2006: 186) conceptualises culture as "the total way of life of people"; "the social legacy 

that an individual acquires from his group"; "a way of thinking, feeling and believing": 

"a precipitate of history" and "storehouse of pooled learning". The concept of culture 

has been established in academic anthropology as a separate category, and combined 

with open definitions of culture which represent racial formations, political economies 

and history (Radcliffe and Laurie 2006:232; also see Bodley 2000). 

Emile Durkheim, one of the founders of modem sociology, defmes culture as a "design 

for living, an aspect of the social structure ensuring the cohesion and continuity of 

society as a whole" (Schech and Haggis 2000:21). However, Kluckhohn (1949, in 

Baldwin et. al, 2006: 187) is more elaborative and argues, that "not all social activities 

are culturally patterned. Every culture supplies standardised orientations towards the 

deeper problems; every culture is designed to perpetuate the group and its solidarity, to 

meet the demands of individuals for an orderly way of life and for satisfaction of 

biological needs". 

Durkheim (1984, in Smith 2001b:9) sees society as a "'moral phenomenon' that is held 

together by sentiments of 'solidarity', which facilitate a smoothly functioning and well

integrated society". Hence, "culture is a dynamic and motivating force in society, rather 

than simply a response to social needs for organization and harmony" (Smith 
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2001b:11). However, modem sociology defines culture as a social practice that 

produces various meanings based on the "symbols, rituals, and activities involved in the 

construction of everyday social reality" (Schech and Haggis 2000:21 ). Based on a 

comprehensive review on Kroeber and Kluckhohn (1952), Faulkner et. al, (2006:30) 

summarise seven perspectives of culture as shown in Table 3.1 below. 

Table 3:1: Definitions of Culture 

!Culture as a structure I 
1. Whole way of life: total accumulation of lifestyle 
2. Cognitive structure: thoughts, beliefs, assumptions, meanings, attitudes, preferences, 

values, interpretations 
3. Structure of behaviour: patterns of rules, behavior, techniques, customs, set of skills, 

habits, ceremonies and rituals 
4. Structure of signification: symbols, languages, communication processes, system of 

transferring thoughts and feelings 
5. Relational structure: social relationship, kinship patterns 
6. Social organization: Political institutions, religious institutions 

!Culture as a [unction that I 
1. provides a guide to and process of learning, adaptation and survival strategies 
2. provides a shared sense of identity/belonging and difference from other groups 
3. provides means of control over other individuals and groups 

I Culture as a orocess of. .. I 
1. differentiating one group from an other 
2. sense making - producing group based meaning 
3. handling "raw materials of life ", of dealing with the social world 
4. relating to others 
5. dominating, structuring power 
6. transmitting a way of life 

!Culture as a oroduct .. .. I 
1. of meaningful activity: art, architecture 
2. of representation/signification: artefacts 

!Culture as a reJlnement ] 
1. Moral progress: stage of development that divides civilized from savage 
2. Instruction: care given to the development of the mind; refinement 
3. Uniquely human efforts from any of the aforementioned categories that distinguish 

humans from other species 

!Culture as a grouo membershio I 
1. Country 
2. Social variations among components of a contemporary pluralistic society; identity 

!Culture as a oower and ideolol!V I 
1. Political and ideological dominance; 
2. Fragmentation of elements 

Source: Faulkner et. al., (2006) 
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Therefore, culture: 

... consists of patterns, explicit and implicit, of and for behaviour acquired and 
transmitted by symbols, constituting the distinctive achievements of human groups, 
including their embodiments in artefacts; the essential core of culture consists of 
traditional ideas and especially their attached values; culture systems may, on the one 
hand, be considered as products of action, on the other as conditioning elements of 
further action [ my emphasis]. 

(Kroeber and Kluckhohn 1952, in Baldwin et. al, 2006: 8) 

With the dramatic rise of interest in culture and its position of prominence across social 

sciences, the cultural issue has been perhaps more "contested in geography than in any 

other disciplines" (Scott 2004:25). According to Mitchell (2000) the early works of Carl 

Sauer, the leader of the Berkeley School of Cultural Geography, are influential in 

establishing culture within the field of Geographical Studies. In his masterpiece 

Morphology of Landscape, culture is defined as "impress of the works of man upon the 

area" (Sauer 1925:30), and "is the learned and conventionalised activity of a group that 

occupies an area" (Sauer 1941:8). Therefore culture "is a reality and not a concept or 

human construct" (Robertson and Richards 2003: 17); and also "culture is the agent, the 

natural area is the medium and the cultural landscape is the result" (Sauer 1925, in 

Mitchell 2000:27). Later, the new cultural geography concerns the role of culture in the 

ordering of space, and culture is conceptualised as a "medium through which people 

transform the ordinary phenomena of the material world into a world of significant 

symbols and text to which they give meaning and attach value" (Cosgrove and Jackson 

1987:99). Therefore, culture needs to be understood as an on-going set of social 

relations that gives social meaning, cohesion, uniformity, identities, differences within 

and across social groups and places, rather than mere 'objects'. 

Anthropologists emphasise the role of culture in relation to globalisation processes, 

whereas geographers have been concerned with cultural 'comparison' by emphasising 

the politics of 'place and scale' (Rankin 2003:709). As stated by Marshall Sahlins (in 

WCCD 1995) sometimes, "a great deal of confusion arises in both academic and 

political discourse when culture in the humanistic sense is not distinguished from 

culture in its anthropological senses, notably culture as the total and distinctive way of 

life of people or society". Even with these conceptual ambiguities, it is important to 

understand all aspects and contested meanings of culture as development treats culture 

as a significant aspect of its goals and means (WCCD 1995). Awareness of such 

multifaceted aspects helps in realising the difficulty of establishing a fixed definition, 
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while providing different perspectives in incorporating cultural phenomena into 

development processes. 

3.1.2. The Power of Culture and Cultural Diversity 

UNESCO is the pioneering agency working towards the promotion of cultural diversity 

and dialogue among cultures and civilisations, and defines culture as an "integrative 

mechanism within which people act" (WCCD 1995:1). Its convention concerning the 

protection of cultural and natural heritage, UNESCO (1972) stresses the importance and 

centrality of culture for human survival and a sustained future. WCCD (1995), 

emphasizes that, ''unless economic development has a cultural basis it can never lead to 

truly lasting development; development efforts had often failed; because the importance 

of the human factor - that complex web of relationships and beliefs, values and 

motivations, which lies at the heart of a culture - had been underestimated in many 

development projects" (1995: 1 ). 

With the Universal Declaration of Cultural Diversity, UNESCO re-emphasised the role 

of cultural diversity in creating a rich and varied world, and increasing human capacities 

and values for sustainable development (UNESCO 2002:4). Cultural diversity is 

considered as being "as necessary for humankind for exchange, innovation and 

creativity, as biodiversity is for nature" (Article 1). As stated in the declaration, cultural 

diversity is a factor in development that, " ... widens the range of options open to 

everyone; it is one of the roots of development, understood not simply in terms of 

economic growth, but also as a means to achieve a more satisfactory intellectuaL 

emotional, moral and spiritual existence" (Article 3). 

UNESCO has understood the positive contribution of traditional and indigenous 

knowledge towards the material and non-material well-being of people. Therefore, a 

special priority has been given to protect and promote both 'tangible' and 'intangible' 

values and heritages for the sustainable future of human society. This idea has formally 

declared in 2003, with the convention for the safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural 

Heritage [ICH]. The convention emphasizes the vitality of traditional practices, 

meanings, expressions and knowledge as a mainspring of 'cultural diversity' and 

sustainable development. It recognizes that "communities, groups and, in some cases, 

individuals, play an important role in the production, safeguarding, maintenance and re-
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creation of the intangible cultural heritage, thus helping to enrich cultural diversity and 

human creativity" (UNESCO 2003: 1 ). 

By taking a positive approach, certain aspects of culture can be incorporated effectively 

into development processes. By defining culture as an 'instrument' rather than as an 

'element' of development (see Njoh 2006), 'and understanding culture more as 

functional orientation, denoting certain activities that are undertaken by people, and 

their range of products and creations that embody aesthetic, historical and artistic 

values, culture can effectively integrate with the development process. To better inform 

this, and to make more space for culture within the development context, an 

understanding of tangible and intangible aspects of culture is also important. 

3.1.3. What is Tangible and Intangible culture?. 

'Tangible' culture constitutes something which is perceptible by touching or 'having a 

physical existence' (Throsby 2001). It is objectified and materialistic, and may be a 

monument, group of buildings, or a site - cultural heritage - with "historical, aesthetic, 

archaeological, scientific, ethnological or anthropological values" (Kirshenblatt

Gimblett 2004:52) as well as artworks such as paintings and sculptures (Throsby 

1999:7). According to Munjeri (2004:13) these are highly symbolic objects and take 

centre stage as the popular forms of cultural expressions or historical truth. Such 

tangible forms are considered to be "stable and static and having intrinsic values, as 

well as qualities of authenticity". Tangible culture is similar to 'objectified' form of 

culture, which Bourdieu (1986) refers to as one of the status of 'cultural capital' 3
• This 

also represents 'tangible cultural heritages' [Plate 3.1], which are "created by human 

activities, lasts for a period of time , can decay if not maintained, gives rise to certain 

flow of services over time" (Throsby 1997: 14). 

3 Other forms of culture include 'embodied' and 'institutional' forms (see Bourdieu 1986). 
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Plate 3:1: Tangible culture in Sri Lanka - Heritage Sites - [al Polonnaruwa and 
[b ]Anuradhapura 

[a] 

Source: http://www.asiaexplorers.com/srilanka/gal vihara gallery.htm [accessed 12/08/2009] 

[b] 

Source: http://www.asiaexplorers.com/srilanka/ruwanweliseya dagoba.htm [accessed 12/08/2009] 
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From a development perspective, 'intangible' culture is decisive, though it is 

overlooked by the dominant development models, "because they are in simple formats" 

(Munjeri 2004: 13). Put simply, intangible culture constitutes diverse forms of ideas, 

beliefs, practices and values that are shared by a group (Nas 2002; Arizpe 2004). In its 

convention for the safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage, UNESCO (2003 :2) 

defines intangible culture as the: 

... practices, representations, expressions, knowledge, skills, oral traditions, performing 
arts, social practices, rituals and festive events and traditional craftsmanship - as well as 
the instruments, objects, artifacts and cultural spaces associated therewith - that 
communities, groups and, in some cases, individuals recognize as part of their cultural 
heritage. Intangible culture is transmitted from generation to generation, is constantly 
recreated by communities and groups in response to their environment, their interaction 
with nature and their history, and provides them with a sense of identity and continuity, 
thus promoting respect for cultural diversity and human creativity ... 

This form of culture also exists in various art forms such as music, dancing and 

literature, traditional craftsmanship, and all forms of traditional and popular folk culture, 

including collective works originating in a given community based on tradition. One of 

the main characteristics of these elements is that they transmitted from generation to 

generation and provide people with a sense of identity and continuity. According to 

Munjeri (2004: 13), intangible culture is non-objectified and is in an embedded form 

(see Bourdieu 1986), which is the people's "ways oflife". Hence, it is the culture that 

people 'practice' as part of their daily lives. It includes all the structural aspects of 

culture and performances and events that are described as the underlying 'spirit' of a 

particular group of people [Plate 3.2]. As Kurin (2004:67) describes intangible culture 

further represents: 

... oral traditions and expressions such as epics, tales and stories, performing arts 
including music, song, dance, puppetry and theatre, social practices, rituals and festive 
events, knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe for example, folk 
medicine and folk astronomy, and traditional craftsmanship, as well as the sites and 
space in which culturally significant activities and events occur ... 

However, this understanding has now changed, and intangible culture includes not only 

the masterpieces, knowledge and skills, but also the masters themselves - performers, 

artisans and healers (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004:53). Intangible culture, like nature, is 

'alive' and includes communities, groups, and individuals (vanZanten 2004). For many 
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communities intangible culture is a vital source of their identity that is deeply rooted in 

their history and ancestry. 

Plate 3:2: Intangible culture in Sri Lanka: [a]Traditional Low-Country 
dance and [bl Mask dance 

[a] [b] 

Source: [a] http://www.flickr.com/photos/lnmoreau/293 l 788685 
[b] http://www. flickr. com/search/? g=Mask%20dance%20Sri%20Lanka&w=all&s=int#page=O 
[ accessed 12/08/2009] 

According to many authors the conceptual distinctions between tangible and intangible 

culture is problematic (Condominas 2004; Kurin 2004; Munjeri 2004; UNESCO 1972, 

2003; vanZanten 2004). For instance, as clarified by Kurin (2004:70) among many local 

and indigenous communities tangible physical features such as land, mountains, 

volcanoes and caves are endowed with intangible meanings and are thought to be 

inherently tied to their physicality. Munjeri, (2004) points out that, all cultures and 

societies are rooted in particular forms and means of both the tangible and intangible. 

According to vanZanten (2004:39), intangible culture is often manifested in tangible 
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form and therefore intangible culture includes "the practices, representations, 

expressions, knowledge, skills as well as instruments, objects, artefacts and cultural 

spaces associated therewith". Hence, tangible culture, without an intangible form, is a 

"mere husk or inert matter" (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 2004:60). The intangible aspect 

always embodies, and is inseparable from, the material and social worlds of people. 

3.2. Culture and development - from where to where? 

3.2.1. The existing crisis of culture 

'Culture' and 'development' are the most challenging terms, and differing 

interpretations have been one cause of the apparent inability to progress a debate on the 

links between the two concepts (Commonwealth Foundation 2008:12). As was reflected 

in the first part of Chapter 2, critics of the dominant development theories are 

encouraging new ways of thinking about development and culture. Tucker (1999) 

explains that the western development approach has considerable difficulties in 

imagining 'other' cultures, 'other' ways of organizing and operating the world, 'other' 

forms of rationality, and 'other' ways of life. These approaches create a "Third World 

without a history and diminish its value system" (1999:8). Escobar (1995:44) argues 

that, "development was - and continues to be for the most part - a top-down and 

technocratic approach, which treats people and cultures in non-western societies as 

abstract concepts. Thus, development is not seen as a cultural process but instead is a 

system of more or less universally applicable technical interventions intended to deliver 

some 'badly needed' goods to a 'target' population". 

As Hennayake (2006:37) recognizes, the problem of development approaches of post-

1945 is, "not one of neglecting culture", but one of "privileging a particular culture". 

Boulding (1989:107) for example, argues that "western culture is having a synthesis of 

science, economics and religion to produce a qualitatively new way of life thought of as 

modern". In this context underdeveloped societies are considered "'backward', and are 

lacking the motivation necessary for capitalist development" (Hennayake 2006:37; also 

see Schech and Haggis 2000). Classical development theories have perceived culture as 

a phenomenon that 'modernization acts upon' (Schech and Haggis 2000:2), usually by 

destroying cultural traditions, ways of speaking, sets of beliefs, values, norms, 

techniques, art forms and values of Third World societies. Referring to Worsely (1984), 
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Hennayake (2006:39) further argues that Marxist theories tended to believe that culture 

is an "epiphenomenal by-product of economic production". Dependency theory, one of 

the 'best' descriptions of power imbalances, has also ignored the cultural aspect 

although "culture is central to understanding power relations and any strategy of 

resistance or dependency reversal" (Tucker 1999:12; see Verhelst 1990 also). Overall, 

as claimed by Rahnema (1997: 384-397), development: 

... was an ideology that was born and refined in the North, mainly to meet the needs of 
the dominant powers in search of a more "appropriate" tool for their economic and 
geopolitical expansion ... the ideology helped a dying and obsolete colonialism to 
transform itself into an aggressive - even sometimes an attractive - instrument able to 
recapture new ground ... The hidden - yet clear - message that every development 
project has carried to the people at the grassroots has been that their traditional modes 
of living, thinking and doing have doomed them to a subhuman condition. 

In this context, traditional culture is, "at best, a way of presenting the past as an 

increasingly scarce non-renewable resource and, at worst, as an impediment to human 

progress" (Jenkins 2000:302). As Commonwealth Foundation (2008) believes, there are 

differences in the way that culture and development are perceived in the developed and 

developing worlds and, it is in a distinctive position to link culture and development and 

to reinforce culture's role in the process of development, defining culture in its widest 

sense as: 

.... the whole complex of distinctive spiritual, material, intellectual and emotional features 
that characterize a society or social group. It includes not only the arts and letters, but also 
modes of life, the fundamental rights of the human being, value systems, traditions and 
beliefs. 

(Commonwealth Foundation 2008:13) 

Taking culture in such a wider perspective to development agenda might, mean 

something more fundamental fostering a genuine, respect and understanding for 'other 

cultures' - '"other ways' of seeing, thinking and valuing" (Groendfeldt 2003:918). 

Melucci (2000, in Bergendorff 2007:202) stresses the importance of "cultural 

complexities" and a need for focusing on 'process' rather than 'content' to face the 

challenge and dilemmas of a complex world. However, the real issue, as Sen (2004:38) 

argues, rather, is how, not whether, culture matters. What are the different ways in 

which culture may influence development? How can the influences be better understood 

and how might they modify or alter the development policies that seem appropriate? In 

this regard, Long (1992, in Bergendorff 2007: 202) argues that "development should 

unfold from below, by locating individuals in the specific life-worlds in which they 
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manage their everyday affairs". This is a better way to inform all the cultures, traditions 

and values underlying human societies. 

3.2.2. Culture in Post-Development 

According to Radcliffe and Laurie (2006:234) the post-development debate takes a 

distinct approach on culture, "whereby the language and practice of development are 

deconstructed as an example of Western dominance". By rejecting the modernization 

theories and its management and scientific techniques, the post-development approach 

is based on a new philosophy that draws inspiration from "vernacular societies" (Ziai 

2007:5, also see Jackson 1984). By referring to Sachs (1992), Rahnema and Bawtree 

(1997), Hennayake (2006:34) argues that post-development paradigm focuses on 

localization by articulating different forms of social and 'cultural' movements and 

"enactment of local forms of livelihood"(also see Shiva 1992; Esteva and Prakash 1998; 

Davis 1999). Escobar (1995, 2000) leads this debate by deconstructing the hegemonic 

Western development model and focusing on the dichotomies of traditional - modern 

and local - global domains. Escobar (1995) brings 'alternatives to development', by 

emphasizing local autonomy, cultural values, local knowledge and localized forms of 

grassroots movements. Escobar (2000) celebrates local and 'traditional' cultures as 

alternatives to 'standard development'. These alternatives are based on different 

formations of economy [ e.g. solidarity and reciprocity, instead of centralized 

authorities] and of knowledge [traditional knowledge systems, instead of modern 

science] (Ziai 2007:5) and highlight the importance of people, local autonomy, 

traditional cultures, indigenous knowledge and the defense of localized and grassroots 

values (Smith 2000a). In particular, indigenous/traditional knowledge is respected and 

valued within the local development process, as it is a part of the people (Richards 

1985; Verhelst 1990; Shiva 1992; Chambers 1998; Loomis, 2000; Groenfeldt 2003; 

Allison and Badjeck 2004; McGregor 2004;). Thus, culture goes beyond whether it 

matters in development, to considering how culture matters in development interaction. 

Hence, as Harrison and Huntington (2000: xxxiv) argue: 

... integrating values, traditions and attitude change into development policies, planning 
and programming is a promising way to ensure that in the next fifty years, the world 
does not relive the poverty and injustice that most poorer countries, and underachieving 
ethnic groups, have been mired in during the past half century. 

53 



Nevertheless, according to Ziai (2007), the post-development ideas have also been 

criticized from political economic, post-Marxist, sociological and geographical, 

anthropological, actor-oriented, historical and de-constructive perspectives. Concerning 

some shortcomings, Radcliffe and Laurie (2006:235) deconstruct the post-development 

debate by providing a full account of complex and historically sensitive genealogies of 

development thinking. Pieterse (2001 in Radcliffe and Laurie 2006:235) views culture 

and development as an interpolation between grassroots development initiatives, 

community-bound definitions of tradition and an "enacted post-colonial strategy". But 

this fails to accept the diverse and overlapping spaces within which culture and 

development policies are arranged. According to Kiely (1999, in Radcliffe and Laurie 

2006:235), sometimes post-development overlooks how development is "indigenized in 

different localities" and, how development is shaped by local values and cultural 

contexts. As Radcliffe and Laurie (2006) argue, development combines with local 

traditions and identities and creates a national development trajectory, 'resulting in 

diverse development - cultural connotations and content'. 

3.2.3. Indigenisation of development 

Referring to the on-going debate of culture and development, Hennayake (2006:34) 

encapsulates this new tradition as an indication of a tendency towards "indigenisation of 

development", which is one of the emerging trends in Development Studies. By 

developing an indigenous perspective of development, Hennayake (2006) shows that 

development is no longer a linear process. Indigenous development depends primarily 

on the idea of a 'splendid past', and importantly, within the indigenous perspective, 

culture is not an impediment or "barrier to desirable progress" (Schech and Haggis 

2000:26; also see Groenfeldt 2003). In an indigenous perspective development 

interprets holistically and includes all economic, social, cultural and political 

dimensions that are a clear conceptualisation against the dominant western discourse. 

However, as Hennayake (2006:35) emphasises this trend should articulate neither as 

'anti-development', nor as a form of narrow nativism, but rather as a situation emerging 

from the contentions between development as well as post-development. This 

indigenous interpretation of development places a greater emphasis on the 

distinctiveness oflocal cultures and traditional values. 
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3.2.4. Cultural survival and globalisation 

Current thinking on culture and development is gathering new momentum within the 

globalisation debate. The discussions concern much of the "potentially homogenising 

cultural effects of globalisation" (Radcliffe 2006:4; see Rankin 2003 also) and the loss 

of cultural diversity, cultural distinctiveness and the preservation of local cultures, 

identities, traditions and values. Indigenous cultures, for example, are eroded by the 

impact of the new 'global culture', defined by a new set of core values and principles 

based on 'global ideologies'. As Davis (1999, in Radcliffe 2006:4) claims, through a 

'levelling of national and local cultures' globalisation erodes unique identities by giving 

people a 'global identity'. Paradoxically, Binns et.al, (2005:22) argue that the 

globalisation process necessitates a shift from informal to formal institutions, which 

reinforces a displacement of local social norms and values and rules of conduct with 

"formally specified, globally legible and legally binding norms and rules". However, 

Radcliffe (2006) emphasises the danger of losing diversity and complexity of cultures 

and, the "risks of simplifying and judging one culture by the norms and values of 

another" (UNFPA 2008:1). Nevertheless, as Porter (2000:28) argues: 

... although global convergence around the productivity paradigm is increasing, cultural 
differences will certainly remain. Globalisation will not eradicate culture, as some have 
feared ... instead of isolation some people in their economic disadvantage, these cultural 
differences can contribute the specialized advantages so important to improving the 
prosperity of nations in the global economy. In a global economy in which so many 
things can be easily sourced from anywhere, cultural differences that give rise to 
distinctive products and services should become more celebrated. 

Escobar (1995:219) concurs with Porter (2000) and argues that "many traditional 

cultures survive through their transformative engagement with modernity". However, as 

World Decade Secretariat (1994: 19) demonstrates the most important factor is that 

"external experience, techniques or models cannot be successfully assimilated by mere 

adoption or reproduction; the process needs to be reinterpreted or reinvented in such a 

way that it can be absorbed through the filter of the society's cultural identity and value 

system". Nevertheless, prioritising 'other' cultural values in a development context is an 

issue related to the mentality and morality of development practitioners and 

development thinkers. It is also necessarily an issue related to the way of defining and 

conceptualising culture within the development context and the way of perceiving 

people, their values, customs and knowledge systems (Chambers 2005). Changing the 
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way that 'experts' interpret and look at the non-Western societies, its people, their 

culture and traditions, is fundamental in reshaping current development thinking 

(Edwards 1989; Chambers 1998). 

Development studies, for example, treats Third World people as objects to be studied, 

rather than as subjects of their own development (Edwards 1989:118), and has devalued 

their knowledge (Chambers 1998)4. However, surprisingly, neither critiques nor 

scholarly arguments clearly suggest any solution to tackle the problems of 

understanding and sensitising cultural values. What they do, according to Schech and 

Haggis (2000), is challenge development practitioners to 'consider' people and their 

values seriously, by taking local culture, traditions, knowledge systems, assumptions 

and preconceptions for granted. A culturally sensitive development focuses on people, 

their choices and opportunities, enabling them to realise their own problems and solve 

them through their capabilities, which are appropriate for their inherent values, customs 

and knowledge systems. This approach would be better made by defining what is good 

and what is bad; what would be more sustainable than something that is only a short

term advance (UNFP A 2008; Commonwealth Foundation 2008). 

In the final analysis, however, this study aims to show that all cultural values, traditions, 

beliefs and knowledge must be nurtured and 'equally' valued and respected, since they 

all contribute to cultural distinctiveness. Cultural values are relative to individuals 

within their own socio-cultural context and, whether it is 'good' or 'bad' and 'right' or 

'wrong' depends on cultural specificity. As Groenfeldt (2003:922) observes, even 

indigenous values can be accommodated, but mainstream society has not been able to 

accept competing worldviews as serious descriptions of how life can be experienced. 

Hence, he further questions, "will this be the fate of indigenous values?, are we about to 

experience the 'end of [other] values?'". No one has a right to adjudge someone else's 

culture, and all cultures must be regarded as equally legitimate, since they reflect not 

only their identities, but also community capabilities and knowledge about the world. 

Hence, on the one hand, cultural values are universal, yet on the other hand they are 

specific. Since we all [society/groups/individuals] share values, norms, beliefs and 

4 Kjekshus (1977:271) interprets the way peasants were seen by the British colonial government, referring 
to Tanzanian peasant was a .... lazy, good-for-nothing agriculturist whose practices depleted, eroded and 
eventually destroyed the land It was held no development hopes could be pinned on the "traditional" 
peasant and herdsman. Initiatives for change had to come from elsewhere, from the colonial government 
which thus cast itself in the role of a "modernizing agent" - see, Kjekshus, H. (1977) The Tanzanian 
villagization policy: implementational lessons and ecological dimensions, Canadian Journal of African 
Studies, 11 (2): 296-282. 
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traditions, culture is universal, but cultural values are specific because such values, 

traditions and knowledge are essentially shaped according to people's socio-cultural 

context [place-based/specific] (see UNFPA 2008; Tucker 1999; Bergendorff 2007; 

Commonwealth Foundation 2008). This study believes that all cultures must be equally 

valued and respected, and argues that "it is risky to oversimplify and, to judge one 

culture by the norms and values of another" (UNFPA 2008:1). In line with these 

thoughts, the following section explains how we should attempt to value 'other cultures' 

within a broader development context, and also evaluate their capacities in building a 

secure and sustainable living environment for human societies. 

3.3. Renaissance of traditions, traditional cultures and development5 

The first part of the chapter explained the meaning of culture and its conceptual 

intricacy through various perspectives. The chapter also demonstrated 'where culture 

was' in the development process, highlighting the way they have prioritized, perceived 

and evaluated culture within the development context. Historically it is obvious that the 

use of culture in development thinking was strictly limited to the ideas, norms, customs 

and values attached to 'Western' society, while 'other', non-Western or 'traditional' 

values were perceived as obstructions to development. The simplification of culture, 

and judging one culture ('other cultures') from another perspective ('ours'), excludes 

and marginalizes the majority (UNFP A 2008). Hence, understanding and use of culture 

should move beyond its conventional framework, and it should be perceived as a 

collection of 'unique' traditions and values inherent to a particular society that is 

connected with its past/history and also something that necessarily transmits through 

many generations'. 

To incorporate and sustain non-Western or 'traditional' culture within the development 

process, positive approaches are required. In the meantime, it is also important to 

reinforce traditional concepts and value systems as a basis for living and set them 

equally in the contemporary context next to Western concepts and values (Harmsworth 

2002:2). This acknowledges the richness and distinctiveness of "traditional cultures" 

and the roles they play in providing solutions to complex and pressing problems in the 

development context. However, the success of such an approach depends on the 

5 Non-Western culture or traditional culture often substitutes for indigenous culture, indigenous values as 
well. In this study non-traditional culture = Western culture, and traditional culture= non-Western 
cultures [including indigenous societies] 
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perception of 'traditions' and 'traditional societies' by non-traditional or Western 

development practitioners. 

According to Tucker (1999:8), "traditional society and traditional culture are an utter 

myth and an invention of the European mind", and had come to be interpreted as the 

'dark', 'backward', 'barbarian', 'primitive', 'uncivilized', 'poor' and 'underdeveloped' 

conditions (Ganguly 1997; Njoh 2006)6. As Tucker believes there is "no traditional 

societies exist in the real world, only the ways we are looking at societies are 

'traditional"' (1999:8). Huntington (1971 in Schech and Haggis 2003:37) explains the 

binary distinction between 'traditional' and 'modem' societies by drawing different 

examples. According to Huntington, Pygmy tribes, Tokugawa Japan, medieval Europe, 

and the Hindu village are all regarded as 'traditional'. Inglehart and Baker (2000) clarify 

this further through a list of values embedded in traditional societies based on the 

Cultural Map [Figure 3 .1]. 

Figure 3:1: World Cultural Map 

Source: Inglehart and Baker (2000). 

6 However, Rostow (1960) in his growth model, 'traditional society' is known for its adherence to what 
Westerners consider 'primitive values', with agriculture constituting its main economic activity.[ 
Rostow,W.W. (1960), The stages of economic growth: A non-communist manifesto, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press] 
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Based on the World Cultural Map, Inglehart and Baker (2000) attempt to show that the 

societies that are nearer the traditional pole are relatively higher in traditional religious 

values, traditional family values, parent-child ties, deference to authority and higher 

levels of national pride and nationalistic outlook, while rejecting 'modern' divorce, 

abortion, euthanasia and suicide. In modem societies, modern and traditional attitudes 

and behavioural patterns often exist side by side or integrate with one another (lnglehart 

and Baker 2000). However, the concept of "traditional cultures" continues to be 

perpetuated uncritically in development discourse, and especially in the field of 

anthropology. 

3.3.1. What is 'Traditional Culture'? 

There was no clear attempt to define 'traditional culture' in the theoretical sense in 

which it is commonly used within the general concept of culture. As Pieris (1956a:1) 

demonstrates for the very expression "traditional culture", if used in its all-inclusive 

sense, would be a contradiction in terms; some modern societies have been completely 

insulated from non-traditional cultural elements, while some people have preserved 

some aspects of traditional culture, handed down from generation to generation. 

Traditional culture includes "songs, fable, myth, legend and story, arts and crafts, music 

and dance, beliefs and ceremonial practices" (Pieris 1956a:1). Traditional culture seems 

to have a "value loading to the effect that there are cultures which have more traditions 

than others, with the implications that these traditions need for some reason or other to 

be preserved, conserved and even revived" (Sower 1956:74). Sower proposes three 

possible definitions for traditional culture; first, is the length of time which any given 

society has been in continuous existence; meaning how long historical or other records 

show the society to have existed with any degree of continuity7. Second, the extent to 

which any given society has had a continuity of cultural elements over a long extended 

period of time. For example, if a society has continuous types of cultural forms which 

are 'old', it can make claim to being a 'traditional culture' (1956:75)8. Third, is the 

extent to which specific elements within a cultural pattern have changed; in this sense, 

traditional culture is one with the least amount of change over a given period of time, 

and non-traditional culture as one which has undergone the most changes (Sower 

7 For example, Sri Lanka can trace its present history to 543 B.C. 
8 Sinhalese can make claim to being a traditional culture because of using ancient cultural forms -
irrigation for example. But does this mean that all societies which use such ancient forms are also 
traditional? (Sower 1956). 
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1956:76). According to Wijesekera (1956: 17), traditional culture embodies the "genius 

of the people and reflects in them the 'verities oflife"'. These survive with the people of 

rural areas and not amongst the urban population. They are susceptible to change, more 

daring and more progressive whilst the rural folk are averse to change, less daring and 

more conservative". 

In a dictionary sense the concept of 'traditional' refers to "cultural continuity 

transmitted in the forms of social attitudes, beliefs, principles and conventions of 

behaviour and practices derived from historical experiences" (Berkes 1993:3). 

'Tradition', as Ganguly (1977) interprets, is a way of thought or action of some 

relevance and permanence, which is embedded in the habits of a group or the customs 

of a people. The Oxford Dictionary, refers to this concept as "passing of beliefs or 

customs from one generation to the next without writing" - traditional - "according to or 

being traditional" and traditionalism - "respect or support for tradition", especially as 

contrasted with modern or new practices (Hornby 1989). Traditional knowledge for 

example, is acquired, not through written records, but 'orally' or by precept and 

example, by trial and error (Sillitoe 2007). Hence, tradition is not a static phenomenon, 

but a dynamic process (Ganguly 1977), which undergoes continuous changes yielding 

to external influences and internal adjustments. The continuum of values evolved 

through generations is potent in maintaining the spirit of the community. Thus, tradition 

plays a vital role in the evolution, survival and development of a community, but 

potentially depends on the strength and adaptability of cultural trends (Berkes 1993). 

However, as Berkes (1993) explains, societies change all the time, adopting new 

practices and technologies and making it difficult to define what kind of change would 

affect the labelling of a practice as 'traditional'. 9 

3.3.2. Traditional culture and development 

Referring to the African context, Njoh (2006:3) argues that "the Eurocentric culture that 

has been adopted has hurt, rather than helped the development process. [African] 

traditional practices and culture held more promises than Eurocentric equivalents in 

9 Because of this, many scholars prefer to avoid using the term 'traditional'. Some purists find the term 
unacceptable and inappropriate when referring to societies where lifestyles have changed considerably 
over the years. For this reason, some prefer the term 'indigenous', which helps avoid the debate of 
'tradition', and explicitly puts the emphasis on 'indigenous' people (Berkes 1993:3). 
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many domains". According to Jenkins (2000:302), in a post-modem context 'traditions' 

and 'pastness' (Appadurai 2004:61), are 'renewable resources' of current validity. 

Based on the Sri Lankan setting, Hennayake (2006) elaborates on how a 'glorious past' 

is set as the ultimate goal of current development process to recapture the prosperity and 

sustainability of the traditional societies in the 5th and 9th centuries. This challenges 

ideologically the basis of the linear progression of development. Jenkins (2000:302) 

argues for this by referring to Pulliam and Dunford (1980) that "the values embodied in 

tradition are not only the 'scars of the past', but also the 'portents of the future"'. 

However, Jenkins (2000:303) quotes Ruttan (1988), to convince that in modem social 

and development analyses, "the conviction that 'culture matters' remains pervasive in 

the underworld of development thought and practice". Its treatment on an intuitive, 

rather than analytical level, is "a deficiency in the development practitioner's 

professional capacity rather than ... evidence that culture does not matter" (Ruttan 1988 

in Jenkins 303). 

According to Wijesekera (1956: 18) every traditional culture does possess in its own 

way, a strength and a weakness; both a positive and a negative value. The manner and 

method of fusing the positive factor of one culture with the negative of another 

determines the result in acculturization or rejection. There are some tenuous aspects of 

culture, traditions and traditional practices - caste, class, race, and traditional social 

institutions, as well. For example, as Njoh (2006) interprets, some human activities and 

actions, such as racial and gender-based discrimination, human rights abuse, bribery and 

corruption, and 'gang-culture' (Mitchell 2000), may impede development goals. Kuran 

(2004) for instance, discusses the way that culture 'obstructs' development by referring 

to India. He demonstrates that India's age-old caste system fosters hereditary inequality 

and the idea of 'ritually impure', limits occupational choices and efforts to escape from 

poverty. Therefore, some elements in a given culture may be harmful to development, 

while others may be manifestly beneficial (Schech and Haggis 2000; Mitchell 2000). 

Referring to African culture, which is often considered 'antithetical' to development by 

some development economists, Prah (2001) and Njoh (2006) show the positive roles 

and richness of traditional practices and cultural values in a development context. As 

Njoh (2006) argues all aspects of culture and traditional practices are not always 

antithetical to development. Having understood certain limitations, Briggs (2005, 2008) 

and Agrawal (1995, 2004) see that traditional cultures, values and traditional knowledge 

are increasingly relevant and effective in understanding complex problems in the world. 

61 



Hence, traditional cultures are now being perceived as a vital instrument that can be 

positively associated with the development process, for two reasons. 

The first reason, as Jenkins (2000) explains, relates to the existence of traditional 

societies and their knowledge systems - 'primitive ecological wisdom' and 'traditional 

knowledge' in particular. Interest in such knowledge has been growing in recent years, 

mainly due to its contribution to the conservation of biological diversity, protected 

areas, ecological processes, and to sustainable resource use in general. Traditional 

knowledge, according to Berkes et. al, (2000: 1252), is a "cumulative body of 

knowledge, practices and beliefs, evolved by adaptation and cultural transmission" 

through generations. Some post-development writers consider that indigenous and 

traditional knowledge is a possible alternative for making progress among the world's 

rural poor. Escobar (1995:98), for example, confirms this: "the remaking of 

development must start by examining local constructions, to the extent that they are the 

life and history of people, that is, the condition for and of change". The World Bank's 

approach, "local pathways to global development", shows the significance of a 

traditional knowledge system in attaining sustainable development goals. This approach 

argues that there is a need not only to help bring global knowledge to underdeveloped 

societies, but also to learn about indigenous knowledge from these countries, "paying 

attention to the knowledge base of the poor" (World Bank 1998: i). However, despite 

the pervasive criticisms of the validity and universality of traditional knowledge in a 

broader development context, traditional knowledge has gained a considerable attention 

as a potential source of revitalizing development thinking, particularly in rural contexts 

(Agrawal 1995, 2004; Briggs 2005, 2008). Jenkins (2000:304) argues that for a 

significant proportion of humanity, until recently, "traditional practices appear to have 

led to longstanding, yet highly productive, relationships with their environment". Also, 

most of the people on the world today are living in survival economies, that are neither 

developing nor market-based economies, and depend extensively on knowledge systems 

and skills traditionally developed and transmitted (Chambers 1995b). They protect their 

traditional knowledge, not because of its potential economic value, but because it is 

vital to meet their day-to-day survival needs. 

The second reason for taking traditional cultures positively is based on the established 

"system(s) of values, beliefs, artefacts and artforms, which sustain social organization 

and rationalize action" (Jenkins 2000:304). In a systems perspective, culture goes 
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beyond a mere set of elements [ see Table 3 .1] and highlights self-organizations and 

structured and cohesive relationships towards multiple, social, cultural economic and 

political outcomes. Referring ro Weiss (1971), Jenkins (2000:304) describes a system, 

as a "complex unit in space and time whose sub-units cooperate to preserve its integrity, 

structure and behaviour". As further explains when culture is considered as a system, its 

characteristics of "self-preservation and dynamic inter-system relationships" (Jenkins 

2000:304) may bring significant implications for; [i] local resource use - e.g.: exploring 

new livelihood assets: [ii] social capital: social relationships and reciprocity based on 

traditional culture: [iii] outside relations - e.g: locally developed resistance and 

resilience strategies may be encouraged by traditional cultures: and [iv] local 

sustainability - , where culture is a vital component that inextricably connected with 

its local economic, social and political contexts (Jenkins 2000). Therefore, as a system, 

as Berkes and Folke (1992:2) argue "culture provides human societies with the means 

and adaptation to deal with and to modify their environment actively". Traditional 

culture in particular is introduced by human society between humanity and its 

environment to assure its security, continuity and to protect lasting order (Jenkins 

2000). Through adaptation, traditional culture can enhance human behaviour to track 

survival conditions (Gadgil et. al, 1993; Johannes 1989; Ostrom 1990; Smith 2000a). 

The identity and distinctiveness developed through cohesive relationships, shared 

values, customs and knowledge offer many opportunities and confidence in identifying 

and defining their aspirations, realities and goals within the broader development 

context. 

On reflection, for sustainable well-being and development of rural communities and, 

their traditions, values, a strong sense of cultural identity and traditional knowledge and 

skills are central. WDS (1994: 17) demonstrates that a "culturally confident society is 

more resistant to external influences. Such societies would enjoy greater benefits, while 

a society on the defensive would put greater importance on sterile tradition, resenting 

any change caused by external forces, and repressing any elements in the society 

advocating such changes". However, the reality of culture in development process is a 

serious issue linked to people's participation, good governance and social capital 

(Radcliffe 2006:22, and also see World Bank 1998; Chambers 2005). Ifwe really want 

to take 'culture seriously', these are crucial and require more theoretical and practical 

justifications for a 'culturally informed' development process. Loomis (2000:894) and 

Jeannotte (2003) for example, argue that "the existence of social networks, close-knit 
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families and norms of cooperation and reciprocity" strengthened by the 'cultural 

identity' are vital for development than any other capital assets. In recent time, 'culture 

as a social capital' has appeared as a central theme of the development debate (World 

Bank 2003) and thus, as Kliksberg (1999) and Radcliffe (2006) show cultural identity 

and sustainable development are mutually reinforcing. Referring to the Canadian 

indigenous communities Demyttere (1997) for example, demonstrates that indigenous 

and traditional social capital provides a new platform for development, considering it as 

'the start-up capital for sustainable social and economic development' Despite social 

exclusion, economic deprivation and political marginalization, many non-Western or 

traditional communities have become convinced that they have strong positive attributes 

- high levels of social capital as a potential resource for development (World Bank 

1998). The identity given by their bounded values, traditions and knowledge systems 

drives them towards collective achievements. 

Instead of trying to embrace cultural traditions through preconceived development 

approaches, which is rather ineffective, Loomis (2000:896) emphasizes that there is an 

immediate necessity to 'redirect' development processes to recognize traditional 

epistemologies and ethics and the roles played by cultural traditions in people's lives. 

This study is in that position and argues that cultural traditions have greater 'positive' 

capacities ('yet to be explored') to generate more positive impacts on people's lives 

rather than negative, which can contribute to the sustainable well-being of the people. 

Thus, this study stresses that development researchers, practitioners and thinkers should 

therefore focus more on the 'motivational' aspect and energy of the cultural traditions, 

identities and values embedded in particular societies. Having understood that the 

culture is fundamental to an effective development process, the following section 

explains the synergy between traditions and cultural values and the mral livelihood 

context, where this study' s particular theoretical :framework is situated. 

3.4. Totalising traditions, culture and livelihoods 

Chapter 2 considered the key theoretical :framework of this study [Sustainable 

Livelihood Approach], while a comprehensive view of culture, traditions and 

development contexts has been provided in this Chapter. Even though these are two 

separate streams of literature, the research problem links them together and examines 

the connectivity between culture, traditions and sustainable livelihoods; investigating 
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the extent to which cultural traditions and values can be affrrmed either as a resource or 

an obstacle, in generating and sustaining rural livelihood systems. The study particularly 

focuses on three major areas; [i] livelihoods choices/opportunities; [ii] asset entitlement 

and accessibility; and [ iii] livelihood resilience. 

As elaborated in the Introduction, the particular roles of cultural traditions in 

determining livelihood sustainability have received relatively little attention. As this 

chapter has shown, traditional culture carries considerable energy to revitalize rural 

society and its communities and to create more secure and sustainable livelihood 

options through their 'own strengths'. To investigate culture in such a 'positive' aspect 

[without avoiding its negative roles], and importantly to substantiate traditional values 

as indispensable in pursuing and sustaining rural livelihoods, this study examines and 

incorporates cultural traditions with the SL analysis, using few different perspectives of 

culture which were recognized during the village interview processes [Figure 3.2]. 

This study assesses the constituents of traditional culture subjectively, in order to 

incorporate cultural traditions with livelihood analysis. The study refers to culture not 

only as the diverse systems of beliefs, customs, traditions, values, norms, knowledge, 

skills, but also as a wide range of cultural activities/practices, such as arts, crafts and 

music, functions such as identity and sense of belonging, that social groups preserve 

through many generations. Cultural traditions are considered in this study as a 'soft' 

(see Groenfeldt 2003) and 'productive cluster' for desirable progress, rather than, as 

referred by North (1990), a rigid set of 'rules of the game'. However, in such an 

optimistic perspective, the study does not pretend that "every thread of traditional 

culture is a potential facilitator" (see Njoh 2006:7) in the context of achieving livelihood 

sustainability. Accepting potential weaknesses of culture, this synthesis clarifies the 

useful cultural elements and affrrms the wealth of traditions and cultural values and its 

potential in making an effective change in development pathways. 
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To explore 'what' is cultural traditions and, 'how', and 'when' they effectively behave 

in the context of achieving livelihood sustainability, the study first analyses cultural 

traditions as a particular 'structure' that represents the unique 'set of values' of a 

particular society [see Table 3.1]. The participants' perceptions of culture as they 

experienced in their own context, are used to clarify the particular constituents of 

culture and traditional values in the Kandyan context. With this, the study aims to 

deconstruct the deterministic perspective of culture in an attempt to understand cultural 

traditions as effective instrument that represents 'who they are' and, a tool that 

reinforces favourable livelihood options and their sustainability. 
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Secondly, the study synthesizes culture with the livelihood context via vanous 

'functions and processes', accompanied by traditional value systems. A concern about 

'what culture and traditional values serve' for local people is crucial in a context of 

achieving sustainable livelihood. Identity creation, guiding and teaching of traditions 

and customs, strengthening social cohesion and building a sense of belonging are part of 

the 'services' provided by traditional cultures. Taking culture in a functional perspective 

into livelihood analysis might, mean something more fundamental than seeing culture 

as a 'rule of the game' or an obstacle to livelihood sustainability. 

Third, the study incorporates culture and traditions with livelihood analysis by 

examining cultural traditions as a 'product', in this context "Kandyan products" - a set 

of material objects, which is associated with originality, creativity, inspiration, 

ingenuity and inventiveness, is central to any culture (Throsby 2001). On one hand, 

various products made by a particular society/community represent their inner 

characteristics to be imaginative and express ideas; associated with knowledge, moral 

and artistic aspects of life, which are the essence of intellectual capital (UNCTAD 

2008); on the other hand, they also convey their distinctiveness to the rest of the society. 

In many rural contexts, people construct and contrive their living by using traditional 

resources that essentially involve some forms of creativity (Chambers and Conway 

1991), which must be concerned with the 'generations' and 'communication' of 

symbolic meanings of a particular society (Throsby 2001). Various types of handicrafts 

(brassware/silverware/wood carvings/ silver and gold jewellery and weaving) and also 

traditional performing arts [ e.g. Kandyan dancing], found in this study, encompass 

substantial economic values, rather than merely 'cultural values' generating secure 

pathways of living for rural communities. In such a productive sense, traditional culture 

can easily link with economic flows by exploiting 'economic values' embedded in 

'creativity' (see UNCTAD 2008; Hutter and Throsby 2008). 

Finally, the study synthesizes cultural traditions with livelihood analysis to explain the 

difference ofresource ownership and accessibility and indeed 'social sustainability'. In 

a society, in which cultural traditions and values/ norms are strictly embedded, they may 

have a greater control over resource entitlement and accessibility (Baldwin et. al, 2006). 

In such a context, cultural values can be a necessary 'resource' and also a 'constraint' 

for livelihood sustainability. Thus, as Schech and Haggis (2000:27) explain, "culture 

can be a 'site of contestation' rather than a force for 'social cohesion"'. This study 
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shows how people in these communities are influenced by those who are more 

powerful [ with higher status e.g. high caste] to sustain their privilege and to mask the 

underlying conflicts of interest between those who have, and those who do not have, 

wealth, power and other valued resources. The ideology founded on their traditional 

structures allows control over their own rights, claims and assets. Therefore, cultural 

traditions are not simply about "giving meaning, but also project domination; 

knowledge is not only used to communicate, but also to control" (Hecht et. al, 2006:60). 

3.5. Conclusion 

This chapter has examined what culture and traditions have to do with development, 

and the constructive use of local cultural values in the context of attaining the 

sustainable well-being of rural communities. Culture is much broader and equivalent to 

the spirit of a society and its expressions relating to identity, histories, lifestyles and 

ways of living. It includes the physical, intellectual, emotional and spiritual aspects of 

communities' lives. The chapter showed the way that European development models 

undervalued these values and thus the problem that exists within the current 

development process, as Hennayake (2006) interprets, is not one of neglecting culture 

but one of 'privileging a particular culture'. The unexplored potentials of cultural 

traditions cultures can be used to resolve development objectives, rather than imposing 

Western values to non-western societies, which are totally unfamiliar. Instead of trying 

to embrace cultural traditions and value systems to facilitate predefined development 

models, the chapter convinces that this study is in a unique position to strengthen the 

cultural perspective within both development and rural livelihood contexts. The chapter 

has stressed the necessity of recognizing the 'other values' - traditional epistemologies 

and ethics and the genuine roles played by traditional values in people's lives. The 

following chapter provides the background information of the particular research 

context - Kandy, Sri Lanka - in which these cultures and traditions were examined in 

the context of sustaining rural livelihoods. 
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Chapter Four 

Culture and history in the Kandyan region, Sri Lanka 

The main aim of this chapter is to reveal the cultural wealth and complexity of 

the Kandyan region, where this research study was undertaken. Kandy is the capital of 

the Central Highland Region [CHR] and one of the main religious, cultural and 

administrative cities of Sri Lanka. The chapter also provides important contextual 

materials on Sri Lanka, focusing on its geography, culture, history and development 

contexts. Sri Lanka possesses over 2500 years of written history and a prestigious 

culture nurtured by ancient Buddhism. It provides a firm ethnographic background for 

the present study. The chapter is structured as follows. 

The first part of the chapter introduces the geographical, cultural and historical 

background of Sri Lanka. It briefly discusses the Sri Lankan development context, 

explaining the relationships between cultural traditions and development interfaces. 

This reveals the ideological and cultural roots :from which different aspects of 

development have originated, and explains the fundamentals underlying these 

philosophies. Secondly, the chapter provides a detailed account of the Kandyan region; 

its historical, cultural and social-economic background. This section explains the place 

of Kandy in Sri Lankan history, the Kandyan villages and their cultural, historical 

background, its communities, their livelihoods and the complex relationships between 

rural livelihood systems and cultural traditions. A particular focus is given to the 

traditional arts and crafts sector, as one of the major livelihoods sectors of the Kandyan 

communities, which clearly reflects the relationship between cultural traditions and 

livelihoods. The final section of this chapter provides an overview of traditional arts and 

crafts in South Asia and discusses the roles and importance of arts and crafts in 

contemporary Sri Lankan society. This chapter argues that culture constitutes a 
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fundamental dimension of the development process and helps to strengthen the 

independence, sovereignty and identity of nations. 

4.1. Introduction to Sri Lanka 

4.1.1. Geography of Sri Lanka 

Sri Lanka is called 'the pearl of the Indian Ocean' due to its geographical location and 

diverse topographic and ecological features. The island spreads over an area of 65,610 

square kilometres in the Indian Ocean, and is located to the south-east of the Indian 

subcontinent [5° 55' - 9° 50' N and 79° 42' - 81 ° 52'E]. Administratively, the country is 

divided into eight provinces and 25 districts. Sri Jayewardenepura-Kotte, one of the 

historical kingdoms of the country between the 13th -16th centuries (Senevirathna 

1983), was renamed in 1982 as the legislative capital, while Colombo remains the 

commercial capital of Sri Lanka [Figure 4.1]. Based on elevation and the nature of 

terrain, there are three physical regions; [1] the Central Highland Region [CHR], [2] the 

lowland plains, and [3] the coastal belt. The highland region is the centre of the country 

and it comprises some of the highest mountains in Sri Lanka. The lowland plains lie 

between 30 and 200 metres above sea level while the coastal belt is about 30 metres 

above sea level. 

The country has a tropical climate with an annual average temperature of 28° - 30° 

Celsius. Average annual rainfall is 1,836 mm and varies greatly across the country with 

its four rainy seasons 1• Based on the combined natural characteristics of climate, soil 

and relief, the island divides into three major agro-ecological zones: [l] Wet Zone, [2] 

Dry Zone, and [3] Intermediate Zone [Figure 4.2]. Traditionally, Sri Lanka's major land 

use is paddy farming, which revolves around wet and dry farming depending upon the 

water availability. The lowlands are mainly allocated for paddy farming, while slash and 

burn, or chena, cultivation is practised in the uplands (Peiris 1996). This traditional 

system began to change with the European invasions from the 15th century. At the 

1In the first season, the south-western monsoon [mid May to October] brings heavy rains [2,540 -
5,080mm] to the south-western sector of the island. The first Inter-monsoon [from October to November] 
brings rain to the southwest, northeast and eastern sectors of the country. In the second season the north
eastern monsoon [December to March] affects the north-eastern part with an average rainfall of 1,250mm. 
The second Inter-monsoonal period [March to mid May] brings light, variable winds and evening 
thundershowers (Ross and Savada 1988). 
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beginning of the 16th century and then notably in the 19th and 20th centuries, a plantation 

economy dominated large sections of the highlands. 

Figure 4:1: Location of Sri Lanka and its provincial and district boundaries 
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Figure 4:2: Agro-Ecological divisions 
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Sri Lanka is a multi-ethnic and multi-religious society [Figure 4.3], and the current 

population is 21 million (CIA 2009). The majority of the country's population is made 

up of Sinhalese-Buddhists2
• The Sinhalese people divide between the 'Kandyan' or 

'Up-Country' Sinhalese and the 'Low-Country' Sinhalese (Coomaraswamy 1956). The 

2 The total Sinhalese population is 81.9% and among them 70% is Buddhist. In addition, Sri Lankan 
Tamils [Hindus] 12.6%, Sri Lankan Moors [Muslims] 7.2 % [a group of merchants linked with Arab 
traders who settled in Sri Lanka sometime between the 81

h and 151
h centuries], Indian Tamils 5.5 % 

[Hindus] and Burgher [Christians], Malay and others 0.9% (DCS 2001). 
72 

" 
" 

'" 

',,-

~ 

4 

,.. 

,. 

..,; 

? 

r 

J,.... 

• 
I" 

~ 

... 

~ 



)'\ 

" 

.. 

.. 

... 

.. 

.... 

"' 
4 

~ 

:J 

~-

• 

.., 

.... 

Kandyan Sinhalese constitute 38 percent of the total Sinhalese population and 26 

percent of the national population. Kandyans predominantly occupy the Central 

Highland Region, while the Low-Country Sinhalese primarily inhabit the southern and 

western coastal regions of the country. Approximately 75 percent of the total population 

lives in rural areas. 

Figure 4:3: Sri Lanka demography- ethnic communities and religion 
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In terms of national development, Sri Lanka's achievements are remarkable, especially 

for a country that has been ravaged by more than 30 years of secessionist civil conflict 

in the North-Eastern province (Winslow and Woost 2004). It is performing well among 

developing countries in regard to Human Development, and in the 2008 Human 

Development Index [HDI], Sri Lanka is ranked 93rd out of 177 countries (UNDP 2009). 

The HDI value for the country is well above the average HDI value for all developing 

countries, and specifically South Asia, but lower than the richer OECD countries [Table 

4.1]. 

Table 4:1: Comparative figures of Human Development in Sri Lanka 

I 
Life Adult Combined Real Human 

!Expectancy Literacy gross GDP per Development 
(Yrs) Rate enrolment for capita Index 

Country group 
(%) primary, adjusted 

secondary for local 
and tertiary price 
school(%) (USD) 

Sri Lanka 74.3 90.8 68.7 4,243 0.759 
South Asia 63.7 60.9 56 3,072 0.599 
All Developing Countries 65.2 78.9 63 4,775 0.679 
OECD 77.8 .... 89 27,571 0.923 
World 67.3 .... 67 8,833 0.741 

Source: United Nations Development Programme (2009). 

Today, the country has achieved near universal literacy [90.7] and a remarkable rate of 

life expectancy [74.3 years]. It has also made significant strides towards rural-urban 

gender equity (Daskon 2006)3
. Since independence in 1948, Sri Lanka has been 

investing resources significantly in three major social development programmes; the 

food subsidy programme, education programme and health services (Kelegama 2003; 

Hettige 2004). With a US$1 ,200 per capita income in 2008, it recorded a 6 percent 

growth rate, which is higher than that of most of its South Asian neighbours (World 

Bank 2003). 

3 According to national records gender equality in enrolment in primary education has been achieved over 
the last few years. 
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The National Poverty Reduction and Growth Strategy [NPRGS] is the major approach 

to navigating the pro-poor, pro-growth, income and redistribution policies. The 

estimated national poverty line for 2007 is US$20.7 per capita (DCS 2006/07). Today, 

22 percent of the total population lives below the poverty line. The Western province 

has the lowest poverty line, while the highest is in Uva province in the South-East 

(Kelegama 2003). The country records remarkable achievements in the Millennium 

Development Goals [MDG], especially in the areas of gender equality in primary and 

secondary school enrolment, universal primary school enrolment and universal 

provision of reproductive health services (UNDP 2009). However, the destruction 

caused by the tsunami in December 2004, and the end of 30 years of civil war in 2009, 

adds new dimensions to the national development approach and socio-economic 

challenges. 

4.2. Classical and colonial history 

Ancient legends and chronicles such as the Ramayana 4, the Skanda Purana 5 and the 

Mahavamsa6 provide the cultural and historical legends of the country. According to 

Mahavamsa, the Buddhist-Sinhalese kingdom started with Vijaya, who arrived from 

Northern India in 500BC, and established himself as ruler. Vijaya is considered to be 

the legendary colonizer and primogenitor of the Sinhalese population, believed to be the 

early settlers of the country (Coomaraswamy 1956:1-2). The first extensive settlements 

were established along rivers in the northern Dry Zone, primarily starting wet rice 

cultivation, which is dependent upon unreliable monsoon weather. Then, hydraulic 

engineering and irrigated agriculture facilitated the concentration of large numbers of 

people in the northern Dry Zone (Ross and Savada 1988). The first historic civilization 

was centred on Anuradhapura [200 BC to 1000 AD] and then on Polonnaruwa [1070 to 

1200 AD]. The state-sponsoring of Buddhist arts, crafts and architecture, and the 

construction of complex and extensive hydraulic works in this period, exemplifies the 

classical age of the country (Coomaraswamy 1956). 

4 Ramayana is the great Indian epic, written around 500 BC. This has the first major legendary references 
to Sri Lankan history. 
5 Skanda is still revered as a God of war and wisdom, particularly at his shrine at Kataragama of the 
south-east of Sri Lanka. Skanda Purana is the story of Skanda. 
6 See for example, Geiger W, Mahavamsa-The Great Chronicle of Ceylon, Colombo, Ceylon Government 
Information Department, 1950. 
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Buddhism was introduced to Sri Lanka in 307 BC from India (Coomaraswamy 1956:2) 

and it "evolved with royal patronage, as the highest ethical and philosophical expression 

of the Sinhalese traditional culture and civilization"7
• There has been an enduring 

connection between religion and traditional culture, and this combination significantly 

influenced national identity (de Silva 1977). However, during Polonnaruwa's decline 

the first Tamil kingdom established in Jaffua and developed a closer connection with 

South India. But, from 5th to 6th centuries Hindu Tamils repeatedly threatened the 

Buddhist Sinhalese rulers. The Buddhist-Sinhalese civilization came under attack again, 

during the colonial era, starting with the Portuguese in 1506 AD (Senevirathne 1983) 

[Figure 4.4], then the Dutch in 1515 AD [Figure 4.5], and subsequently the British in 

the 1 ]1h century [Figure 4.6] (see Dewaraja 1988). In 1815AD, the British took control 

over the Kandyan kingdom and Sri Lanka became Britain's first crown colony, known 

as Ceylon (Peiris 1996). During this time two cultures were more mixing and eventually 

substantial numbers of Tamil settlers from North migrated to South and Sinhalese also 

headed to Jaffua - North (Coomaraswamy 1956). After three hundred years of colonial 

power, Sri Lanka gained its independence in February 1948. 

7 According to Mahavamsa Asoka's (the powerful Indian monarch) son Mahinda [in 307 BC] introduced 
Buddhism. Later, his daughter Sanghamitta [in 288 BC] landed in Sri Lanka with a branch of the sacred 
Bo-tree beneath which the Buddha had attained enlightenment. Mahavamsa describes that the well
known Buddhist king, Devanampiytissa [307-267 BC], established the monastery of Mahavihara and, 
later it became the centre of Theravada Buddhism in the country - (Mahavamsa - available online: 
http://www.payer.de/mahavamsa/chronik0041.htm#1.1.2 ). 
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Figure 4:4: Colonial power in Sri Lanka - Area controlled by the Portuguese 15th century 
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Figure 4:5: Colonial power in Sri Lanka - Area controlled by the Dutch 161
h century 

~· 

9 "'" q 1\r,~· 
~ v ~o ffno 

~ 
Manaar 

i:,.'-'''{ i:,. 

\li:,.\l.i:,.\. 

~'0"1>-

', _ Boundary of Dutch 
- Possessions in 1 658 

D Areas under Dutch 
control during 1670-1 796 

~ 
TA M ANJ<ADUWA 

Chilaw 

Negombo 

Colombo 

HATH J<ORALE Kingdom 

' \ 
\ 
I 
I 
I 

' ' 

• Kandy of 

Kandy 

l<OMMANDEMENif 
'OF GALLE 
' '-,.,,, 

Matara 

Source: de Silva (1981). 

78 

BINTANNA 

VELLASSA 

0 50 100 

Kilometres 

"' 

... 

~ 

Ji 

\..-

I-

\ 
) 

)--

... 

" 

'r 



• 

.. 

.. 

ti 

" 
.,I 

.., 

... 

.J 

• 

,. 

,. 

Figure 4:6: Colonial power in Sri Lanka - Area controlled by the British in 181
h century 
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During the earlier colonial periods, the country was divided into Up-Country and Low

Country, forming two culturally and politically distinct groups (Coomaraswamy 1956). 

Low Country was subjected to greater Portuguese and Dutch influences and the people 

in Low-Country adopted many Western customs and laws. They enjoyed a relatively 

higher standard of living and a greater level of literacy (de Silva 1977; Gunasekera 

1994). As Mahavama describes, despite relative economic and political drawbacks, the 

Up-Country people were proud to have their political independence from the Europeans, 

mainly from the Portuguese and Dutch, and thus considered themselves superior to the 

Low-Country people8
. English education was less respected and traditional Buddhist 

education remained a vital force in the preservation of traditional culture (Ross and 

Savada 1988; also see Dewaraja 1988). Nevertheless, the Up-Country people, with 

sufficient traces of the old national life, traditional culture and superb craftsmanship, 

claim their superiority as the proud upholders of traditional customs and religion and as 

independent people living with a national character and national cultural identity 

(Coomaraswamy 1956; de Silva 1981; Gunasekera 1994). 

4.3. Culture and development interface in Sri Lanka 

As a result of the colonisation, Sri Lanka was linked to the capitalist world economy 

and since its independence in 1948, there have been competing visions of national 

development, characterised by capitalist, socialist and 'indigenous' features [Table 4.2]. 

As explained by Hennayake (2006), instead of complete capitalism or socialism, an 

indigenous vision and traditional approaches became considerably important for 

national development endeavors and in conceptualising 'Sri Lankan development' 

processes. Hennayake (2006:48, 49, 56) uses three such concepts namely, 'Sinhalese

Buddhist' ideology, the 'glorious past' and the 'Buddhist theory of development' to 

explain the cultural-development interface and, the following section briefly explains 

each of these concepts. These ideological formations have been subject of considerable 

debate, as a form of instrumentalist nationalism that was invented by the political elite 

to legitimize their power (Goonatilake, 1974a; Hennayake 2006). 

8 Mahavamsa - http://www.payer.de/mahavamsa/chronik0041 .htm 
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Table 4:2: Development ideologies under different governments 

Time I Political 
period Party in 

Power 
1948-
1955 

1956-
1959 

1965-
1970 

1970-
1977 

1977-
1994 

1994-
2004 

2004-
2009 

United 
National 
Party 

Sri 
Lanka 
Freedom 
Party 
[Coalitio 
n] 

United 
National 
Party 

Sri 
Lanka 
Freedom 
Party 
(SLFP) 

United 
National 
Party 

People's 
Alliance 
[ coalitio 
n led by 
SLFP] 

United 
People's 
Freedom 
Alliance 
[UPFA] 

Development Policies and Projects Cultural and historical 
influences within 

development ideolof!Y 
[ a ]Dry zone colonisation scheme [ new resettlement 
1with restoration of ancient irrigation works J !Revitalising 'irrigation 
[b]'Home-grown food' movement !culture' and 'glorious past' 
[ c ]Provision of social services 
[ d]No significant policy change 

[a]New Land Reform Act [more tenure rights 
farmers] 
[b ]Rehabilitation of the plantation sector 
[ c ]Import-substitution industrial policy 
[d]Nationalisation of private ventures 
[ e] Social welfare continued 
[ f] Sarvodaya Movement 
[g]Mahaweli Development Program [MDP] 

to 

[a]Modernisation of the agricultural sector: Green 
!Revolution 
[b ]Rehabilitation of the plantation sector 
[c]New colonisation scheme 

Locally focused, engaged 
IBuddhi~m, regaining pas 
~rospenty 

Modernisation 

[a]Local Food Production: towards food self-~ 
sufficiency ational development based 
[b ]New collective farms -socialist style on local strategies/resources 
[ c ]Land reforms [ setting upper limits oflandownership] 
[ d]Import substitution policy 
[ e ]Nationalisation of the plantation sector 
[f]Social welfare continued 

[a]Liberal trade policy 
[b]Export-led industrial sector [free trade zone] 
[ c ]Increasing privatisation of the industrial sector 
[ d]Continued dry-zone development: Accelerated 
!Mahaweli Development Program [AMDP] 

Neo- Liberalisation 

[f]Poverty Alleviation Programme [Janasaviya] 
[g]'Implicit' welfare tradition [introduction of ' food 
stamps', housing schemes etc] 
[a]Continued liberal economic policies. 
[b ]Samurdhi Poverty Alleviation Programme! 
[Janasaviya continued] 

Neo- Liberalisation with 
grassroots concerns 

[c]Gamidirrya - Community Development and 
'Livelihood Improvement Project 

[a] Special concern to 'Pro-Poor Growth Strategy' 
[b] National Poverty Reduction and Growth Strateg~ecalling 
[NPRGS] illage 
[c]Api Vavamu Rata Nagamu - Grow more foodsConcepts 
towards prosperity etha 
[ d] Gama Naguma - Village upliftment program 

'glorious past' 
prosperity, the 

of wewa, dagaba, 

Source: Lakshman (1997), Attanapola (2005), Hennayake, (2006). 
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Given the significant position in Sinhalese-Buddhist ideology as a base of national 

development, it is not intended here to either devalue or overlook 'other' cultures in Sri 

Lanka and their historical significance. It should be emphazised that this ideology has 

developed during the post-colonial period and has been championed by certain political 

elites, but it should not be regarded as a broader movement against ethnic minorities in 

Sri Lanka. 

4.3.1. Sinhalese-Buddhist ideology 

Sri Lanka is viewed as a "place of special sanctity for Buddhism. This is a concept that 

links the land, the people, and the Buddhist faith; in brief, an intermingling of religion 

and national identity, which has always had the most profound influence on the 

Sinhalese" (de Silva 1986, in Scott 1999:53). Within this ideology, Sri Lanka is known 

as the Dhammadipa [the island of the justice], and the Sinhaladeepa [the land of the 

Sinhalese]. Such ideologies confirm that the Sinhalese-Buddhists are heirs to an ancient 

and deeply rooted consciousness of "distinct people with a distinct history" (Moore 

1985, in Hennayake 2006:48), associated with the national state, the Buddhist religion 

and with the island of Sri Lanka (Coomaraswamy 1956; Goonatilake 1974a; 1974b; de 

Silva 1981). Referring to Mahavamsa, Hennayake (2006:48-49) identifies four 

principles of this ideology which, have been of importance in understanding the Sri 

Lankan development context. They are, [i] politically, the ruler must be Buddhist, or 

one who vows to protect Buddhism, [ ii] territorially, Sri Lanka is the land of Sinhalese

Buddhists, [iii] culturally, the preservation of Sinhalese-Buddhist culture is the first and 

foremost task of the ruler, and [iv] economically, it is the duty of the state to protect and 

help the peasantry. As Brow (1999:69) comments, this Sinhalese - Buddhist ideology 

was a result of the complex history of the country. This characterization given by 

Mahavamsa, represents the early Buddhist period ( c.2nd and 3rd century B. C) when there 

was no integrated political order in the country (Seneviratne 1997). Hennayake (2006) 

and Tennakoon (1988) critically show how 'rituals of development' have been 

politically effective by making them 'culturally sensitive', and conclude that, "political 

mediation of the relationship between culture and development became a tradition 

established all throughout postcolonial Sri Lankan society" (Hennayake 2006: 181 ). In 

the present context, however, one can argue that this ideological description is 

politically biased and only a representation of the power and status of the majority 

[Sinhalese- Buddhists]. Further, Hennayake (2006) questions the legitimacy of 
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accepting this ideology in the present day. However, this ideological formation, 

according to many authors (e.g. Tennakoon 1988; Moore 1989) is a 'myth'. As 

Seneviratne (1997:5) clarifies; "whatever the facts are known of the past are 

intermingled with myth and fantasy, and a new perception is created of past that is 

glorious, pure and exclusive". National development strategies in recent years have 

become more grassroots oriented through 'people's development' (Hennayake 2006), 

which has been driven by an 'indigenous' development perspective (see Chapter 3). 

Hennayake argues that development is now practiced as a strategy of 'resistance' 

against capitalist development projects, and thus regaining the 'glory of the past' has 

become the central theme of national development endeavours. This will be explained 

in the following section. 

4.3.2. The glorious past 

Hennayake (2006:52) interprets 'glorious past' as the base of the traditional Sinhalese 

civilization which was prosperous and harmonious. It was a system of village-based, 

subsistence-oriented, ecologically-balanced and, more importantly, culturally-saturated 

development. This system provided "moral and ethical support" for holistic 

development (Hennayake 2006:51 ). Within this system all economic, cultural and 

political components were interdependent, thus development had to be perceived as the 

sustenance of the whole system. Recapturing the prosperity of the glorious past has 

become the ultimate objective of the current development process. This ideology relates 

strongly to the ancient civilizations of Anuradhapura and Polonnaruwa, the time when 

the country became the 'Granary of the East'; a country of spectacular 'hydraulic 

civilisations' and 'rural prosperity', symbolized by the Buddhist temple, the paddy 

fields and the major irrigated tank9 (Leach 1961; Yalman 1967; Tennakoon 1988) 

[Figure 4. 7]. 

9 When examples are given to show Sri Lanka's prosperous and splendid past, people normally refer to 
the ancient ruins of religious and cultural significance and specifically the irrigation system prevailed in 
these two ancient kingdoms. 
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Figure 4:7: The tank, paddy field and temple landscape of a typical Sri Lankan rural area. 
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Source: Author. 

This exemplifies the material progress of the past, and its viability as a 'renewable 

resource' for increasing the validity of the current development process. Traditional 

hydraulic systems, sustained under dry-zone development schemes, are seen as the best 

way to restore the country's past prosperity (Moore 1989; Peiris 1996). In Sri Lanka, as 

an agricultural economy, this holistic approach invokes the prosperity and sustainability 

of the 'glorious past', and the present 'era of development ' was bounded to this 

ideology (Brow 1999) and the concept has been integrated with the national 

development policies of governments. 
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4.3.3. The Buddhist theory of development 

The Buddhist theory of development supports the above two ideologies. This theory is 

based on compassion and the harmonious relationship between individuals and society, 

which is the perfect behaviour for encouraging spiritual development. The Buddhist 

teaching santutthi paramam danam - contentment is the greatest wealth - would be the 

ultimate goal of any kind of practice (Kantowsky, 1980; Clark 2005; Hennayake 2006). 

Therefore, development is a process that is achieved by righteous means, fulfilling 

one's duties to others. It is economically productive by avoiding wasteful expenditure, 

following a balanced and contented lifestyle and cultivating good friendship 

(Wickramasinghe 2000). Thus, from a Buddhist perspective, development is a holistic 

process, which meets both material and spiritual needs of human beings (Clark 2005; 

Wickramasinghe 2000). The 'middle path' taught in Buddhism - "the harmonious 

balance between extreme suffering or extreme luxury - is the optimum way of attaining 

sustainable life and, thus, sustainable development" (Hennayake 2006:57). Therefore, 

development is seen as a perfect harmonization between both the spiritual and material 

well-being of life. 

4.4. Introducing Kandy - Historical and cultural significance 

Kandy is an administrative, commercial, cultural and historical district, located in the 

Central Highland Region of Sri Lanka. Kandyan region is considered as 'landlocked', 

since it is surrounded by Sri Lanka's highest mountains 10 and Robert Knox, a famous 

historian describes that: "the kingdom of Cande Uda, is strongly fortified by nature. For 

which way so ever you enter into it, you must ascend vast and high mountains ... the 

hills are covered with wood and great rocks" (Knox 1989:14). Kandy lies at 7, 15' north 

and 80, 45' east, at an elevation of 488.6 metres above sea level and about 116km from 

the capital, Colombo (DCS 2001). The Kandy district is 1917 sq km in extent and the 

city of Kandy, is bounded by the Mahaweli River, which is the longest in the country, 

along the entire northern and eastern parts. 

Administratively, Kandy District comprises 20 District Secretariats [DS], four Urban 

Councils and one Municipal Council. Additionally, there are about 1188 Grama 

10 For example, Sri Lanka's highest mountains of Pidurutalagala at 2542 metres, Kirigalpotta at 2395 
metres, and Adam's Peak [Sri Pada] at 2303 metres. 
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Niladhari Divisions [GND] and 2987 villages in the region (DCS 2001). The socio

economic profile of Kandy district is presented in Table 4.3. 

Table 4:3: Socio-economic profile of Kandy 

·-
Total District Population 1,361 ,028 (2006 est.) 
No. of District Secretariats (DS) divisions 20 
No. of Villages 2987 
District official Poverty Line (as November 2006) 22.8 us$ 
!Population below poverty line (Thousands) 329000 
!Poverty Head Count Index 25 
% of poor households 20 
Share of income 
Lowest 20% 4.7 (4.8 for SL) 
Highest 20% 54.7 (52.8 for SL) 
Education attainment 
% with tertiary education (higher than G.C.E 0 /L) 25 
% of household heads with no schooling 7 
Crude Birth Rate(per 1000 people) 22.8 (19.1 for SL) 
Crude Death Rate (per 1000 people) 6.9 (5.8 for SL) 
Labour force (million) 0.5 (7.1 for SL) 
Employment by economic activity 
as a % of total employed~ 

Agriculture 18.8 
Industry 21.1 
Service 60.1 
Unemployment rate 11.6 
1/\dult Literacy rate 90.5 
Male 92.4 
!Female 88.7 

Source: DCS, (2001, 2006, 2006/2007), Poverty Reduction and Economic Management Sector 
Unit (2007). 

The total district population is about 1,361,028 [as of 2006] and has increased by 22 

percent between 1981 and 2001. The current annual rate of population growth is 0.98 

percent (DCS 2001) . Eighty percent of the total population live in rural areas and 12 

percent live in the urban sector, while the remaining eight percent represents the estate 

sector' 1• The current population density in the District is 667 per square kilometre, 

while it exceeds 4271 per square kilometre in the city (DCS 2001). The population of 

Kandy is ethnically diverse, with the Sinhalese being the major inhabitants [74.1 

11 The estate sector comprises the migrant South Indian Tamils who work in the tea plantations (DCS 
2001). 
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percent] 12
• In terms of religious affiliation, 73 percent are Buddhist, 11 percent are 

Hindus and 16 percent are Muslims and Roman Catholics. 

The historical and cultural importance of Kandy were key factors in selecting Kandyan 

region and its community as the most suitable research locale for this study. 'Kandy' is 

the name generally known to foreigners and many locals know it as Maha Nuwara, 

literally the 'Great City'. The name Kandy derives from Kanda Uda Rata, meaning 'hill 

up country' (Senevirathne 1983) 13
• Kandy was founded as a kingdom in 1592 by king 

Vimaladharmasuriya I, whose dynasty came to an end in 1815, when the British 

captured its last king, Sri Vikrama Rajasinha (Gunasekera 1994). Though its 

foundations were laid as recently as the 15th century, less is known about Kandyan 

history than about the Anuradhapura kingdom, the origins of which go back over 2000 

years (Seneviratne 1983; Dewaraja 1988; Kulatunga 2007). The capital of the Kandyan 

kingdom was known as Senkadagalapura, meaning 'the city that increases beauty and 

prosperity' (Senevirathne 1983) and survived as the capital for over 200 years from 

1592-1815. 

Kandy was the centre for Buddhism in Sri Lanka during the 13th and 14th centuries and, 

has remained a significant custodian of Sinhalese-Buddhist nationalism. The existence 

of Kandy as an independent kingdom, and its king as an upholder of Buddhism, gave 

this religion a 'certain dignity and self-respect', which it would have lacked if the whole 

country had been governed by a Christian power (Dewaraja 1988:8). Its political, 

religious and cultural renaissance and the literary revival in the 1 gth century had their 

roots in the kingdom and justify the historical importance of Kandy. These historical 

events and characteristics give Kandy considerable national importance, for many see 

the Kandyan region as embodying the very essence of Sinhala-Buddhist civilisation 

(Moore 1989; Crick 1994)14
• Not only is Sinhalese history physically present in Kandy, 

the very architectural design of the town enshrines, as do other South Asian royal 

capitals, far more basic religious, mythological and cosmological themes (Duncan 1990: 

22,48,59). Kandy has been regarded as a 'heaven' for its spectacular natural 

environment, architecture and crafts and arts (Crick 1994). As Duncan (1990:97, 98) 

observes, Kandy is a divine place, 'the world of the Gods' accomplished largely through 

12 Others comprise Sri Lankan Tamil [4%], Indian Tamils [8.1 %], Sri Lankan Moor [13%] and other 
[0.6%] (DCS 2001). 
13 The Portuguese shortened Kanda Uda Pasrata to Candea (Senevirathne 1983). 
14 For example, Moore (1989) states that Kandy is the only city in Sri Lanka, apart from Colombo, with 
any national significance. 
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ritual and environmental symbolism. Kandy Lake, known in the literature as the Kiri 

Muhuda, meaning 'the Ocean of Milk' , represents the mythical Lake Anotatta in 

heaven, and is regarded as a "natural symbol of fertility, milk, in the South Asian 

tradition" (Duncan 1990:g9) [Plate 4.1]. 

Plate 4:1: The Kiri Muhuda- the Ocean of Milk and the Temple of the Tooth Relic, Kandy 

Source: http://www.flickr.com/photos/steveweaver/33 l 744 l 804/ 
[ accessed 18.11.2009] 

4.4.1. Cultural heritage of Kandy 

Senevirathne (1983:7) has referred to Kandy as the 'cultural capital' of Sri Lanka. The 

Sinhalese style of architecture and traditional arts and crafts prevailed in the Kandyan 

region until the end of the 181
h century (Dewaraja 1988:8). Arts and crafts form a rich 

mosaic in the cultural fabric of Kandyan society, and can be categorized as dancers, 

drummers, builders, painters, jewellery makers [silver, brass, copper and bronze], ivory 

carvers, wood carvers and carpenters, lac workers, cane and rattan workers, textile 

weavers and the makers of musical instruments. King Sri Narendrasimha's [1701 AD] 

contribution to traditional Sinhalese arts and crafts was considerable during the 

Kandyan period. He built the two-storied structure of the Temple of the Tooth Relic -

Dalanda Maligawa, which is one of the most remarkable examples of traditional 
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architecture in Sri Lanka (Kulatunga 2007). Its doors and roofs display exceptional 

workmanship and are decorated with exquisite plaster works representing a 

distinguished 'Kandyan style' of artworks [Plate 4.2]. 

Plate 4:2: Typical Kandyan style arts painted in the Temple walls 

Source:http://hellokittygifts.com/the-holy-temple-of-the-tooth-relic-in-kandy-sri-lanka 
[accessed 15.08.2009] 

The Dalada Maligawa, the Temple of the Tooth Relic, is the "repository of one of the 

most important religious treasures in the Buddhist world" (Crick 1994:72). Dalada, the 

most sacred relic remained as strong symbol of sovereignty as ever (Seneviratne 

1978:17) and, it has been preserved in this temple since 1590 15 and receives 

extraordinary respect. The last great king of Kandy, Sri Vikrama Rajasimha [1795-1815 

AD], was significant due to his building of the famous Kandy Lake, Audience Hall and 

Pattitippuwa - the Octagonal Tower of the Temple of the Tooth [Plate 4.3] 

(Coomaraswamy 1956; Seneviratne 1978; Senevirathena 1980; Dewaraja 1988). 

15 Buddha's sacred tooth arrived in Sri Lanka in the 4th century AD. First, this sacred relic was given the 
highest honours placed in the 'royal park' at Anaradhapura and afterward enshrined at Polonnaruwa, 
which was made capital of Sri Lanka in 769AD. Subsequently, the tooth-relic was moved successively to 
Beligala, Dambadeniya and again to Polonnaruwa. With the invasion by the Indians, the tooth-relic was 
carried away to India. It was soon recovered by Parakrama Ill [AD. 1288] and brought back to 
Polonnaruwa. Thereafter, it was hidden safely in various places and finally enshrined in Kandy by 
Vimaladharmasuriya II [AD. 1679] and his son Narandra Sinha, the last Sinhalese king (Coomaraswamy 
1956). 
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Plate 4:3: Pattirippuwa - Octaganal Tower and the wave swell and cloud drift wallsofthe 

Temple of Tooth, Kandy 

Source: Author 's fieldwork. 

There are a number of other Hindu shrines and Buddhist temples adjacent to the Temple 

of the Tooth: e.g. Kataragama, Nata, Vishnu and Pattini. Other significant places, 

including Embekke, Lankatilaka and Gadaladeniya built in the 14th century, are also 

remarkable for their historical architecture and traditional arts and craft works. Embekke 

is situated about 13km from Kandy, and this 14th century shrine is famous for its 

skilfully made wooden carvings and wooden pillars decorated with traditional Sinhalese 

motifs, such as dancers, wrestlers, beasts and birds. There are about 128 carvings on the 

wooden pillars, which are said to be the finest carvings of the Kandyan era 

(Senevirathne 1983) [Plate 4.4.a]. The unique feature of these carvings is that they are 

all different from each other. Lankcithilake temple is located north of Embekke, and 

shows a mix of Tamil and Chinese craftsmanship [Plate 4.4.b]. The Buddhist frescoes, 

Buddha images and stone elephant carvings of the temple define a unique Kandyan 

artistic identity. Gadalcideniya temple, which was built during 1314 - 1408AD 

(Senevirathne 1983), is located approximately 3 km away from Lankathilake. It is 

unique for its architecture and the arts and crafts which reflect the outstanding 

craftsmanship of the crafts families engaged in the traditional crafts [Plate 4.4.c]. 
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Plate 4:4: Surrounding shrines and temples - a carving from Embekke [al; Lankathilake 
[bl and Gadaladeniya (cl 

[a] 

[b] 

[c] 

Source: www.aitkenspencehotels.corn [accessed 12.10.2009] 
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This Kandyan architecture represents some south Indian influences, yet it has a unique 

character all its own that has "blended gracefully with the traditional environment" 

(Dewaraja 1988:8). As Dewaraja (1988) further describes, these arts and crafts are 

educational and delightful and cannot be traced as far as it is known to any foreign 

influences. 

The 'Kandyan dancing' and music was supported by the Kandyan court and the 

vigorous style of dancing nurtured by the vannam16
, which is of South Indian origin 

[Plates 4.5 and 4.6]. Kandyan dancing is prominently associated with Esala perehara, a 

spectacular procession, takes place in Kandy at the end of July and the beginning of 

August. It is possibly the greatest cultural festival in the country, and the largest pageant 

in the Buddhist world. It is held annually as a 10-day torchlight parade with a large 

number of Kandyan dancers, drummers, dignitaries and ornately decorated elephants to 

celebrate the sacred Tooth Relic. As recorded in history, the Dalanda Perahera was 

first held in 1829 in Kandy, during the governorship of Sir Edward Barns, to avert a 

severe drought (Duncan 1990). 

Plate 4:5: Kandyan dancers are an important symbol of Sri Lankan traditional culture 

Source: http:///www.flicker.com/photos/wildlifekosmos/305073172 [ accessed 15.08.2009] 

16 The Vannama is the recital of a poem with a story line interpreted in a certain mood or expressions of 
sentiment. There are eighteen Vannams in total. 
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Plate 4:6: Drummers at the Dalanda Perahera 

Source: Author' s fieldwork. 

However, under British rule, there was no longer royal support for and patronage of 

traditional crafts and people, so the arts and crafts declined gradually (Coomaraswamy 

1956). Traditional architectural features of Viharaya, the Buddhist temple, have altered 

such that the old murals have been covered with modern art and traditional art forms 

have been commercialised (Senevirathne 1983). In the wake of such disastrous 

activities, the setting up of the Kandyan Art Association in 1882 marked a revival of the 

dying traditional arts and crafts. Archaeologists like H.C.P. Bell, S. Paranavitana, and 

art critics such as Ananda Coomaraswamy, made a valuable contribution to Kandyan 

tradition and culture by explaining how to preserve and sustain traditional values of an 

ancient people (Bandara 1975; Silva 2006). Later, Kandy became a key site in the 

UNESCO 'cultural triangle' , the archaeological project in Sri Lanka which also 

embraces other ancient capitals such as Anuradhapura and Polonnaruwa. In 1988, 

Kandy was designated as a World Cultural Heritage site by UNESCO. 
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4.5. Kandyan community and its social, cultural and economic 
background 

According to Coomarswamy (1956), the Kandyan craft community descended from an 

ancient Indian institution and its structure was modified by later development17
. 

Generally, the rural Kandyan communities are considered as more conservative, with a 

refinement and dignity developed through their hereditary connections, skills and 

craftsmanship (Coomaraswamy 1956). In terms of traditional craftsmanship the rural 

Kandyans, are considered superior to their Low-Country counterparts who have not so 

faithfully maintained the ancient craft traditions. While the Low-Country has 

accumulated wealth and power, the Kandyan people have preserved the 'traditional 

ways ofliving' and retained the precious traditional craft-skills [see section 4.2]. 

In historical Kandyan society, caste was an important factor, and social, political, 

economic and religious functions were regulated on the basis of caste (Seneviratne 

1978). But, the Sri Lankan caste system in general, and more specifically the Kandyan 

system, differ significantly from the Indian caste system 18
. This difference has been 

emphasized by Gunasekera (1994:6) by referring to the works of Barth (1962) and 

Berreman (1960) 19
. According to Coomaraswamy (1956:21) the Sri Lankan caste 

system is broadly similar to the Dravidian system in South India, since the early 

Sinhalese people had a close relationship with the Tamil communities in South India. 

According to this system, Govigama - farmer aristocracy is the highest ( among the 

people at large) and20
, Navandanno - artificers, including Achari [blacksmith], Badal 

[goldsmith], Vadu [carpenters], Galvadu [stonemasons], Sittara [painters] and Lokuru 

[brassfounders] (Seneviratne 1978), were held in high esteem, second only to 

agriculturalists [govigama] in society (Pieris 1956b). The other castes are below these 

two groups in the social hierarchy, and, referring to Janawamsa (a 15th century poem 

17 There is no accurate information available about the caste-wise population distribution of the country, 
due to the non-inclusion of caste as a demographic category in the socio-economic surveys in Sri Lanka 
(Silva et, al, 2009). 
18 As described in the Brahmanical literature, the Indian caste system consists of four major castes, 
namely: Brahmana, Ksatriya, Vaisya (these three groups are considered as 'light-white Aryan') and 
Sitdra (dark-coloured original inhabitants). Therefore the word varna [colour] is a designation of a 
particular caste (Geiger 1960). 
19 Barth, F.(1962)' The system of social stratification in Swat, North Pakistan', In E.R Leach (ed.), 
Aspects of caste in South India, Ceylon and North-West Pakistan, 113-46; Berreman, G. (1960), Caste in 
India and United States, American Journal of Sociology, 66, pp:120-7. 
20 According to Coomaraswamy (1956:21), the Govigama caste included three ranks, the chiefs (radala -
the nobles), titled men (sitano) and the rest goviyo (cultivators). The radala caste became the upper 
stratum in Kandyan society (Pieris 1956b; Seneviratne 1978), and was granted rights over vast tracts of 
land (Gunasekera 1994). 
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that describes the origin of the different castes), Coomaraswamy (1956:21-22) identifies 

24 other caste groups, and Seneviratne (1978) also classifies 15 other caste groups by 

referring to Hayley (1923)21
• According to Geiger (1960:24), the major social 

distinction in the past was that between the agricultural (govi) and the non-agricultural 

(artisans, hand-workers and craftsmen) population22
. 

Historically, the king, as 'lord of the soil', obtained the services of his subjects by 

distributing land in exchange for services (Gunasekera 1994; Dewaraja 1988; Pieris 

1956b). This system of service tenure was known as rajakariya - duty to the king, and 

was based on the caste system, with each caste being obliged to perform a specific 

service as a condition of tenure (Gunasekara 1994)23
. Security of tenure, and the extent 

and value of landholdings, was inversely related to the nature of services rendered and 

one's general position in the caste hierarchy. Under the Kandyan sovereigns, traditional 

artists and craftsmen were organised in various state departments, each under the 

direction of a royal official. They were categorised in specific professions and graded as 

'high' and 'low', according to the prevailing norms (Coomaraswamy 1956:21). 

Traditional caste systems became the foundation of the centrally organised state 

departments and the provincial bureaucracy in early Kandyan society (de Silva 1977; 

1981; Gunasekara 1994) . 

The Kandyan communities selected for this study mainly represent the Navandanno -

experts in nine traditional industries. As explained by Pieris (1956b: 181 ), in uda rata 

(up country - the Kandyan region) the Navandanno families were descended from 

Pandyan and other Indian craftsmen settled by the kings of the 15th and 16th centuries. 

The outstanding craftsmen belonging to the Navandanno group worked solely for the 

royal household and formed a close-knit body with the hereditary groups known as the 

Patal-hatara - 'four workshops' (Coomaraswamy, 1956; CRT)24
. 

21 
According to Hayley (1923 in Seneviratne 1978: 10), the order of caste below Navandann is: Karciva 

[fishermen]; Durciva [toddy tappers]; Rada [washermen]; Hanncili [tailors]; Badahcila [potters]; Ambcitta 
[babers]; Viyanno [weavers]; Hakuru [juggory makers]; Hunu [lime-burners]; Panna [grass cutters]; 
Beravci [drummers]; Padu [beggars]; Gahala [scavengers]; Oli [dancers] and Paliyo [inferior 
washermen]. 
22 

For a descriptive analysis of the caste/class system in Sri Lanka, see Silva et al,(2009), Coomaraswamy 
(1956), Pieris (1956b), Seneviratne (1978) Geiger (1960) Leach (1961), Yalman (1967) and Ryan 
(1953).The discussion of caste employed in this thesis is more focused and specific than conventional 
interpretations of caste/class in broader social/cultural/anthropological studies. 
23 

The caste-based service tenure or rajakariya system was abolished by the British governance in 1833 
(Silva et al, 2009). 
24 

[i] Abrana pattala - jewellery workshop [ii] Otunna pattala - crown workshop [iii] Rankadu pattala -
golden sword workshop [iv] Simhasana pattala - Lion Throne workshop 
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These people took pride in their "caste-based professions" and "ultimately the caste 

system became a legal recognition of the natural division of society into functional 

groups". This represents the places "automatically assigned by legal and religious 

sanction" to the Kandyan village communities (Coomaraswamy 1906, in Brow 

1999:76). Although these caste divisions or caste-based activities are not functioning in 

present day Kandyan society, the traditional professions assigned by the caste system 

are still 'observable' in some parts of the region. In fact, this connection is much more 

evident at an event like the Dalada Perahara (see Seneviratne 1978). People perform 

their traditional functions at the ceremony, as assigned to their families from the early 

times. Some outstanding artists still work on projects such as decorating temples, 

painting religious scenes and even carrying out the construction of religious edifices in 

their villages. New craft villages [e.g. Kalapura] have resurrected these glorious 

traditions and brought the traditional craft industry to new localities (Thilakesiri 1994). 

The young people, descendants of the traditional craftsmen, are enjoying the reputation 

of their forefathers and the birthright of gifted craftsmen from the past. 

As both Coomaraswamy (1956:56, 57) and Knox (1989) observe, these people were 

never paid a daily wage, nor were they required to work a given number of hours a day. 

They were given their titles, ranks and gifts in kind, such as rice, cloth, cattle, gold and 

silver for their royal duties25
. The best craftsmen received the title of 'Master 

Craftsman' from the king for their skills and proficiency. When they produced exquisite 

craft work, the king would make gifts of land, with a sannasa - a meritorious 

commendation. In the Kandyan region there exist many villages which are recognized 

as traditional craft villages, for example, Nilawala, Embekka, Kirivaula, Hapuvida, 

Dumbera, which all originated from grants/awards made to reputed craftsmen so they 

could practice traditional crafts (see Coomaraswamy 1956: 57, 58, 59) [Figure 4.8]. 

25 For example, for the completion of Lankathilake [a Buddhist temple 1342AD] paddy, gold, silver, and 
cloth valued at 3,600,000 gold [£120,000]. Also, amongst the rewards and marks of favour bestowed by 
the kings on artificers were portions of the royal dress. Although, in the ordinary way no one would have 
been allowed to wear such garments, the sumptuary laws being very definite, these gifts were, and still 
are in a few cases, greatly treasured. For the eminent craftsmen a gold frontlet was tied on by the king 
himself as a mark of honour (Coomaraswamy 1956:56). 

96 

" 

'r. 

" 



,,, 

Figure 4:8: Distribution of craft villages in the Central Highland Region 
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The lives of rural Kandyans are also centred on paddy farming to a considerable extent, 

while hereditary craft industries play a central role in their lives. Although the number 

of craft families may increase and decrease periodically from generation to generation, 

they have a long-standing connection with their traditional villages and traditional lives 

(Thilakesiri 1994). Rural life in Sri Lankan village communities, as Brow (1999) 

remarks, is significantly influenced by Sinhalese-Buddhist ideology, as explained in 

section 4.3.1. For example, Brow (1999:68) refers to Kemper (1991) and suggests that 

the village societies are largely 'self-sufficient' and communities are living in "peaceful 

co-operation with one another according to Buddhist precepts and ancient customs". 

With specific reference to the Kandyan craftsmen, Coomaraswamy (1979; 1909, in 

Brow 1999:76) describes village life as, "one of great simplicity", but also one of 

'dignity', 'serenity' and 'leisure', in which congenial work and 'personal appreciation' 

were highly valued. Brow is also critical about the validity of Coomaraswamy's (1956) 

descriptions of rural life by referring to different authors, such as Bandaranayake 1980 

and Lipsey 1977. According to Bandaranayake (1980:77) Coomaraswamy's 'idealised' 

vision of Kandyan society and its craftspeople is primarily from direct contact with its 

arts and crafts and personal observations of rural life and craft industries. Brow (1999) 

argues that Commaraswamy' s interpretations are largely drawn from the reports of early 

observers (e.g. Knox26, D'Oyley27 and Gieger 195028
). However, Thilakesiri's (1994) 

extensive study of traditional craft communities in Sri Lanka provides a comprehensive 

picture of present day life among rural craft communities and the problems and 

constrains that they face in relation to their particular industries. As Thilakesiri (1994) 

observes, they developed cordial relationships with other families, performing the 

functions and social obligations inherited by their caste. Nevertheless, as Thilakesiri 

(1994) notices, in the homes of wealthy and influential families that are descended from 

an ancestral craftsman of repute, one can find prestigious heirlooms which speak of the 

splendid past and the achievements of their Kandyan ancestors. These inherited 

practices have been preserved and the traditions and skills are normally transferred from 

father to son and by marrying their daughters into families practising the same craft. 

Fathers also train other suitable young men of the same caste in the craft along with 

26 Knox, R. (1681) Historical relations of the Island of Ceylon in the East Indies, London: Richard 
Chiswell 
27 D'Oyley, Sir J.(1929) (ed.) A sketch of the constitution of the Kandyan kingdom, L.J.B. Turner, 
Colombo: Ceylon government printer. 
28 Gieger, W. (1950) trans., (ed.) Mahavamsa: or the great chronicles of Ceylon, Ceylon: Government 
information department. 
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their sons. Hence, the traditions and knowledge are considerably perpetuated and 

carried on, undisturbed generation after generation (Craft Revival Trust). 

However, owing to the rapid social and economic changes that have taken place 

throughout rural Sri Lanka, the system of social stratification, wealth, power and social 

status have considerably changed. The breakdown of the feudal structure and emergence 

of land market have resulted in a situation where wealth and power are no longer 

associated with caste system as were in early Kandyan society. Today, many of these 

traditional villages remain rather undeveloped and backward (Thilakesiri 1994; Silva et. 

al. 2009), as they have no satisfactory market and regular raw-material supply. Those 

who have remained strongly attached to their traditional occupations are often under 

severe economic tension in trying to make a living out of their industries. Most of the 

young members of the traditional craft families are migrating in search of new 

employments29
. Yet some of the villages have been able to preserve their identity 

because several communities supply the services needed and the contributions made by 

the craftsmen in this respect are noteworthy (Thilakesiri 1994). In the meantime, some 

of the government programmes support traditional crafts villages and provide a secure 

environment for craft families to work in. Respecting the ancient traditions, these 

craftsmen and artificers are still rewarded for their religious works and special events, 

for their special excellence and skills in craftsmanship. However, as Thilakesiri (1988; 

1994) notice, when craftsmen were unable to support themselves through their ancestral 

occupations, the gradual disappearance of traditional life styles and craft industries 

became inevitable. By the second half of the 19th century, only a few workers were left 

to carry on the traditions. They remained relatively unnoticed and hidden in Kandy 

province, working individually and with no central or co-ordinating influence. 

4.6. An introduction to the study villages 

4.6.1. Kirivaula and Embekke 

Kirivaula and Embekke are two neighbouring villages located within the Udunuwara 

Division some 15 and 13 kilometres respectively south-west of Kandy city [Figure 4.9]. 

29 Chapter 6 will be discussed the significance of vasagama [surname] as an important means of 
establishing caste identity that shows their family ancestry and specialised traditional industries etc. But, 
this has more or less disappeared during the past two to three decades due to frequent name changing and 
acquisition of more prestigious names and pedigrees by some people (Silva 2006) 
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These villages are historically significant and, as described in Knox (1989), in the past; 

"if they want a King, they take any man, of either of these two Counties (Yatinuwara), 

from the plough, and wash the dirt off him and he by reason of his quality and descent is 

fit to be a King. They have this peculiar privilege" (Knox 1989:3). These are both 

Sinhalese-speaking villages mainly inhabited by members of the Navandanno and 

Govigama castes. There are about 400 and 150 families respectively in the two villages 

[Table 4.4]. These two villages were considered to be 'royal villages' - gabadagam, 

which produced an agricultural surplus and certain services to the royal families, under 

the service tenure system. Many of the villagers show strong connectivity with royal 

families, as their ancestors served the Kandyan king and were commissioned to execute 

work for the Temple of the Tooth and other sacred temples around Kandy. In particular, 

Kirivaula has acquired renown as an area specialising in the manufacture of brass items 

[Plate 4.7]. At present, about 300 families directly engage with the traditional brassware 

industry, while a few families work on the silverware and jewellery industries. The 

village community enjoys immense prestige owing to its close connection with the 

Temple of the Tooth and the Royal Palace and by its members providing their services 

as traditional artisans. As described by one elderly village member in Kirivaula: 

Kirivaula is the village of 'original craftsmen'. There were two renowned artists called 
Somanarayana and Devenarayana, who came to decorate Gadaladeniya and 
Lankathilake Temples. They married two women from Kirivaula and settled here. 
Another two masters, named Juwaguhami and Raneshhami from down South, have also 
come and settled here. They have worked for the Royal Palace and the Temple in 
Kandy. Many of our families are descended from those masters. 
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Figure 4:9: Location of the study villages 
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Table 4:4: Basic social, economic and cultural information of the study village 

Features Villages 

Kirivaufa Embekkf Kalapur11 Henawal11 Talagunf 

Total Population 1700 796 1876 700 1400 
Number of families 400 150 105* 125 110 
At!e Structure 
Under 18 yrs 584 286 575 175 99 
Yrs 18 and over 1016 510 1301 525 242 
Educational status 
k'\ttending school 396 195 458 105 81 
Attending university 1 2 11 1 0 
k'\ttending vocational training institutions 5 3 ~o 6 4 
!Attending other educational institutions 6 7 15 9 4 
Not attending 1144 517 1259 458 235 
!Economic activity status 
Employed 520 204 602 419 111 
Unemployed 24 53 ~8 60 16 
Household works 1428 174 88 250 74 
Income recipient/pensioner 18 6 51 8 14 
Unable/too old to work 145 26 8 17 13 
Engagement in craft and craft related industries 300 140 105 98 20 
(families) 
% of population below poverty line (2001) 22 22 19.2 19 37.5 

Source: DCS, (2001), Poverty Reduction and Economic Management Sector Unit (2007), 
Central Bank of Sri Lanka (2007) . 

*Note: Number of families only reside within Galmaduwa GN division 

Embekke has also been a village well known for its distinguished wood carvings and 

brass works. Originally the village was better known for traditional wood carvings. The 

wood carving families residing in the village are descendants of the Devendra 

Mularchari family, which was proficient in unique architectural designs and in 

carpentry, and which constructed Paththirippuwa - the Octagon Tower of the Temple of 

the Tooth in Kandy. The Embekke Manuweera Vikrama family and Udunuwara 

Handessa Arattana Devendra family are two distinguished families, which were 

rewarded for their outstanding talents in carving and sculpture (Thilakesiri 1994). 

Today, engagement in the brassware industry is relatively more important among the 

villagers than wood carving. Both villages possess infrastructure facilities, which are 

better than other villages with good accessible markets and other essential resources. 
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Plate 4:7: A craft workshop in Kirivaula 
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4.6.2. Kalapura - the 'City of Arts' 

Kalapura, or the 'City of Arts', belongs to the Kundasale Division [Figure 4.9], lying 

about 6 kilometres north of the city of Kandy. The village was set up by the Village 

Awakening Movement, a land allocation scheme undertaken by the government, in an 

attempt to modernise and re-vitalise the traditional folk crafts around Kandy. The 

village possesses a better level of infrastructure, market accessibility and resource 

endowments. According to Peiris (1971 ), this is a 'craft colony', which emulates the 

various colonies of carpenters, potters and blacksmiths and weavers in rural India. 

Villagers have settled there in three consecutive stages and at present there are about 

105 family units living in Kalapura [Table 4.4]. Settlers have been selected from the 

surrounding Kandyan villages such as Kirivaula, Embekke, Pilimatalawa, Daulagala, 

Danture and other traditional villages around Kandy and Matale districts. Land has been 

granted mainly on the basis of craftsmanship in traditional industries and ancestry. 

Today, about 90 percent of the families engage in various craft industries on a full-time 

basis [Plate 4.8]. Young family members are doing craft work as part-time 'jobs', while 

engaging in other employment such as garment factory workers, bus conductors, 

drivers, primary teachers and businessmen. The craft industries vary from light metal 

carvings to brass work foundering, wood, ivory and lacquer work, carpentry, batik, 

silver and gold jewellery making. They are descendants of original craft families in 

early Kandyan society and belong to the Navandanno caste. 

4.6.3. Henawala -Kalasirigama 

Henawala is a village located in Patha-Dumbera Division, 16 kilometres from Kandy 

[Figure 4.9]. The village has a population of 700 people distributed among 125 families 

[Table 4.4]. There is a local belief that the village has evolved from some Kinnara30 

families that settled there during the era of the Kandyan kings. The main source of 

employment in the village is the manufacture of craft products associated with their 

caste. Originally, Henawala was well known for mat and carpet weaving in hana, a 

local plant similar to jute, and the villagers were traditional suppliers of various crafts 

30 According to Janawamsa, Kinnara is a caste which refers to the 'mat weavers' (Coomaraswamy 1956: 
22). As in the Indian caste system, the Kinnara people in Henawala-Kalasirigama were not regarded as 
impure or engaged in an 'unclean occupation' (e.g. dealing with garbage and any waste), other than 
collecting hana ( a local plant like jute) from adjacent forests to make mats (Silva et. al. 2009). 
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and mats to the temple and the royal families in Kandy. Today, the village is better 

known for drum making and Kandyan dancing than mat or carpet weaving that villagers 

previously engaged31
. The majority ofresidents engage in household level manufacture 

of drums which involves the treatment and processing of animal skins and wood. 

Among the kinds of drum, raban32
, geta bera33

, dik bera34
, davula35

, temmettam36
, and 

udakki37 are produced [Plate 4.9]. 

Plate 4:9: A drum-makers' workshop in Henawala-Kalasirigama 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 

The technology of drum-making has been transferred from generation to generation and 

these craftworkers have established a monopoly over this knowledge which has 

remained more or less unchanged for centuries. The drum performers are mainly from 

the Nakati caste, and attend temple drumming and other ritualistic performances (Silva 

2006). At present, about 70 percent of the villagers follow their traditional livelihoods, 

3 1 Due to the scarcity of the plant - niyanda - bowstring hemp, and insufficient fibre for large-scale 
manufacture and lack of markets, mat weaving was no longer prevalent in the village. 
32 A large one-sided drum played with the hand 
33This is also called Magul Bera. This is a two-sided, barrel-shaped up-country drum 
34 This is also known as yak bera or devol bera. This is cylindrical low-country drum 
35 This is called, 'Sabaragamuva' drum - a drum specific to Sabaragamuva province. 
36 A twin drum. 
37 A small drum specially designed using lacquer. 
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while the others engage in various jobs, with about 10 percent in overseas employment. 

Their caste identity and status are closely connected with their hereditary livelihood, 

which is firmly rooted in the village and its environment. The community benefited 

from the Garn Udawa programme in the 1980s, whereby housing improvements were 

made, providing a higher level of infrastructure facilities to the villagers. Then, the 

village name was officially changed from Henawala to Kalasirigama - 'Artists Village' 

illustrating the government's patronage in rehabilitating traditional lifestyles and craft 

industries in the Kandyan region. 

4.6.4. Talagune - the sole custodian of traditional weaving 

Talagune is considered to be the oldest weaving village, and is famed for Dumbera38 

handloom weaving. The village belongs to the Udadumbera Division and lies about 25 

kilometres east of Kandy [Figure 4.9]. The village is well-known for producing fine 

cotton weaving, and has done so for generations, employing traditional motifs known as 

Dumbera-rata. 

Plate 4:10: A female weaver from Talagune village 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 

38 Dumbera is a region located in the Kandyan region, and the name refers to weaving and designs which 
are distinct to the weavers in this region. Dumbera rata - designs are considered to be traditional and 
typical Kandyan motifs. 
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At present, there are about 110 families in the village [Table 4.4]. However, today there 

are only about 20 families engaged in cotton weaving and struggling to maintain their 

unique tradition39
. Their weaving is strongly Sinhalese and traditional, distinguished by 

the strict geometry of the ornamentation and animal figures [ traditional Sinhalese art], 

and the strong colours of blue, white and red. These cotton weavers are said to be the 

sole custodians of this ancient craft. According to historical records, King 

Buwanekabahu I [1272-1284 AD] founded the village and present-day inhabitants are 

said to be descended from that royal household (Coomaraswamy 1956). The villagers 

trace their origins to Rakshagoda 40
, and this thriving industry is believed to have 

flourished here before it gradually spread to other areas in the days of the Sinhala kings. 

There are three main families involved in the traditional weaving industry in Talagune -

Yakdesselege, Pussekumurege and Wagalawattege. Members of these families continue 

to produce Dumbera weaving. Originally, their products were few; mainly diyakachchi 

[bathing drawers for men], gohoni [coverlets for temple gifts], and pati [richly patterned 

belts] as required for the Kandyan royalty. Today, these products have been completely 

replaced by modern items, such as quilts, carpets, cushion covers, wall hangings, bags 

and other utility items. Younger villagers have also acquired weaving skills and are 

moving towards producing modern and colourful designs, which are likely to be more 

in demand in future. Both men and women play a very active role in the industry, with 

the men supplying products to exclusive outlets in Colombo. Talagune is the most 

remote location visited in this study. The village's infrastructure is relatively poor 

compared with other study villages and the people have difficulty with accessibility to 

markets and other public institutions such as hospitals and schools. Due to inadequate 

transport and communication facilities, the village is quite isolated from Kandy and 

other towns. 

39 In the beginning, they grew cotton for their weaving, but today they purchase cotton threads from the 
local market. 
40 The very place where the legendary Kuveni, who became the consort of Prince Vijaya, lived. According 
to the historical Mahavamsa, Kuveni, when first seen by one of Vijaya's followers, was spinning like a 
woman hermit, and it is only natural to suppose that the art of weaving should somehow be connected to 
her. 
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4. 7. Traditional arts and crafts in South Asia and contemporary Sri 
Lankan society 

Traditional arts and crafts that thrive in many South Asian countries today, have 

originated from the rich traditions of the past, and have developed as unique industries 

which are often unique to their own culture, society, states and regions. Indian crafts, for 

example, can be traced back to the Indus Valley civilisation (3000 BC - 1700 BC)41, 

and the techniques of pottery making, jewellery, weaving and sculpture in metal and 

stone, have developed according to ancient traditions. Sri Lankan arts and crafts are 

closely related to Indian craft traditions (Coomaraswamy 1956; Duncan 1991; 

Seneviratne 1983). According to historical records, 1000 Indian artisans specialised in 

various crafts guilds (e.g. goldsmiths, blacksmiths, brass-founders, carpenters and stone 

cutters) arrived in Sri Lanka in two phases, first with Prince Vijaya in 500 B.C, and 

then later with the introduction of Buddhism to Sri Lanka in 307 B.C (see Chapter 4). 

As described in previous sections ( 4.5 and 4.6), many of the traditional craft 

communities can trace their ancestry from these early artisans. 

These artisans' livelihoods which reflect self-expression and inner desires (see Stephen 

1991 ), are one of the dominant economic activities among rural communities in South 

Asian countries (see Pye 1988)42
. In India, for example, there are an estimated 23 

million craft people engaged in the craft sector today (Sood 2003). As Sood (2003) 

explains, special concerns about the craft sector were given by the Indian Independence 

movement, in terms of strengthening traditional handicraft industries. Other countries, 

like Bhutan and Nepal, have also given special consideration to the development of 

traditional arts and crafts and related livelihoods, and have identified this sector as an 

engine of economic growth43
. Through continued efforts the governments of Bhutan 

and Nepal have been able to generate gainful livelihoods for low-income producer 

groups and economically under-privileged communities (e.g. rural women)44
• In terms 

of sustainable livelihoods, artisanal crafts are often very significant as non-farm 

economic activities. Many rural communities in Asian countries, and specifically in Sri 

41 History oflndian crafts - http://www.indianetzone.com/40/history indian craft.htm 
42 According to the information provided by the Craft Revival Trust (CRT- an Indian NGO), traditional 
craft industries including weaving, mat-making, pottery, wood, ivory and stone carving, silver, metal, 
gold and brass work and painting, etc., provide significant livelihood opportunities for rural communities 
in South Asian countries. See http://www.craftrevival.org for some case studies related to craft-based 
livelihoods in South Asian countries. 
43 Entrepreneurship for creative industries in Bhutan - http://www.unido.org/index.php?id=lOOOl 72 
44 Nepal traditional crafts - http://www.traditionalcrafts.com.np/about us.html 
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Lanka, depend, either directly and indirectly on the agricultural sector, but the 

traditional craft sector also plays a significant role as a key component of household 

activity and income (Pye 1988). For example, as Sood (2003) describes, pastoral 

communities in India particularly depend on their traditional craft skills in embroidery, 

weaving, basket-making in times of drought, lean harvest, floods or famine. Thanh et, 

al, (2005), Carswell (2000) and Hussein and Nelson (1998) further explain the 

significance of craft-based livelihoods as a strategy of livelihood diversification. 

However, as many authors have remarked (e.g. Joshi 1964; Thilakasiri 1994; Sood 

2003; Acharya 2003)45
, artisan livelihoods in rural societies remain largely 

'unorganized' and 'unrecognized' and, furthermore a lack of statistics has also been a 

major issue in determining the real capacity of this sector. 

In Sri Lanka, however craft is not only seen as a rural industry, its products are viewed 

as creations, and a distinct expression of the artistic skills and creative urge of the 

country's craft workers (Coomaraswamy 1956). It is an activity specific to the country's 

'people, their way of life, their traditions, history and their culture. Traditional craft 

production flourished and attained a higher standard of excellence during the mediaeval 

period (Dewaraja 1988), but it gradually lost some of its status and has been 

transformed into a variety of handicraft industries. Today, the traditional craft 

productions and utility handicraft items are looked upon as the collection of an age old 

heritage of artistic creative endeavour. However, traditional crafts have been recognised 

as a significant contributor to the economy and in playing a significant role in the 

context of rural livelihoods. With changes in the country's development, handicrafts 

have acquired a new meaning, and efforts are being made to maximise their market 

potential and the supply of raw materials for their manufacture (Thilakasiri 1987). The 

handicrafts industry is recognized an important component of the rural industrial sector, 

enjoying a priority position in industrial development programmes, and in its potential 

as a generator of foreign exchange earnings (Pye 1988). Both the handicrafts industry 

and its craftsmen have been sufficiently flexible in responding to the changing demands 

of society. They have adapted to new situations by incorporating the utility factor, while 

retaining the artistry of their traditional crafts (Thilakesiri 1994). With help and 

intervention, craft communities have found ways of adapting to changed situations and 

45 Acharya (2003) provides a detailed analysis of craftswomen in the Indian cottage industries sector 
(handicrafts and handloom weaving), analysing women's capabilities and the complex inter-relationships 
between gender and craftwork in self-employment. 
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demands, whilst maintaining their age-old craft traditions, as well as a high standard of 

craftsmanship. 

Government intervention in the traditional craft sector has been critical in the revival 

and regeneration of traditional crafts as economically viable occupations (Silva 2006). 

In the 1950s and 1960s, the government realized that a revival of the handicraft sector 

could significantly reduce unemployment and underemployment in rural areas 

(Thilakesiri 1988). The establishment of the Department of Rural Development and 

Cottage Industries in 1955, the Laksala - Purchasing and Sales Organization in 1964, 

and the District Development Councils [DCC] in 1972, were considered substantial 

contributions towards the promotion of the rural cottage and handicraft industry in the 

country (Silva 2006). New measures were introduced to protect local craftsmen and 

their traditional products, including incentive and sales promotion schemes (Ministry of 

Rural Industries and Self-Employment Promotion, Sri Lanka). A significant landmark 

in the growth of the traditional crafts sector in the country was the establishment of the 

National Craft Council [NCC] under the National Craft Council and Allied Institutions 

Act No. 35in 1982 [Box4.1]. 

Box 4:1: Objectives of the National Craft Council [NCC] 

1. Preservation of handicrafts which are of traditional and cultural value. 
2. Organizing crafts people through the formation of crafts associations. 
3. Improvement of the social and economic conditions of crafts people. 
4. Increase the percentage of the contribution of the handicrafts sector to GDP. 
5. The improvement of the products of craft producers by making the local raw materials 

available for handicrafts. 

Source: National Craft Council, Ministry of Rural Industries and Self-Employment Promotion 
http://www.risepmin.gov.lk/info/index.asp ?xp=690&xi=700 

The NCC organizes district and national level craft exhibitions, providing opportunities 

for craft workers to participate and find a competitive market for their products. It also 

promotes and rewards their craftsmanship through the Presidential Awards, and the 

giving of cash prizes, medals and opportunities to tour foreign countries. Recently, 

honouring the senior craftsmen in the country, the NCC initiated the Sip Savira, an 

entitlement to pension benefits. Through the planting of raw materials under 

Samurdimath Gam, the Prosperous Village Programme, the promotion of self

employment for women, the encouragement of school children to have an interest in the 
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handicraft sector and the building of a data bank, the NCC is playing a leading role in 

revitalizing the traditional crafts sector in the country (Ministry of Rural Industries and 

Self-Employment Promotion, Sri Lanka). The NCC's Master Craftsmen Training 

Scheme helps preserve and perpetuate traditional craft skills and knowledge. Master 

craftsmen are chosen for their special skills and are paid a monthly allowance to impart 

training in their own workshops to local youth who are also paid a small stipend during 

their period of training. Under the same Act, the National Design Centre [NDC] was 

established in 1983 with the vision of attaining "a better standard of living through 

creativity". The NDC was set up to promote traditional designs and craft products, and 

so enhance their market value and sales potential [Box 4.2]. 

Box 4:2: Objectives of the National Design Centre [NDC] 

1. Develop and introduce new design concepts targeting current market trends in the local 
and export markets. 

2. Introduce appropriate technology to improve quality standards and production capacity 
and income levels of the craftsmen. 

3. Encourage small-scale entrepreneurs by supplying appropriate technology 
4. Provide information, market assistance, design consultancy and design education 

Source: National Design Centre, Ministry of Rural Industries and Self-Employment Promotion 
http://www.risepmin.gov.lk/info/index.asp?xp=690&xi=703 

The Sri Lanka Handicrafts Board [HCB], the main purchasing body of traditional crafts, 

was set up in 1983. The HCB manages all Laksala outlets, and aims to build an 

economically viable and socially responsive marketing organization. It focuses on 

preserving traditional knowledge and developing traditional skills of craftsmen which 

form an integral part of the national heritage [Box 4.3]. Today, the HCB deals with 

around 3500 leading master craftsmen, notably those who are producing handicrafts at a 

rural industry level. This is the only state-owned handicraft marketing organization 

providing training for craftsmen and export marketing of traditional handicrafts 

(Ministry of Rural Industries and Self-Employment Promotion, Sri Lanka). Currently, 

the HCB has 140 training centres, 23 sales outlets and 14 provincial purchasing points. 
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Box 4:3: Objectives of the Sri Lanka Handicrafts Board 

1. To promote the expansion of the production of handicrafts in Sri Lanka & the 
improvement of their quality. 

2. To promote the sales and marketing of Sri Lankan handicrafts, locally and 
internationally. 

3. To foster, protect and uplift the craft and improve the living standards of the crafts 
community. 

4. To provide training facilities to rural youth to gain skills in domestic crafts by 
utilization of raw materials available locally and to assist them to engage in self 
employment to alleviate poverty. 

Source: Sri Lanka Handicraft Board, Ministry of Rural Industries and Self-Employment 
Promotion 
http://www.risepmin.gov.lk/info/index.asp ?xp=690&xi=701 

Today, these three organizations operate under the Ministry of Rural Industries and 

Self-Employment Promotion. The Ministry's broader objectives are to contribute 

towards a sustainable economy through the development of handicrafts, marketing and 

export promotion, creation of designs for the handicraft sector, publicizing the 

development and promotion of national crafts and arts, and holding fairs and 

exhibitions, all with the purpose of expanding national industries. 

4.8. Conclusion 

This chapter has provided a detailed account of the historical and cultural background of 

Sri Lanka and in particular, the Kandyan region. Specifically, it has provided a 

contemporary picture of the Kandyan region, the rural hinterland and its communities. 

Kandyan society is characterized by long-standing traditions, and craftsmanship in 

traditional arts and crafts makes the community unique. Although Sri Lanka is now on 

the threshold of the so-called 'global village', traditional culture is still evident and 

faithfully observed in certain places, such as Kandy. In the context of complex linkages 

between peoples livelihoods and traditional culture, the following chapter will consider 

the design of the research programme to investigate these linkages and their role in 

ensuring sustainable rural livelihoods. 
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Chapter Five 

Research Methodology 

As Chapter 4 demonstrates, the research context in the Kandyan region is 

complex in its social, economic and cultural characteristics. The present chapter reveals 

how this research approached this complexity, explaining how the study was designed 

and implemented to harness more trustworthy and satisfactory information whilst 

fulfilling both the researcher's and the participants' objectives. One of the village 

officers [in Kalapaura] suggested a comfortable way of approaching respondents and 

gaining their active participation for the research by giving the following advice. "It is 

better to allow them [to] talk freely about their lives, what they do, how they see their 

life, work, culture, traditional values and their 'past' lives". This approach was used in 

each study village, and helped to build a strong rapport with the research communities, 

and also to gain more valid and reliable information for this study . 

Initially, the chapter provides an overview of the research approach, drawing upon the 

development research context which explains the broader philosophical underpinnings 

of development research. Then, the chapter examines the context of research on 

livelihoods. The researcher's positionality in the present research is then discussed, 

followed by a detailed account of the research design. This section outlines each phase 

of the research process, including the rationale for selecting research sites, participants 

and data collecting methods. Finally, the chapter provides an overview of data 

processing, analysis and reporting. 
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5.1. New paradigm for development research 

As mentioned in Chapter 2, the development debate has moved from modernization to 

participatory and more people-centred approaches. Recent changes in Development 

Studies and its disciplinary history have helped in understanding broader paradigm 

shifts in the social sciences. In the early stage, Development Studies was preoccupied 

with economic growth and modernisation, which were measured materially (Potter et. 

al., 2008). With a growing interest in dependency theories, critical approaches have 

appeared within Development Studies and become explicitly action-oriented and policy 

based (Murray and Overton 2003 :22). Post-modern and post-colonial critics have 

labelled the 'value free' nature of modernisation research as a fac;ade, with development 

contested by more "reflexive, explicitly subjective philosophies". Subsequently, both in 

social sciences and Development Studies, a new range of alternative philosophies and 

methodologies has emerged. Murray and Overton (2003) assert, this is a result of the 

'cultural turn' in the 1980s. The new philosophy encourages working more closely with 

people, prioritising their desires and capabilities as understood by their own perceptions 

and analyses (Chambers 1998). Development realities are frequently changing, hence 

the understanding of people, their values, cultures, research approaches, methods, action 

and behaviour should also change to be more amenable to wider application (Chambers 

1995a; 2005). 

In order to understand people, their values and cultural systems, the assumptions of 

what the world is [ ontology], how people might come to know the world 

[epistemology], how the world is interpreted [methodology] and the set of techniques 

for interpreting the world [methods], are central concerns (Scheyvens and Storey 2003). 

As Kumar (2002) asserts, attitudes and behaviour change [ABC of a good research] are 

the fundamentals of a successful research process. If development aims to be a 'good 

change' in the life of people, "we should fundamentally change how we behave. We 

should change the words, meanings, attitudes and concepts, enabling people to 

articulate their values, realities and responsible well-being" (Chambers 2005:185). 

Hence, good knowledge is a prerequisite for good change. 

Knowledge inquiry generally builds on positivistic epistemological assumptions 

(Chambers 1998). It believes that society is a phenomenon that can be explained by 

observing the relationship between cause and effect (Henn et. al., 2006). Knowledge is 
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developed by analysing data rigorously, from an objective position, and findings are 

'universalised', regardless of the philosophical differences of ontology, epistemology 

and methodology (Graham 2005). In that context, social research is a fallacy and, 

according to Graham (2005: 17), "social scientists can only achieve progress if they 

copy the methods of physics and chemistry". One of the serious dangers in such an 

inquiry is that it rejects 'other' knowledge and interpretations. For example, indigenous 

technical knowledge (ITK) is often rejected, the assumption being that those who 

possess it are uneducated, low in status and poor (Chambers 1998:6, and see Smith 

2000a). 

Chambers (1995a) proposes a reversal of power relations between researchers and 

researched and suggests to 'treating people as people', rather than exploiting them as 

'information giving beings'. With the participatory development paradigm emerging in 

the 1990s, research processes and field inquiries across development disciplines became 

more participatory, interactive and collaborative (Chambers 1998). This approach 

enabled local communities themselves to work towards change for the better by taking 

note of what they did in the context of their own lives. It allowed researchers to get 

nearer to the 'truth' from local perceptions (DFID 2000; Gray 2003). Although the 

participatory concept was not originally research oriented or regarded as a 

methodological approach, it is an effective process by which the community can work 

towards their own development (Hoggart et. al, 2001; Pain and Francis 2003). The 

reversed power relations, 'from normal to new professionalism', allows local people to 

be expert in identifying and solving their own problems. Hence, research priorities are 

determined not only by the researcher, but also by the local people. Consequently, this 

new paradigm brings the 'last' into the 'first' and introduces new 'ethics' in knowledge 

inquiry, shifting research objectives from 'things' to 'people' (Chambers 1998:9). 

Therefore, the new research paradigm is concerned with: 

... discovering and uncovering, and with describing and explaining mediations -
environmental, ecological, physical, physiological, psychological, intellectual, 
emotional, historical, social, cultural, economic, political, ideological, linguistic, 
semiotic, aesthetic, religious, ethical, etc - between object and subject, event and 
impression, impression and perception, perception and cognition, cognition and 
reflection, reflection and response, response and reaction, reaction and action, and 
action and practice (Nowlan 2001) 1 

1 Nowlan B. (2001) What is critical theory and why study it? - available online -
http://www.uwec.edu/ranowlan/intr whystudy crit thy.hon 
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With this new paradigm shift, the research process becomes more bottom-up instead of 

top-down, capturing more diverse, complex and dynamic aspects of social phenomenon. 

The research approach and methods are holistic and flexible. Social realities are 

investigated through participation and partnership whilst listening to people's stories 

and conversations. This is central in empowering local people and understanding their 

ability to use information to generate the changes they need. This process allows local 

people 'to be confident' about the existing resources, capabilities, and their own 

decisions and solutions (Chambers 1998:11). Priorities are not those projected by 

researchers, but those perceived by the local people themselves. In this research 

perspective, participants transfer local knowledge to the researcher and the researcher 

conveys not only research skills, but also theoretical frameworks and comparative 

information, which helps participants to analyse local situations in terms of how a wider 

system works (Chambers 1998). The research process involves a variety of participatory 

activities, including mapping, scoring, diagramming and ranking, carried out by local 

people themselves (Wright and Nelson 1995; Leurs 1997). As Chambers (2005:163) 

suggests, "if we put our own interests last, without criticizing; keeping quiet and not 

interrupting; relaxing without rushing; and developing a good rapport, then the research 

process may no longer be an event of 'extracting data' based on observation and 

questioning local communities". Simply, it offers a cohesive approach to demonstrate 

diverse socio-economic, cultural, political and ecological conditions and pathways of 

life generated from people's own innovations and strengths. It also gives opportunities 

to local people to be concerned with their own values and meanings by giving them 

confidence about their own capacity 'to take control of their own lives' (Chambers 

1995a; 1998). Such a process enhances disciplinary knowledge, advancing our 

understanding of society, people and their power relations, and importantly is a pathway 

to a culturally appropriate research process. 

5.2. Livelihood research: transcending boundaries of time and space 

Livelihoods are changing over time and differ from place to place, according to resource 

availability, socio-cultural, rich-poor, elder-young and urban-rural contexts and 

relations between households and institutions such as the market and the state. For a 

better understanding of livelihoods, their changes and associated phenomena, a 

significant consideration of the particular location - the 'space' and 'time' - that 

particular livelihood activities take place in is required (Murray 2001; 2002). This 
116 

,. 

,-

,. 

r 

,. 



• 

,. 

-I 

-f 

'1 

.i 

4 

1 

~ 

./ 

~ 

-I 

~ 

understanding is also related to people's values, traditions and cultural context. An 

understanding of livelihoods, both in present and past contexts, is important to working 

out more effectively future development processes, something that has not often been 

well recognized by present day livelihood researchers (Toner 2003). 

Considering the conceptual and methodological issues in livelihoods research in the mid 

and late-1990s, Murray (2002) identifies three approaches named 'circumspective', 

'retrospective' and 'prospective'. Each approach has significant influence on the present 

study, including its methodological :framework, research methods, analysis and 

discussion [Figure 5.1]. 

Figure 5:1: Analytical structure, research approaches and methods 

rl l The research problem I Analytical context 
,_ 

Principle methods of l 
(Murray 200 l) data collection 

1--------------------------, 
I I 

I RQl. Recognising, I 

I I 

I understanding and defining I 

I I 

I cultural traditions in 
I Key informants, in-

I ' I 
everyday context 

depth interviews, 
I 
I informal discussions, 
I !- Circumspective 
I field observations, 
I approach 
I 

RQ2. Influences of cultural I ' • 'Present context' m, transect walk and 

traditions on I~ } 
'Looking around" village mapping 

N " building/restricting 

. 

(65%) 
livelihood 
opportunities/households' I + 
livelihood portfolios 

I 
I I 

+ I 

I .L I 
I Life histories, in-
I Retrospective 
I RQ3. Relationships between depth interviews, 
I approach c) I 

cultural traditions and time-line, ranking 
I 
I 'Past context' 
I livelihood assets ' ' exercise and review of 
I i~ "Looking back" ~ historical documents. 

J, N • (25%) 

RQ4. Building livelihood 
resilience - 'cultural 
resilience' n --------------------------

• Prospective approach 
'Future context' 

Embracing cultural traditions <==> "Looking forward" Descriptive analysis 

in future development (10%) 

interventions 

f t 

Source: Author. 
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As explained in Chapters 1 and 4, present-day Kandyan livelihoods are inextricably 

linked with the past, which is crucial in shaping both present and future livelihood 

activities of the communities. Traditional culture, which is defined by referring to a 

'glorious past', is a key determinant of present livelihoods and explains the complex 

relationships between people's lives, culture and traditional value systems. These three 

approaches are important in situating the research problem within a particular time

space framework, with appropriate methods of data collection. 

The 'circumspective' approach considers livelihoods in the 'present context'. 

Livelihoods are analyzed by collecting empirical information of the combined modes of 

livelihoods at one particular 'moment of time' (Murray 2002: 491). The first and second 

research questions of the study are based on this present context and empirical evidence 

gathered through the villagers' perceptions of life, work, culture, traditional values and 

household asset portfolios [Figure 5.1]. The empirical investigation was tackled through 

a combination of various methods, including participatory techniques and open-ended 

questions. 

The 'retrospective' approach is a reflection of the 'past', which is particularly important, 

especially for investigating villagers' perceptions and definitions of culture and 

traditional values that are deeply embedded within their ancestral connections and the 

historical contexts of the study villages. This approach helps in analysing livelihood 

vulnerabilities and resilience contexts against changing socio-economic and political 

circumstances in these villages. This approach mainly refers to historical information 

and inference of the historical changes to investigate the nature of institutional 

frameworks through the relationships between macro, meso and micro levels. As 

Bagchi et. al., (1998) and Murray (2002) suggest, a longitudinal comparison gives a 

better understanding of the changes that have taken place over a much longer time scale. 

However, this study acknowledges the importance of combining both circumspective 

and retrospective approaches to demonstrate the changing roles of traditional culture in 

the context of achieving secure and sustainable livelihoods systems. Drawing from 

Murray (2002), the empirical investigation was conducted both at household and 

community levels through intersecting life-histories with historical documents and time

lines. Life histories are noteworthy and effective in recognising the changing strengths 

and capacities of resilience strategies (Bagchi et. al, 1998) that are based on the 

traditional resources which have been maintained for generations. 
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The 'prospective' approach, the future perspective, "concentrates on the distillation of 

the past experiences" into the future development (Murray 2002:491). As Murray 

(2002) notes, this is the most popular approach among development practitioners and, 

its key objective relies on building an alternative framework to facilitate opportunities 

for improving rural livelihoods, effective co-ordination for planning and 

implementation across sectoral boundaries. A prospective analysis effectively informs 

the vitality of local culture, knowledge and value systems for the future development of 

livelihood systems. In this way, the analysis contributes to formulating a culturally 

appropriate development policy, bringing local values, people's knowledge and cultural 

relationships into the forefront of development dialogue and the changes brought about 

by future initiatives. This study examines the complexity and connectivity of rural 

livelihood systems that cannot be explored by relying on a single approach. The study 

follows a combination of the three approaches shown in Figure 5.1, a course which is 

essential to a holistic analysis oflivelihood issues. 

5.3. Inside and outside positionality 

Power relations between researcher and informants, how knowledge is controlled, 

interpreted and represented, the capabilities and ethics of' outsiders' who are conducting 

research on, and ultimately speaking about, 'others' are central concerns in development 

research (Scott et. al, 2005). According to Binns (2006), it is essential to constantly 

reflect on how the researcher as an outsider should relate to local people- others. Field 

research embarks upon maps of consciousness, which are significantly influenced by 

the positionality and the perspectives shaped by the researcher's identity, defined by 

his/her class, gender and nationality (Kleinman 1991). Hence, a researcher's 

expectations and feelings not only affect the research, but also become a part of the 

research process itself. More often, a researcher's feelings become a resource for 

understanding the phenomena under study . 

My own positionality and identity as a research student from Sri Lanka, studying in a 

Western university, considerably influenced the entire research project. With my 

interests and knowledge in Development Studies, this research would be challenging as 

it was designed to bridge the knowledge gaps in the two major disciplines of 

Development Studies and Livelihood Studies, whilst supplementing 'cultural 

sensitivity' to the development approach. Therefore, the knowledge generated from this 
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study instinctively contests dominant development approaches, which satisfies Murray 

and Overton's statement that "students should choose a topic that rings bells and sets off 

fireworks in their mind" (2003:24)2. 

The decision to conduct fieldwork in Sri Lanka, and Kandy in particular, was made for 

a number of reasons. As Murray and Overton (2003) point out, having first-hand 

knowledge and experience of the place, where it is intended the fieldwork be 

undertaken, is important for collecting more reliable and appropriate data for the study. 

The selection of Kandy as the main research site was not only for its considerable 

cultural wealth, but my own identity as a Sinhalese-Buddhist person, who is keen to 

celebrate the authenticity and richness of Sri Lankan traditional culture, and Kandy as 

my home town, where my family currently lives. As a traditional Sinhalese woman, 

who grew up under the protection of someone, first my parents and brother, and more 

recently my husband, working and staying in Kandy was a consolation for my parents, 

and especially for my husband, who stayed in New Zealand during my fieldwork 

period. Fieldwork is rather like a 'personal journey'. It necessitates dealing with 

different people and may also involve some difficulties, especially for female 

researchers. Being close to my family, and the support and the protection received 

during fieldwork, were a great help in maintaining a firm relationship and good rapport 

with the research communities. Of particular help was the support received from my 

mother and brother, their being my 'field companions', always helping to maintain 

momentum in my study. Thus, Kandy was the most appropriate place to do fieldwork 

for this study, not merely for its theoretical rationale, but also for the above practical 

aspects. Therefore, the decision to undertake fieldwork in Kandy was not taken by me 

solely as a 'development researcher' from a Third World country based at a Western 

university, but through a combination of other positionalities as a daughter, sister and a 

married woman in the Sinhalese-Buddhist culture. 

Third World students based at Western universities, who undertake 'home-based' 

research by returning to their 'home', do so with all philosophical and methodological 

2 As further explained by Murray and Overton (2003), the research project will have to sustain our 
interest for one or two and possibly many years - something we are passionate about. Apart from 
disciplinary and positional influences, other factors influential in determining the choice of the research 
topic included departmental and university regulations [ e.g. ethics approval], the size and manageability 
of the project [time-frame], funding and other resources available, accessibility [which is important for 
undertaking development research], and my own ability to keep a balance between pragmatism and 
idealism need to be addressed. 
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baggage that can be picked up from a Western university (Scheyvens and Storey 2003). 

As a Sri Lankan student studying in New Zealand, returning 'home' to conduct 

fieldwork was good for me, partly because of the opportunity to visit my family after 

two years away. According to Scheyvens and Storey (2003:4), not only Western 

researchers, but even "some 'native' researchers face cultural shock" when they return 

to their homes to conduct fieldwork in 'foreign' contexts (also see Leslie and Storey 

2003). Being a researcher in my own place avoided the dilemma of cultural shock, and 

the above-mentioned positionality and my fluency in the local language, enabled richer 

and more textured data to be collected. It also generated greater opportunities to interact 

and enjoy the company of the village communities. 

The perceptions of the researcher held by the community being researched and the 

ability of the researcher to be culturally/locally sensitive are crucial to successful 

fieldwork (Gray 2003; Leslie and Storey 2003). Referring to Western researchers, 

Scheyvens and Storey (2003) argue that maintaining mutual relationships between 

researcher and informant is challenging due to the dominance of Westerners as 

'researchers' of Third World people. In such cases the "local voices are seldom heard" 

(Scheyvens and Storey 2003:3) and are less represented and, therefore are lacking in 

their contribution to mainstream development planning. Researchers should be 

"accountable and reflexive and the research should be a two-way process of interaction" 

(Scheyvens and Storey 2003:8). Whilst respondents do not have privileged access to the 

truth, they do have privileged access to their own opinions and meanings. Therefore, to 

give them confidence about their knowledge and for them to reveal their genuine 

feelings, a trusting relationship between researcher and respondent is required. Being a 

native Kandyan, and not simply a 'stranger' to the local community, was of 

considerable merit and assistance in establishing a trusting rapport, and gathering, 

reliable and accountable information for this study. 

The researcher's positionality and social status are also crucial in sharpening the 

researcher-interpreter relationship (Scott et. al., 2005) and establishing useful contacts 

in the country and place where the research is planned (Binns 2006).Working with 

research assistants became relatively easy, not just because I am a woman, but also 

because of the interest of young village women in participating in my research and 

sharing my experiences oflife in a Western society, away from my family and my home 

country. My affiliation as a university lecturer also accorded me great privileges, 
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specifically the meeting of key informants from various government institutiops and 

departments. 

Being a person with the qualities of sympathy, courtesy and patience certainly facilitates 

a smoother fieldwork experience (Leslie and Storey 2003). Yet, paradoxically, my 

identity as a Sri Lankan person living in a 'foreign country' became disadvantageous on 

certain occasions. Some respondents expected 'certain things' in return for their 

cooperation in the field. At every location, I was requested to be a conveyer of their 

problems to government departments, and to help them to find better jobs for their 

children. In fact, as Binns (2006) points out, it is always important to think of how 

relevant our research is to the local community, and what benefits there are for its 

members, in playing a role that improves conditions in the communities where we are 

working. As a development researcher and a person who has experienced the important 

roles played by cultural traditions in the lives of these communities, I promised to 

handover a complete report to the relevant government authorities referring to 

respondents' comments/problems. In the field, I also managed to be supportive of the 

communities, by purchasing some of their craft products in gratitude for their time and 

the information provided. Therefore, as a development researcher, I had to handle the 

situation both as an 'outsider' and as an 'insider' in order to gain credible and valid 

information. In each situation, the decisions and the roles played in the field, according 

to time, place and people, were evaluated. This was useful in obtaining the consent and 

trust of the respondents and hence valuable and accountable information for the 

research. 

5.4. Designing a development research project 

Research design is about "putting philosophy into practice and operationalising ways of 

exploring theoretical ideas" (Murray and Overton 2003:19). The development 

researcher needs to be eclectic, sensitive to cultural and ethical issues, and willing to 

flexible as the research project evolves. The disciplinary knowledge and the 

positionality and identity discussed earlier were relatively advantageous during the 

research designing process. The sequence outlined in Figure 5.2, provides an overview 

of the entire research design process. 
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Figure 5:2: Research design 
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Having decided on the research topic and the research questions [Step I], the Kandyan 

villages and their communities were chosen as the most relevant research focus [Step 

II]. There are about 600 villages located in Kandy District, and more than 20 are 

recognized as villages where a number of traditional industries have been retained for 

many generations. The study selected five Kandyan villages; Kirivaula, Embekke, 

Kalapura, Henawala [Kalasirigama] and Talagune from four District Secretariat 

Divisions - Udinuwara, Kundasale, Patha-Dumbera and Udadumbera [Figure 4.9]. The 

rationale for selecting these villages is described in section 5.4.1 below. Using the 

database, maintained by the Craft Revival Trust [Appendix 3], 105 villagers were 

chosen as the study sample. The sampling technique and the selection criteria are briefly 

elaborated in the following section 5.4.2. 

Depending on the information to be gathered under each research question, and 

accessibility to the research community, particular techniques for generating and 

analyzing field data were evaluated [Step Illa]. For selecting certain methods, livelihood 

literature3 and various studies that used qualitative research approaches were referred to. 

This gave greater flexibility in determining particular techniques for the current study 

[Step III-b]. Section 5.4.3 explains the rationale behind the choice of particular research 

techniques. 

Finding a research assistant with good local knowledge, a perceptive intelligence, 

inexhaustible patience, and an ability to get along with all elements of the local 

population, was a major concern. In this study, four research assistants were employed 

and their assistance in the field was invaluable, not only because of their help during 

data collection, but also their support to gain access to research participants (Ellen 1984; 

Howard 1994). Before embarking on the formal fieldwork, informal field visits and 

meetings were held with the village participants and some key informants with the help 

of research assistants. These were useful in building an initial rapport and mutual 

trusteeship with the research participants 4. 

One of the key concerns of the research design was communicating research findings in 

a sensible and meaningful manner. To look at interviews in terms of theoretical 

3 This includes mainly DFID's Guidance Sheets and livelihood researches recently undertaken by 
LADDER, Oxfam, Khanya, and Pasteur (2001). 
4 As Scheyvens and Storey (2003) suggest this is an ideal process, though this might not always be 
possible due to the given difficulties and expenses of travelling overseas to a field site. As I am native to 
the research site, the experiences and knowledge were useful for preplanning and maintaining some 
communications with key informants and some participants[also see Howard 1994). 
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concepts, an interpretative approach was chosen for data analysis and reporting [Step IV 

and V], which is an 'effective way of conveying social realities' (Murray and Overton 

2003) that would validate traditional culture as a potential resource in attaining 

sustainability of rural livelihood systems. A computer-aided package was selected for 

processing the field data. 

5.4.1. Rationale of the Kandyan villages 

The foremost concern of this study was to understand the role of traditional culture as a 

potential resource in strengthening and sustaining rural communities and their 

livelihood systems. In order to pursue this objective, the research locale was chosen 

based on the following three important criteria. 

First, the study necessitated a conceptual framework of culture and development, in 

order to explain the importance of cultural aspects both in the context of development 

and in achieving sustainable livelihood systems. As shown in Chapter 4, the Sri Lankan 

context, and Kandy in particular, provided an ideal setting to testify the richness and 

viability of culture and traditional value systems. 

Secondly, this study demanded a rural setting with communities that extensively utilise 

culture, including traditional knowledge, skills, customs and values, to pursue various 

livelihood objectives. Many of the Kandyan villages are well known for traditional 

livelihoods, maintained for generations, and it is estimated that there are about 3,500 

people engaged in traditional livelihoods in the Kandyan region5
• They have maintained 

their family customs and traditional knowledge to the best of their ability. There is 

evidence of a culturally rich society in these communities derived from the 18th century 

and before, indicating that rural Kandyan customs are enduring through the centuries 

and have been virtually unaffected by the passage of time. 

Thirdly, this study appreciates that caste is an important element of traditional culture, 

but one that is less discussed as a positive determinant of rural livelihoods. Although 

5 There is no official specific record of craft and other traditional culture related livelihood activities. 
According to the Kandy District Report (DCS 2001), about 13 percent [53,917] of the total working 
population was engaged in craft-related activities as a livelihood. Of that number, 89 percent were in rural 
Kandyan villages, while 8 and 3 percent respectively represent the urban and estate sector. However, as 
revealed in two key informant interviews, in total, there are about 3500 people engaged directly with the 
industry. 
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caste is not overtly functioning in present Kandyan society, it was fundamental in 

determining the present livelihoods of many rural village communities. Recent 

ethnographic research indicates that in the Sinhalese regions of Sri Lanka, caste, as a 

basis for structuring relations between people, is more important in the Kandyan region 

than it is in the Low Country (Gunasekera 1994; Silva 2006). As explained in Chapter 

4, traditional culture has always been the foundation of the Kandyans' survival, and it 

remains a significant influence in social, political and economic organization. The 

majority of Kandyan villagers belong to the Govigama and Navandanno - artists caste 

(Peiris 1971). Thus, the Kandyan community is ideal for testifying to the significance of 

traditional culture and specifically to the influence that caste has in determining 

livelihood opportunities. It enables to explore the possibilities of considering caste as a 

positive social phenomenon. 

5.4.2. Selecting a research community and participants 

A purposive sampling6 technique was employed to select 'information-rich' participants 

for this qualitative inquiry. For this, six criteria were considered, referring to Miles and 

Huberman (1994:34). By selecting villagers, who are currently engaged in traditional 

livelihoods, the study satisfies the first two criteria of purposive sampling; namely, that 

the sample [i] should be relevant to the conceptual framework and the research 

questions and [ii] should be likely to generate rich information on the type of 

phenomena, which need to be studied. Factors such as age structure, type of livelihood, 

gender and historical and ancestral relationships were emphasised in the selection of 

participants. Vasagama, the surname that represents .ancestral relations, historical 

significance and also specialised traditional industries 7, was used to identify families 

and individuals specialized in particular livelihoods. For instance, the common 

drummer caste family name Berakara Gedera, the 'drummer's house' (Silva 2006), and 

the famous silversmith caste family name Neelawala are distinguished vasagama that 

have the above characteristics. The majority [70 percent] of respondents were elderly 

people both male and female, in the age range of 55 - 80, often with about 35-40 years 

of experience in their industries. 

6 A purposive sample is a sample selected in a deliberative and non-random fashion to achieve a certain 
goal. 
7 Vcisagama is also used traditionally as an indicator of open recognition of the caste and the status of 
people. However, this has more or less disappeared during the past two to three decades, due to frequent 
name changing, and the acquisition of more prestigious names and pedigrees by low caste people (Silva 
2006). 

126 

r-

,. 

l. 



,, 

To test the applicability of research findings in wider contexts, the generalisability 

[transferability] of the findings is considered as the third criterion when selecting 

research participants (Miles and Huberman 1994). Since this study involves research at 

the grassroots level, working closely with the local people, listening to their stories and 

talking about their lives, works and culture, it satisfied another important criterion of 

purposive sampling, that of [iv] believable descriptions/explanations. This is an issue 

related to the credibility and validity of the sources of information, and also questions 

whether the sample provides a convincing account and explanation of what is observed 

(see Curtisa et. al., 2000). As ethical issues were a central concern of this study, the 

sample strategy was 'ethical', thus meeting the fifth criteria of the purposive sampling 

technique. Participants were advised of how their interviews were to be used in the 

study, how their information was to be stored, to whom it would be made available and 

under what conditions etc. [Appendix 4]. As explained earlier, the research was 'home

based', thus the sampling technique was also feasible (Miles and Huberman 1994) in 

terms of resources, time, accessibility and compatibility with my working style, which 

fulfils the sixth criteria of selecting purposive sampling for a qualitative inquiry. By 

selecting research participants purposively, the research yielded detailed insights and an 

in-depth understanding of the research objective. 

5.4.3. Choice of research methods 

The choice of qualitative methods for this study was not only shaped by the dimensions 

of the research questions (Murray and Overton 2003), but also by my own attitudes and 

perceptions of the research and my own abilities, responsibilities, values and 

preferences as a female researcher. On one hand the study attempts to understand 

people's lives, livelihoods and traditional culture by interacting and interpreting their 

actions and perceptions; and on the other hand, the study aims to generate a theory/ 

concept based on the information gathered from a 'natural setting', rather than testing a 

theory in an artificial context. Therefore, the research techniques needed to satisfy both 

of these aspects. 

Recent livelihood studies provide a wealth of sources and guidance for selecting 

appropriate methods for livelihood analysis, varying from quantitative and qualitative 

approaches to mixed methods approaches (Bagchi et. al., 1998; DFID 2000; Pasteur 
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2001; Bond and Mukherjee 2002; Messer and Townsely 2003)8. The decision to employ 

qualitative methods in this study was determined by the central concern of the study -

the concepts oflivelihood and culture, which simply refer to 'what people do', and 'the 

way of life of people'. Figure 5.1 illustrates the relevance and importance of each 

method for the research questions posed in this study. These qualitative techniques 

provide powerful insights into social meanings that cannot be measured or quantified 

(Brockington and Sullivan 2003), and help to answer particular research questions that 

are concerned with values and meanings of people's interpretations. From a 

development researcher's perspective, qualitative techniques are important for 

understanding how we, and our research, become part of other people's lives (Smith 

2001c; Bernard 2006; Flick 2006). 

5.5. Research process 

The research process essentially comprised three main phases of activities, namely [i] 

data collection, [ii] data processing and analyzing, and [iii] data reporting. Table 5.1 

explains each phase, with particular activities and respective time-frames. The section 

below discusses each field technique, and the particular strengths and weaknesses of 

each technique encountered during data collection, processing, analysing and reporting. 

A period of six months, from August 2007 to January 2008, was spent collecting field 

data. Follow-up interviews were undertaken from April to June 2009. This was not only 

to check the respondent's interpretations, and to verify what was covered in previous 

interviews, but it was also to cover new ground and to discover new interpretations for 

issues that emerged during earlier interviews and discussions. The local language -

Sinhalese - was used for all interviews and discussions with the research community9. 

Particular problems encountered during the research process will be summarised at the 

end of this chapter. 

8 There is also a criticism that many aspects ofrural livelihoods are not captured either by income or 
consumer-based survey data. 
9 As Murray and Overton (2003) argue, if the research is socio-cultural in nature, without a high level of 
proficiency the whole world will remain unexplored, misinterpreted and ultimately poorly conveyed. 
Conducting the research in my own language [Sinhalese] was a great advantage in exploring and 
understanding the research subjects' whole world. However, while translating Sinhalese into English to 
convey the findings 'universally', the study tries to maintain the originality of the communities' 
interpretations, which was quite a challenging issue in the study. 
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Table 5:1: Research phase, activities and time frame 

Research Phase .. Activities ' Time frames 

1. Data collection Primary Data 

*In-depth interviews August - October 2007 
*Life histories and 

Household biographies 
*Key informant interviews October - December 2007 
*Participatory methods December 2007 - January 
*Informal 2008 

discussions/conversations October - November 2007 
*Field observation 

Secondary Data [stage I] August 2007 - January 2008 

I Follow-up interviews and collecting secondary data [Stage Ill April - June 2009 

2. Data processing and 
*Interview translations and, September - May 2008/July 

analysis 
*Interview transcription 2009 

* Analysis of field data June - October 2008 

3. Reporting *Thesis writing November 2008 - November 
2009 

5.5.1 Data collection 

In-depth interviews 

The in-depth interview was one of the principle techniques used in this study. In the 

development research context, in-depth interviews are useful in empowering 

participants and in democratizing the research process, allowing participants to speak 

for themselves, and then to interpret the data they produce (Smith 2001b; Bernard 

2006). In this study 55 in-depth interviews were conducted with selected village 

participants [Table 5.2]. The interviews were carried out in an unstructured manner 

allowing interviewees to respond freely and honestly, which ultimately became very 

similar in character to a conversation (Bryman 2004). The in-depth interviews were also 

useful for obtaining information about particular village contexts, their history and 

culture, and the socio-economic background of respondents. One of the maJor 

advantages of in-depth interviews for this study was that they generated a lot of 

information very quickly, enabling a wide variety of topics to be covered. It was also 

useful to cross-check and clarifies the issues raised by research participants at different 
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villages. Yet, paradoxically, handling and processing such a large amount of 

information was a disadvantage in terms of time, and according to Brockington and 

Sullivan (2003 :58), the in-depth interview is "a one way traffic of information", which 

is one of the commonly cited limitations of the technique. However, such interviews 

only provide access to what participants say, not to what they do. To overcome this 

limitation, other research methods, such as life histories, key informant interviews and 

participatory methods, were also used. 

Table 5:2: Summary of the research techniques employed in each study village 

Research technique Studv villages 
Kirivaula Embekke Kalapura Henawela Talagune Total 

In-depth interviews 16 09 10 12 08 55 
Key-informant interviews 02 02 03 02 01 10 
Life histories 04 03 04 02 02 15 
Household biographies 01 01 01 0 01 04 
Transect walk 01 01 01 01 01 05 
Ranking exercises 20 15 12 10 15 72* 
Informal 05 04 05 03 04 21 
discussions/ conversations 

Note: * Number of households 

Life histories and household biographies 

Bryman (2004:322) quotes Lewis (1961) to explain the nature of life histories in the 

following way . 

. . . .I encouraged free associat10n, and I was a good listener. I attempted to cover 
systematically, a wide range of subjects: their earliest memories, their dreams, their 
hopes, fears, joys, and sufferings: their jobs; their relationships with friends, relatives, 
employers; their concepts of justice, religion, and politics; their knowledge of 
geography and history; in short, their total view of the world. Many of the questions 
stimulated them to express themselves on subjects which they might otherwise never 
have thought about. 

Life histories allow people to talk about their past, present and future by looking across 

their entire life course, inner experiences, how they interpret, understand and define the . 

world around them. They provide unique insights into "unrecorded situations and 

alternative views on written histories" (Brockington and Sullivan 2003 :58) . As Smith 
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(2001c) asserts, life history is the only method by which people's lives, their knowledge 

systems, traditional practices and beliefs can be observed. It has certain strengths from 

the point of view of a qualitative researcher; its unambiguous emphasis on social life 

allows it to explore people and their own interpretations about their lives (Bryman 

2004:322). In this study, 15 life histories were recorded and each lasted approximately 

two hours [Table 5.2]. With minimal intervention the participants were allowed to talk 

freely about their villages, history, ancestors, grandparents and their lives, livelihood 

patterns, stories of interests, religion, beliefs, customs, and how they transmitted their 

knowledge and skills etc, (Wengraf2001) . 

Plate 5:1: Conducting life history 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 

Life histories collected from different villages helped to identify what particular 

changes in social, economic and political spheres had occurred in each village, how they 

affected the villagers' lives, their culture and traditional values, and how the villagers 
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perceived, coped and responded to such changes10.Villagers related some interesting 

folklore and songs, and descriptions of their rituals, recounting fantastic information 

about their beliefs, myths, legends and unique perspectives about their traditional values 

[Plate 5.1]. Four household biographies were also recorded, and yielded a rich body of 

information concerning particular households [Table 5.2]. They helped explore 

changing household demography, economic, social relations, livelihood profiles, asset 

portfolios, coping and adaptive strategies; and different roles played by household 

members in strengthening and preserving traditional livelihoods and knowledge systems 

and the differences of knowledge acquisition and transformation across generations. 

Both life-histories and household biographies were based on open-ended interviews, 

which allowed more time for respondents to elaborate their feelings freely. According to 

Smith (2001c:29), such open-ended conversations are the 'best' way of allowing people 

to speak for themselves about their own views and experiences of the world. Moreover, 

such interviews are a way of accessing knowledge that was often neglected in early 

development research. 

Key informant interviews 

Key informant interviews provided an opportunity for correcting, clarifying and 

justifying some conditions and issues identified during in-depth interviews, life histories 

and field observations. Information related to government concerns about traditional 

livelihoods, and the impacts of changing structures and processes of local and national 

institutions on the future of traditional livelihoods were cross-checked. They allowed 

for gathering 'firsthand knowledge' from the limited number of 'well-connected' and 

informed 'experts' with an insight on the problems, recommendations and solutions 

(Smith 2001c; Punch 2005) [Plate 5.2]. As DFID (2001) has experienced, key informant 

interviews are useful, for analyzing village livelihoods. They provided in-depth 

information about local resource bases and livelihood vulnerability, including the events 

and trends that cause stress, coping strategies and potential solutions in a user 

perspective. According to Sillitoe, et al., (2005), the key-informant technique is 

generally livelihood-based, as the informants pick out those sections of the resource 

base, which are important to their particular livelihood and may mention the 

opportunities and constraints they face pursuing it. For this study, 19 key informants 

1° For example, describing and explaining the direction and patterns of livelihood changes - 'Livelihood 
Trajectory' (LT), Bagchi, et. al., (1998) introduce life histories as a central method for exploring 
livelihood changes through time. 

132 

)--

r 

" 

" 

\,-

)> 

I' 

~ 

,.. 



'). 

l 

.. 

.,. 

I, 

:.i 

.J 

Q 

~ 

~ 

... 

" 

<I 

.. 
.,, 

were selected from different sources, including nine officers representing governmental 

and non-governmental institutions and departments [Appendix 5] and 10 from the study 

villages [Table 5.2]. They were selected for their extensive knowledge of matters of 

interest to this study. They represent different socio-economic strata, different interests 

in traditional culture, knowledge and rural livelihoods. Interviews were conducted in an 

in-depth manner by using an interview guide [ Appendix 6]. 

Plate 5:2: Interview with a village key-informant in Embekke 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 

Participatory methods 

Through using participatory methods this study challenges the dominance of knowledge 

and power-structures in development research processes (see Chambers 1998). 

Participatory techniques prioritized the voices of the community, providing an efficient 

way of exploring villagers' perceptions, interpretations and meanings of their lives 

[Plate 5.3]. Four participatory techniques were used in this study, namely transect 

walks, village mapping, ranking and diagramming exercises. The transect walk and 

village mapping exercises were systematically carried out with the help of key village 
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informants. The methods encouraged the active involvement of villagers in exploring 

their own resources, development potentials and problems as experienced in an 

everyday context (see Bagchi et. al, 1998). By walking through each study village, these 

exercises were useful in gathering specific information . through observing, meeting, 

asking, listening and discussing village history, population, ethnic and religious 

affiliations, the village's resources, livelihood profiles, cultural practices and other 

major issues of local interest' 1• Based on the transect walks, five village maps were 

drawn [ Appendix 8]. They provided rich information on both tangible and intangible 

resources available to each village community. The maps were particularly useful in 

yielding descriptive data, as the key village informants had immediate visual cues, 

which prompted them to give specific and accurate information (Bagchi et. al, 1998). 

Plate 5:3: Conducting participatory exercises 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 

Ranking . exercises were conducted specifically to understand the respondents' 

satisfaction with the village resources in terms of their availability, quality, accessibility 

11 For example, issues related to traditional and political institutions, community based organizations 
[CBO], what development initiatives had taken place within communities, how they were implemented 
and who implemented them etc. 
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and their relative importance in securing current livelihood systems. The procedure 

followed during the ranking exercise is described in Chapter 7. As many researchers 

have experienced, ranking exercises are a powerful way to represent relatively 

complicated sets of data in a manner that is clear to both the researcher and to local 

participants (Bagchi et. al, 1998). Diagramming exercises proved particularly useful in 

undertaking research with village people who live in cultures very different from those 

of researchers (Pain and Francis 2003; Punch 2005). The exercise produced robust and 

quality data in an ethical way. The study completed a diagramming exercise based on 

information gathered from the transect walk, ranking exercise and other qualitative 

techniques. A Venn diagram was used to elaborate the extent to which traditional 

culture interacts with people's livelihood choices, other livelihood assets and livelihood 

resilience [see Chapter 9]. The significant strength of this technique was that it helped to 

identify the synergy between culture, traditional values and rural livelihood systems. 

Informal discussions/conversations 

Informal discussions with research participants and officers in government and non

government organisations, and also with other rural/urban dwellers around Kandy, were 

useful in improving the credibility of the information already collected. At village level 

21 informal discussions were held [Table 5.2]. Informal discussions especially helped 

with triangulating data on village histories, livelihood activities, and government 

concerns about rural development approaches. Conversations were dynamic, free

flowing and open-ended and offered flexibility in collecting information in different 

directions, depending on what emerged from observing a particular setting or from 

talking with one or more individuals in that setting (see Pain and Francis 2003). 

Informal discussions revealed how they assessed the role of traditions and cultural 

values in the context of achieving a sustainable livelihood and the future of doing so. 

Their information was also useful in contacting key informants, in formulating and 

changing interview questions/structures and processes and in the way research 

participants were approached. 

Field observations 

There are limitations on qualitative information obtained either verbally through an 

interview, or in written form through document analysis or survey responses. Field 
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observations helped in analysing the respondents' natural behaviour, in confirming 

certain information gathered from other methods, and in gaining a greater depth of 

understanding of the research context (Patton 2002:25). The study used field 

observations wherever appropriate, and these helped in analysing the villagers' attitudes 
•, 

and engagement with traditional culture in different spaces, such as their workshops, 

households, temples and during religious ceremonies/festivals and ritual performances. 

The villagers spent most of their time in the workshops, which were generally located 

adjacent to their houses. The observations made in different places sparked many 

interesting discussions and provided opportunities to observe and sometimes to engage 

with their craft production activities. Engagement with the everyday life of local 

communities is a better way to gain knowledge in a cross-cultural perspective (Patton 

2002) and to examine the dynamic patterns of household activities, socio-spatial 

relations, kinship patterns and business networking, and the cultural environment 

settings in which the villagers operated. 

Secondary data 

In addition to primary data, the study utilized a considerable amount of secondary 

information gathered from various sources, such as articles from scholarly journals, 

literature review articles, reference books, newspaper articles, national archives and a 

number of internet web-pages. A number of ministries and government departments 

were also visited to gather information, specifically about cultural history, socio

economic development, rural livelihoods, and the arts and crafts industry in Sri Lanka. 

Local institutions, such as provincial councils and Grama Niladhari offices, were also 

visited to collect information about geography, demography, and socio-economic and 

livelihood profiles of particular study villages [ Appendix 7]. 

5.5.2. Data processing, analysis and reporting 

An important point to be considered in gaining reliable and valid data is the accuracy of 

techniques used for data collection and how data are transformed into concepts and 

reliable criteria. As previously mentioned, the researcher's positionality influences the 

whole research process, including data processing, analysis and data 

presentation/reporting (Leslie and Storey 2003). The qualitative data, obtained through 

aforementioned research methods was in different formats - audio recorded tapes, field 
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notes, various documents 12
, maps, figures and photographs, etc. Data processing began 

by transcribing the recorded interviews. The transcribing process began at the beginning 

of the data collection phase. The field data needed to be translated from the local 

language - Sinhalese - to English, and then transcribed, which was the most intensive 

and time-consuming task of the entire research process. A foot-operated transcription 

machine with headphones was used for transcribing interview data. Each interview was 

stored in the computer by assigning a particular index for future references 13
• In total, 

nearly 713 hours were spent on the process of data transcription 14
. Then, the transcribed 

data were organised according to the analytical framework discussed in Figure 3.2, and 

the particular research questions of the study. 

A large volume of qualitative data was produced and, thus, its interpretation and 

analysis were challenging. Data analysis is not merely a process of 'reporting' what was 

found in the field, but rather it is about representation and reconstruction of social 

phenomena (Coffey and Atkinson 1996). Using interview transcripts, data were first 

organized according to the four research questions and categorised, breaking it down 

into units of analysis and key themes of interest. Data were categorised mainly under 

the villagers' perceptions and understanding of [i] traditional culture and livelihoods, 

[ii] livelihood assets, [iii] local vulnerability and importance of the traditional values 

and, [iv] overall perspectives on traditional culture, and whether it is a resource or a 

barrier in livelihood building. Based on the transect walks, village maps were drawn for 

each village [Appendix 7]. The results of the ranking exercises were further used to 

establish the connections among the data gathered and to clarify what the respondents 

really said and did during their exercises. During the process, new concepts and issues 

were also recognized, providing powerful accounts of understanding cultural traditions 

in relation to structural, functional, identity, and product aspects. This was an attempt to 

give theoretical interpretations to the data gathered (see Coffey and Atkinson 1996) and 

to analyse how local communities perceive their own cultures and traditions differently 

by using various categories/elements from their own context. Baxter and Eyles 

12 Received from the key informants of various government institutions and departments. 
13 KOl= The first informant from Kalapura, T05= The fifth informant from Talagune, ElO= The tenth 
informant from Embekka, Ki04= The fourth informant from Kiriwaula and H02= The second informant 
from Henawala etc. 
14 350hr for 50 in-depth interviews, 210hr for 15 life histories, 35hr for 5 household biographies, 70hr for 
key informant interviews [government personnel] and 48hr for village's informant interviews. However, I 
had to refer back to the complete interviews constantly in trying to retain the sense of individual 
responses in their entirety and to make sure the 'original' meanings of their responses were kept, which 
was one of the most intense, time-consuming and challenging tasks of this study. 
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(1997:508) argue that "one of the most important issues of data analysis is the manner 

in which interview conversations are constructed into theoretical concepts", which is 

claimed as a crucial criterion for evaluating the validity of research findings. 

More comprehensive and logical communication of research findings may increase 

demand for the study and the knowledge it generated. The findings of this research are 

reported qualitatively in a descriptive manner: 

... providing an interpretation of a subject's interpretations of their and others' 
representations of what the world is like. What we [researchers] are doing here is 
accessing the world as people think it is and has been; we are accessing a representation 
[a vision, an image, an experience] of a text [the world oflived experience] through text 
[the interview transcript] that is itself open to interpretation. 

(Smith 2001b:29) 

Interview quotations are presented throughout the discussion to reveal how the 

meanmgs were expressed by "respondent's own words". As Baxter and Eyles 

(1996:508) explain, "quotations are important for revealing how meanings are 

expressed in the respondents' 'own words' rather than the words of the researcher". 

Field photographs, diagrams, frameworks and various figures and maps are presented 

throughout the thesis to explain the wealth and complexity of Kandyan culture, and to 

communicate the issues and embedded meanings of the informants' interpretations. The 

writing process reflects my own style and is dominated by respondents' views rather 

than my own perceptions. Hyndman (2001, in Cupples and Kindon 2003:223) points 

out that "field experience does not necessarily stand in for knowledge, but it enables the 

telling of certain kinds of stories, and there are often a number of different stories that 

could be written from our own data and experiences in the field". Such reflections and 

representations are crucial, not just in terms of producing a coherent thesis, but also in 

revealing "how our field sites were constructed and the possibilities that exist for other 

researchers to undertake further research in the same area" (Cupples and Kindon 

2003:223). 

5.6. Problems encountered during the research process 

Inadequate recorded information about the cultural sector [traditional culture and 

handicraft sector in particular] of the country and the study villages in particular, was 

one of the problems encountered during the research process. The available data for 
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Kandy district and for some study villages were outdated and, thus, developing socio

economic profiles for each study village that represented the present situation was a 

problem. Most of the information was from the 1980s and 1990s and, the demographic 

information was based on a 1981 demographic survey. The 2001 census of Kandy 

district was not comprehensive enough to provide detailed demographic data, livelihood 

profiles, employment structures, economic, social and poverty profiles for particular 

study villages. Except for Thilakesiri's (1988, 1994) attempt to gauge the progress of 

traditional crafts and the historical social background, there was no properly recorded 

information about traditional craft villages, craft families and their social and economic 

profiles. The study relied mainly on the data base maintained by the Craft Revival Trust 

[CRT] for preliminary information about traditional crafts, related industries and their 

historical development and, specifically, to identify an 'ideal research community' for 

this study. However, most of the information maintained by the CRT is based on Indian 

case studies and there is no updated information about the traditional craft communities 

in Sri Lanka, in particular. The outdated nature of the data was illustrated during the 

field visits when it was found that some of the craftsmen listed in CRT had actually 

died. Even within the government sector, including NCC, NHB and the Ministry of 

Rural Development and Self-employment generation, which are key institutions in this 

regard, there is no proper data base or updated information of traditional craft industries. 

Key informant interviews with government officers revealed that traditional crafts and 

other culture related activities have been ignored by previous governments, but now 

strategies are in place to develop a data base of traditional craft families and to revitalize 

traditional culture in the country. 

The data collection was undertaken in the period from August 2007 to February 2008, 

during which the Esala Perehara and the New Year season occur. As explained by the 

key informants, this is the season when all villagers usually get busy working on special 

orders received from the Temple of the Tooth and preparing materials for the Perehara 

season. Therefore, approaching some research participants [those who are well-known 

and worked for the Temple of the Tooth] became difficult due to their busy schedules. 

Thus, some of the planned interviews and discussions were abandoned and group 

discussions were not successful due to the poor participation of the village people. 

Interviews were conducted with only 80 villagers [55 in-depth interviews, 10 key 

informants and 15 life histories] out of a plan for 105 participants. In some cases, where 

participants could not be overlooked, being particularly useful for this study, they were 
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followed up a number of times to encourage their participation in the interview process. 

Some respondents were visited more than three or four times, which was time 

consuming. Collecting life histories, especially, proved to be complicated and 

challenging. Most of the life histories were planned to be those of the more experienced 

'elderly' villagers, but some of them were reluctant to spend two to three hours in the 

interview process. Instead, they were willing to have short interviews and discussions. 

In such situations, either a wife or any other family member available at the time helped 

with providing particular information. 

The major problem encountered during the data collection process was that, with some 

exceptions, most of the respondents found it difficult to articulate their views of 

traditional culture and their experiences and feelings about traditional values, customs 

and knowledge systems. Thus, deciding which particular questions to ask the 

participants to get their interpretations of culture and traditional values was complicated. 

A strategic approach to get participants' own interpretations of cultural traditions was to 

allow them to talk freely about their past and the traditions, skills and knowledge they 

acquired from their ancestors. Participants' views of the changing nature and erosion of 

traditional values and knowledge in present day society, and concerns with government 

approaches towards traditional culture and related activities, were useful in gaining 

villagers' genuine feelings and perceptions about traditional culture and value systems. 

Sometimes the discussions lasted for up to four hours, which was extremely time 

consuming and also required considerable patience waiting for them to communicate 

information relevant to the study. No direct answers or explanations were given for 

'what is meant by culture and traditional values?', and the participants' perceptions of 

cultural values were derived from long discussions and stories gathered during different 

stages of the interview process. 

Most of the participants were very optimistic about their present livelihoods and the 

roles played by traditional culture in day to day life. Sometimes, their responses were 

very short [hondai, - 'it is fine, good'] and this made it quite difficult to maintain a good 

conversation: But, some responses became a 'whole lament', once they were given an 

opportunity to explain the problems and difficulties associated with their livelihoods. 

Information for particular research questions was searched for carefully from recordings 

of the discussions. Few discussions were completely omitted as being irrelevant to the 

study. Lack of responses to the focused questions led me to use my own interpretations 
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of the participants' perceptions based on the field observations and informal 

discussions. Getting some villagers' consent to participating in the interview process 

was a little challenging. As explained by a village officer in Kalapura, these people are 

fed-up with and disappointed by the government institutions and departments, as they 

have not received adequate support and encouragement to pursue their traditional 

industries. Trying to explain the purpose of my visit to the village people, specifically in 

Kalapura, and the information that I was particularly looking for, and the benefit they 

would receive in return for being involved in the study, was a complication that had to 

be handled carefully throughout the data collection process. 

5. 7. Conclusion 

Understanding of culture involves considerable analysis, planning, thinking and 

listening. Without this kind of thoughtful approach, it is easy to ignore the presence of 

generalization and prejudice beneath the surface. The methodological approach 

discussed in this chapter represents a direct response to issues raised by several theorists 

on the importance of a research approach which is sensitive to local cultural contexts 

while centralising people, their knowledge and value systems. Given the fact that this 

study is a qualitative inquiry, it managed to produce credible and valid information that 

showed respect for the voices of communities, their interpretations and their ethical 

values. It therefore represents a commitment to Development Studies and also to 

livelihood analysis, providing a culturally appropriate methodological approach to 

explore grassroots realities, not only shaped by the dimensions of the research 

questions, but also the participants' preferences, knowledge, capabilities and 

interpretations. These realities are presented in Chapters 6 to 9, as a conversation 

between theory and reality [practice], explaining the values of centralising people and 

the roles of their inherent values and traditions in attaining their sustainable well-being. 
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Chapter Six 

Recognising and understanding culture and traditional 
values in a livelihood context 

We have nothing else other than our jeewan6paya [livelihood] to show someone 
about our sanscruthiya [culture] and our parani sampradayan [old traditions]. We have 
been living with this for generations. We know vatinakama [the value] and 
vadegathkama [significance] of this. 

Gunerathne, a 75-year-old villager from Kirivaula, is a well-known and talented 

craftsman who specialises in the manufacture of traditional brassware and silverware. 

He has over 45 years of experience in these crafts, the knowledge of which he inherited 

from his ancestors. Today, Gunerathne and his family earn their living from these 

traditional industries. His comment above reveals how he recognises and understands 

culture and traditional values in his context. He believes that his livelihood provides the 

'best' interpretation for traditional culture. As well as Gunerathne, many respondents 

had similar ideas of culture and traditional values, but from different perspectives. 

Before exploring the relationship between cultural traditions and livelihoods, it is 

important to understand villagers' definitions of 'cultural traditions' Hence, there are 

two main objectives of this chapter. First the chapter examines how Kandyan 

communities 'recognise' and what they refer to as culture and traditional values in their 

everyday contexts. Secondly, it investigates how these villagers 'interpret' and 'define' 

cultural traditions based on their life experiences. In this regard, the chapter initially 

presents various 'indicators' of traditional culture and the significance of each indicator, 

as recognized by the village communities. Then, the chapter demonstrates villagers' 

interpretations of culture and traditions, referring to their own experiences and the 
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livelihood activities that they engage in. This allows for an investigation of the different 

ways of perceiving the influences of traditional culture on their everyday lives and 

livelihoods. Given this understanding, this chapter argues that cultural values and long

standing traditions are integral to people's lives, and a greater investment in cultural 

context is a promising way in strengthening people's capacity for their own well-being. 

This chapter has hopefully demonstrated that the livelihood perspective is a useful 

practical approach for investigating the complexity of cultural values in the 

development context. 
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Figure 6:1: Conceptualisation of culture, traditional values and understanding the 
livelihood context 
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6.1. Investigating villagers' perceptions of culture and traditions 

As Figure 6.1 shows, the data collection procedure involved two phases. In the first 

phase, the villagers were asked 'how' they recognise traditional culture in their 

everyday life, and whether there any particular 'indicators' of this. Referring to their 

personal experiences, villagers identified different indicators and ranked them in order 

of their significance in demonstrating cultural traditions [Table 6.1]. 

In the second phase, villagers interpreted culture and traditional values, based on the 

indicators recognized, and also by referring to their life experiences. Each indicator was 

described by referring to its embedded value, historical, artistic, aesthetic, spiritual and 

religious significance and, in particular, its relevance and influence on the everyday life 

of the villagers. Particular information was gathered mainly through in-depth 

interviews, life histories, interviews with key informants and informal conversations. 

6.2. Culture and traditional values in the rural Kandyan context 

When villagers were asked how they recognised culture and traditional values they 

referred to different indicators related to what they 'see' and 'experience' in their 

everyday lives. However, during one informal conversation in Embekke, one elderly 

villager asserted that: 

Sanscrutiya [culture] varies from place to place and one person to another. It is about 
our sirith-virith [customs] we have been maintaining and preserving for many 
generations, and what we have practised and experienced in our lives. The things we 
value may not be valued by others. Different communities have different cultural 
values. 

According to his views, there are different phases, variations and complexities inherent 

in all cultures. They are diverse and vary from place to place and person to person, 

according to their experiences and the influences of cultural values on their lives. This 

chapter argues that culture can neither be oversimplified, nor judged by the values of 

another person. The following examples clarify this, seeing culture as 'specific' and 

'distinctive', attribute with range of myths, histories, values, ideologies and rituals that 

strongly interact with everyday lives of people. 
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6.2.1. Indicators of Culture 

During the exercise, villagers used different 'cultural indicators'. For the purpose of a 

ranking exercise, all indicators were categorized into five sub-themes namely; [i] 

cultural artefacts [ii] cultural practices/events [iii] cultural industries [iv] social 

institutions and [ v] inherited resources. Villagers ranked them according to their 

significance in each village context, as summarised in the Table 6.1 below . 

Table 6:1: Cultural indicators - summary of the villages' ranking exercise 

,.-_,.,..,,.,, 

Rank Study villages 

Kirivaula Kalapura Talagune Embekke Henawela 

l st Social Cultural artefacts Cultural Cultural artefacts Cultural industries 
institutions industries 

2nd Cultural Cultural Inherited Cultural Cultural practices 
industries practices resources industries 

3ro Inherited Cultural Social Cultural K;ultural artefacts 
resources industries institutions practices 

4111 Cultural artefacts Inherited Cultural Inherited Inherited 
!resources practices resources !resources 

5tn Cultural Social Cultural artefacts Social Social institutions 
practices institutions institutions 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 

The attributes which villagers recognised as 'cultural indicators' were not equally 

important or valued to the same extent in every village, and varied in relation to 

villagers' connections with culture as consumers, creators and providers. For example, 

social institutions, which included craft families, caste and family ancestry, were the 

most important indicator for Kirivaula people in recognising cultural traditions and their 

value systems, while they were least important for Kalapura, Embekke and Henawela 

communities. Also, cultural industries, which include brassware, silverware, jewellery, 

batik, wood carving, weaving, dancing and drum making, were referred to as a 

significant indicator of traditional culture by Talagune and Henawela respondents, while 

cultural artefacts and cultural practices were relatively less important for Kirivaula and 

Talagune people. However, such indicators were quite significant for Kalapura and 

Embekke people in recognising traditional culture. Although the villagers' preferences 

varied for each indicator, there was a consensus among the respondents that they all 

portrayed a significant profile of the traditions and cultural values of Kandyan society. 
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For example, as explained by one village respondent, "it is hard to say, that this is 

important, or this is not, because these all are vatinava [ valued], venas [distinct] and 

visheshai [unique] in their cultural significance". The following section presents some 

of the villagers' perceptions, which reveal the 'best' reasons behind their choices of 

cultural indicators. 

Cultural artefacts - The Dalada Maligawa 

Dalada Maligawa [Plate 6.1] was the place most frequently referred to as an indicator 

of culture in the Kandyan context. According to one respondent in Kalapura: "This is 

our urumaya [heritage]". They referred to the historical legends of the Tooth Relic and 

the Temple itself in describing its historical uniqueness and significance to Buddhist 

society. People recognise its distinctive architecture, traditional decorations, the ancient 

rituals associated with the Temple, and the 'Kandyan style' of arts and crafts by 

traditionally trained craftsmen, as unique attributes of this sacred artefact. Villagers are 

convinced that the Temple of the Tooth is unique due to its spiritual and religious 

values, and believe that they are always protected by the most Sacred Tooth Relic of 

Buddha. 

Plate 6:1: An inside picture of the Temple of the Sacred Tooth Relic - Kandy 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 
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The general belief, according to one villager: "We are always blessed by Dalada 

Hamudurnwo". As explained by another villager: "Maligawa is very close to our lives. 

Following our forefathers, we are serving the temple and the Sacred Tooth Relic". The 

following example from Embekke, provides another reason for choosing the Temple of 

the Tooth as a significant cultural icon: 

Dalada Maligawa is a popular destination of the tourists for its attractive artistic 
architecture and its unique religious and spiritual values. It is a renowned icon that 
represents our traditions and cultural values, and of course Kandyans and Sri Lankans 
as a unique community. 

Dalada Maligawa signifies many things to many people. To the traditional craftsmen, 

this is a showcase for their works; to pilgrims, this is the place to be blessed and get 

spiritual relief; to architectures Dalada Maligawa is a splendid place to celebrate 

ancient traditions; for the ritual performers, this is an important repository for their 

professions (see Seneviratne 1978); for urban community, Maligawa is a heart of 

cultural tourism. Hence, the historical, artistic, religious and spiritual values embedded 

in this place give these people unique identity, and significance. People believe the 

'power' of the Tooth Relic is why the temple has stayed miraculously unharmed 

through many human catastrophes such as foreign invasions and a terrorist bomb attack 

a few years ago. As stated by one key informant [No 5], "people seek their galaveema 

[salvation] from Dalada vahanse believing its miraculous power". However, the 

Temple of the Tooth Relic is not alone. Other Buddhist temples 1, shrines2
, monuments, 

motifs and archaeological sites are also unique cultural icons. It is not only the 

Sinhalese-Buddhist history and culture that are physically present within these artefacts 

that are important; the very design of the town has religious, spiritual, mythological and 

cosmological significance also (see Duncan 1990). 

Cultural events - The Dalada Perehara 

Although the respondents identified various cultural events and practices as indicators, 

they all regarded Dalada Perehara [Plate 6.2] as the most significant cultural event that 

was representative of traditional culture, ancient customs, rituals and belief systems. 

Among the village level responses, Kalapura and Henawela placed a considerably 

higher significance on Dalada Perahara. The reason, as revealed by one respondent, 

1 Gadaladeniya, Embekke, Lankathilake, Degaldoruwa and Hindagala. 
2Hindu shrines such as Natha, Vishnu, Paththini and Katharagama. 
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was: "We attend the Perehara annually. We are part of it." The Dalada Perahara is 

held in honour of the Sacred Tooth Relic and the four guardian deities - Natha, Vishnu, 

Katharagama and Pattini. The ceremony starts on the full moon of Esala [July-August], 

which is important, since on this date the Buddha was conceived, and on this date he 

left his father's palace to seek salvation. According to peoples' belief, the date thus 

resonates with the significance of 'beginning' and 'creation' (Duncan 1990: 128). The 

present-day ceremony dates back to the 1 ]1h century. As explained by another 

respondent from Kalapura: 

Dalada Perehara represents our parani sampradayan [ age-old traditions] and 
sanskruthika ananyathavaya [ cultural identity]. People are very proud to take part in the 
Perehara rituals. I participate as a drummer and my son as a dancer. This is a 
sanskruthika uthsawayak [cultural ceremony], which explains what Sri Lanka and its 
culture are all about. 

Plate 6:2: The annual Dalada festival associated with the Temple of Tooth. 

Source: http://www.flickr.com/photos/aravin123/3791657415/ [ accessed 12.10.2009] 

As explained from the above view, such rituals are important as the ways in which 

cultures speak to their members and identify themselves to each other. Cultural rituals 
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play an important role in fostering basic social values that provide society with 

fundamental moral codes and disciplines (Baldwin et. al., 2006). However, with modern 

social transformation, the significance of such traditional events is deteriorating and 

according to an informal conversation in Kirivaula, the validity of Dalanda Perehera as 

a 'cultural icon' is being questioned. For example: 

Today, you won't see the niyama Perehara [authentic, 'original procession']. It has 
been adapted to accommodate the monetary aspect. Even the local traditional artists 
focus on the financial gains of participating in the Perehara, and 'train' people as Ves 
dancers, ignoring the sacred values of these ancient rituals and practices. 

The above comment reveals that 'cultural identities' are at risk in modern society and 

increased commercialisation erodes 'cultural uniqueness'. Nevertheless, the Dalada 

Perehara is highly valued as a significant cultural event that represents both traditional 

and religion-based values of the society and its people and as an event that reinforces 

and communicates the spiritual dimension of people's lives. 

Social Institutions - Traditional craft families 

According to village level results, caste, class, family customs, and ancestral relations 

are relatively important to the communities of Kirivaula and Talagune in recognising 

'what their culture is'. Their cultural identities and value systems have been structured 

around social relations, which are generated and maintained by their ancestral 

relationships. As shown in Chapter 4, the majority of villagers are descendants of 

reputable and prestigious craft families belong to Govigama and Navadanno caste 

groups. One older informant recalls the origin of some caste-based appointments at the 

King's time as told by his grandfather, and still believes that his kulaya [caste] and 

paramparawa [generation] represent culture and traditions in his society. 

We are descendants of the well-known Devendra Mulachari paramparawa. He was 
the master in architectural design and carpentry during the king's time. We have 
followed the skills and traditions of the Mulachari family for centuries. Our ancestry 
tells us 'where we are from' and what are our values, customs and knowledge. We have 
the pride and identity forever! 

As revealed from the villagers' perspectives, the richest and most numerous caste in 

their society today, can trace their ancestry back to the distinguished craftworkers 

worked to Kings. Although, caste structure is less obvious and lacking in significance in 

present day Kandyan society, villagers still use their vasagama [family name], to 
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indicate their ancestry and family customs. For example according to a respondent from 

Kirivaula: 

We are from Diyatharippu Paramparawa. We are known as Siluminagedera. We have 
been maintaining our forefathers' traditions, customs and knowledge for many 
generations. They represent our ' genuine values and traditional culture'. These 
traditions cannot be taken away from our fami lies. Our heritage tells about our culture 
and traditional values. 

The above view is from Siluminagedera Somarathne, a descendant of a family that 

prepared eyeglasses for King Buvanekabahu IV, and lives in the village granted for the 

excellence of services. Villagers' references to their caste and ancestral relations were 

noteworthy in recognising culture and traditions. According to the concerns of the 

majority, caste is a social institution with different degrees of social honour, prestige 

and hereditary privilege that provide "an organic solidarity within a hierarchical social 

order" (Silva 2006:8), thus social protection and economic security. The villagers' 

positive remarks about caste challenge the 'control' or negative perspectives of caste 

that often represent inclusion or exclusion of individuals from particular spaces and 

interactions. This issue will be discussed later in this chapter. 

Plate 6:3: A son regards his father's profession [work] as a family custom handed down 
from generation to generation 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 
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Cultural industries and inherited resources 

Cultural industries or 'creative industries', including craft work such as brass ware, 

silverware, weaving, gold/silver jewellery, wood-carving and performing arts like 

Kandyan dancing, were noticeable in every village as a cultural indicator. Villagers 

believe that their craft industries are better 'profiles' of traditional culture because, as 

asserted by one respondent from Embekke, "sanskruthiya [culture] represents what we 

have, what we do and our different modes of living". Their products represent the 

capacity of individuals to be creative and convey ideas using their knowledge and 

traditional skills. These ideas are the essence of their intellectual capital: 

These Kandyan style arts and crafts are special and distinctive. They are a rich mosaic 
in the cultural products of our people. They represent our history, traditions, customs, 
our ancestors, their knowledge and skills and simply 'our culture' 

[Key informant No.7] 

Sampradaika Udarata natum [traditional Kandyan dancing] only survives in this region 
central part of this country. It is unique and all about our traditional customs and values. 
We should protect them, because they keep our 'cultural identity'. 

[Key informant No. 3] 

These comments explain the reasons for choosing such cultural industries as an 

indicator of culture. They recognise the importance of such traditional industries and 

other inherited activities, and maintain traditional know ledge and skills to 'preserve' 

cultural values. This is the stock of intangible values of their society, and useful in 

conveying the wealth of traditional values to the next generation. Such cultural 

industries produce and distribute cultural goods/services that at the time of production 

are considered to have specific attributes, uses or purposes that embody or convey 

cultural expression, irrespective of the commercial values they may have (Throsby 

2001). These points are elaborated in the following analysis. 

6.3. Understanding and defining culture and traditional values 
through villagers' livelihoods 

Today, there are many things that fulfil our lives, not just kama bema [ eating and 
drinking]. Samaja tathwaya [social status] and samaja piliganeema [social respect] are 
also important in one's life and people need them. We have gained all the respect and 
status, thanks to our traditional industries. We have dathe rakiyawa [well experienced 
skill/talent] our own strength/skills] and so, we are proud and independent. 
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These remarks were made by Pathmasiri, a 48-year-old weaver from Talagune to 

explain his life, livelihood and expectations. Pathmasiri is pleased about his livelihood 

and believes that he has gained everything what requires for his life - resilience, self

esteem and comfort. Like Pathmasiri, other villagers offered diverse perspectives that 

explained culture and traditions, and the ways that culture interacts and influences their 

livelihood activities. The following section investigates this issue by referring to five 

sub-themes namely culture as [i] a structure; [ii] function; [iii] social control; [iv] 

product and [ v] ideology/identity that emerged from the village interviews and 

discussed in the analytical :framework in Chapter 3. 

6.3.1. Cultural traditions is 'structure' - induced by family customs and 
ancestral relationships 

According to Thilakerathne, Henawela is a 'village of drum-makers' that manufactures 

a great variety of traditional drums, comprising about 20 types in all. Aged 60, he has 

had a long-standing association with the industry and decided to join at the age of 20, to 

continue a family tradition that has spanned five generations. He and his family have 

lived by producing drums for more than 30 years. During my visit, Thilakerathne was 

working at the workshop with his wife, and explained the way that he got his livelihood 

from his father: 

My father, uncles and everyone are involved in drum-making. We were aware of the 
worth of this industry from the beginning. People think berakaray6 [drummers] are 
adu-kula minissu [low-caste people]; kulaya [caste] is not a matter, if we keep these 
precious traditions alive. It represents all our traditional values, customs, beliefs and 
knowledge and - 'everything' in our lives. This karmanthe [industry] is not always 
profitable; but, these are the 'only' skills we know; we can manage our lives. We don't 
want to break the 'family tradition' and to disrespect 'our things'. 

Thilakerathne's understanding of the cultural context and its influences on his life and 

livelihood choices is straightforward. His involvement as a drum-maker is the result of 

family influence, and he pursues the industry not only to earn a living, but also to 

preserve his family customs. Drum-making is becoming unprofitable in the current 

economic environment, but due to the gratitude and respect for ancestral heritage, 

Thilakerathne continues the industry with the support of his wife and two sons. He 

understands the meaning of culture and traditional values through his own engagement, 

and defines culture as 'everything' in his life, including traditions, values, customs, 

beliefs knowledge and even his caste. Caste is fundamental in his interpretation and 
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Thilakerathne believes that he and his family are entitled to 'protect' what he regards as 

valuable traditions for the future. He is genuine about his status in society, and contends 

that caste has been a help in attaining a life he enjoys, and he believes it is a privilege to 

honour the traditions and heritage of his ancestors . 

Plate 6:4: A drum maker in Henawela [Kalasirigama] 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 

Thilakerathne's nephew, Janaka, has been involved with Udarata Natum [Kandyan 

dancing] and also in the drum-making industry for the past seven to eight years. Janaka 

also works as a clerk, and dancing is his part-time job. When time permits, he also 

supports his uncle, Thilakerathne. Janaka is happy about his involvement in dancing and 

drum-making, because, as he stated "money doesn't make everything". He has gained 

prestige and pride in being a Kandyan dancer, while supporting his family's traditions . 

Janaka spoke of culture, traditions and his livelihood choices, and what he has achieved 

as a Kandyan dancer in the following manner: 

When people chase money, they easily forget ape deval ['our things', - identity]. Being 
a Kandyan dancer is like a sacred coronation. It is not permitted to everyone. Some are 
'acting' and 'train' as Kandyan dancers, utterly focusing on money. People 
underestimate our precious traditions and their values. We know what the real 'culture' 
is. It is an inherent value system that we have been associated with for a long time. If 
money comes first, these traditions may disappear soon. 
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Janaka clearly defines culture as 'an inherent value system that people have been 

associated with for a long time'. He understands that Kandyan dancing and drum

making symbolise traditional culture and provide the pride and self-esteem that are 

important in present day life. His engagement in multiple activities, on one hand, 

confirms the complexity of present day lives and the difficulty in relying on one source 

of income. On the other hand, his involvement, specifically with drum-making and 

dancing, is not solely because of the money, he is concerned with preserving and 

keeping his family traditions alive. However, as a young person, Janaka worries about 

the current trends; "nowadays, some are abandoning drum-making, because they are 

afraid to be the 'victims' of the low-caste"; and is disappointed by, the misuse of 

traditions as money-making strategies. 

According to the available literature, drummers [Berava] and dancers [Oli] were 

categorised as low-caste in historical society (see Seneviratne 1978; Silva et. al., 2009; 

Coomaraswamy 1956). As mentioned previously, the rajakariya system required the 

service of these groups (Silva et. al, 2009) at temple festivals [like Esala perahara], 

daily tevava [ musical service], ceremonies and various state occasions. Thus, such 

caste-based professions were automatically assigned and they were expected to give 

their service to royalty. Although drummers and dancers were considered to be low

caste, in modem day society these people regard this as a special privilege, since they 

represent their inherited customs and obligations in various Buddhist rituals. For 

example, as Hocart (1936 in Seneviratne 1978:27) describes, 'although anyone can 

drum, only a drummer can drum ritually: no other person's drumming is 'real' and 

'meaningful'. Reality or meaningfulness in drumming does not belong to the quality of 

the drumming, but to the quality of the drummer, i.e., his caste'. Dancers were also 

highly regarded as ritualistic performers and traditionally they have not performed 

outside the specific ritual context. The ves-tattua, [head-dress] of the dancer is regarded 

as an object of special sanctity, and the high standards of dancing skills require many 

years of hard training and practice (Molamure 1956:27). Thus, both dancers and 

drummers believe that their inherited livelihoods provide them with not only income, 

but also considerable social honour, prestige and identity. Therefore, these perspectives 

further confirm that caste is not a bleak factor in attaining desirable options and not a 

factor that isolates young people from modem society. Janaka is optimistic about his 

caste and occupation, and considers his family's traditional occupation as a 'secure' 

source of livelihood. In contrast, as revealed in some informal conversations, there is 
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hesitation among some young people in choosing traditional family occupations, like 

drum-making, as a means of livelihood and they are afraid of being discriminated 

against by society. This was explained during the first key informant's interview: 

Our paramparika karmantha [industries remain for generations] are disappearing now, 
because our young people don't like to take them on after their fathers. They like to take 
on aluth [modern] jobs. Some parents do not even encourage their children to engage in 
their hereditary industries. 

In general, low-caste is considered to be an undesirable attribute that always weakens 

the process of socialisation and social recognition (Silva 2006). Young villagers seek 

new and better jobs instead of paramparika [ comes across generations] or 'traditional' 

occupations, not solely because of the money they can earn, but also to rid themselves 

of the 'traditional identities', which they believe to be an 'obstruction' to social 

integration. Young people's concern about caste-based issues has declined in recent 

years with the modern education system, and open recognition of caste difference is 

now actually resented by many Sri Lankans (Silva et. al, 2009). In literature, there were 

strong references to caste as a social factor in a sense of discrimination, or being less 

privileged (Silva 2006; Silva et. al, 2009). But, caste in present day society in Sri Lanka 

is less rigid when compared with the Indian system. There is a considerable silence and 

no open discussions of caste in general in society. 

6.3.2. Traditional culture is something that teaches and guides people's 
lives 

I had a long interest in jewellery making and I joined the industry just after my 'O' 
Levels. I found this to be a good source of 'learning' about our paramperika danuma 
[knowledge remains for generations]. Real culture 'teaches' us our own values and 
customs. They 'guide' our lives and help transmit our precious sirith-virith [customs] to 
future generations. I learned 'what our traditional culture is' through my livelihood. 

The above thoughts were expressed by Chamara, a skilful young jewellery maker from 

Kalapura. He has been engaged in the silver jewellery and ornamental silverware 

industry for the past 10 years. Chamara lives with his parents in Kalapura, and their 

house, compared to many houses in the vicinity, was a well-built two-storeyed structure. 

They had two vehicles and the house was well equipped with modern furniture and 

electrical items. Apparently, he is enjoying a 'good life', which is nurtured by the 

family's traditional industries. Chamara defines culture as a "source of learning and 

teaching of ancient traditions, customs and values". He considers that his present 
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livelihood helps him to experience the wealth of cultural traditions. Therefore, his 

livelihood choice was not merely because it was a family tradition, or its money making 

capacity, but also because of his respect for paramparika sampath [resources come 

across generations]. Like Chamara, Gunarathene, an elderly craftsman from Kirivaula 

had a similar view of cultural traditions. When I met him, he was assisting his son with 

an intricate design on a pathra [large bowl] created for an upcoming craft exhibition in 

Kandy. Gunarathne is an award-winning craftsman with over 45 years of experience in 

the brassware industry. He won the presidential award for one of his creations at the 

Shilpa exhibition in 2006. He was confident about the security of his livelihood 

because, "the industry is coming from generation to generation. So, we didn't bother to 

find jobs". Like many villagers, Gunerathne's livelihood is also inherited from his 

family and he is happy about the successful engagement of his children with his family 

tradition: "My sons are doing the industry much better than myself'. During our 

conversation, Gunerathne explained his thoughts about traditional culture in the 

following manner. 

To me, real culture means ape atheethaya [our past]; all our precious traditions come 
from the 'past'. They help us to jeewathwenna [to live]. I believe that a real culture 
guides and teaches its people to 'adjust' their lives better. I keep these ancient tools that 
have been passed down through four generations; I feel that my forefathers are looking 
after me .. ! 

Both Chamara and Gunerathne interpret cultural traditions through their own 

livelihoods, and culture encompasses their past, their ancestors, their lives, customs, 

skills and knowledge. Gunerathne believes that traditions maintained from the past are 

vital in guiding their lives and providing them with the skills and strategies to adjust 

their lives in present day society. He respects his livelihood and his family traditions, 

which he considers a blessing in his life. Chamera has learned culture from his family 

industry and believes it is a good means of exploring traditional knowledge and 

disseminating it to future generations. The respondents appreciate their learned values 

and use them purposely and effectively to meet present requirements and, transmit to 

the next generations as independent occupations. According to both views, cultural 

traditions are something that 'guides' and 'teaches' 'past traditions' and the 'way of 

life', whilst helping people to 'survive' and 'adapt' to the changing situations. 

A similar perspective was found in Talagune, where a female weaver, Yakdesselege 

Daya explained her understanding of culture and traditional values in her everyday life. 
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"This is also an invaluable source of 'learning' about our atheethaya [the past] and the 

life of our muthun-mitthan [forefathers]". Daya belongs to a family that thrived in the 

clothing industry from the time of ancient kings and she is proud of her ancestral 

connection and her talents, especially in Dumbera weaving and designs. The weaving 

industry has been maintained for eight generations. Her husband, Thilak, and two young 

daughters help her to run the weaving school - Daya weaving, providing livelihoods for 

another 10 young women in the village. As Daya explained: "This is not just an 

'industry'. It is a part of our 'traditional culture'. Activities like these simply explain 

'what our culture and its values are'. We have been learning of our ancestors' lives, 

their skills and knowledge from our weaving". Daya understands cultural values 

through her Dumbera weaving and considers her industry to be a part of traditional 

culture. Apparently, she earns her living under difficult circumstances, but she is not 

prepared to abandon the industry due to her respect for and dedication to preserving 

family tradition. She said that: "We aren't supported at all, but we don't want to leave 

the tradition." The weaving of cloth is a very old cottage industry in Sri Lanka, and 

Talagune is the only place where these oldest forms of the livelihood have survived. 

Daya believes that the preservation of such traditional industries is important as a 

unique source of culture, which is quite challenging to her as there is no adequate 

support from responsible parties/authorities. She claimed that: "[The] authorities should 

realize that these are the best sources for teaching and guiding our young generations 

about our culture; and the richness of the traditional values and knowledge systems we 

had." Daya agrees with Chamera and Gunerathne and believes that her weaving 

industry is also a powerful source of disseminating traditional knowledge and 

technology to future generation, but she worries about the reactions of modern society. 

It was reassuring that many weaving families in the village had maintained their 

traditional techniques and Dumbera designs, as shown during field observations. 

6.3.3. Traditional culture as a source of 'social control' 

Power relations within rural societies may be hidden according to the embedded 

perceptions and values that people have themselves. Sometimes, the long-standing 

customs, traditions and knowledge systems may significantly control social interactions 

and relationships among different communities. The following examples support this 

assertion. Ambulpure Mul-archarige Abeyrathne from Embekke is a retired craftsman 

due to his physical unfitness. Today his wife, Sumana, three sons and two daughters run 
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his family brassware business. He has over 30 years of experience in the industry and 

was happy about his family's involvement and comfortable about the family income. 

During my visit, although it was my intention to talk to Abeyrathne, his wife Sumana, 

started a conversation by saying: "everyone is getting into the business. Aluth aya 

[inexperienced people in 'particular' industry] spoil the industry with their cheap and 

low quality products". Supporting her, Abeyrathne further asserted: 

We are not aganthuka [apprentice] to our karmante [industry]. Today, there is no place 
for piligath [recognized] and palapurudu [experienced] people. These are our family 
traditions and are in ape ange [born-talent]. If you go to the places like Pamunuwa you 
will see that all engage with brassware. But they don't have the original specialized 
tradition and skills like us. They are not knowledgeable - adaksha [inexperienced] as we 
are. The real values and traditional knowledge are now disappearing, because they are 
in the hands of the wrong people. 

These comments offer another perspective to understand culture and traditional values 

in the contexts of the villages studied. There are references to two groups of people -

api/ape [we/our] and anek aya [others]. Abeyrathne is from Embekke and he refers to 

its community as paramparika minissu [followers of the particular traditions], while 

introducing Pamunuwa as 'others', means, paramparika novena [those who do not 

fo How the particular tradition] or adaksha [ unskilled] group of people. This distinction 

is mainly based on traditional craftsmanship and their ancestral relationships. 

Involvement of 'other' people in the brassware industry is considered to be a shift in the 

industry to those who are 'unskilled' and lack traditional knowledge, and, hence, are the 

'wrong people' - those who do not deserve to follow the traditional industries. In this 

context, villagers try to interpret traditional values through the 'originality' of their craft 

traditions. The villagers' reference to aluth aya [newcomers], anek aya [others], pita 

aya [inexperienced people], paramparika novena [those who do not follow 'particular' 

tradition], relates to those who are not specialised in or belong to 'particular' industries. 

For example, if some villagers who originally specialised in the silverware industry 

move to the brassware industry for greater economic profitability. Those who have been 

engaged in the brassware industry for many generations, describe these 'migrants' as 

'newcomers' pita aya, or inexperienced people in their industry. Hence, as confirmed 

by many respondents during informal conversations, the prestige of ancient traditions 

and the popularity of their industries rapidly deteriorate today. As well as Abeyrathne, 

others in Embekke and some from Kirivaula said they had succeeded in maintaining 

their traditional industry by supplying quality products to Laksala - the state market 
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institution. Aluth aya [inexperienced people] face difficulties in even registering at 

Laksala, as the quality of production is a major consideration. Craftsmen from Embekke 

and Kirivaula easily dominate the Laksala market and they believe that their hereditary 

craftsmanship and ancestry give them a privileged position in establishing a good 

market and receiving other benefits, as well. Supporting Abeyrathne, Nandoris an old 

villager from Kirivaula, who belongs to the 'Hitthara Gedera' family - a family famous 

for painting, offered his ideas on culture and traditional values as follows: 

Kirivaula is the first village of niyama [genuine] and daksha [talented] craftsmen. We 
are paramparika paul [traditional families]. We know this tradition very well. But, 
everyone in the industry is not a 'traditional' craftsman ... ! First they come here as 
labourers, learn some things and start their own businesses. They think they have 
learned 'everything' and are the 'masters'. They don't have original skills and family 
heritage as we do. They have only the knowledge gained by working as labourers in our 
workshops. They don't even know the difference between eti and pas vattuwa that are 
the basics of this 'tradition'. 

The above views revealed the way Nandoris perceives culture and traditional values in 

relation to his livelihood. He explained the superiority of Kirivaula people, their 

outstanding craftsmanship and the pride of being descendants of the 'original' and 

'traditional', craft families. As with many respondents, Nandoris is becoming anxious 

about the future of his family tradition and livelihood, with the industry increasingly 

being evaluated in terms of money, rather than its originality and traditional qualities. 

However, the comments of both Abeyrathne and Nandoris confirm that long-standing 

traditions and knowledge are the distinctions that make for their domination in 'craft 

society'. In both cases, their understanding of traditional values and culture is 

straightforward and interpreted through their authority in ancestral craftsmanship, by 

'controlling' 'others' access to traditional knowledge and skills. Nandoris compares the 

skills in eti-vattuwa, moulding work using wax and pas-vattuwa, moulding work using 

soil to distinguish traditional and non-traditional craftsmen [Plate 6.5 and Plate 6.6]. 
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Plate 6:5: Brassware techniques - pass-vattuwa - moulding work using soil 
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Source: Author's :fieldwork. 
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Eti-vattuwa needs specialized skills and creativity, and cannot be learnt as easily as pas

vattuwa. As demonstrated by some respondents in Kirivaula, pas-vatuwa is easy and 

newcomers can learn the skills quickly. But eti-vattuwa requires ate-huruwa [practice] 

that is proof that its possessor is a 'traditional craftsman/woman'. Craftsmen in 

Kirivaula, and some families in Embekke, are considered to be the successors of this 

traditional industry and therefore the custodians of traditional culture. Nandoris' 

references to 'others', who worked as 'labourers' in his industry, reveals a negotiated 

power relationship between the two groups. Hence, in this context, traditional culture is 

considered as an ideology by which these villagers define and work against 'others', 

using their inherent knowledge, skills and family traditions particular to their 

specialized industry. Such distinctions may be controversial within these villages. A 

group which possesses a higher status may be enabled in achieving their desires and, 

thus, they are relatively privileged. They might 'control' resource accessibility, and gain 

social, economic and political benefit at the expense of others. 

6.3.4. Cultural traditions as 'cultural products' 

Creativity is unique to every society, and involves originality, imagination, inspiration, 

ingenuity, and inventiveness and in this setting sampradaya [tradition] as well. 

Creativity includes a stock of 'intangible culture', which articulates people's identity, 

traditions and values. During a discussion with Jeewathhami, an experienced craftsman 

clarified this by showing one of the ornately decorated pathra [bowls] made by his 

grandfather: "This is unique due to its special designs and decorations. It remains for 

our generations. This was made by one of my grandfathers. I have been keeping this as 

a 'sample' of our precious traditions". He was a winner of the prestigious golden award 

in 2006 for one of his ornate creations. Jeewathhami lives in Kalapura with his family 

by producing creative brassware that includes kaku lu pahan and pahan [lamps], pochchi 

[vases], gantara [bells], kalagedi [pots], pathra [bowls], mirror frames, betel trays and 

various types of ornamental brass and silverware. As a tradition, he makes products 

both for the temples and the public. According to his comments, his products have a 

greater 'value' beyond their simple utility - they are also expressions of spirituality and 

the body of values, which give meaning to his life. He further adds: "They purely 

symbolize what is our culture. They are original and are the bridges to the past" [Plate 

6.7]. 
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Plate 6:7: Traditional crafts produced by village communities in the Kandyan region 
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[a] Silver tray decorated with traditional motifs 

[c] Brass Tray, silver and copper inlaid Box 
Brass candle stand, Brass bell 

[b] Sesath - av-athu 

[ d] Kandyan drums 
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[e] Wooden plaque decorated with hamsa puttuwa - sawn knot 
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f fl Brass Oil Lamp 

Source:http://www.flicker.com/photos kandyan art association/380201611/in/photostream 
[ accessed 12.1.2009] 
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These products connect people with their past traditions and are portraits of a great 

culture and convey the embedded meanings, traditions, knowledge and values of society 

and its people. As pointed out by Faulkner et. al., (2006), culture can be defined as a 

'product' of meaningful activity, when it is created through a proper co-ordination of 

values, customs and behaviour of a particular society or a group of people. Therefore, 

these craft industries are not merely the villagers' livelihoods, but their creations 

embody the inner values, desires and fulfilment of the community. 

As revealed during an informal conversation in Kirivaula, "sometimes tourists ask me to 

sell some of my statues for their prices. I always reply - 'this is my life, what you see 

here, and life, as you know, is priceless!"' Wishwakula, another practising craftsman in 

the same village, asserted: "I have had this oil lamp since I was 20 and now I am 

married and my wife says 'sell it because you can make good money on it'. But I can't 

price it; it has something more than money". Their products are ultimate representations 

of both cultural and aesthetic values, and these views explain how villagers perceive the 

significance of cultural traditions and value systems through their everyday experiences 

and livelihood practices. 

From a similar perspective, Swarna also interpreted culture through her creative 

carvings. She is from Kalapura, and has been engaged in wood-carving for more than 35 

years. Having married Arnolis, a traditional craftsman, at the age of 21, Swarna took to 

wood carving 'like a duck to water'. She took basic lessons from her husband and soon 

developed an individual style, finding a market of her own. While her main activity is 

wood-carving, when time permits she assists Arnolis with his brass-work, as well. 

Meeting her was an opportunity to examine women's engagement with traditional 

livelihoods, and to explore a female's perceptions of traditional values and their 

influences on everyday life. When I inquired about her opinions on cultural values and 

her involvement in current livelihood activities, she asserted; 

Like many, we have also been living with this karmanthe [industry]. These products 
symbolize our culture and traditional values. They give 'something' more than money. 
They put us in touch with something eternal, teach us something. These are real 
'materials' of our traditional culture. You can 'touch' and 'feel'. We never change its 
originality and traditions that have remained for centuries. These are unique to Kandyan 
people, they tell who we are, where we are from, and our craftsmanship and 
Sanskruthika abhimanaya, [the cultural spirit] of this country. 
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She was aware of the validity of her products and their significance as a representation 

of traditions and cultural values in the country. Apart from their products being a 

'source' ofliving, she believes that crafts are 'material products' of their culture. Their 

identity is uniquely 'Kandyan' and represents the cultural spirit of the country. As 

explained by both Swama and Arnolis, they maintain their market by regularly 

supplying their products to the Kandyan Art Association, which has a large local and 

foreign clientele. As Arnolis asserted, "our products are high quality traditional 

creations". During an interview in Embekke, another woman emphasized the 

significance of traditional crafts by comparing their products with modern craft items: 

"Why do people go for plastic ornaments; they are neither artistic nor valued. They do 

not have a 'personality' or any meanings". Compared to ordinary commercial products, 

the products of these communities differ in quality and representation. The values 

embed in these products also help build a different kind of social relationship between 

the craft producers and consumers through their market institutions. The producers 

convey cultural and traditional values through their day to day livelihood practices by 

maintaining originality, purity and quality. 

6.3.5. Traditional culture as a process of creating a group, sense of 
belonging and identity 

A villager from Kirivaula expressed the following view when he introduced his village 

and its community: 

Well, you see everyone here is involved with traditional industries. We are all ekavage 
[the same] in knowledge and talents. We all preserve this country's traditions and 
cultural values. They are worthy, because they give us our own ananyathawaya [ an 
identity]. 

This comment shows that the values, customs and traditions of these people represent a 

unique and irreplaceable identity. Among the study villages, this identity is almost 

solely generated through traditional industries and forms of expressions and, as clearly 

revealed by interviewees, through their traditional skills, knowledge, customs and even 

their ancestry. They see themselves as a 'group' that shares the same values and 

customs, and as a group of people who perform and protect a unique tradition in this 

country. Being a member of this society/group, they understand and follow the cultural 
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values and traditions of their society. This was confirmed during one of the key 

informant interviews: 

The Kandyan villages and the commumhes are like a sub-culture of this country. 
Traditional craftsmen represent this sub-culture. They are a unique group, distinguished 
by their crafts, knowledge and sometimes by their language, behaviour and social 
attitudes and even castes. They have a unique identity as a traditional community. 

[Key informant No 1] 

In this context, the Kandyan community is referred to as a group distinguished by their 

caste, language, customs, behaviours, social attitudes, knowledge, skills and also the 

place they are living. Caste-based professions, Kandyan ancestry and craftsmanship are 

crucial detem1inants of these groups and their membership. They interpret traditional 

culture through their 'identity' which has been established by their values and 

aspirations, the ways they have developed, received and transmitted their traditions, 

values and ways of life. Navarathne from Kalapura is a member who belongs to the 

seventh generation of the Kiringappu family. His name, Sri Danthadhathu 

Makaradwaja Thisarana Sarana Mudali Dawunda Ratnawalli Navaratna Abharana 

Paha/a Gedera, represents the legendary family. He was originally from Neelawala, a 

village granted by the king to a silversmith with exceptional craft skills. He gave the 

following explanations of his perspectives on culture, traditions and their influence on 

his livelihood: 

Everybody knows 'Neelawala Navarathnes' are exceptional in silverware. Our 
vasagama [family name] shows our 'belonging' to Kiringappu, my great grandfather, 
who worked in abarana pattale3

• Those with the similar vasagama belong to 
Neelawala. We have been practising and preserving the industry and our traditional 
customs, knowledge and skills for many generations. The Kiringappu generation is a 
part of the culture ofthis country. 

According to N avarathne, the Kiringappu generation and their exceptional 

craftsmanship in silverware has given them an identity and 'sense of belonging' in their 

society. This cultural identity is a treasure that vitalizes their possibilities of self

fulfilment (Faulkner et.al, 2006). More importantly, in this context, their identity helps 

them to understand the sense of culture and traditional values of their society (Silva 

2006). Noticeably, vasagama was referred to by many respondents as a primary index 

of 'identity' and 'ancestry' (see Silva et. al, 2009). In most cases, respondents were 

3 The 'royal jewellery workshop' [ see Chapter 4] 
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proud of their 'title names' and their skills as traditional silversmiths, brass-workers, 

wood carvers and dancers, etc. Their names reveal their links to talented craftsman who 

had performed important artistic work in connection with temples and stately edifices. 

These communities are based on the experiences of being an empowered participant in 

the negotiation of common goals and engaging in social action with one's peers towards 

those goals. They describe a "sensation - the sensation of sharing, of belonging, of 

connectedness of common causes" (Hawkes 2002:11). Hence, such cultural identities 

contribute to the empowerment of these people. The following was another perspective 

given by Dileep, a young silversmith on his understanding of traditional culture, of 

being a member of his family and maintaining ancestry by being involved with an 

inherited livelihood activity. 

Money is not the only thing in a life. See, my father was Rajaguru Muhandirum, a 
distinguished craftsman and we belong to the navadanno kulaya [caste]. I am very well
known, just because of my family ancestry. People call me the son of Rajaguru 
Muhandirum. I continue my father's industry to keep my identity and to 'show' my 
decendancy. 

Dileep appreciates traditional culture and his identity as a member of Navandanno. His 

involvement with craft work maintains an identity gained through hereditary 

craftsmanship, and of being the son of Rajaguru Muhandirum. For him, family 

solidarity is important, and this has been achieved through inter-marriage. It has helped 

them to preserve their family traditions, cultural values and inherited craftsmanship. As 

Dileep clarified, "all in my family were married to the families in the same caste. My 

father wanted that, because that is the only way we can strengthen our identities and 

values". Villagers' identities are renewed and enriched through contacts with the 

traditions and values of other members. Noticeably, the vasagama [family name] of 

many villagers indicates their kulaya [caste] and, identifies them as a group that 

operates collectively and specialises in particular livelihoods. High status and 

recognition were accorded to these people - as traditional craftsmen - as they were in 

great demand for carrying out many works for temples and the Kandyan chieftains. The 

villagers' connectivity with temple activities reveals the influence of Buddhism, which 

is central to many people's lives, in strengthening their identity. In the Kandyan setting, 

villagers' creative expressions contribute to their social cohesion and identity. Such 

identities provide a means for people to make sense of their world, and both create and 

preserve their own values, traditions and knowledge systems. 
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6.4. Explaining villagers' livelihoods, interpretations of culture and 
traditional value systems 

It became clear from field research that all of the families that were studied maintain 

strong family traditions and depend on their ancestral occupations for living. The 

villagers' responses illustrate the diverse perspectives of culture, traditions, their lives 

and work, and how they prioritize cultural values in their everyday environment. These 

examples also demonstrate that diverse expressions of culture emanate from the hearts, 

minds and souls of these communities - the very source of their values, identity and 

sense of purpose or meaning. On one hand, they show the extent to which their 

livelihoods influence their understanding and interpretations of traditional culture. On 

the other hand, how traditional culture has become a factor that determines their 

livelihood choices. In this context culture is a dynamic force and a crucial part of 

people's life that cannot and should not be confined. Hence, understandably, an over

simplification of cultural values may lead to the assumption that every member in a 

society perceives and experiences culture and value systems in the same way 

(Commomwealth Foundation 2008:1). The findings prove that such an assumption is 

mistaken and ignores the diversity and complexity of people and their value system. 

In every village context, traditional culture is integral with livelihood, the main reason 

being that many villagers are involved with family industries that have been remained 

unchanged for generation after generation. As respondents clarified, sons take up the 

same industry as that of their fathers, and daughters are married off into families 

practicing the same industry in order to maintain their family traditions. With regard to 

the villagers' lives, there was a general consensus that they had all achieved a higher 

standard of living which was independent, considerably secure and sustainable. 

However, with increased economic instability and market fluctuations, the popularity of 

some of these traditional livelihoods is deteriorating. Some are worried as they have "no 

other choices" than their 'inherited livelihood', but they pursue it for the sake of 

preserving their traditions. Although, some individuals are free to engage with 'modern 

livelihoods', their responses are profoundly affected by their family custom. Some 

villagers have chosen a livelihood deliberately by considering its 'cultural significance' 

and have maintained the skills and knowledge for future generations. These issues will 

be further elaborated in Chapter 8. Many livelihood decisions were more or less forced 

on them by their 'traditions', and a psychological bond with their values and traditional 
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customs. The majority ofrespondents being satisfied with what they received from their 

past. They believe that traditional culture is useful in building their everyday lives and 

work, and hence shaping theirjeewnamarga [livelihoods opportunities]. 

The aforementioned comments, irrespective of the space, time, age and gender 

differences, validate the significance of cultural traditions in shaping villagers' lives. In 

this context, villagers' perceptions of livelihoods go beyond economic aspects and 

material fulfilment. Livelihood has to do with achieving other aspects as well, such as 

samaja thatvaya [social status], keeritiya [reputation], piliganima [recognition], 

ananyathavaya [identity] and depola iytiya [property ownership]. Therefore, livelihood 

is equally a matter of fulfilling both material/tangible and non-material/intangible 

aspects of life. In the Kandyan setting, culture is a considerable source of attaining 'non

material' objectives of people - pride, dignity and identity, factors that are important in 

everyday life. The traditions and values they preserve widen the options open to 

everyone in their society, not simply in terms of economic aspect, but also as a "means 

to achieve a more satisfactory intellectual, emotional, moral and spiritual existence" 

(UNESCO 2002, Article 3). Widening people's choices, capabilities and the level of 

their achieved well-being are important aspects in a sustainable well-being or a 'good

life' (Azmi 2007). As Bebbington (1999) and Long (1997) argue, prioritizing people, 

their values and local cultural contexts is vital in attaining secure livelihoods and thus 

the sustainable well-being of rural communities. Such a perspective is useful in 

confronting the difficult questions of 'what' is valued in terms of well-being? 'who' 

does the valuing? and 'why' should economic and social factors integrate with culture 

equally, to provide better access to a good life? These considerations challenge the 

current development debate and suggest the 'livelihood perspective' as a feasible way of 

exploring and incorporating cultural values into current development processes. Also, 

these findings provide a holistic perspective of livelihood, concerning both tangible and 

intangible desires of human life. Thus 'livelihood' is a feasible framework for 

harnessing cultural values into development process, and to justify that cultural 

sustainability is as much a principle as economic, social and environmental 

sustainability. 

The first part of this chapter showed how village people interpret culture and traditions 

by referring to 'what they see and experience' in their lives and, most of these are 

historical phenomena permanently embedded within these communities. They are also a 
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set of contested attributes constantly in flux, both shaping and being shaped by their 

social and economic interactions. In a structural perspective cultural traditions can be 

referred to every aspect of human life and defined culture as a 'structure', which 

encapsulates all "socially constructed and historically transmitted patterns" (Faulkner et. 

al., 2006:35) and regularities or the "way of life" (2006:32) - including customs, faiths 

and conventions; codes of manners, arts, religion, rituals, norms, traditions and 

institutions. Therefore culture is a 'structure' and as revealed by Thilakerathne and 

Janaka's interpretations, traditional culture is an 'instinctive structure' that shapes and 

configures "more or less stereotyped patterns" (Faulkner et. al, 2006:32) of people's 

lives in the form of livelihood activities. These structures explain their 'way of life' - or, 

as they put it, "everything' in their lives". Most of their references to culture and 

traditions are 'observable' and useful in dealing with everyday life and, thus culture as a 

structure represents all "observable patterns that utilized by a group" (Newmark and 

Asante 1975, in Faulkner et. al, 2006:31)ofpeople to meet recurring social and private 

situations in their lives. These "patterns" constitute a sort of "social heritage" that 

people receive from their past, which they share with others in their society or social 

group (Horton and Hunt 1984, in Faulkner et. al., 2006:31). The inherited traditions and 

livelihood patterns of these village communities have enabled them to deal with their 

everyday circumstances, whilst representing the principle that they are all "creative, 

have a right, a responsibility and a desire to be actively involved in making their own 

culture" (Hawkes 2002:11). 

Caste is one of the underlying factors in villagers' interpretations. Among these 

villages, the caste system has been established as a form of 'social organisation' that is 

permanently bound and entangled with the broader system of family and religion, and 

the economy of their society. According to Gunasekera (1994) the religious justification 

of the caste system has led some anthropologists to perceive caste primarily as an 

ideology. Others, although not denying the religious aspect, see it as a system of social 

stratification (also see Silva 2006). However, in the rural Kandyan context, caste is 

referred to as an ideology - identity - and also as a system of social stratification, to 

describe a person's status, power and economic position (Gunasekera 1994) 

'positively', or simply as a group possessing differential degrees of 'social honour' and 

'prestige'. Hence, in this particular village contexts caste is a recognition of the natural 

division of their society into different functional groups and these people take pride in 

the 'traditional' professions entitled by their ancient caste. There are some acute 
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difficulties also in accepting caste as 'always' being a positive institution in enhancing 

identity, respect and the choices of people. But, as confirmed by many respondents, like 

Dayawathi, Abeyrathne, Nandoris and Dileep, caste can be a constructive and positive 

force towards making livelihood choices and shaping other opportunities in their lives. 

Thus, villagers defined cultural traditions based on their caste, ancestral relations, 

honorific titles and craftsmanship. They often referred to caste to represent their samaja 

thathwaya [ social status] and sanskruthika urumaya [ cultural heritage], which has been 

received from the 'past'. This heritage is essential in transmitting the particular patterns, 

customs and values of Kandyan society across its members. 

It is evident that traditional culture is not merely a structure or a historical set of values 

and norms, but is rather a habit that meets some purpose or end. The above examples 

reveal "what culture does, or accomplishes" (Faulkner et. al., 2006:38), or 'how culture 

helps people to solve their problems'. Villagers located their interpretations of cultural 

traditions in the services and needs - the 'functions' - provided by their traditional 

knowledge, values and customs. Therefore culture is understood by its 'functions' and 

refers to 'something that helps people to "adjust and cope with their living 

environment" (2006:38). This perspective explains how different elements of traditional 

culture function in this society, in terms of providing various services such as 

teaching/guiding of survival and adaptive strategies, controlling power relations, giving 

identity and a sense of belonging, and furnishing raw materials for life. Thus, as 

Gardner (1999, in Faulkner et. al, 2006:38), points out, "every culture addresses certain 

universal needs". 

The guidance and learning functions are perhaps the two aspects most clearly and 

frequently articulated by the village respondents. As confirmed by the examples of 

Chamara, Gunerathne and Dayawathi, traditional values guide their lives and teach 

them about their history and ancestry, and how their traditions have been evolved from 

the past, and are useful in adjusting their lives appropriately. In this context, traditional 

culture is an 'intellectual heritage', what Lenski and Lenski (1987, in Baldwin et. al. 

2006: 189) term, a "learned heritage" that is passed from generation to generation by 

providing a 'design for living'. In functional terms, the transmission of accumulated 

knowledge and traditions is a vital role played by any culture and therefore culture itself 

provides the "logic of communication" (Applegate and Sypher 1988, in Baldwin et. al., 

2006: 142) for its own inhabitants. As confirmed by interviews with the villagers and 
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key informants, and also in informal discussions, family customs, ancestral relations 

and 'traditional craftsmanship' foster the villagers' identity and a strong 'sense of 

belonging' in their society. They understand that they have their own unique history, 

which is associated with heritage, knowledge, skills and traditions. That is, traditional 

culture allows these communities to define their distinctiveness and authority as 

sampradayika [traditional] and paramparika [comes across generations] 

craftsmen/women/families by differentiating them from 'others'. It gives them a "sense' 

of who they are, of belonging, of how they should behave, and of what they should be 

doing" (Harris and Moran 1996, in Baldwin et. al., 2006: 179). In the next chapter, this 

will be discussed further, elaborating on how such common cultural expressions 

contribute towards strengthening social cohesion and, thus social capital. 

Arguably, different cultural identities may impact differently on capabilities m 

achieving desirable objectives, accessibility to resources and livelihood opportunities. 

The identities ascribed to a particular caste, perhaps adu kula [low-caste], or agama 

[religion] may impinge on progress and resource entitlement (Gunasekera 1994). For 

example as one older respondent recall, "those days adu-kula minissu [low-caste 

people] would always be seated on a bench or a lower stool. Ihala-kula minissu [high

caste people] not even drinks or eats from the lower caste people. But this has 

completely changed now. We have no difference". Sometimes, the notion of 'sense of 

belonging' may exclude people who do not belong to a particular group. From this 

perspective, cultural traditions are simply tools for differentiating between people. As 

revealed in Nandoris and Abeyrathne's interpretations, culture differentiates people by 

identifying them as ape aya [our people] 'traditional' or pita aya [other people] 'non

traditional'. In these villages this distinction is based essentially on the 'nobility' and 

'affluent status' of the people achieved through hereditary skills, knowledge, values and 

customs 4. Thus culture and traditions, in this context, are necessarily a resource and also 

a constraint, used to create patterns of superordination and subordination in a society 

(Turner 1985). 

Villagers' interpretations of culture were based to a large extent on a variety of 

artefacts, including brassware, silverware, Dumbera weavings, drums, jewellery and 

various other streams of cultural activities, which are 'cultural products'. These cultural 

4 Even though, there is no precise definition to the word 'noble', as Marc Bloch in Dewaraja (1988: 61) 
describes, this as an actual or an accepted pre-eminence in accordance to a variety of different criteria. 
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products are bearers of the 'Kandyan' identity, values and meanings of these societies, 

as well as being absolute factors of economic and social development. According to 

Faulkner et. al., (2006:44), culture is a product that generates through a 'meaningful 

activity' of people, which is 'representative' and 'significant'. As revealed in the 

examples, villagers perceive culture and tradition through the meanings and values 

embedded in their livelihood products and consider them as sources of 'representation' 

that convey traditional knowledge and customs to future generations. Thus, culture 

consists of the totality of people's products; "some of these are material, others are not" 

(Berger 1969, in Baldwin et. al., 2006:147). Such products are important instruments in 

the preservation of expertise underlying diverse cultural expressions. Kandyan dancing 

is a distinct species, "possessing on its own right the attributes of refinement and 

distinction associated with highly evolved classical tradition inherited from the past" 

(Molamure 1956:27). Therefore, culture exists as a series of tangible and intangible 

products that are the results of the application of manual skills and knowledge of the 

people (Salzmann 1998). Such artefacts and performances represent intellectual, moral, 

artistic, aesthetic and sacred qualities of village communities and are inspirations and 

symbols of a distinctive culture (Klamer 2002, 2004). 

According to Throsby (1999, 2001) and UNCTAD (2008), however, in order to 

perceive 'culture as a product', there are important characteristics that are essential to be 

considered. First, cultural products and activities should incorporate some distinctive 

'creativity' that involves 'originality' and 'authenticity'. Secondly, such products should 

essentially have a 'cultural value' in addition to whatever monetary/commercial value 

they may possess. The examples showed that there are embedded values in villages' 

craft products that give them economic value by converting their cultural products into 

economic products. As Throsby (2001:28-29) explains, cultural products differ from 

ordinary economic products in terms of their aesthetic, spiritual, historical and other 

substantive values, which can not be fully measurable in monetary terms. Thirdly, 

which is more important, skills and knowledge of those products should essentially pass 

down from generation to generation and should be a vehicle for symbolic messages of 

history, heritage and traditions of particular group of people, to those who consume 

them. 

Based on the villagers' experiences they understand that cultural traditions are 

considerably important in their capacity for social and economic adaptation. In this 
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context, much that is socially learned, shared and transmitted by members of society, 

social heritage, diverse behavioural patterns, identities, authority, relationships and the 

'classic' forms of products in village society, portray 'Kandyan' culture and traditional 

values (Daskon and Binns, 2009). These examples show that taking these perspectives 

of culture to livelihood analysis can mean something positive rather than seeing culture 

as a mere rule or a rigid institution that always controls livelihood options. 

6.5. Conclusion 

This chapter demonstrates that cultural traditions are not 'fixed' and 'static', but rather 

are dynamic and changing phenomena that encompass lifestyles and ways of living in 

addition to mere artefacts. Culture should be regarded as the set of distinctive spiritual, 

material, intellectual and emotional aspects of lives that shape and inspire people in 

different settings. Thus, what is equally important is the need to acknowledge and 

respond to the fact that all cultures are different and should be nurtured and respected. 

In the Kandyan setting culture and traditions are distinct and unique and provide infinite 

possibilities and choices. As livelihoods are closely connected with cultural traditions, 

livelihood concerns should embrace 'cultural realities' and 'other values'. Prioritizing 

'local voices', which are so often inadequately represented in development 

interventions, and judging local cultures and traditions by communities' experiences 

and interpretations, are useful for maintaining a cultural sensitivity throughout the 

development process (Gray 2003; Carranza 2002). This is a promising way of exploring 

ground realities, resources and capabilities that determine 'what people really have'. 

This is fundamental to achieve an effective dialogue and a positive change of 

development approaches. The next chapter [Chapter 7] deals with these issues. 
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Chapter Seven 

Livelihood assets, assets relationships and cultural 
traditions 

Chapter 2 explained that 'assets' are fundamental to understanding a variety of 

livelihood options/opportunities available to people, and particular strategies that people 

adopt, according to availability and accessibility to different types of assets. There are 

five types of 'capital assets' namely, human capital, social capital, natural capital, 

financial capital and physical capital (DFID 1999; Carney 2002). Based on the asset 

levels available to different communities, people undertake different activities through 

the combination of these assets to achieve their livelihood goals. These assets give 

people capability in performing certain basic functions to meet their desires (Sen 1981; 

Bebbington 1999). Thus, livelihood assets are not merely 'means' through which people 

make a living. As Bebbington (1999) argues they also give "'meaning' to the person's 

world and are the basis of agents' 'power' to act and reproduce, challenge or change the 

rules that govern the control, use and transformation of resources" (1999:2022). 

Coleman (1990:302) for example, asserts that "capital assets are productive in the sense 

that they facilitate the achievement of ends which would not be attainable in their 

absence". Thus, a proper understanding oflivelihood assets requires exploring peoples' 

capabilities and strengths, and distinguishing between 'what people really do have' and 

'what they don't have'. The ability to pursue a secure and sustainable livelihood, 

therefore, depends on the levels of availability and accessibility to a wide variety of 

tangible and intangible assets that people have in their possession. 

This chapter has two main objectives. Primarily, it focuses on the levels of livelihood 

assets in the villages being studied in terms of assets availability, ownership/entitlement 
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and the levels of accessibility. Secondly, it investigates the connectivity between assets 

and the cultural context discussed in Chapter 6. The chapter argues that it is important to 

have a wide conception of assets that people need to access in the process of composing 

a sustainable livelihood. This leads the chapter to consider the role of cultural traditions 

in relation to livelihood assets and to investigate culture as a 'capital' or an asset. In this 

chapter, the synergy among culture, traditions and livelihoods is further illustrated 

through livelihood assets, by testifying that traditional culture may have a significant 

influence in controlling the asset status of rural villagers, either strengthening or 

weakening asset availability and accessibility and therefore, the choice of livelihood 

options. Hence, this chapter suggests that we need a strong framework that validates 

culture as a capital asset that helps not only to understand the way in which culture and 

traditions shape asset accessibility, but also the way in which asset entitlement and 

ownership are strongly related to people's enduring traditions. 

7.1. Exploring livelihood assets 

The methods used in this research for investigating and evaluating asset status are 

presented in Figure 7 .1. The preliminary information about the village livelihood assets 

was gathered through secondary sources, notably a number of reports, books and 

documents published by various government and non-government institutions and 

departments [Phase I]. Based on methods described by a number of authors (Shivakoti 

and Shrestha 2005a, 2005b; Sreedevi n.d; Pasteur 2001; DFID 1999; 2000), 

participatory techniques, including preference ranking and transect walks, then were 

employed along with other qualitative methods [Phase II]. Transect walks were used 

specifically to observe and understand the availability, quality and accessibility to 

different livelihood assets, particularly physical and natural assets in each village. Two 

ranking exercises were conducted to identifying: [i] the relative differences of asset 

availability in each village: [ii] the relative importance of particular assets in relation to 

livelihood building: and [ iii] the relationship between livelihood assets and traditional 

cultural context. 

Two ranking exercises were conducted among 10 -20 households from each village and 

approximately one to two weeks was spent in each village to complete the exercise. The 

households were selected by considering the nature of livelihood activities, gender and 

age structure. According to availability and interests of household members, at least one 
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member from each household, e.g. wife/husband or a knowledgeable child, participated 

in the group meetings and discussions, where the purpose and the process of the 

exercise were carefully explained. The five asset categories and their characteristics 

were explained systematically by using different indicators/variables. The village 

participants were also allowed to use their own indicators, particular to their village 

context, to characterize each asset category [ Appendix 8] 1. 

During the first ranking exercise, villagers identified major livelihood assets available in 

their villages and described them using various indicators/variables. Then, each asset 

was ranked [ from 1st to 5th] considering their availability, accessibility, quality and the 

importance in building their livelihood portfolios [step I]. As suggested by the 

participants, each asset category was then scored according to their importance by 

allocating fixed values out of the total of 100 [step II]2 [Table 7.1]. Based on these fixed 

values, asset pentagons were drawn to portray the relative differences in livelihood 

assets in each village [ Appendix 8 - Figures 1-5]3. The second ranking exercise [Step 

III] was used to investigate the linkages between livelihood assets, culture and 

traditions, and influences of the cultural traditions on the overall asset portfolios of 

villagers. Participants ranked each asset category considering the nature of relationship 

[Table 7.2]. By comparing asset pentagons and villagers' perceptions, the relative 

importance of each asset and their particular affiliation with traditional culture were 

analyzed. Villagers' narratives, discussions and life histories were incorporated, 

particularly to explain asset relations. 

1 The villagers proposed different variables to be included in each indicator. They rejected some 
suggestions, specifically about social capital, made by the author, as they had no significant influence in 
relation to their asset status. Also, the baseline data collected at the early stage of this study gave a 
substantial input to identify asset variables for each category. 

2 The total value was decided as 100 by the participants during the group meetings, and they allocated the 
highest value of 40 for the 1st rank, and the lowest value of 5 to the 5th rank. This made it easy to 
understand and avoid complications in dividing marks among the different indicators. 

3 The techniques for drawing asset pentagons were learnt from the works of various authors (DFID 1999, 
Sreedavi nd; Shivakoti and Shrestha 2005a, 2005b). 
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Figure 7:1: Methods employed to investigate the asset profiles of the Kandyan villages 
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7.2. Livelihood assets: Availability, quality and accessibility 

Table 7 .1 presents a summary of the first ranking exercise conducted in each village for 

evaluating livelihood assets according to their availability, quality and accessibility 

[Step I and II]. 

Table 7:1: Village summaries of the first ranking exercise - assets, availability, quality and 
accessibility . 

' Asset category Rank and value assigned for each village 

' Kirivaula Talagune Kalapura Embekke Henawela 

Rank Value Rank Value Rank Value Rank Value Rank Value 

Social Capital 2nd 30 l st 40 2nd 30 3rd 15 3rd 15 
Human Capital l st 40 2nd 30 3rd 15 l st 40 2nd 30 
Physical Capital 3rd 15 5th 05 l st 40 2nd 30 l st 40 
Financial Capital 4th 10 3rd 15 4th 10 4th 10 4th 10 
Natural Capital 5111 05 4th 10 5th 05 5ffi 05 5th 05 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 

Based on the values given for each asset category, asset pentagons were drawn for each 

village [ Appendix 8] and Figure 7.2 illustrates the overlaid asset pentagons of all the 

villages. The shape of each pentagon explains the present condition of asset portfolios 

and relative differences of accessibility to different assets by villages. The degree of 

'accessibility' to each asset is shown along the pentagon axis. As discussed in DFID 

(1999), the centre point of each pentagon represents 'zero' accessibility, while the outer 

perimeter represents the maximum accessibility to particular assets. In this sense, the 

asset pentagons show the diverse asset portfolios villagers have to pursue their 

livelihoods. Accessibility to available assets varies among the villages. As Figure 7.2 

shows Kalapura, Henawela and Embekke have a greater accessibility to physical assets 

than Talagune and Kirivaula. In contrast, Talagune has the highest accessibility to social 

assets, followed by Kirivaula, Kalapura Embekke and Henawela. Human capital is high 

in all villages, while Embekke and Kirivaula record the highest. According to surveys 

among the villagers, the availability of natural assets is higher in Talagune than any 

other villages. However, as noticed during field observations and transect walks, 
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Kirivaula and Embekke also had relatively better natural assets than Kalapura and 

Henawela. Financial assets are relatively lower in every village compared with social, 

human and physical assets. 

Figure 7:2: Comparative view of asset accessibility in all the study villages 

Natural 
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Source: Author's fieldwork. 
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Table 7.2 presents a summary of the second ranking exercise [Step III] and the Figure 

7.3, which was drawn based on the values assigned4 by villagers, explains the 

importance of each asset according to its relationships/connectivity with the traditional 

customs, norms, knowledge, skills, and value systems of villagers. 

4 E.g 1st [very strong]= 40, 2°d [strong]=30, 3rd [moderate]=l5, 4th [poor]=IO and 5th [very poor]=5 
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Table 7:2: Village summaries of the second ranking exercise - 'asset relationships' 

Rank-· 
... - - ... 

Study villages 
-·--

Kiriwaula Kalapuraya Talagune Embekka Henawela 

l st !Human capital Physical capital Social capital Human capital Physical capital 

2na Social capital Social capital Human capital Social capital Social capital 

3ra Physical capital Human capital !Financial capital Physical capital Human capital 

4th !Natural capital Financial capital !Natural capital Natural capital Financial capital 

5t11 [Financial capital !Natural capital !Physical capital Financial capital Natural capital 

Source: Author' s fieldwork. 

Figure 7:3: Nature ofrelationships among culture, traditions and livelihood assets 
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Source: Author 's fieldwork. 

• Social capital 

• Human capital 

• Financial capital 

Natural capital 

Physical capital 

In terms of the relationships between culture, traditions and livelihood assets, 

respondents gave quite different perspectives. As revealed in the Table7.2 and the 

Figure 7.3, there is a stronger connectivity between social capital and traditional culture, 

in Talagune, while Kirivaula and Embekke are significant in terms of the relationship 

between human capital and traditional value systems. However, there is no strong 
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relationship between traditional culture and financial capital. The connectivity between 

physical assets and the cultural context is considerably stronger in Kalapura and 

Henawela. According to the responses of villagers, although the connectivity between 

natural assets and traditional culture is relatively poor, their long-standing traditions 

considerably influence the entitlement to natural assets [lands] and this will be 

considered shortly. 

7.3. Livelihood assets and relations 

7.3.1. Social capital - the support that villagers get from the communities and 

families they live in 

Social capital is one of the foremost asset endowments of a sustainable livelihood. It 

consists of "rules, norms, obligations, reciprocity and trust embedded in a society that 

enable its members to achieve their individual and community objectives" (Narayan and 

Pritchett 1997:50 and see Putnam 2000). In the livelihood context, social capital is 

considered as a 'social resource' (Chambers and Conway 1991; Carney 1998; Scoones 

1998), and it refers to networks and interconnectedness5
, membership of more 

formalized groups6 and relationships of trust, reciprocity and exchanges 7 (Ahamed and 

Lipton 1997; Johnson 1997; Hussein and Nelson 1998; McDowell and de Haan 1998; 

Carswell 2000). According to Bebbington (1999:2031), social capital represents 

"horizontal social relationships" that focus on trust and shared values of people. In this 

sense, social capital represents all social relations at individual, household and 

community levels and therefore, it is a 'relational concept' (Lin 1999). Villages' 

summaries show that social capital is significant in all five villages and its attributes 

vary in each village context [Figure 7.2]. As revealed in the village interviews, there are 

two types of social assets, namely formal social capital [FSC] and informal social 

capital [ISC]. 

5 either vertical [patron/client] or horizontal [between individuals with shared interests], that increase 
people's trust and ability to work together and expand their access to wider institutions, such as political 
or civic bodies 
6 which often entails adherence to mutually agreed or commonly accepted rules, norms and sanctions 
7 it facilitates co-operation, reduce transaction cost and may provide the basis of informal safety nets 
among the poor 
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Formal social capital [FSC] 

Morris (1998) refers formal social capital to diverse patterns of behaviour, norms of 

exchange, networks and institutions that are 'formally' operated. They are external 

institutions. Karmantakaruwange Sangamaya - Village Craft Society, Subasadhana 

Sangamaya - welfare society, Maranadhara Samithiya - funeral aid society, Samurdhi 

society, Govijana Sanwidhana - farmers' organization and Prja Sanwardhana Samithi -

Community Development Society are ,popular formal institutions that operate in every 

village. Most of these institutions function through formal membership and commonly 

accepted rules, regulations and procedures. They influence the livelihoods of villagers 
' 

in various ways, strengthening and sometimes weakening their livelihood activities. 

Some of them are directly engaged in the task of livelihood development and others 

undertake supporting roles. Village Craft Society for example considered as an 

important 'social asset' in building their livelihoods and one villager clarified: "the 

society supports our paramparika karmantha [traditional industries]. It encourages our 

participation in the national exhibitions and widens new market opportunities too". The 

society is also considered important in relation to the collective achievements of 

villagers and decision-making regarding the development of village infrastructure and 

mobilization of raw materials, labour and financial resources. Accessibility to a craft 

society is conditional on society 'membership' that is mandatory for everyone who 

engages in traditional livelihoods for their living: "We should keep the samajikathwaya 

[membership] to get benefits from the society. Our samajikathwaya is also important, to 

preserve our traditional industries and ancestral knowledge". Apparently, almost 90 

percent of the families who engage in such traditional industries have society 

membership. However, as explained by one respondent from Kirivaula: "Priority is 

given according to the type of industry, experience and craftsmanship. Society is not 

always helping us. There is some controversy when prioritizing benefit recipients". This 

comment was a veiled reference to village politics, and the villagers' preferences, 

affiliations and alliances with such formal institutions. 

The farmer organization was a significant institution for Talagune community, since the 

majority of residents are paddy farmers who engage in weaving either on full-time or 

part-time bases8
• Community Development societies, Samurdhi, and welfare societies 

are also significant in addressing community development problems in the villages. 

8 The farmer organizations are active and effective in relation to irrigation management, specifically, 
among the Dry Zone farming communities in Sri Lanka. 
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However, according to the views of villagers, their formal memberships are more 

correlated with local political contact, political engagement, community and social 

participation and generalized trust (Uphoff and Wijayaratna 2000), than with 

'traditional values and norms' that have been in place for a long time. 

Plate 7:1: Handicraft sales centre, which is run by the Village Craft Society - Kalapura 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 

Informal social capital [/SC] 

Informal social assets are more significant in these villages, not only for their 

contribution to building secure livelihood livelihoods, but also due to their stronger 

connectivity with cultural traditions. Village data reveal that informal social capital 

comprises relatives, neighbours, friends and labour networks, known as attam. 

According to Morris (1998:6) ISC represents 'informal' networks that operate outside 

the formal institution. They are purely 'mental' and are inside peoples' minds, and thus 

Uphoff and Wijayaratna (2000:4) relates to ISC as 'cognitive social capital' . However, 

arguably they also include some networks as modes of 'behaviour' , which can be 
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observed, and are individual in origin, but reflect broad and shared behaviours within 

the particular society (Uphoff and Wijayaratna 2000). 

As revealed during in-depth interviews, villagers have established strong social 

relationships that maintained through their norms and obligations handed down from 

generation to generation. Through these values they have developed mutual trust and 

reciprocity which are useful in dealing with livelihood issues. Therefore, informal social 

assets are almost an 'inherent' resource for these villagers. They rely on their relatives 

and neighbours often, and are more satisfied with their support and courtesy than with 

any support received from formal institutions: "There are various societies in this 

village. But, sometimes they are useless as they don't help people when required". As 

Rose (1996:4) experienced, people, particularly in rural contexts, "rely more on 

informal social assets, rather than the formal institutions" to deal with their everyday 

problems. For example, Sumana, a female respondent from Embekke, explained the 

importance of informal networks for retaining her livelihood: "I was desperate since my 

husband died. But, my neadayo [relatives] and ahala-pahala aya [neighbours] help me 

with different things. I don't think I got such a support from any of the societies in this 

village". If there are certain village societies to assist families when they lose a 

breadwinner, they have not given her any assistance. In this context, informal social 

relations are foremost in securing her livelihood assets such as financial and physical 

assets: "I often borrow money from them, and they are assisting me in the workshop". 

As a long-established custom, the members of her family extend their wholehearted co

operation in the performance of various duties devolving on her. This occurs simply 

because the values, norms, customs and attitudes attached to her family. This co

operative spirit is an exemplary feature that tightens not only family ties, but also 

village solidarity. However the following perceptions revealed a different perspective 

about informal social capital: 

All my relatives live in these neighbouring houses. This land is inherited from our great 
grandfather. No-one has private ownership and we don't want to separate by splitting 
the land, which is against our family custom. Although we are not under 'one roof, we 
are all in 'one compound'. We work together and help each other. 

From this aspect, social relationships are based on parampara urumaya [the inherited 

ownership]. During the field observations and transect walks, it was clear that many of 

the homes of villagers were in compounds without clearly demarcated borders or fences 

around their houses. Even though the general layouts of the villages have changed over 
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past decades, the 'shared compound' is a feature that has remained unchanged for many 

generations. In such a neighbourhood environment, attam or labour networks are 

obvious, and as explained by the respondents it is an informal institution that operates 

purely through the 'mutual trust and reciprocity' of village people. This gives them an 

opportunity mainly to use labour, in a roster manner (see Karunanayake, n.d)9. Although 

attam does not exist in these villages in the precise traditional manner, according to 

villagers' perceptions, attam operates on the basis of mutual feelings about their 

commonality created by their castes, systems of beliefs, norms, family customs and 

ancestral relationships. This mutual labour pooling helps villagers to connect with each 

other and to strengthen their social integration for the purpose of adaptation and survival 

during times when they are vulnerable (Karunanayake, n.d). Respondents believed that 

these relationships are effective especially during times of livelihood vulnerability by 

increasing accessibility to other livelihood assets through collective actions, which 

reduce their transaction costs [ see Chapter 8]. 

As showed in Table 7.2 and Figure 7.3, villagers ranked social capital 1st and 2nd when 

considering its connectivity with cultural context. However, what is evident from the 

above examples is that there is a stronger relationship between 'informal' social capital 

and cultural traditions, than existed between 'formal' social capital and cultural 

traditions. These informal relationships are considered important, not only to preserve 

their traditional identities, but also to strengthen and secure their assets and to keep 

livelihood activities more sustainable. The following example is from Kalapura that 

further reflects relationships between traditional values, long-standing customs, values 

and village's social capital: 

This village is just like our 'family'. In a family we take care of and help each other. 
There is no jealousy, we are always happy to see everyone's diunuwa [progress], 
sathuta [happiness] and samurdhiya [prosperity]. We work together. This karmanthe 
[industry] helps us to preserve these social values. We always respect our knowledge, 
values, norms and rules learned from the past. These all bind us together. 

These villages are peaceful and integrated systems that smoothly functioning, because 

people trust and help each other. Perhaps the most tangible aspects of 'identity' that are 

associated with the five villages are the maintenance of strong social relationships, 

which are bound by long-standing traditions - 'cultural institutions'. Hence, there was a 

consensus among many respondents that traditional values 'reinforce' their social 

9 This traditional arrangement operates normally among the rural farming communities, providing labour 
assistance by pooling the labour of a group of cultivators/farmers. 
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networks and relationships, hence are social assets. However, in contrast, according to 

the views of some respondents, traditions are not always effective in increasing either 

social relations or asset accessibility. Although they have been engaged in the same 

industry for a long period, have lived in the same village and have been nurtured by the 

same values and customs, it seems that traditional values have not been a support in 

maintaining some strong social assets. Some cultural attributes, such as kulaya [caste], 

have become crucial in determining social integration and relationships among 

villagers. As declared by a villager, in some instances caste has become a matter of 

'social exclusion': "Modem society undervalues our paramparika rakiya [traditional 

livelihoods]. We are ignored as adu-kula minissu [low-caste people]. But our 

jeewanmarga [livelihoods] are designated by our kulaya [caste]. So, are we less 

privileged? " One of the problems of being adu-kula, low-caste is social exclusion 

(Silva 2006), which hinders the access of some sectors to labour and makes it difficult 

for them to integrate into society. One key informant [No 4] stated that: "These people 

have a fear of the future security of their children and, in some families children are not 

even encouraged to carry out their traditions". Thus, cultural traditions are sometimes 

blamed for being responsible for their poverty or social deprivation and 'exclusions' 

(Kliksberg 1999). Apart from their material difficulties, some villagers face a silent 

process of 'depreciation' of their values and traditions hence their social relationships. 

According to one silversmith in Kalapura: "People are chasing money. They think that 

money will give everything and have nothing to do with sampradaya [tradition]. [There 

is] no point in preserving these traditions just by ourselves". Depreciating their cultural 

values means weakening their relationships, collective achievements and associative 

activities, hence social assets. This also deflates their identity and leads to feelings of 

low individual and collective self-esteem. Thus, the roles played by cultural traditions in 

relation to social assets may vary in different communities and societies and between 

groups within communities. Therefore, in the final analysis, it is important to 

acknowledge the obstacles associated with traditional culture. According to the majority 

of respondents' perceptions, however in the Kandyan context cultural traditions have 

made it easier to set up participatory forms of social organizations in which members 

are called upon to be actors in solving collective problems, and which function 

smoothly thanks to long-standing traditions and value systems. As discussed by 

Matarasso (2000 in Jeannotte 2003:41), cultural values for example, were found to have 

a positive effect on social cohesion by bringing people together, encouragmg 

partnerships, promoting intercultural understanding and neighborhood security. In 
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addition to these, in the villages being studied, traditional values help to empower 

communities by strengthening their organizational skills and capacities and by helping 

them to gain control over their assets and to become more active. Thus, in this context, 

traditional culture is regarded as an 'asset' that strengthens villages' solidarity and 

cohesiveness. 

7.3.2. Human capital - People's strengths, skills and capabilities 

Human capital comprises skills, knowledge, ability to work and good health to enable 

people to pursue different livelihood strategies and achieve their livelihood objectives 

(DFID 1999). It is closely linked with economic and social infrastructure and social 

services such as 'education' and, ensures that people gain adequate skills and 

knowledge; economic infrastructure, such as water, transport and electricity, together 

with health care that enhance peoples' capacity productively (Moser 1998:9). In the 

livelihood context both the quantity and quality of human capital, in particular labour 

available to households, are most important and, it varies according to household size, 

skills, leadership potential and health status (Camey 1998; DFID 1999; Rakodi 1999; 

deHaan 2000). Among poorer communities, their own family "labour is the chief form 

of human capital" that they possess (Ellis 2000:33). 

Comparably, there were no significant variations in the overall situation of human assets 

among the study villages. They all have relatively high accessibility to human capital as 

shown in the villages' asset pentagons [Figure 7.2]. In the study villages, human capital 

noted by the participants includes a ready access to paramparika danuma [traditional 

knowledge], shilpa [skills], quality and quantity of household labour and, in general, 

willingness and determination to work hard to sustain their livelihoods. To better 

understand different village perspectives on human capital, and its connectivity with 

cultural traditions, human capital is now examined under two sub-themes - education 

and labour. 

Level of education, skills and knowledge 

When considered as a whole, in every village context there was a consensus among 

respondents that most of their knowledge and skills originated from their ancestors: 

"This shilpaya [skill] is a gift from our muttun-mittan [forefathers]. We are thankful to 
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them for preserving these valuable skills and handing them down to us. They taught us 

everything honestly". In terms of quality and quantity, traditional knowledge is regarded 

more effective and useful, particularly with their current livelihood activities: "Our 

danuma [knowledge] is prayogikai [practical], and not recorded anywhere. We have 

been practising these skills from the beginning". Many respondents indicated that 

neither formal education nor training is required or useful in maintaining their 'current 

livelihoods ' , and such knowledge and skills are generally unattainable through formal 

education. They have learned all the basic techniques required for their livelihoods from 

their grandparents and this was described by one wood carver in Embekke: "Our 

grandparents guided our 'hands'. We frrst learned Vaka-Deka. That is the basic motif of 

all traditional designs. It teaches us how to control our hands. Then, we learned tundan 

d 10 U. b k · 11 
' · k . 12 k l d ' ·z Th ve a , sam a- un1ara nava-narz- un1ara , aturu ma a, an narz ata. ese 

designs are unique to us and have been passed on for generations [Plate 7.2 and Figure 

7.4]. 

Plate 7:2: Traditional motifs used in wood carving 

Source: anushwij-photos. blogspot.com/ [ accessed 15.10.2009] 
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Figure 7:4:'Vaka Deka', the basic drawing of the traditional motifs 

.J) 

Source: Coomaraswamy (1956) 

The older members of the villages, those who possess more than 30 to 40 years of 

experience in their livelihoods, are confident about their paramparika danuma 

[traditional knowledge] and its incompatibility with modem knowledge and skills. They 

believe that the knowledge and skills they use today are not that different from those 

used by their predecessors. However, the younger villagers' perceptions of traditional 

knowledge were rather different than the elderly villagers: "No doubt that traditional 

knowledge is a great 'asset' we have. But, we can't rely on this alone. We should also 

have amathara denuma [extra knowledge] andpuhunuwa [training] to adjust our lives". 

There is a consensus among the younger generations about the credibility of knowledge 

that has prevailed for generations. Most of the young respondents believe that 

traditional knowledge is precious and, stress the importance of using them with the 

modern knowledge without destroying its' originality': "I have been doing this industry 

for the last 10 years. I integrated modem techniques, but without spoiling the 

knowledge we received from our past". Formal education and vocational training were 

given a higher priority than traditional knowledge by some respondents in Kalapura, 

mainly when considering the sustainability of the younger generations' livelihoods. The 

interest in formal education and training was also influenced by their close proximity to 

main urban centres and accessibility to formal education. In the case of the Talagune 

community, where possessed relatively a higher level of human capital [Figure 7 .2] 

indicated a lower preference for formal education, mainly due to the poor availability of 

education facility and difficulties in accessing to educational institutions outside their 
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village. This is fairly obvious with the situation of physical capital in the village, which 

will be discussed shortly. 

Traditional skills and knowledge has become an attractive and realistic framework for 

the integration of younger and older generations. Guru Shilpa panthi - skills classes for 

example, are important for strengthening villages' human assets while maintaining a 

'generational integration': "These panthi [classes] are conducted by the gurus [masters] 

of our traditional crafts. It is a good platform for younger generations to learn from their 

'traditional masters"'. These classes have recently been introduced into some villages 

by the Department of Small Industries, by focusing on popularizing and disseminating 

traditional knowledge and skills among younger generations. Besides the role of 

generational integration, some villagers believe that Guru Shilpa panthi are popular, as 

they help to preserve and transmit not only traditional knowledge, but also the values of 

traditional society. As declared by one respondent in Embekke: "this is good approach 

to encourage young people's involvement with this paramparika karmantha [traditional 

industries]. Some youngsters don't like to follow their fathers, although these traditional 

industries are descended from their families". 

Data show that traditional knowledge and skills are effective in maintaining the 

'quality' of their products, and hence strengthening household asset portfolios, and 

increasing accessibility to financial assets and physical assets. As clarified during one 

informal discussion in Kirivaula: "Our products are 'genuine'. Customers come along to 

us to buy 'quality' products. There is always a good market for the products when they 

look 'original' and 'traditional"'. Besides strengthening the existing assets, traditional 

knowledge creates new livelihood opportunities for those who are interested in 

traditional industries. The knowledge disseminated through Shilpa panthi, and the 

increased demand for their 'quality works', have broadened the opportunities available 

for young village people. The utility of traditional knowledge may vary along with the 

type/nature of livelihood and a number of other attributes that exist in particular 

contexts. However, in this context traditional knowledge is worthwhile, mainly due to 

its availability, quality and, specifically, its relevance to the present livelihood activities 

of the villagers. Hence, traditional knowledge in the Kandyan context, which is 

practical, pure and original, is the foundation of the villages' human assets. 
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Labour/quality and quantity 

Labour is the chief asset possessed by many rural households. In relation to livelihood 

analysis, Ellis (2000) and Moser (1998) define labour as a significant 'asset', 

emphasizing the importance of being free from illness and debilitating health problems. 

Household labour is considered as a 'resource' when there is little or no labour market 

(Moser 1998). The large household size has advantages, since it reduces the risks to 

livelihood security and permits more diverse occupational strategies to be pursued 

(Toulmin 1992 in Ellis 2000). According to village level findings, the issues related to 

labour are quite different from the conventional analysis of labour in the context of 

livelihood. As emphasized by many villagers, the 'quality' of labour is always related to 

long-term experiences, great talent and specialized skills and knowledge in particular 

industries: "this is not about just crafts. It is 'talents'. We have 'born-talents' and 

'skilful-hands' practised for generations". One silversmith in Kirivaula clarified that: 

"you can't value our shramaya [labour]. We are specialized in this industry. We all have 

innate skills and talents". Examples show that the quality oflabour is related to family 

ancestry, traditions and knowledge handed down from forefathers. Respondents referred 

to terms like dhaksha [talented], niyama [genuine/pure], paramparika [comes across 

generations], ate-huruwa [experienced], rajjuruwange minissu [king's people] and 

keerthimath [reputed], to describe the quality of their labour. Villagers realize that 

'quality labour' is more important rather than the 'size'/quantity of the labour force for 

the continuation and sustainability of their livelihoods (also see Rakodi 1999:317). As 

revealed during informal conversations and field observations, some traditional 

craftsmen in these villages employ outside labourers, providing them with fixed-term 

job opportunities. Outside labour is used mainly for the hard work associated with 

particular industries [e.g. melting and processing raw brass in brassware industry], and 

the owner is always in charge of creations, designs and finishing work. Some of these 

hired labourers are mainly from families in the same or adjacent villages, who have 

abandoned traditional craft work due to economic unprofitability and/or ill health. Most 

of them possess specialised skills, and they can earn a considerable wage working for 

their neighbouring community. However, those who work as hired labour for traditional 

craft families have learned some skills and techniques in other industries, and some 

have already started their own business/workshops. More often than not they like to use 

family members as labour in their family industry, as they are guaranteed quality labour 

with them. Therefore, specialized family labour is a key resource that reduces costs 
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involved in attaining additional non-family labour. The following examples from 

Embekke and Talagune explain how such labour reinforces household assets, and is 

helpful in maintaining their regular livelihood activities: 

Once, I had surgery and was unable to work for a while. But my two sons and wife 
continued everything as usual. I think family labour is more 'economical' and 
'important' especially for people like us. 

Unlike others, our families can survive without a problem, even if the person in-charge 
is ill or dead, because they know how to run the family. There are no restrictions on 
women to learn, because we have inherited skills. 

Nevertheless, among these study communities the scale of the labour market is small 

and often limited to family labour (see Moser 1998), and this characteristic relates to 

their family needs, customs and obligations. However, some have found that traditional 

knowledge is becoming less important, and as asserted by a villager in Kalapura: "Api 

danne meka vitarai, [the 'only' thing we know is this industry]. We can't engage in any 

other works, as we don't have the 'other' skills required". This alludes to the 

disadvantage of relying 'only' on traditional knowledge and the insufficiency of their 

skills in dealing with present-day life. Nevertheless, when considered as a whole, 80-90 

percent of respondents still believe that human assets are an ultimate product of their 

traditional value system. Thus, in relation to human capital, there was a consensus 

among respondents in every village, that cultural traditions are fundamental attributes in 

reinforcing their knowledge and skills. The knowledge and skills of these people have 

mostly been nurtured by ancient Sinhalese-Buddhist customs. Their knowledge system 

represents 'spiritual' meanings, while reflecting their particular interests and modes of 

life. For these villages communities traditional knowledge is the best guardian of their 

current livelihoods. 

7.3.3. Natural capital -The natural environment around people 

It is fairly obvious that natural capital is crucial in attaining a secure livelihood, 

particularly in a rural context. In a broader sense, natural assets refer to three 

components, namely [i] renewable resources, [ii] non-renewable resources, and [iii] 

environmental services (Berkes and Folke 1992; Throsby 2001) 13
. According to 

13 Renewable resources [i.e., fish, wood and drinking water] are produced and maintained by the 
processes and functions of ecosystems. Non-renewable resources [i.e. oil and minerals] are extracted from 
ecosystems. Environmental services [i.e. maintenance of the quality of the atmosphere, climate, operation 
of the hydrological cycle including flood controls and drinking water supply, waste assimilation, 
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Costanza (1992) and Costanza et. al., (2000), the maintenance of natural capital at or 

above the current level is the minimum necessary condition for sustainability. However, 

the natural capital that rural people most depend upon is described as 'common pool 

resources' (Reardon and Vosti 1995), as they have limited access to private natural 

assets. Land and its secure ownership is the most important aspect of natural capital 

(Rakodi 1999), and land insecurity severely affects the sustainability of rural livelihood 

options. 

Although natural assets can be many and varied, land was the only resource that 

respondents explicitly referred to as natural capital in their villages. They all have land 

entitlements and secure accessibility, but no-one mentioned the 'contribution' of natural 

capital to present livelihood activities. As discussed in Chapter 4, and explained by 

Coomaraswamy (1956), villagers' land ownership is mostly a factor related to the 

historical context of Kandyan society. As explained by one villager in Kirivaula: "Our 

land was given as a 'nindagam "' - the grants given to feudal lords or chieftains and 

others for service of special merit rendered to the king. Villagers' land tenure is directly 

related to the nature of services rendered and one's general position in society. As Pieris 

(1956:44-45) explains: 

[it] is always assumed that title was contingent on the performances of rajakariya, 
[services], ranging from formal homage to laborious duties such as tilling soil and 
carrying burdens etc .... The rajakariya attached to land, not the person, and failure to 
perform rajakariya rendered the land purappadu [abandoned land], and a new claimant 
was liable to the service attached to the land. Therefore the land was often given by the 
king by way of grants called sannas14 

• 

As demonstrated in the asset pentagons [Figure 7.2], the availability and accessibility to 

natural capital are relatively poor in every village, which is in contrast to the situations 

noticed during transect walk exercises and field observations. Every village had a fairly 

good coverage of forest, home gardens, accessibility to natural water sources [ e.g. rivers 

and streams] and fertile soil adequate for those who engaged in paddy farming [Plate 

7.3]. Rankings by the villagers [Table 7.1] were merely based on the 'contribution' of 

natural assets to their current livelihoods. 

recycling nutrients, generation of soils, pollination of crops, provision of food from the sea and the 
maintenance of the genetic library] (Berkes and Folke 1994). In addition, Costanza and Daly (1992) 
identify two types of natural capital including renewable or 'active' natural capital, and non-renewable or 
'inactive' natural capital. 
14 Records of donations: There were three main types of grants that were given by the king; Nindagam, 
Viharagam and Devalagam. 
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Plate 7:3: The village environment in Embekke[al, Kirivaula[bl, and Talagune[cl 
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Source: Author's fieldwork. 

Land distribution and ownership depend upon the extent of the villagers' endowments 

and entitlements. As described by Johnson (1997:8), ones' ownership "over property 

varies with one's capabilities, such as human, economic and social assets". In this 

Kandyan setting, however, access, admission and priority to land entitlement depends 

upon the villagers' willingness to follow particular norms, traditions and rules of 

society, and particularly the rajakari, services attached to particular families. Among 

these people, land ownership implies their right to use and benefit from land, but not to 

rent and sell the land to others and to exclude others from enjoying its benefits or 

reducing its value. Within these norms, however, the villagers' only interest in having 

secure land was to build a house to live in and to enjoy the feeling that they are 'land 

owners': "We only want a 'secure place' to live. Thanks to our ancestors, we have all 

got lands and places to live". Their lands are priceless since they inherited them from 

their forefathers, which also represent the 'royal patronage' for their excellence in 

traditional industries. This was explained by a villager in Kirivaula by declaring: 

"Inherited lands are invaluable. Our whole family have rights to share and use this land 

for their own purposes, but not to 'sell'. The extent of land shows the 'wealthiness' and 

how we have been rewarded". These comments give an indirect impression of villagers' 
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power, wealth and ancestry, rather than how their land/natural assets increase/decrease 

accessibility to other livelihood assets and opportunities. However, in terms of 

relationships between natural assets and cultural traditions, there are some contrasts 

between villagers' explanations and the way they ranked. Although, Talagune, 

Kirivaula and Embekke, noticed a poor connection between culture and natural capital 

when they rank, they clearly explained that their lands are inherited and majority of the 

current land owners are descendants of the early owners and the chief craftsmen who 

were rewarded with lands/villages for their royal duties. But, most of the families in 

Kalapura and Henawela are entitled to the lands granted by the government at different 

stages of the Garn Udawa program. For example, at the early stage of the settlement 

scheme in Kalapura, each family received 10 perches. 

However, both land endowments and entitlements are factors considerably dependent 

upon "norms of legitimacy, which are reinforced by formal and informal institutions in 

society" (Johnson 1997:8). The present generations are proud 'owners' of these royal 

grants and, as many villagers asserted, their secure ownership of land and accessibility 

is facilitated through their family ties and customs. Specifically, among extended 

families in Kirivaula and Embekke, there is a strong sense of secure land ownership, 

and the division and selling of land is prohibited. They keep their inherited lands as 

'common property' among the family members, in the sense that no-one owns or 

controls the land independently. In contrast, as asserted by one respondent in Kirivaula: 

"My brother sold a piece of land to pitagam-karayo [outsiders]. For the first time, our 

land was divided, which is against our family customs. We were worried, because we 

shared our ancestral property". 

An important aspect of these villagers' property is that it reflects a value of their 

inherited ownership and accessibility, which claim secure asset entitlements. However, 

economically induced changes may affect their parampara aythiya [inherited 

ownership] and sometimes land entitlements are even lost. Those who are struggling 

with economic difficulties may be forced to sell a piece of land irrespective of their 

'family customs'. This does not mean they are 'disrespecting their family values' but, 

according to one respondent: "What do we gain by preserving our family 'heritage', if 

we don't get adequate income". Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that traditions 

and cultural norms may control resource accessibility to some extent, though it is 
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relatively insignificant in Kandyan society compared with other settings 15
. In this 

context, the 'secure' entitlement and accessibility to land is always a matter of prestige 

for every villager to claim their inherited entitlement. Pointing to the interconnectivity 

between culture and natural capital, Throsby (2001) and Gadgil (1987) argue that both 

culture and natural assets are rich in 'diversity', and hence their relationship is crucial in 

attaining and maintaining a secure and sustainable livelihood system. In this sense, 

culture, traditions and land resources are connected and they impose a 'duty of care' 

(Throsby 2001 :51) on the present generation in the interests of sustainability. 

7.3.4. Financial capital - money that people can use to get more assets 

Financial capital is probably the most 'versatile' asset, but is frequently the one 'least 

available' to the poor (DFID 1999:2.3.5 section). In livelihood analysis financial assets 

represent the stock of money and savings in the form of cash, bank deposits or any 

liquid assets such as livestock and jewellery (see Swift 1989; Dercon and Krishnan 

1996; DFID 1999) that people use to achieve their livelihood objectives (Scoones 1998; 

Ellis 2000). Increased accessibility to secure financial resources enables investment in 

physical capital, like land and equipment that leads to an increase in productivity, while 

also increasing accessibility to enhanced human capital such as, better health and 

education (Rakodi 1999:328). Therefore, financial capital is particularly important as it 

can be 'converted' into other types of capital. 

As shown in the asset pentagons, financial asset endowments are relatively smaller than 

other assets in every village. Villagers have limited access to savings, loans and income 

sources, as reflected in the financial capital axis in every pentagon being closer to the 

centre - 'zero' accessibility [Figure 7.2]. However, significant sources of financial assets 

noted by study participants in villages included the presence of village societies such as 

Craft Societies [Krirvaula, Kalapura], co-operative [Henawela], welfare [Embekke], and 

Samurdhi societies [Kalapura and Talagune] and farmer organizations [Talagune]. 

Generally, all villagers are able to access government's credit sources. However, these 

sources of capital and credits are too limited to meet the financial needs of most 

villagers. Dependency on particular forms of finance is largely determined by their 

current livelihoods and the status of other assets in their villages, particularly social and 

15 For example, in some African and Asian contexts, cultural attributes such as class, caste and gender 
exert strong control on resource entitlements (see Francis 1998, Ellis 1999 and Jackson 2003). 
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human assets. Pitta/a karmantakaruwange sangamaya - the society of brass workers in 

Kirivaula, for example, has succeeded in maintaining a good source of credits, loans and 

savings for those villagers who engage in the brassware industry. About 30 - 40 percent 

of the financial needs of people in Kalapura, Embekke and Kirivaula are fulfilled 

through these societies. As explained by one beneficiary in Kirivaula: 

The village Craft Society supports us with loans. I took a loan for 5,000 rupees [44 USD] 
two year ago and paid it back. Now I have a loan of 10,000 rupees [87 USD] that I have 
to pay back by the end of this year. The members are entitled to credits and the society 
has benefited most ofus. 

The Samurdhi programme, by far the single largest welfare programme in the country, 

is a relatively better source of finance for some villagers in Kalapura and Henawela. As 

revealed in the informal discussions, those who receive Samurdhi assistance believe it is 

vital, and those who do not, consider themselves 'marginalized' with respect to 

government assistance. As mentioned by one villager: "It says that Samurdhi gives to 

the poor people. But, many Samurdhi recipients in this village are yamak kamak ethi 

aya [rich people]. We should get, but we don't". Instead of relying on such formal 

sources, as declared by another respondent, they have been able to build up savings in 

the form of their 'works' - craft items and the like - to replace savings which were 

totally depleted during the worst times of the monetary crisis. This is an effective form 

of saving in every village, rather than holding bank accounts or relying on other saving 

modes, because: "Why [ would] we rely on others? We can change some 'pieces of our 

works' into money at anytime". The convertibility of their cra:ftworks into money 

suggests that the traditional or classic forms of products are more appropriate forms of 

savings: "If you collect one piece each time you work, it is a huge saving. You can sell 

them at a time when market value has increased. I can't value the price of the collection 

that I now have". Nevertheless, access to informal credit arrangements with relatives, 

friends, neighbours, village shop keepers and village money lenders was mentioned as a 

valued asset in all villages. Seettu, which operates on a roster basis and assures 

accessibility to an equal amount of money for everyone in the group, is a popular 

informal method of transferring money among some of the villages. Close family 

relationships within the village have created trust and social cohesion, which makes 

possible interest-free money borrowing. According to some informal conversations, 

some village shop keepers also allow customers to owe money for as long as three to 

four months. In Talagune, Kalapura and Embekke, for example, about 65-75 percent of 
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respondents mentioned that they often borrow money from these informal sources and 

the main reason behind their choice is explained below. 

In our villages, we've known each other for a long time. We all know everyone's 
requirements as we have been engaging in the same industry. People pay back money 
soon after they get their stock sold. They never cheat; because, we all have the same 
aspirations and values. 

About 80-90 percent of households in every village indicated that their current 

livelihoods are the major source of income needed to cover their daily financial 

requirements. As revealed from informal discussions, their monthly earnmgs are 

between 10,000-50,000 rupees [87-437 USD]. But, these amounts vary greatly 

according to the industry, raw material costs and market responses [ see Chapter 8]. 

Other than selling their craft products, providing 'labour' for other industries [both 

culture-based and non-culture-based] was also important in meeting the regular 

financial requirements of some families in Embekke and Talagune. Labour was a key 

source of income for families engaged in paddy farming. Some members rely on 

government employment such as, teaching, office clerks, and other external sources, 

such as pensions and foreign remittances, to fulfil their financial requirements. Through 

these sources they have managed their investment in physical capital, to increase the 

productivity of other assets [e.g. human assets, land and equipment], to provide 

working capital for the purchase of inputs, including raw materials, machinery and tools 

needed for their current livelihoods, and to allow for consumption enabling major 

expenses such as health treatment, dowry/weddings/funerals to be met. 

However, the data show that social relations and family customs secure the existing 

savings and fmancial flows, whilst helping to maintain effective, tailored financial 

assets for the majority of villagers. So long as they are "well trusted, accessible and 

widely-known" (DFID 1999), informal sources encourage people to continue their 

financial interactions. Hence, in this context, traditional culture is a 'secondary' 

institution that facilitates accessibility to secure fmancial resources. Financial 

operations are totally dependent on loyalty to their industry and also the personal 

qualities practised through their traditional systems. 
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7.3.5. Physical capital - The infrastructure communities are able to use 

Physical assets comprise the basic infrastructure, including roads, transport facilities, 

shelter, water and sanitation facilities, energy and communication networks (Camey 

1998; Scoones 1998; Rakodi 1999; deHaan 2000). They also include factories, 

machinery, tools and consumer goods such as refrigerators, telephones, televisions, 

internet connection etc. (see Scoones 1998; DFID 1999; Ellis 2000). As Rakodi (1999) 

notes, better accessibility to infrastructure facilities is a necessary condition for securing 

livelihoods, particularly in a rural context, as it "provides opportunities both for 

diversification of economic activities by households and alternatives to long-distance 

migration" (Rakodi 1999:326). 

In all of the study villages, people share access to common physical assets such as 

roads, markets, hospitals and health centres, schools and government institutions, 

including design centres and sales outlets like, Laksala. They all possess private 

physical assets such as housing, consumer goods, tools and machinery required for their 

livelihoods. According to village summaries [Table 7 .1] and asset pentagons [Figure 

7.2], the availability of and accessibility to physical capital are high in every village, 

except Talagune. The reasons for that clearly explained by a village respondent: "Roads 

are terrible and no proper transport facilities. Roads have been washed-away by heavy 

rains. Travelling means time wasting. This affects our market badly". These people are 

vulnerable to degraded physical infrastructure because they do not have the means to go 

elsewhere, to access markets or any other institutions, or to purchase essentials from 

alternative sources: "See, when someone needs to go to hospital when badly ill, they 

will die before reaching the hospital". Field observations confirmed the poor conditions 

of the roads in many places and how their condition hinders villagers' accessibility to 

markets and other required institutions, thus wasting valuable time and effort [Plate 

7.4]. A deficit in physical assets contributes to livelihood vulnerability (DFID 1999) and 

lack of particular types of infrastructure is considered to be a core dimension of poverty. 

In Talagune, the "opportunity cost associated with poor infrastructure" (DFID 1999) has 

also affected accessibility to education and health services, to markets, and to 

productive inputs such as machinery and instruments required, and hence mcome 

generation. According to villagers' suggestions, an improved road network and proper 

transport services would provide opportunities for diversification of their livelihoods 

and the development of other economic activities in the area. 
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Plate 7:4: Poor road conditions in Talagune 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 

Apart from Talagune, all other villages possess relatively better physical assets and a 

higher accessibility, which is indicated along the physical capital axis of the village 

asset pentagons [Figure 7.2]. One of the reasons for the higher ranking for physical 

assets of these villages was their close proximity to the main urban centres of Kandy 

and Peradeniya. Villagers believe that being closer to Kandy city is an advantage in 

terms of access to better markets, raw materials and also other basic requirements such 

as health and education. The historical significance of Kandy and the associated cultural 

practices, provide a foundation for developing new markets for these villages. As a 

tourist city, and especially during the festival seasons, e.g. Esala Perehara, the 

improved infrastructure and other facilities provide knock-on benefits for the villager's 

businesses. 
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The situation regarding physical assets in Kalapura and Henawela revealed how cultural 

significance and village values have been prioritized during the development process. 

Villagers have gained increased accessibility to infrastructure through Gam Udawa, the 

'Village Awakening' programme implemented by the Sri Lankan government. The 

programme justifies an ideologically essential, politically strategic and 'culturally 

harmonious' approach to community development (Hennayake 2006). The focus of 

infrastructure development has been on improving livelihood security, through 

revitalizing traditional values, customs and knowledge of the village people. Investment 

in village infrastructure has strengthened the villages' economic activities and market 

facilities, whilst generating new livelihood opportunities for the people. Hence, the 

majority believe that traditional livelihoods and their cultural values have become 

important in the provision of infrastructure in their villages. As stated by one respondent 

in Henawela: 

The government has recognized the importance of our traditional livelihoods and in 
preserving them for the future. It is a kind of government patronage towards the 
development of traditional communities like us. It strengthened our existing markets 
and opened new markets for our products. 

As Hennayake (2006:143) describes, the scheme of Gam Udawa presents a combination 

of traditional and modem aspects and is an attempt to "harmonize rural and urban, past 

and present and traditional and modem domains". The programme has increased the 

mobility of villagers and their accessibility to outside institutions, resulting in higher 

real wages, increased prices for their products, and more opportunities for other private 

and public sector jobs, with knock-on effects for the rest of their village economy. Both 

local and foreign tourists visit their villages, and competitive demand for their products 

has increased because of new market links outside Kandy. Despite the economic 

difficulties generally experienced by every village community, there is a consensus 

among respondents that Gam Udawa represents the government interest of investing in 

traditional culture and strengthening sustainable livelihoods of those who depend on 

traditional activities for their living. 

7.4. Conclusion 

Traditional values have a decisive weight both in the 'asset ownership' and 'asset 

accessibility' of these communities and villagers are maintaining a range of cultural 

practices and traditions that are valued for reinforcing a range of livelihood assets. 
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Cultural traditions can be the basis for the maintenance and enhancement of each of 

asset, and through fostering values and social relationships, they enable, aspire and 

empower. A deep respect for such cultural values and traditions will enhance favourable 

conditions for making use of 'existing' resources, capacities and accumulated 

knowledge, traditions and value systems. Thus, culture and traditions is in itself an 

important 'asset' to sustain rural livelihoods. However, the extent to which traditional 

culture facilitates or impedes asset entitlement varies among communities, villages, 

regions and even countries. Sometimes, people may not have material wealth, but have 

a rich store of cultural values, as in Kandy that goes back for hundreds of years. This is 

a form of asset that can clearly be incorporated with livelihood framework. But, it is 

worthy to note that all cultural traditions may not encourage asset accessibility and 

ownership. They enable forms of action and resistance that the other assets would not, 

alone make possible. I will elaborate these points in the next chapter [Chapter 8]. 
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Chapter Eight 

Livelihood vulnerability and cultural resilience 

We get difficulties from time to time. We need some support, but all our appeals fell 
on deaf ears, as nobody was willing to listen. So, we have to find our own ways! 

[a villager in Talagune] 

Having discussed the roles of traditional culture in relation to village asset portfolios, 

this chapter explores the question of whether traditions and cultural values offer any 

alternatives not only to strengthening livelihood assets, but also to building livelihood 

resilience during periods of economic, social and political vulnerability. Peoples' 

livelihoods and assets are often fundamentally affected by changes that are 

uncontrollable (DFID 1999, 2001). As explained in Chapter 2, the Sustainable 

Livelihood Approach is interested in the agency of communities and their "potential, 

competence, capacities and strengths, rather than mere weakness and need" itself 

(Kirkby et. al., 2001:201). Hence, this chapter is concerned with both the causes of 

vulnerability, and coping strategies that people adopt, based on their own capacities and 

strengths to build livelihood resilience. By promoting the development of effective and 

sustainable strategies, based on this diversity and complexity, this chapter argues that 

local people can ensure their survival through their 'own knowledge and experience' 

shared through a common culture and with their moral and spiritual systems. The 

chapter shows how cultural traditions strengthen effective adaptive strategies and, 

argues that while the impulse for change may come from external influences, adaptation 

comes from within communities, through dynamics, which are specific to traditional 
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values of the people. The chapter thus suggests a new analysis of the roles of cultural 

traditions referred to as a 'Cultural Resilience'. 

8.1. Livelihood vulnerability - experiences of changes 

In demonstrating how economic, social and political changes affect village communities 

and households, this section provides a profile of the Kandyan lives. The section 

analyses the villagers' experiences oflivelihood vulnerability, based on the recognition 

of various trends and shocks that have occurred in the recent past. Their ultimate 

impacts on village communities and households are examined, referring to 

demographic, economic, political and governance themes. Particular focus is given to 

the years post-1977, regarded as a period when notable changes occurred in the 

country's economic and political frameworks. Rural communities are relatively more 

vulnerable to policy changes - 'transformation structures and processes' (DFID 1999) -

as they seriously alter the processes of decision-making, resource exchanging and net

economic returns at household and individual levels (Reardon and Vosti 1995; Reardon 

1997; Moser 1998; Orr and Mwale 2001; Chaudhuri et. al, 2003). Small rural 

enterprises, and craft industries in particular, face difficult economic challenges because 

of limited domestic markets and increased production costs. However, it is important to 

notice that policy changes are not always negative or cause a vulnerability situation 

(DFID 1999). Economic and social conditions of people, as discussed in Chapter 7, can 

move in favourable directions through the implementation of new policies and 

programmes. In relation to Kandyan vulnerability there are two additional factors worth 

mentioning. First, no specific environmental events, [e.g. natural disasters] had been 

experienced by the participants in the selected Kandyan villags, although environmental 

changes have accelerated in recent years, putting many livelihoods at a significant 'risk' 

all over the world. Secondly, apart from the national outbreak of malaria in the 1940s 1, 

there were no significant health problems that affected the study communities. 

1This was the greatest health 'shock' to have occurred in the country's history. With the eradication of 
malaria, with successful government interventions, health conditions become more favourable. Today, Sri 
Lanka is the top country in South Asia in terms of good health standards. On a global basis, the country's 
health figures have reached developed countries' standards. 
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8.2. Post 1977 - Village communities and traditional livelihoods 

The introduction of liberal economic policies in 1977 was a significant juncture in Sri 

Lankan economic, social and political history. Economically, Sri Lanka adopted trade2 

and market liberalization3, whilst reducing state intervention4 in the provision of social 

services (Lakshman 1997). Politically, in 1978, the country changed from the British 

parliamentary system model to an executive presidential system. In the early 1990s, a 

'second wave of liberalization' (Dangalle 2005) was by marked the advent of neo

liberal economic policies, spearheaded by the Structural Adjustment Programmes, 

privatization and accelerated integration of the economy into the globalization process 

(Lakshman 1997; Peiris 1996). These changes received widespread acceptance and the 

new liberal policy continued to dominate, even though there were changes in 

government in 1994 and 2004. The policies and programmes implemented, until now, 

have undoubtedly contributed to the raising of living standards. However, the liberal 

reforms that took place in Sri Lanka left rural people feeling isolated for two reasons. 

First, the new economic regime's focus on export-led growth strategy marginalized the 

rural agricultural sector. Second, the reductions in welfare and concessionary measures 

materially affected rural communities (Lakshman 1997). Hence, most national 

development efforts continued within this broad context of emerging economic 

vulnerability. 

Figure 8.1 outlines the prominent changes in economic, governance and political 

conditions over time, 1977 - 2009, coinciding with the periods when political parties 

were in power. In order to examine village and household vulnerabilities, the same 

households selected for the ranking exercise were analysed [Table 5.2]. As the majority 

of respondents were elderly people, they had a better knowledge about 1977 and after. 

Figure 8.1 was drawn by referring to villagers' classification of the period from 1977-

2009, based on their experience of changes in their lives. Considering the impacts of 

particular changes on recurrent livelihoods, villagers categorized different times of their 

lives as better, good, not-bad, getting-bad and worst. Villagers clearly identified the 

post-1977 period as significant, for two reasons. First, the year 1977 itself, according to 

2Removal of import controls and export taxes, promotion of private investments and a strengthened 
export sector with comparative advantages and devaluation of the currency. 
3Reduction of government intervention by privatizing government industries, removal of market 
regulations, such as guaranteed prices, minimum wage legislations and removal of subsidies. 
4Reduction of government spending on health, education and other welfare expenditure, encouraging 
foreign capital investment and the private sector to promote economic activities. 
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respondents, was the hondama kalaya [the best time] and a 'boom-year', because of the 

new government and its economic policies, which ended the difficult socio-economic 

conditions. Secondly, considering the long-term consequences of the liberal policies, 

1977 was blamed as the 'root cause' of many of the economic vulnerabilities that were 

unexpected and irreversible. The ways that these liberal policies have affected people's 

lives and livelihoods will be elaborated in the following section. 
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Figure 8:1: Sri Lanka economic and political changes in the period 1977-2009 
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Villagers' experiences and perceptions of economic and political changes vary 

according to village contexts and the impact on villages, households and individuals. 

Based upon respondents' views, Figure 8.2 summarizes the particular areas that were 

considerably affected by the above changes at different levels. 

Figure 8:2: Summary of livelihood vulnerabilities at village and household levels as 
experienced by villagers 

Changing 
factors 

! 
DEMOGRAPHY 

ECONOMIC 

SOCIAL 

POLITICAL 

ENVIRONMENT 

(less significant) 

Source: Author. 

Impacts at different levels 

Village level 

*Domestic/foreign market 
*Changing institutional 
structures (NDC, NCC) 
*Infrastructure 
development (Physical 

capital) q 
*Subsidy schemes (raw 
materials) 
*Training programmes 
(Shilpa Panthi) 
*Village institutions/ 
society ( craft society) 

I 
Household/individual level 

* Asset availability, 
accessibility and ownership 

*Income levels 

*Quality of life 

*Livelihood security 

*Social status 

*Enjoyment in craft industry 

*Stress level 

The collating of villagers' experiences of particular changes shows that village level 

impacts have a considerable affect on household level changes. According to some 

respondents, changes in villag~ demography, for example, have altered village level 

social capital, asset entitlement and accessibility. Impacts on domestic markets, due to 

economic policy changes, have also altered income, social status, standard of living and 

the stress/risk situation of households and hence, livelihood security in general. 
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Nevertheless, raw material subsidy schemes and training support provided by the 

government have had some positive impacts on these traditional livelihoods and on 

household income and asset levels. Figure 8.3 summarizes the responses of 72 

households, regarding the impacts on their traditional livelihoods caused by 

demographic, economic, governance, political and environmental changes. 

Figure 8:3: Village level impacts of demographic, economic, political and environmental 
changes 

Changes 
encountered 

Political/Conflict 

Environment 

Governance 

Economic 

Population 

0% 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 

20% 40% 60% 80% 

Villagers' responses N=72 

8.2.1. Changes of village population 

100% 

• significantly 
positive impacts 

• some J>Ositi1ve 
impacts 
no impact 

some negative 
impacts 
significantly 
negative impacts 

In parallel with a marked acceleration in national population growth, Kandy district's 

population increased by 67 percent between 1940s to early 1970s1
• In the 1981-2001 

period, the population increase was relatively lower, apart from the natural increase 

1 The country' s population almost doubled between 1946 -1971 increasing from 6.6 million to 12.7 
million at an average annual rate of 2.6% https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world
factbook/ geos/ ce.h tml. 
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(Balakrishnan and Gunesekara 1977)2. Nevertheless, according to village information, 

there were some changes in village demography in the late 1990s. In Kalapura and 

Henawela, for example, the number of families in each village increased from 75 to 105 

and 65 to 120, respectively, from 1970 to 2000. The size of households in both 

Kirivaula and Embekke also increased3
, while the 'number' of households remained 

constant [225 and 200 households]. However, in Talagune, no significant changes in 

village population were observed. Overall, in terms of the impacts of these changes, 35 

percent of respondents mentioned that there was 'no significant impact' of population 

changes on their livelihood activities. But, according to those who experienced the 

demographic changes, the negative impacts were greater than positive impacts [Figure 

8.3] and the following responses given by villagers explain this result, and shows how 

impacts varied across villages [Table 8.1]. 

Table 8:1: Overall impacts of population changes on the Kandyan villages 

Areas 
affected 

Social Capital 
[Kalapura] 

Human 
Capital 
[Henawela] 

[Kirivaula] 

Villagers' comments 

The village population increased with the third stage of settlement. We 
have been living here as a family, but the new settlers do not fit in and 
are not helpful. .. 

With increased facilities in the area, the village population has 
increased in recent years. The Garn Udawa, in particular, helped to attract 
more people to this area ... But the newcomers criticize our profession and 
discourage our young people's interests in our family industries. They are 
misled by the view that traditional crafts are outdated and our crafts 
people are underprivileged. 

A recent trend is for girls to get married and move out of the village 
to places like Pamunuwa .... They are not really specialized in our industry, 
but they try to start new businesses using traditional skills. They can't 
succeed and their work downgrades our ancestral knowledge. 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 

2 During 1981 - 2001, there were no significant outward movements of population in the study villages. 
This was mainly because of the government policies focused on the development of rural areas with a 
substantial social welfare element. There was also an internal migration from the Wet-Zone to Dry-Zone 
interior as a result of the government-sponsored colonization programme and settlement schemes. 

3 The observations justified that in 75 percent of the interviewed households, there was an average of 5 
persons. They ranged from nine members, made up of father, mother with six children and a 
grandmother. Many of the households mentioned absent members who visited from time to time and sent 
remittances home. 
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The characteristics of village populations are significant in strengthening social 

solidarity and reciprocity, which are decisive for attaining livelihood security. As briefly 

discussed in the last two chapters, Kalapura and Henawela demonstrated how their 

strengths and interest in traditional livelihoods had been discouraged by the attitudes of 

new settlers. In Kirivaula, the links developed with an adjacent village, Pamunuwa, are 

seen as a threat, in that the association might result in a downgrading of traditional 

business and inherent knowledge and skills. In a livelihood context, demographic 

changes are important as they significantly affect the status of landholdings and land 

security, which are more obvious factors among agricultural communities (Morrison 

1980). However, there was no specific information showing the impacts of demographic 

changes on land ownership and security of the Kandyan villages being studied. As 

experienced by the majority of villagers, there was no risk of losing their landholdings 

as they were entitled to purana depola 'ancestral properties' that have been transferred 

across generations. They lose land ownership only if their lands are sold to pita aya -

['outsiders'], a practice which is restricted by their family customs. 

8.2.2. Changing national governance and economic climate 

Changing governance structures and economic policies is frequently a parallel process, 

and according to respondents, the experiences were 'mixed' with significant 'upturns' 

and 'downturns'in their lives. There was a general consensus among the respondents 

that the immediate policy reforms instituted by the new government in 1977 - in 

particular the open-market, relaxation of trade restrictions, increased raw material 

supply and a favourable climate for investment and tourism - had 'significant' positive 

impacts on the village craft business: "New government improved our markets. They 

introduced the Laksaka and there was an adequate supply of pittala [brass]. So, we all 

were busy with works day and night". Overall, the period from 1977 to 1982/83 was 

mentioned as a time that made a loku venasak [a 'big change']; hodama [the best]; and 

sathutudayaka [enjoyable] for the majority of people [Figure 8.1]. One elderly villager 

in Kirivaula stated that: "Though the new government was blamed, it was the 'best 

time' in our lives ... we had no stress or uncertainty about this industry ... we were almost 

self-sufficient". Hence, as village data confirmed, for 19 percent of respondents, the 

impacts of governance were 'significantly' positive, while 22 percent experienced 

'some' positive impacts of economic changes [Figure 8.3]. The recent establishment of 

the National Craft Council [NCC], National Handicraft Board [NHB] - Laksala, and 
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National Design Centre [NDC] in 1982, the government concerns about the traditional 

craft sector and the recent establishment of the Ministry for Culture and National 

Heritage, the concept of Craft-Villages, and Shilpa - the National Crafts Exhibitions, are 

all developments that have significantly influenced their positive comments. Another 

villager appreciated Shilpa, declaring: "It was a good platform to get into new markets. I 

earned considerable orders for the foreign market through Shilpa". 

However, those who experienced 'significant' and 'some' negative impacts of 

governance and economic changes disclosed different reasons; in the short term, the 

immediate impacts of the elimination of government incentives in 1977; and in the long 

term, uncontrollable external trade consequences, the politicising of government 

institutional structures, escalating pressures as a result of the unstable global economy, 

deteriorating national security and local political instability. 

In time Laksala and other government ventures proved to be unprofitable and, as the 

villagers lamented, they could no longer be relied upon to support their livelihoods. This 

disappointment of the villagers particularly about Laksala was mainly due to its internal 

politics and having to wait several months to get their cheques/money for their products, 

which jeopardized their life and the industry itself: "Api duk vidinawa, [ we are 

suffered]. No payment for our products. The new Laksala chairman is a political 

appointment; he knows 'nothing' about us and our industry". One villager severely 

criticized the recent government approaches by stating: "Api asaranai [ we are 

helpless!]. They suddenly stopped the supply of pittala [brass], which were made from 

the melted shell-cases collected from the war zone. These shell-cases are 'free' and still 

a surplus. If we transport them we will be charged". Consequently, as another 

respondent in Kalapura commented: "We are burdened by naya [debts], our lives are at 

a risk". Economic liberalization process rapidly expanded the garment industries into 

rural areas under the 200 Garment Factory Programme [GFP]4 [Figure 8.1]. This has 

caused more unfavourable impacts, particularly on those who rely on the traditional 

weaving industry. Garments are blamed as they have absorbed villages' young labour 

by jeopardizing traditional weavers' lives. Explaining his experiences, one weaver in 

Talagune asserted that: "I had 20 machines; girls left the industry when the garment 

factory came to Udadumbera. They are not interested in traditional weaving any more". 

As the majority ofrespondents commented, the free flow of cheaper items due to liberal 

4 
In 1992, the Board oflnvestment offered an attractive incentive package to entice garment producers to 

move garment factories to rural areas. 
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market had a significant impact on villages' livelihoods: "The pressure is on poor us. A 

flood of cheap Chinese crafts knocked the bottom out of our industry. Some people 

have already abandoned the industry and moved to labour work for a daily-wage". 

These impacts have increased sharply in recent years with the setbacks suffered by the 

tourist industry, because of deteriorating national security, lack of national consensus in 

policy making and a higher dependency on the global market. 

8.2.3. Changing political context and war situation 

The inconsistency of the national political system, patron-client relationships, and the 

attitude of politicians to the war came in for bitter criticism from the villagers. More 

than anything, villagers worried about the escalated war situation in the country, which 

was very unfavourable and unsupportive in terms of 'securing' their traditional 

livelihoods. An extreme example that was recalled by one respondent: "We lost our way 

with the bomb blast at the Maligawa [the Temple of the Tooth]." This incident, in 1998, 

was a serious 'shock' for many village communities who work with the Temple [Plate 

8.1]. As mentioned by one elderly man: "We had suffered so much during the 

missarable civil war, but never thought the Maligawa to be targeted." According to 

another respondent in Kalapura, "Tourists were no longer visiting their usual places 

looking for local crafts. So, to whom we were selling? Laksala and the Kandyan Art 

Association also reduced their purchases due to inadequate sales". These views 

explained that Kandyan communities had become 'secondary victims' of the civil war 

with its indirect impact on their traditional livelihoods. Thus, when considered as a 

whole, more than half of the respondents categorized the overall impacts of political 

changes and the local war context on their livelihoods as less significant or 'negative' 

[Figure 8.3]. However, with the end of war in 2009, there is 'new hope' for everyone in 

these villages and, as asserted by a respondent: "From the blessings of Dalanda 

hamuduruwo, the miserable war is finished. Hopefully, our lives will be shining again." 

Local politicians were also resented for their negligence and, the majority of respondent 

indicated that traditional crafts and other industries related to the performing arts had 

become 'less interesting' subjects to local politicians. As declared by a key informant 

[No 1]: "To improve our traditional livelihoods there must be an interest shown by the 

responsible people of this country. Sadly, no one is interested in dealing with the 'Rural 

Affairs Ministry', because its remunerative package is not attractive". Therefore, 
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government support for these communities and their livelihoods has decreased over the 

years and today these people actually look outside the government sector for their 

survival. Politicians were criticized for 'unequal' treatment, when benefits were 

provided to only on one part of the community and thus trustworthiness of local 

political elites is rapidly deteriorating. 

Plate 8:1:The bomb attack on the Temple of the Tooth 

Source: http://www.spur.asn.au/Dalada Maligawa Bomb Attack.jog 
[ accessed: 30.11.2009] 

As reflected from the above views, the impacts of changing economic and political 

environment after 1977, can be regarded as one of significant 'downturn' for these 

communities. Self-employed craftsmen and small cottage industry workers are more 

disadvantaged by economic liberalization (Lakshman 1997). However, based on the 

accounts of villagers, it is rather difficult to see the post-1977 period as being one in 

which there was an obvious 'downturn' in their livelihoods. They experienced both 

negative and positive impacts from time to time. Hence, the sequence and pace of these 

reforms depends on the severity and source of the initial macroeconomic imbalance. 
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The following section investigates these mix impacts particularly looking into 

household income and asset status. 

8.3. Nature of household impacts 

8.3.1. Income levels 

The extent of the impact of above changes on individuals and households is determined 

by each household's ability to respond to particular risks, and notably, this depends on 

household assets (Alwang et. al, 2002). Interviews conducted among village households 

revealed that the overall changes encountered post-1977 had 'mixed' impacts on the 

income portfolios of households. However, the villagers' responses regarding income 

levels were not clear, as they were not straightforward or 'open' about their earnings. 

They have never been satisfied with their earnings, and often, they terminated 

discussions about incomes by declaring: "A.dayam neha ['no income'], our life is a total 

misery. We are jeopardized by this government". According to the beliefs of the 

majority, the household income has declined continuously making their lives 'hopeless', 

as revealed by a villager: "I was earning about 100,000 rupees [874 US$) per month, 

but today, it is really hard to earn at least 25,000 [218 US$]. We have to spend all for 

buying pittala, nothing left for savings. This Peramunu anduwa5 increases pittala 

[brass] costs overnight". Inadequate income has had a considerable effect on the 

incidence of household stress, livelihood satisfaction and security, all of which are 

interconnected. One woman in Talagune commented: "Today, we have to think twice 

about our viyadam [expenses]". Despite their tireless efforts to earn a living, as the 

majority asserted, it is ultimately the ataramadiya [middlemen] who benefit the most 

from their trade. This was clarified by a respondent in Henawela: "We are discriminated 

against by the raw material seller and again by the wholesale buyers. Buyers ask for a 

magul bera for just 1800 rupees [16 US$], which is worth nearly 3500 [30 US$]. Ifwe 

argue, we lose the deal". It is obvious that adjustment measures might be a 'shock' for 

many rural households, due to there being fewer opportunities to increase households' 

net income at a time when there is removal of subsidies, new wage legislation, 

devaluations and economic liberalization (Ahamed and Lipton 1997). 

5 United People's Freedom Alliance [UPFA]. 
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However, despite a general 'dissatisfaction' among villagers with respect to income 

security, according to some opinions, the impacts of the liberal policies had been 

favourable in terms of increased household income, quality of life, and overall 

satisfaction with livelihoods. Among the respondents, 14 households experienced 

'significantly' positive impacts on household income, while 22 households noted 

'some' positive impacts that ultimately increased the living standard and livelihood 

satisfaction. As villagers described, the overall experiences in early 1980s: "It was 

hodama kalaya, [the best time], of our lives" [Kalapura]: "Everything was expensive, 

but our income was good" [Talagune]: "The costs were compensated by the profits" 

[Kirivaula]: "We saved a lot" [Embekke]. The particular reasons behind most of these 

comments are explained under household responses, which will be considered shortly. 

8.3.2. Household asset status 

As discussed in Chapter 7, one of the crucial determinants of households well-being is a 

secure accessibility to livelihood assets and the "effects of external changes which 

constrain or encourage the productive use and accumulation of livelihood assets" 

(Rakodi 1999:322). Overall, the impacts of the above changes on household assets are 

varied, but the majority of households have experienced favourable impacts, specifically 

on physical and financial assets. The infrastructure development by Garn Udawa in 

Kalapura and Henawela and, a recent project initiated in Udunuwara, [the Division 

where Kirivaula is located] has repaired and upgraded the village road network, which 

had increased market accessibility by providing villagers with adequate motorable roads 

on which to transport raw materials and finished products. The major focus of this 

project, as explained by one key informant in Kirivaula, is to: "Release these craftsmen 

from the grip of ataramadiyan [middlemen]". The market opportunities have provided 

them with capital and security and also helped overcome difficulties in finding new 

markets for their products in order to increase their incomes. 

The data show that when households have secure income sources their accessibility to 

saving facilities, :frequent loans and other external credit facilities increases6
: "Banks 

were happier to issue loans, because we had our bank savings as a guarantee". In 

contrast, one villager in Henawala, who worried about his financial insecurity, claimed 

that: "Craft works are not trusted as a secure source of income. So, banks are rather 

6 E.g. Kandurata Development Bank, People's Bank [PB] and Bank of Ceylon [BOC]. 
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reluctant to issue loans to us". Nevertheless, favourable financial situations have, in 

tum, enabled some households to invest more in their physical assets such as, craft 

utensils and some machinery, thus increasing household productivity assets. Therefore 

they possess higher level of working capital for purchasing new inputs/raw materials, 

while managing other expenses and household requirements satisfactorily7. The field 

observations and informal conversations confirmed that villagers had invested in 

household physical assets to a considerable extent, which can be used as indices of 

affluence to assess the living standards of these communities. As explained by some 

respondents in Kalapura, they had been first allotted a two-roomed house, which over 

time had undergone a significant alteration to now having four or five rooms, work 

sheds, outhouses, electricity and internal water supply etc, (see Peiris 1971). 

The data about income status and livelihood assets varied according to households' 

experience, and first-hand observations give an impression that these village 

communities are relatively poor, with less earning capacity, poor quality of living and 

deteriorating household assets. Indeed, there was an increased burden on livelihood 

security and dissatisfaction caused by the exaggerated economic and political pressures 

in recent times. However, the feature which impressed on many occasions was the 

apparent lack of economic disparity, equal standards of living and 'better-off 

conditions than is normally presumed of many rural communities. Overall, they had 

managed to continue leading a better life with some 'ups and downs', without 

'abandoning' the traditional livelihoods that had been inherited from their families. 

Many of them have benefited to a reasonable extent from government interventions, as 

well. Although the qualitative methods employed in the study did not yield a 

quantitative assessment of particular changes in household incomes and expenditure, the 

experiences of the majority of villagers indicated that their livelihoods were relatively 

more secure than those in government sector employment. Nevertheless, the overall 

experiences of policy changes represent the villagers' personal interests in national 

political elites. Their comments, both negative and positive, were closely associated 

with the 'benefits' and 'problems' experienced at different times under different 

governments and their policy reforms. Therefore, in this analysis, villagers' responses 

are used merely to understand the vulnerability context and how it associates with their 

recurrent livelihoods, rather than to provide an in-depth analysis of economic policy 

changes. Irrespective of the types of livelihood, political interests, economic and social 

7 i.e. health expenses, children's schooling, social activities like weddings, funerals 
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changes, these villagers have 'sustained' their livelihoods considerably under difficult 

circumstances; the following section investigates this factor in detail. 

8.4. Household responses - livelihood resilience 

This section discusses how village communities have responded to above changes and 

the way they have built 'livelihood resilience' through mobilizing and managing asset 

portfolios in the face of hardship. 'Resilience' is the "capacity to absorb and reorganize 

disturbances while undergoing changes so as to still retain essentially the same function, 

structure, identity and feedbacks" (Walker et. al., 2004:2)- the ability to deal with 

"surprises or cope with sudden disturbances" (Glavovic et. al., 2002:3). When 

participants were asked how they responded to household difficulties that they 

encountered at different times, there were some general comments: "We do our own 

way": "We manage anyhow": "We do different things". Livelihood literature uses broad 

categories to describe livelihood responses, including 'coping' strategies, which are 

short-term, and 'adaptive' strategies, which are long-term (de Graaf et. al, 1988; 

Chambers 1995b; Devereux 2001; Dercon 2002). For example, Scoones (1998) and 

Ellis (2000) identify three types of such strategies, namely agricultural intensification, 

livelihood diversification and migration. Responses gathered from village communities 

help to understand particular strategies they adopted, based on their accumulated 

knowledge, long-standing traditions and cultural values. Livelihood strategies represent 

the diversity and complexity of human capabilities, such that local people can ensure 

their basic needs and survival portfolios. This leads to an argument for 'cultural 

resilience', reinforcing culture and traditions as a source that enables the resistance 

against livelihood vulnerabilities. 

According to household responses, their resilience strategies are two folds [Figure 8.4]. 

Villagers have adopted 'deliberate' strategies that are determined by their household 

necessity and choices when households become really 'helpless' and 'hopeless' about 

their recurrent survival activities (see Marschke and Berkes 2006, 2006). Some of their 

strategies become 'involuntary' which involve unintentional activities that are adopted 

depending on different circumstances and experience. To understand temporal and 

spatial variations of different risk factors involved, and particular responses at 

household levels, four household biographies [Boxes 8.1 - 8.5] are used here. These 
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biographies explain the resilience strategies that villagers adopted at different times and 

their relationships with cultural traditions. 

Figure 8:4: Household and community responses to livelihood vulnerability 
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Box 8:1: Family Labour Management 

Harishchandra [60yrs] is a craftsman engages in the brassware industry for over 40 years. He 
lives in Embekke with his wife, Soma, and five children. Soma came from a reputable family 
from Matale. 

According to them, the economic and political trends that continued from the late 1980s had not 
significantly impacted on their livelihoods. Overall, the family had remained actively involved 
in their regular activities most of the time. They had, however, noticed a drastic increase in the 
cost of labour and brass since 2004, which was seen as the major component of their household 
expenditure. They had experienced a constant increase in production costs in the late 80s and 
90s: "We had paid almost 400.00 rupees [3.50 USD] for one kilo of pittala [brass] and 350.00 
rupees [3 USD] for one labourer. They were less than half in 80s". 

Harishchandra worked regularly from 8am to 5pm daily with an additional four labourers. It had 
cost over 50,000 rupees to finish three pahan [oil lamps], two mal-pochchi [flower vases], a few 
pathra [bowls] and a few decorative brass ornaments. Relatively, they had a good income from 
the same products during the late 1990s, as their production costs had been compensated by 
market profits. To reduce input-costs and to maintain their regular income and lifestyle, 
Harishchandra had mobilized his family labour effectively and efficiently. Earlier, there was no 
regular participation of family members in this industry, although everyone possessed the skills 
in brassware. "We all have different strengths. There is no difference betweenpirimi [male] and 
gahanu [female]" But, they had been engaged in different occupations, and deliberately kept a 
distance from the family industry as it was unnecessary. Today, Soma allocates more of her 
time to the workshop: "I cook three meals at once and spend more time at the workshop helping 
my husband" 

The daughters assist with the work whenever possible. Ruwani stated "I do polishing, which is 
much easier for a woman" Thanuja stated "I used to do designing as well, which is really 
intensive". Their sons had replaced the "hired-labour" for brass melting, pounding and 
moulding. Now, Harishchandra and his sons regularly work from 8am to 5pm, while the others 
participate from time to time. 

Compared to 2004, they had reduced input costs by 60 percent in 2007, replacing hired labour 
with family members. They had minimized the production cost, reduced household expenditure 
considerably and had achieved a relatively better income in recent years. Therefore, the 
increased costs had not drastically altered their regular livelihoods or the quality of their lives, 
their overall satisfaction and sense of security. According to the family, the recent economic 
changes have had little impact on the family and their livelihoods. "Without our skills and 
knowledge, we would not have been able to manage the situation". 
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Box 8:2: Asset management 

Rajaguru is an 'expert' in brass sculpting with more than 35 years experience. He is a successor 
of the 'Rajaguru' generation - the reputable craftsmen during the time of King Sri Wickkrama 
Rajasinghe. There are 15 'Rajaguru' families in Kirivaula village engaged in the industry, 
sharing inherited skills, knowledge and resources by living in the same compound, a royal land 
granted to their ancestors for outstanding craftsmanship. 

Rajaguru and his wife Kumari claimed to have had a good life, when most of the households in 
their village had experienced significant 'downturns' in their lives. Although, the impacts of 
economic and political changes were out of their control, they enjoyed a fair quality of life 
without considerable changes to their normal lifestyle or household income source. The 
economic trends that started in the late 1990s, with increased economic and political instability, 
did have considerable importance in their life and significantly affected local market 
institutions. In 1999, he terminated his supply to Laksala due to its unreliable policy and 
internal politicization. Increased costs of brass and other raw materials escalated his production 
costs, reducing income. 

To respond to the changing circumstances, the Rajaguru family adjusted their regular asset 
portfolio to maximize their assets and minimize production costs. Instead of paid labour, the 
extended family assisted as short-term labour networks. Rajaguru had been intentionally saving 
an extra piece from each carving, with the intention of converting them to cash during 
emergencies. To maximize profits, he had held on to a stock of his carvings and sold them when 
the market was more favourable. Those carvings had therefore been kept as savings, which 
could be converted into a financial asset when required. They have been kept in a showroom 
with a huge collection of exceptional carvings, including Buddha and Deva Statues - Vishnu, 
Natha and Gana - in various sizes. "I couldn't price these carvings. I made this one in 1982. 
This statue would cost more than 50,000 rupees today [437 USD]". 

During times when the cost of brass fell, Rajaguru increased his stock by allocating a significant 
portion of income to purchase raw materials. At a time when most households had struggled to 
purchase raw materials, Rajaguru had an adequate supply of raw materials and maintained 
regular production. His net profit was relatively higher due to cheaper raw materials. Rajaguru 
also managed to sell some brass and other metals at a profit and he was very confident about his 
creations: "Our products are well known. I use pure and quality brass and they are well finished. 
People come to me when they need authentic creations". 

To summarize, when unstable economic and market institutions affected many families 
negatively, Rajaguru's family managed to get through by adjusting regular assets portfolio in 
his household. He used the 'informal' sources of social capital and financial capital instead of 
formal; and converted physical capital into financial capital and maintained a regular stock of 
physical capital, i.e., raw materials, which minimized the chance of being left vulnerable. 

He had overcome market barriers by producing quality carvings and, specifically, by the market 
being driven by the 'Rajaguru' reputation, which indicated the importance of the generational 
spirit and connectivity for the survival of its followers. 
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Box 8:3: 'Few in One' -Diversification 

'Padmasiri and Sons' are exceptional Kandyan silver-jewellery makers from Kalapura. 
Padmasiri [67yrs] is father to two sons, Ruwan [25yrs] and Kusan [35yrs], and one daughter, 
Lalita [30yrs]. They make typical Kandyan jewellery such as peti-mcila, gedi-mcila, ata-mcila, 
polmal-mcila, kurulu-padkkam and nalal pata [Box 8.4]. Their economic outlook at the time 
was positive, which was reflected in the two-storey modem looking house with lavish modern 
furniture and two vehicles. This was further confirmed by their commenting on building a new 
house for his son, Kasun in the next year. When interviewed, Padmasiri's wife, Kamna, was in 
Aluthgama, at one of their showrooms. 

Overall, the period starting from 1977, and specifically the late 1980s, was a good time for 
Padmasiri's family and it was the best time of their lives, as they had a better market and earned 
a higher income. According to Padmasiri, he was satisfied by this industry: "At least once a 
month there was a tourist bus here to buy our crafts. Our whole stock would sell at once". 

Until the late 1990s, Padmasiri and his family had worked together in their workshop in 
Kalapura to earn their living, without any significant difficulties. The detrimental impacts 
experienced during the late 1990s due to a deteriorating tourist industry and market 
opportunities, as well as increased costs in silver, significantly affected their family income and 
lifestyle: "We had to cut down on expenses. In 2001, the cost of silver increased up to 13, 500 
rupees [118 USD]. In 2007, it was 54,000 rupees [472 USD]". 

In 2004, they made a decision to diversity their market and products strengthening their 
livelihood portfolio, whilst preserving their family industry. Considering market diversification, 
they opened two showrooms in Kandy and Aluthgama. Adding the borrowed capital from the 
bank to their existing financial capital, they opened Ruwan-Kalci in Aluthgama in the early 
2005, hoping for a better market for Kandyanjewellery for the 'Colombo-customers'. In 2006, 
the second showroom opened in Kandy and has been run by Kasun. While Kamna was at 
Aluthgama, Ruwan and Padmasiri worked at their workshop in Kalapura supplying jewellery to 
both showrooms. Their income gradually increased and considerable orders received from 
Colombo. They purchased their second vehicle in 2006, which confirmed the increased physical 
assets of their household. They diversified their products into other typical Kandyan jewellery, 
such as bangles, earrings, bracelets, pendants and other ornamental silverware, including heppu, 
jewellery boxes, ash trays, tea sets, cutlery and candle stands decorated with traditional 
Sinhalese designs. To reduce additional costs, the semi-precious stones, which normally 
decorated silverware, were replaced with less-valued glass crystal. To get new market 
opportunities, new designs were created by incorporating modern and Sinhalese traditional 
decoration. 

Despite the economic successes, they were also experienced some stressful situations resulting 
from their adaptive strategies. The family has 'split' reducing its coherence and unity. Padmasiri 
implied this was a negative consequence of their livelihood: " .... my family is here and there. It 
is hard to be together, but currently there is no other way. Hopefully everything will get back to 
normal". 

The changing economic and political environment had a mixed impact on Padmasiri's family. 
Despite the economic well-being, the household's social capital has deteriorated due to the 
mobilization of family members in Kalapura, Kandy and Aluthgama. Although they had not 
fully-recovered, their livelihood was secured and market and product diversification had helped 
them get through the economic difficulties. 
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Box 8:4: Kandyan bride with traditional jewellery 

Bridal headgear, the Nalalpata, is a gold gem-studded forehead plate, traditionally worn by the 
king and those in his court. Belonging to the headgear are symbols of the sun and the moon 
placed elegantly on either side of the head, divided by the Nalalpata. They are symbols of 
eternity. 

Starting from the Nalalpata pendant, each successive chain shows off beautiful pendants, with 
typical Sinhala designs. The design of the pendants may vary from flowers to animals. The 
swan, or the Hansa, is a famous bird design used. Hansa Puttuva [two, three or more swans 
with entwined necks] is featured in many works of traditional art in Sri Lanka. 

Agasthi Malaya is a chain made of agate. Some chains have seeds placed at intervals along the 
chain. Gedi Valalu, or the bangle of fruits, is made up of various local seeds strung on a wire. 
It is in these pieces of jewellery that the goldsmith has utilized local material. Seri Valatu is a 
broad bangle with three smaller bangles joined together. The ear-rings are known as Dimithi 
with the shape of an over-turned cup. 

Source: http://www.lankalibrary.com/rit/kandyan5.htm 
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Box 8:5: Self-managed skills, traditional knowledge and ancestral reputation 

As a child growing up in Talagune, Daya was surrounded by weaving as far back as she can 
remember. Her mother, Dingi-amma, and grandfathers, Rattiya, Rankira and Punchi-Kira, were 
distinguished weavers credited with preserving many of the traditions of Dumbera weaving. Her 
weaving ancestry goes back at least nine generations affiliated to the village Rassagoda, 
descended from the Kuiani's generation. When interviewed, Daya was about 50yrs and was 
working in the workshop with her husband, Ariyarathne [55yrs], and six other weavers. Daya is 
a mother to two daughters. In 1972, Dayawathi and Ariyarathne started Dumbera weaving as a 
family industry. With contacts developed through one of the field officers, they had an 
opportunity to supply their weaving to one of the showrooms in Colombo. They expanded the 
industry in 1982, and in 1994 started the business known as 'Daya Weaving' by employing 
additional labour to operate 20 machines. During the 1989-94 period, they had enjoyed a 
relative 'boom'. Their products were 100% cotton, hand-made and hand-woven with traditional 
Dumbera designs. Overall, they maintained a 'better' life with a good income from their 
weaving industry. Many of the weaving families in Talagune were badly affected by the 
garment factories and 'abandoned' weaving due to the failure to compete with imported, 
cheaper textiles: "Some people were on the border between life and death". 

However, Daya's weaving had not been affected as: "The imported textiles could be beaten 
easily by our traditional Dumbera weaving; you'll never replace these traditional pieces". The 
resilience of their family industry was driven by their purity, traditional skills and reputation as 
traditional Dumbera weavers. "Many people started weaving, but they failed. They can't adapt 
to changing markets, because they don't have original skills". 

In 2002, Dayawathi and Ariyarathne decided to move towards fashionable cloths, woven by 
100% local cotton with Dumbera-Rata [Dumbera designs]: "Today, the fashion industry is 
interested in hand-made, hand-woven cloths. The traditional designs have become more 
popular". 

However, since 2003, Dayawathi and Ariyarathne have had difficult times due to the 
depression, created by increased costs of living, scarcity of raw materials, lack of tourists, 
deteriorating government interest and the malfunctioning of Laksala. The poorer conditions of 
the village infrastructure, which was not exceptional to Dayawathi and Ariyarathne, had limited 
their regular market flows with Colombo and Kandy. "Buyers are not coming and there are no 
more tourists, because the roads in our village are terrible". 

As they had no other way, they replaced cotton yams with silk yam in response to the raw 
material scarcity. Though silk yam was a little more expensive, they had managed to pay this 
off with increased demands for their new cloths, woven and designed in colourful and shiny silk 
yams. " .. .it worked better than expected". They mobilized their market by transporting their 
weaving to Kandy and Colombo in their own vehicle, purchased through a bank loan as they 
knew their industry had a future demand and they didn't want to give it up. The strategies 
developed through their own experiences, skills and knowledge reduced livelihood uncertainty 
by living a 'regular' lifestyle. Daya referred to 2007 as the 'fortune year', when new hope for 
their family industry came with a special order from one of the Indian museums to create the 
Diya-Kachchiy [the waist cloth], which is a traditional cloth with very intricate designs worn by 
the ancient kings. Their weaving skills and reputation as 'traditional weavers' have given them 
an international exposure, confirming their own strength and providing a 'safety net' for the 
family's survival. 

Boxes 8.1 and 8.2 tell of Harischandra's and Rajaguru's households, which maintained 

reasonably sustainable livelihoods during economic difficulties. Although, there were 
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some 'downturns', their family industries were not significantly affected during market 

failures as they had managed to reduce input costs through effective mobilization of 

household assets. In Harischandra's case, family labour had been employed where 

appropriate, reducing the burden of hiring labour. Rajaguru received assistance from his 

extended family as short-term labour networks and other assets were substituted where 

appropriate. In general, both families acquired a 'good' life by increasing efficiency and 

productivity of existing livelihood assets. Both examples confirm that the skilled and 

experienced family members are important during such difficult times. Padmasiri's 

responses [Box 8.3] were different from those two cases. He succeeded by diversifying 

livelihood products and markets, and by mobilizing household labour. He retained his 

regular life by producing typical Kandyan jewellery and using less-expensive raw 

materials. Although some family 'disconnection' and deterioration in social capital is 

noticeable, there have been no other significant consequences of the responsive 

strategies adapted by Padmasiri. 'Trial and error' methods and, fortuitously, the 

persistent reputation of Dumbera weaving helped Daya and Ariyarathne maintain their 

livelihoods quite reasonably [Box 8.5]. 

According to these biographies, experiences of livelihood risks and the responses of 

house ho Ids varied according to househo Ids' characteristics [e.g. size], ancestral 

relations, level of skills and traditional knowledge, experiences, accessibility to other 

assets and, in particular, the type of livelihood activity in which they specialized. 

Although it is difficult to comment precisely on whether these households are better-off 

or worse-off than before, in general they have pursued their regular lifestyles following 

the changes that have occurred from time to time [e.g. Figure 8.1]. The following 

section examines the way that households have adopted different strategies in order to 

enhance livelihood resilience. 

8.5. Resilience strategies 

Figure 8.5 summarizes common responsive strategies, which were deliberately adapted 

by villagers to regulate/adjust their household economies. Diversification of raw 

materials, products and markets is such a deliberate strategy, commonly employed by 

all communities and considered as being cost effective in increasing net household 

income. Among respondents, 75, 94 and 97 percent of households, respectively, 

diversify their raw materials, products and markets. As confirmed in the majority of 
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household interviews, the decisions made by households to diversify are made purely to 

strengthen their 'principle' livelihoods, which they believe to be secure and the most 

promising way to ensure their survival. Engagement with 'other' income sources is 

relatively insignificant in every village context. Mobilizing household labour and the 

increased role of female members are equally important as response strategies. 

According to 53 percent of households, searching for help through informal social 

relations also became a significant source of household recovery during difficult 

periods. However, there were cases in Talagune and Henawela, where regular 

livelihoods - weaving and drum-making - had been abandoned (Figure 8.5), as it had 

become impossible to overcome household difficulties. 

Figure 8:5: Adaptive responses to ensure livelihood resilience 
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s 
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Source: Author's fieldwork. 

8.5.1. Diversifying raw materials 

In the late 1970s, the costs of raw materials became a significantly larger component of 

the expenses faced by craft families, representing 40 to 75 percent of the selling price of 

their particular craft product (see, Peiris 1971). However, according to the experiences 

of many respondents, raw material costs were not a significant problem at that time, not 

only because of the adequate supply ofraw materials but, also due to higher profits due 

to increased demand from the local market. As asserted by one brass worker in 
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Embekke: "We had good profits, we earned more than what we spent". By 

experimenting with alternative raw materials [Box 8.4 and Table 8.3], most of the craft 

workers have managed to reduce their raw material costs to between 50 and 65 percent. 

Some workers have used recycled brass and other metal scraps found "here and there". 

A brass worker in Kirivaula, who still uses scrap metals asserted that: "These are not in 

quality like 'pure brass' but much more profitable, when there is nothing to find in the 

market. I was able to reduce my costs by 25 percent" [Plate. 8.2] 

Plate 8:2: A brassworker sharing his experiences in use of scrap brass - Kirivaula 

Source: Author 's fieldwork. 

The data revealed that some brass workers in Kalapura, Kirivaula and Embekke have 

changed their usual production procedures, by reducing the quantity/volume of brass 

used for each product. They have altered the proportions of alloys, such as zinc and 

copper to reduce the strength and weight of their craft products. Bronze and aluminium 

are other metals often used [Plate 8.3]. One experienced brass worker explained that: 

"By adding different metals, we can also reduce the weight of the crafts, which is better 

for the tourist market. Tourists like to buy crafts which are light and small". These 

strategies have not altered the 'quality' and bright, 'gold-like' appearance of their 
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products and thus, raw material substitution has not declined their regular markets. The 

use of new raw materials has become a good market strategy which is a positive 

livelihood response. 

Plate 8:3: Different metals and cast brass used as raw material for new craft items. 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 

In order to reduce input cost, many weavers in Talagune has been replaced their usual 

cotton fibre, which is relatively scarce and expensive by silk yarn, which is imported 

cheaply from China, Pakistan and India. One female weaver clarified that: "silk is 

becoming popular among Colombo customers. Working on Dumbera designs with silk 

is difficult and time - consuming. But silk is almost half of the cotton price". Also, 

instead of buying 'coloured' cotton fibre, which is also costly, some have coloured the 

plain cotton at their workshops by using chemical dyes instead of natural dyes. These 

measures have helped them to keep raw material costs down. 

8.5.2. Diversification of products and market 

The main reason for the diversification of products and markets [Figure 8.6], as stated 

by many households, is the unreliability of state-led market ventures - Laksala, in 
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particular - and the increased unprofitability of their industries [Box 8.3]. By 

diversifying their products, varying from tiny door-bolts and door-locks to giant oil 

lamps, bowls and vases, and from light brass trays to heavy brass carvings with modern 

designs, brass workers for example, have already earned considerable orders from local 

and foreign buyers. As revealed by a villager in Kalapura: "I did quit heavy brassware. 

For the last two years I have been doing podi weda [small items], which is becoming 

more profitable. Recently, I supplied 150 'door-bells' to one of the top hotels in 

Kandy". Another villager explained about one of the orders, he recently earned by 

stating: "There is a good market for decorative light brassware today. I got an order of 

250 'trays' for a wedding, which is new, and gives me enough earning for a few more 

months". These comments reveal that changing economic and political conditions have 

altered villagers' regular production procedures. It was impressive to find during field 

observations that products are still of 'good quality', with there being one notable 

example of unspoiled traditional craftsmanship [Plate 8.4] 8 • The artistic combination of 

traditional and modern designs has succeeded in establishing new markets, particularly 

for those households engaged in the weaving and silverware industries. For example, a 

weaver in Talagune indicated: "I won the gold medal for diya kachchiya [waist cloth], 

newly decorated with my own designs". The typical designs of Dumbera weaving, 

Nelum mala, Gedi mala, Domba mala and Ata-Peti mala [types of flowers], seem to 

have undergone some modifications when compared to the motifs one would have 

expected to find 50 years ago. But the modifications still follow the geometry of 

traditional ornamentation, using the typical colours of blue, white, red, black, green and 

pink (Ludowyk 1955). Some weavers explained that they are experimenting with 

modern designs to explore new markets, but their efforts to conserve their traditions and 

to prevent the old beautiful designs and patterns from being lost are deserving of 

appreciation: "We have to be careful when using 'new' designs. Parana [old] designs 

are always demanded". Some traditional designs are changed purely as a market 

strategy, and as confirmed by the statement given a respondent in Kalapura: "We can 

slightly change traditional designs just to attract customers, not to spoil traditional 

designs". 

8 Oil lamps, door bells, betel trays, areca nut-cutter, brass statues, brass vases, heppu and punkalasa 
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Plate 8:4: The diversity of brassware that Kandyan villagers make 
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Source: Author's fieldwork. 
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Figure 8:6: Geographical patterns of market diversification 
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Figure 8.6 is a simple illustration of the geographical diversification of local markets 

and raw-material supply. The map was drawn based on respondents' information. 

Compared with the situation they faced during the 1980s and 1990s, their raw-material 

and production markets have spread across many regions today. Kandy was once the 

major place, where about 90 percent of registered market and raw material suppliers 

were concentrated. 
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Now the majority of craft workers rely on Matale, Kurunagela, Colombo and Kalutara 

for their raw materials, and their markets have extended throughout the country. Market 

diversification, which was adopted as a short-term response or coping-strategy, has 

become a valuable adaptive strategy in addressing market instability. As clarified by a 

craft worker in Kirivaula: "When we had reasonable stock, we used to transport it 

Dambulla and Anuradhapura. We can sell them for a reasonable price. Since 2006, I 

have also been supplying my crafts to one of the shopping malls in Colombo and one in 

Kurunagala". Some examples confrrm that the recent establishment of markets outside 

Kandy is a development that has been influenced by personal contacts and reputation of 

their works. For example: "People know that Rajaguru are masters and products are of 

good 'quality'. There is always a good market for Rajaguru name". A weaver in 

Talagune declared that: "Since 2005, I have been supplying my weaving to Mr. 

Samarawickrama, who I met during the Shi/pa exhibition. Once I send the weaving, I 

receive money within two or three days. That is what we want". The villagers' efforts 

have been further strengthened with recent government sponsorship. For example, the 

National Craft Council has contributed considerably to the upliftment of craft 

communities by providing them with opportunities to participate at national and 

international exhibitions. Also, opportunities for sales promotions through test

marketing programmes have considerably expanded the local market for traditional craft 

items. 

8.5.3. Household labour and the role of female members 

Household resilience differs in relation to the levels of individual members' 

contributions and involvement; in the responsibilities of husbands and wives and other 

household members; in respective member's power and authority; and in the terms on 

which decisions are made [Boxes 8.1 and 8.2]. The discussions in Chapters 6 and 7 

have shown that household labour is a key asset for Kandyan communities, since every 

member in the family plays a vital role in responding to economic difficulties. In 

particular, household data reveal that the engagement of female members is higher 

when households are feeling vulnerable. But in some cases, women's involvement with 

craft industries is of a permanent nature [Plates 8.5 and 8.6]. 
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Plate 8:5: A female artist who permanently engages in Batik - Kalapura 

Plate 8:6: A woman helps her husband at their workshop - Kirivaula 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 
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One female respondent in Kirivaula, who has been working with her husband over 15 

years, stated that most of the women in her village are competent in many of the 

traditional industries, and she believes that the support received from wives and 

womenfolk for their husbands is an important contribution, particularly during difficult 

situations: "Meka ham6tama amaru kalayak [this is a hard time for everyone]. I spent 

most of my time at the workshop helping my husband. It is a relief for us, since it 

reduces extra labour costs". Traditional family entrepreneurship has given men and 

women equal opportunities to specialize in different skills by allowing women to join 

the family industry when needed. Women are equally capable as men, and indeed some 

women are more talented in decorating crafts with traditional motifs. One male 

respondent in Kalapura described his wife's contribution to his industry: "Once I finish 

the hard part, she does all the decorations with very intricate designs and polishing". 

The village data revealed that the female labour replacement in households has enabled 

them to reduce overall input costs by 50 percent, which is a significant cost reduction, 

especially among brass workers. In situations of great insecurity with respect to the role 

of male labour in a household, for example, in cases of sickness or death, wives often 

compensates for the loss, thus increasing household reliance on female labour: "We lost 

our way when my husband died. It is hard but, I am running the industry with my two 

sons. Even without my husband, we didn't lose our jeewan6paya [the livelihood]". In 

such situations, specialized female labour not only reduces household vulnerability, but 

can also reduce the incidence of household poverty. The position of female workers in 

households brings the agency of women into the center oflivelihood security, and offers 

a new aspect for understanding how female labour, skills and their knowledge are 

effective (see Sen and Grown 1987; Oberhauser et. al., 2004). 

It was clear that many women respondents are descendents of traditional craft families 

and possess an impressive level of skills and knowledge of traditional industries, 

inherited from their families. But they had often not completely engaged with such 

industries, since it was generally 'unnecessary'. However, most of these women have 

been experiencing a rapid transition from their traditional household chores to 

'industrial' activities recently, due to the difficulties caused by economic policy 

changes. As one villager explained: ''Now my wife also gets busy with me at the 

workshop. She assists with craft work after her household chores". Most of the women 

are comfortable with managing different tasks and responsibilities both at home and in 

the workshop: "We have no difficulties 'switching' to 'craft works' from our regular 
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chores'when needed". Some women perceive that their involvement with the industrial 

work has brought a 'mental pleasure' of contributing to the household's economic 

activities: "When time permits, I assist my husband and son at the workshop. I feel that 

we make our lives together". Their involvement with such livelihood activities boosted 

women's profile and respect from their husbands and other family members. 

However, as one female respondent declared: "Sometimes, I get angry when my 

husband calls me to the workshop. I have to do all the tasks at home and have no time 

for craftwork". This indicates that the involvement with 'family livelihood' is an extra 

burden for some women. It was noticeable that there has been no migration of female 

household members in search for 'new jobs' during the economic difficulties. It has 

been shown elsewhere that when economic difficulties occur, many rnral women are 

migrating to dead-end occupations with low pay and long working hours (Moser 1998; 

Oberhauser et. al, 2004; Attanapola, 2007; Azmi, 2008). But in the Kandyan villages, 

household data revealed that during vulnerable situations, most of these women become 

an important part of 'family livelihoods' giving them economic responsibilities and 

decision-making opportunities, which indicates women's elevated positions both in the 

household and the workshop. However, this 'double burden' can lead to assume that 

'tradition' is a 'double-edged sword' for women (Sen and Grown, 1987) that makes 

them overly busy. In contrast, the Kandyan research findings show that family traditions 

have enlarged women's opportunities and thus, as Sen and Grown (1987) argue, cultural 

traditions may also provide the starting point for empowering women. Field data 

indicated that women's involvement in craftwork has a considerable impact on 

household income level, and also empowers women by enabling them to take 

responsibilities over economic decisions that are not 'controlled' by their husbands. In 

this sense, the women interviewed in the Kandyan villages are a privileged group, in 

that they possess skills and knowledge that are compatible with, and equal, to those of 

their husbands. Therefore, the contribution made by women to household incomes is 

very important, though it is largely 'hidden' [Figure 8.6]. Women's competency in 

traditional skills and knowledge alongside multiple household responsibilities 

undoubtedly reinforces household resilience. Household data demonstrate that learning 

and adopting new values and activities create relationships between men and women 

based on equality, equal responsibilities and mutual respect, which are vital to lead 

equal and fulfilling lives (Momsen 2004). 
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8.6. Cultural resilience 

Kandyan villagers' way of life changes over time, but rather than characterizing it as 

previously marked by dynamic economic and political changes, it can be rather 

described as 'displaying a noticeable emphasis on perceived cultural traditions and a 

resistance to external changes' (Fortier 2009): "It is hard to change these people and 

direct towards new strategies -janmeta vada purudda lokui [habit is second nature]. 

Since they have been living in their 'own world', they don't like to change their 

attitudes". This key informant interview [No 2] stressed the importance of the villagers' 

longstanding socio-cultural systems that include their traditional knowledge, skills, 

experiences, values, customs and attitudes for their survival. This can be interpreted as a 

'cultural resilience' which demonstrates an "active resistance to external changes 

through the protection of traditional practices" (Fortier 2009:163). Cultural resilience 

can be referred to a culture's capacity to maintain and develop cultural identity and 

critical cultural knowledge and practices. This can be seen from the communities those 

successfully resist during vulnerabile periods by drawing on livelihood strategies 

developed through their experiences, traditions, and through knowledge systems 

maintain for many generations. The fundamental feature disclosed by every respondent 

was that they have 'managed' to cope with the changes through their cultural traditions, 

which indicates their adaptation to livelihood vulnerabilities. According to Platteau 

(1997) and Devereux (1999, 2001), rural communities always try to recover from the 

effects of shocks and contingencies through 'informal strategies' - through their own 

experience, skills, knowledge and 'trial and error' methods. As shown in the Kandyan 

examples, cultural traditions act as a safety-valve for these people, by strengthening 

natural resilience and the existing capacities of households' assets with forward-looking 

strategies which enable them to endure in the face of unpredictable changes. These 

adaptations are distinctive as they have not changed the 'traditional way of life' of these 

communities. Sadly, very often, these strategies are hidden and rather difficult to 

identify in first-hand observations, and are therefore often ignored at policy level. 

Nevertheless, by understanding the role of traditional values in the context of livelihood 

vulnerability, this section considers the significance of cultural traditions in 

strengthening livelihood resilience among rural communities. 

Village data revealed that the development of different livelihood strategies 1s 

influenced not only by economic and political conditions, but most significantly by the 

cultural traditions of village communities. Knowledge acquisition among these people is 
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an ongoing, dynamic and natural process that occurs within their traditional institutions. 

The respondents were more confident and comfortable with their inherited knowledge 

and, as clarified by one respondent: "We feel secure and independent, we know how, 

when and where our knowledge works well". These communities possess vast 

knowledge and experiences concerning their enterprises, doing different things at 

different times, and are better-off than those rely on one major livelihood (Chambers 

1998). This was particularly noted in their intentions to adopt different practices in 

order to maintain stability in their household livelihoods: "We know what items are 

demanded at different times of the year. At New Year we have a good market for items 

like oil lamps, vases, and bowls. In Perehara season, ornamental items are in more 

demand, because there are lots of tourists". 

In terms of building resilience strategies, there is a marked emphasis on 'traditional', 

'original' and 'inherited' knowledge and practices that have been maintained for 

generations. Although some villagers had experimented with new techniques, they were 

not confident and as one respondent said: "Better the things we already know than the 

new things we don't know". Not only because new techniques no longer support the 

retention of their traditional skills, but also there is a problem of affordability. A 

respondent in Kirivaula explained his experience, declaring: 

When they introduced new techniques, there was a problem of getting new machines 
and tools; there was no one to help us. They just said 'do this and that'. If we follow 
them, we will lose; we have proven that our knowledge and skills are practical and 
appropriate for any time. They do not know the strength of our traditions, there is no 
support to keep traditional knowledge, and they just ruin it. 

Communities that are "culturally resilient direct their efforts towards preserving their 

traditional practices" (Fortier 2009:163), inherited values and knowledge, and one key 

informant [No 3] confirmed this declaring: "Whatever we provide they rely on what 

they know and received from their paramparawa [generation]". Although "traditions" 

may change inevitably over time, the community consensus decides which elements in 

their culture are preserved and practiced as paramount (Fortier 2009: 163). Kandyan 

villagers firmly believe in the uniqueness and wealth of their traditional knowledge and 

techniques by refusing to adopt new technology for their industries: "New technology 

does not suit for our 'traditional works'. The decorations should be done by our hands 

to give them a good quality". Traditional knowledge is 'place-based', part of a complex, 

multi-purpose 'socio-cultural' system and does not consist of a simple list of technical 
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solutions, or is only limited to a series of different applications which vary according to 

the results obtained. Furthermore, if these villagers use new technology, as one villager 

asserted: "We have to learn them from the beginning. We have to 'buy' them, which 

adds extra cost to our budget. We are happy with what we 'already' know and are 

skillful with". The majority of these villagers have come to the conclusion that adopting 

many external strategies would have negative effects on their traditional knowledge, 

skills and livelihoods. Therefore, despite growing criticism of the relevance and 

applicability of traditional and local knowledge in the development context (Agrawal 

1995, 2004; Smith 2000a; Briggs 2005, 2008), this research reveals the 'capacity' and 

value of traditional knowledge/skills for strengthening livelihood resilience, and 

therefore livelihood sustainability. 

The customs and traditional practices nurtured by these communities through 

generations of living have helped them to modify their adaptive strategies to 

accommodate economic fluctuations. As clarified by a key informant [No 8], cultural 

traditions enhance villagers' ability to adapt to changing situations: "Unlike others, 

these people can survive with their 'inborn' talents. Most of these people are 'better-off 

than others. They are talented and have a good reputation, which help them to survive". 

With good reasoning and logic built on experience, their traditional livelihoods provide 

rules to govern the use and respect of resources and obligation when difficulties occur 

(see Fortier 2009). The sense of rules-in-use and the ancestral connections provide the 

means by which societies can act on their inherited knowledge and use them to produce 

their livelihoods (Berkes et. al., 2000). The examples discussed in Boxes 8.1, 8.2, 8.3 

and 8.5 show how economic 'disturbances' have been converted into 'opportunities' 

through innovative strategies. Some cases demonstrated that a household's resilience is 

a result of personal innovation and experimentation with knowledge and skills. 

Yet, paradoxically, cultural traditions have not always been effective in strengthening 

household resistance. In some instances, people's traditions have weakened their 

adaptability during difficult times. Some uncontrollable situations can force people to 

abandon their craft industries or move to another source of income [Figure 8.6]. In such 

situations, although they are willing to adopt other sources of income, they tend to 

discontinue their 'inherited professions' since they lack 'other skills' and formal 

qualifications to move into new jobs. According to some respondents, they remain in 

the same industry due to their obligations to family traditions, even though this may not 

fulfil all requirements. In this sense, however, this does not mean that traditional 

242 

~ 

~ 

,, 

>I 

< 

/-

'< 

~ 

;.. 



'( 

livelihoods are necessarily vulnerable or inappropriate activities for human survival; but 

as explained by one villager in Henawela; "We are capable in making our lives, we have 

the strength. But we need podi sahay6gayak [a little support], to make our lives 'better' 

and 'easy"'. Despite their impressive capacities, some villagers hoped for government 

assistance to help them maintain their traditional livelihoods, especially when they 

faced economic difficulties. Such supports, and the efficacy of cultural traditions in a 

society, depend on the willingness of the mainstream society to accept traditional 

knowledge and cultural practices and to share them with modem social-cultural systems 

(Fortier 2009). Hence, the introduction of adaptive strategies in local communities may 

not always be successful, because the authorities may give credibility to new strategies 

only when they are defined in their own context, which may overlook the complex 

values, experiences and genuine capacities of local people (Brigg 2008). Thus, the most 

important factor that needs to be emphasised, is the necessity of seeing the local 

consequences of any particular economic development within the parameters of local 

history and community aspirations. 

Notably, the data reveal that Kandyan communities deliberately choose to act in ways 

that not only 'enhance' their livelihood security, but more importantly their cultural 

'identities', inherited traditions and value systems. Thus the Kandyan livelihood 

strategies constitute a valuable form of cultural resilience. The ancestral relationships, 

family customs, rituals, and even the 'sense of place'- the Kandyan identity, appear as a 

strong cultural institution - a form of organization that reinforces the capacities and 

adaptability in everyday life. However, what makes the Kandyan case unique, is that 

these people have been able to direct their successful economic endeavours, not only to 

promote individual household resilience, but also to enhance community resilience and 

adaptability. Hence, cultural traditions provide a multi-purpose 'adaptive system', not 

only encouraging individual economic achievements in a community, but also 

safeguarding the embedded values of their entire societies. 

8.7. Conclusion 

Respondents were convinced that their knowledge, skills, values, norms and life-long 

experiences are vital in shaping households' survival portfolios. Examples showed the 

ability to translate 'cultural diversity' into 'livelihood opportunities'. This is in line with 

the argument that put forward in the chapter that appreciating the cultural significance 
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m livelihood resilience means moving beyond a 'negative mentality of culture' to 

apprehend the values cultural traditions. The existence of culture-based adaptive 

strategies in the village communities being studied is a strong indication of how local 

people are connected with their embedded values and traditions. The analysis here 

carefully shows that the rural communities are 'knowledgeable' and are capable of 'self

reliant' organizations. Thus traditional culture is a vibrant resource which enables the 

community to pursue robust livelihood strategies which are characterized as Glavovic 

et. al., (2002) assert, by different 'layers ofresilience'. 

244 

'\ 

r 

" 

'\ 

>-

" 

" 



Chapter Nine 

Cultural traditions as a 'capital asset' in livelihood 
analysis 

Neglecting traditions, values and our customs is a mistake we all have been 
doing. Athitahya, [the past] cannot be easily forgotten; because everything is rooted in 
the past. People can learn, and that is their great impetus, not only do they look forward 
but also because they use their past. Most of these people continue their traditions, 
which are largely overlooked by 'modern' thinking. People live with their inherited 
resources - skills and knowledge to bada viyatha rakaganta [to survive]. We can't 
under estimate their dependency on traditions and values transmitted through the ages. 
They are the lifeline of many of these people. 

[Key informant No. 1] 

This study emphasizes the belief that development best proceeds and innovation occurs 

when there is an active dialogue with people (Commonwealth Foundation 2008) about 

their values, traditions, identities and knowledge. As evident from earlier discussions, 

the best way of doing so is working together with people, recognizing, prioritizing and 

respecting their cultures, traditions and value systems, and helping them to promote and 

make a living from their own strengths, capacities and creativities. In line with these 

thoughts, the discussions in Chapters 6, 7 and 8 demonstrate that cultural traditions are 

important in people's lives in attaining their various livelihood objectives. It should be 

emphasized that this research does not seek to favour traditional culture and its values 

over modem culture and its values. As was noted in the Introduction, the study attempts 

to prove the potential wealth of cultural traditions, highlighting 'positive' aspects rather 

than negative, and 'capabilities' rather than hindrances. Therefore, the aim of this 

chapter is to stress the importance of a distinctive form of capital - cultural capital, and 

its significance in both livelihood analysis and sustaining rural livelihoods. In this 
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regard the chapter brings together all the key findings and, to examine the role of culture 

and traditional values, in order to justify its significance as a productive 'asset', and to 

propose that cultural traditions should be a key element in livelihood analysis and 

development planning. This chapter intends to avoid the possible misunderstandings 

that culture is a mere 'institution' and 'rules of the game' that impedes livelihood 

opportunities, and to show how cultural traditions can be seen or converted into a 

'capital' or productive 'asset'. 

Kandyan communities have retained management of local traditions and value systems, 

and they have been able to make considerable social and economic gains, while 

maintaining dynamic and resilient cultural identities. It should be emphasised here that 

the Kandyan community is only a selected example to show the synergy among cultural 

traditions and livelihood. Nationally, as well as globally, these relationships can be 

further investigated and framed and, thus these findings can be generalised to inform the 

significance of 'cultural sensitivity' across planning, implementing and evaluating 

grassroots development interventions in any context. This chapter first examines the 

reasons for 'cultural insensitivity', or neglecting culture both in development and 

livelihood analyses. Secondly, the chapter shows the need for a cohesive and integrated 

concept of cultural capital, in order to validate cultural traditions as a valuable asset. In 

this regard, the chapter presents a framework for considering cultural capital in 

livelihood analysis. 

9.1. 'Why not' and 'why' culture 

Some people think that sanskruthiya [culture] is useless and they have 'nothing to do' 
with that. They are not interested about their customs, traditions, values and, no idea at 
all about the prosperity we had in the past. But, as a nation, our identity develops 
largely around our traditions and cultural values. Our entire social life is guided by our 
sanskruthiya. So, culture should become first in every action. 

[Key Informant No 9] 

Exemplifying the theoretical debate of 'culture and development', discussed in the 

Introductory chapter and Chapter 3, the above key informant articulates the significance 

of culture and traditional values for a nation, that gives it a unique identity, and suggests 

it should be fundamental in development processes. Yet, with its theoretical abstractions 

and reliance on hypothetical analyses about 'how development interventions proceed', 

the dominant development approaches suggest that development is a process which has 

'no' cultural context and can take place 'anywhere', irrespective of its validity and 
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effectiveness (see Escobar 1995; Tucker 1999). This chapter neutralises this argument 

through the field research findings and suggests that the development process should be 

'cultural', which involves full participation of local communities and prioritises local 

values, traditions and identities. As clearly illustrated through the examples in Chapter 

6, cultural traditions are central for both material and non-material fulfillments of local 

communities. Fortunately, the recent works of Bergendorff (2007), Sen (2004), Kalmer 

(2004), Rao and Walton (2004), Carranza (2002), Harrison and Huntington (2001), 

Escobar (1995, 2000), Tucker (1991) and Radcliffe (2006), articulate 'how and why 

culture matters' in a broader development context and sustainable well-being and, argue 

that development is not 'culture-free'. However, interest in culture and traditional 

values within development process has recently arrived at a critical crossroad through 

concepts such as 'intangible culture' (UNESCO 2003), 'culturally sensitive approaches' 

(UNFP A 2008), 'creative economy' (UNCT AD 2008), and 'putting culture first' 

(Commonwealth Foundation 2008). These concepts are more convincing and critical 

about the significance of culture, not only in capacity building and sustaining 

livelihoods, but also in securing people's identity, rights and opportunities. But the key 

question, and what this study essentially proposes, is 'how' to bring these cultural 

traditions and values into 'operational' level considerations and incorporate them more 

effectively with development policy interventions. As Sen (2004:38) concerns, thus, 

questions that seem appropriate include: what are the different ways in which cultural 

traditions may influence development processes? how can such influences be better 

acknowledged and understood? and, how might the cultural context modify or alter 

development policies? 

Whatever the motives, it remains unquestionably true that development thinking and 

processes were invented, nurtured and evolved to such technical perfection by thinkers 

of Western or 'developed' contexts (Hennayake 2006). The 'dominant' thinking of 

development hesitates to accept and, perhaps overlooks or clearly ignores, 'non

Western' or 'other ways' of thinking and practising. As indicated by a respondent, this 

is not an unusual situation even in rural contexts; "decision-makers are 'henchmen' of 

the politicians. They do whatever they are ordered, irrespectively of its appropriateness. 

They have no 'guts' to correct their bosses". This unfortunate situation is similar to 

what Myrdal (in Ganguly, 1977:2) asserts, that "development is heavily biased in a 

direction that is basically opportunistic". The focus of the development process should 

be 'everyone', irrespective of modern or traditional, urban or rural, and should represent 
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'everyone's' requirements and desires. There is a reluctance under the 'dominant' 

process to justify the capacities and richness of other cultural values 'over' the 'western 

values'. As Groenfeldt (2003 :918) believes "if we truly believe that the western cultural 

system is the 'only' legitimate way of making sense of the world" and the 'way of 

development' then, there is "no reason to protect competing value systems". But, 

according to a clear explanation provided by a key informant [No 1]: 

.... traditional cultures have preserved many precious and noble elements to humanity. 
The old and new must both be attuned to the good of humanity. It would therefore be 
dangerous to allow the traditional cultures to die out, since their inherent potentialities for 
the good of society cannot yet be evaluated. 

Thus, ifthere is acknowledgement of an "inherent validity of 'other ways of knowing', 

then there is both reason and obligation to support the health and continuation of 'other 

value systems"' (Groenfeldt 2003:918). As we have seen from the Kandyan villages, 

cultural traditions are diverse and complex and, perhaps difficulties may occur when 

recognizing them and distinguishing what is 'appropriate' and 'inappropriate' culture 

for development and, incorporating them into the development process. Possibly, this is 

why 'other' cultures and values are neglected or poorly informed within development 

processes. If we generalize culture as a 'total way of life', (Kluckhohn 1949 in Baldwin 

et. al., 2006:186) or 'everything', as Huntington (2001: xiii) notes, culture means 

'nothing'. The way that culture has been commonly interpreted within the development 

process, as 'a way of life', does not sufficiently acknowledge the diversity and 

complexity, and thus the potential and 'richness', of culture. According to some 

respondents' views: "Cultural and traditional values represent 'verities of life"' [Key 

informant No 7]: "Every society possesses its own unique cultures and traditions" [Key 

informant No 2]. As we saw in Chapter 6, even within one culture, people understand, 

experience and define cultural values differently. In order for culture to be an 'end' and 

an 'aim' of development (WCCD 1995), these complex issues need closer attention, and 

culture should be understood as both specific and unique. 

As Throsby (2001 :26) notices, it is interesting to examine the nature of values a 

community places upon its cultural traditions that symbolize their 'cultural identity'. 

What do we mean when Kandyan people, for example, say Kandyan dancing and 

Dalanda Perehara are 'valuable' in their society? At its simplest, according to Throsby 

(2001 :27), "cultural value represents 'positive' characters rather than negative, an 

orientation to what is 'good' rather than bad, 'better', rather than worse". This study 

equates cultural values with values based on cultural tradition; values that are claimed 
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or perceived to have remained relatively unchanged for centuries or generations. Village 

examples have already shown that cultural values are not only tools or guiding 

principles of peoples' lives, but they go much further by providing considerable 

resources for sustaining people's livelihoods. There are important constituents that 

characterize cultural values in every society, including aesthetic, spiritual, social, 

historical, symbolic and authenticity (Throsby 2001), which are often unseen and 

undervalued during development processes (Harmsworth 2002). Groenfeldt (2003:920) 

argues that, "these values shape the substance of thoughts and feelings, not 

deterministically, but through mediating between collective institutions and individual 

behaviour". Thus, a new approach is necessary in identifying these diverse perspectives 

of cultural value by disaggregating it in different ways. 

9.2. Operationalising culture through rural livelihoods 

In order to bring cultural traditions into an 'operational' level, recognition and 

understanding of culture in different contexts is important. In this regard, the examples 

discussed in Chapter 6 and 7 showed that the livelihood perspective helps us by 

providing a framework to examine cultural diversity and significance of peoples' 

traditions, customs, norms, beliefs, ancestry, inherited knowledge and skills in 

achieving their desirable objectives. This proposal was supported by one key informant 

[No 6] stating that: "Many rural livelihoods are deeply rooted in family customs and 

their traditional values. But we can't see them clearly, and are misleadingly overlooking 

such relationships". Hence, people's livelihoods provide useful information on different 

ways in which cultural traditions may both integrate and influence development 

processes and the sustainable well-being of rural communities. 

This study revitalizes the present livelihood analyses where culture is rather neglected 

and situated as a constraint that controls the livelihood opportunities of people [Figure 

9.1]. As explained in Chapter 2, although 'culture' is already used within Policies 

Institutions and Processes [PIP], the concept does not represent all-encompassing 

entities of culture. Culture is only a 'topic' related to social capital. Its weak version of 

culture [e.g. gender, ethnicity, class] may be an obstruction in advancing people's 

livelihood choices. Culture, in such a weak and rigid sense, represents communities that 

are highly "hierarchical and intolerant of external threat and internal diversity. Their 

ideological structures are dogmatic and free enquiry or research is discouraged" (Eames 
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2006: 19). Therefore, culture, as a complex, diverse and vigorous variable in shaping 

people's livelihood choices, calls for an advanced approach, rather than that of the 

limited and unenthusiastic interpretation within policies and development processes. In 

this regard, there have been some suggestions among livelihood researchers to broaden 

PIPs analysis beyond governance, by including community and familial structures 

(Bingen 2000 in Toner 2002). Johnson (1997 in Toner 2002) raises some considerations 

of informal rules and norms, while Cleaver (2001) suggests 'new institutions' with the 

elements of existing social and cultural arrangements that should be incorporated with 

the PIP (also see Robley 2001). Although such analyses may better inform livelihood 

issues associated with participation, power, authority, policies, institutions and 

organizations, the influences of the cultural context and how people's values and 

cultural attributes 'shape' livelihood opportunities are likely to remain inadequately 

appreciated (see Messer and Townsley 2003). 

In a livelihood context, analysis of culture must go further in enquiring how cultural 

values influence people's decision-making processes, representation, identity making, 

resource ownership and accessibility, social relations, and overall livelihood 

sustainability; how culture 'facilitates' resource accessibility rather than 'controls' 

resource ownership [Figure 9.1]. According to the Kandyan examples, culture and 

traditional values guarantee a secure framework for social trust, moral economies and 

sense of place, reciprocity and co-operation in exchange works and a complementary 

relationship between the individual and the group. Chapter 7 showed how cultural 

traditions create 'informal' social capital, for example, which builds upon people's 

values, aspirations and potential, and provides a safeguard against corruption and 

politicization. 

Previous discussions have indicated the way that cultural values influence people to 

choose their livelihood options in ways which help them to understand and respect each 

other. Local people are aware of their values and, as clarified by one villager: "Our 

culture and traditional values are 'living' and vital for the continuation of our society". 

Hence, the reasons for claiming culture in a capital sense are not hard to justify through 

the Kandyan communities, and as further suggested by one villager: "We must 

understand our cultural traditions as a vatina sampathak [precious resource] that 

supplies the nerve and the urge for our survival". Thus, in order to bring culture into the 

operational level, a concept like cultural capital is complementary and adequately 

embraces the diversity and uniqueness of traditions and cultural values. It is useful to 
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investigate the way that different cultural systems generate different flows of production 

of goods and services and, the significance of particular cultural elements/criteria 

according to the degree of their contribution to sustainable livelihood building. 

Figure 9:1: Why should cultural traditions be incorporated into livelihood analysis? 
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However, analyzing culture as 'capital' - in the sense of a general purpose resource, is 

challenging. Every element of culture may not always be effective and positive in a 

livelihood context, and thus an attempt to integrate them all would be senseless and 

indeed difficult. Therefore, it is certainly possible to pay adequate attention to 

'particular' cultural attributes, along with taking into account all the characteristics and 

qualifications revealed from the village examples. According to Sen (2004:44) if 

cultural traditions and value systems are recognized to be diverse, varied and 
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interactive, and "if the importance of culture is integrated with rival sources of 

influence, then culture can be positive and constructive both, in the context of livelihood 

sustainability and social and economic development processes". 

9.3. A framework for cultural capital for livelihood analysis 

We now turn to formulating the concept of cultural capital, as a new type of capital or 

an asset within livelihood analysis. The term 'capital' refers to accumulated wealth that 

may be used to produce more wealth or better outcomes (Homby 1989; Narayan and 

Pritchett 1997). By adding the concept of 'culture' to 'capital', - cultural capital-, the 

study asserts that culture is an asset that helps in gaining better outcomes and sustaining 

livelihoods of any community through its accumulated wealth and capacities; it is also 

necessary to include the meaning and production of capital, the ideas of creativity, 

innovation, ideologies, history, traditions, values and rituals. There are some conceptual 

arguments for cultural capital, but most are lacking these aspects and are weakly linked 

to specific and concrete case studies (e.g. Bourdieu 1986; Zweigenhaft 1993; 

Aschaffenburg and Mass 1997; Throsby 1999, 2001, 2003a, 2003b; Broady 2001; 

Sallivan 2001; Soroka and Rafaeli 2006). 

The concept of cultural capital was first introduced by French sociologist Pierre 

Bourdieu (Soroka and Rafaeli 2006), in order to better understand patterns of 

'inequality' - such as 'educational inheritance' - the unequal scholastic achievements of 

children originating from different social classes (1986:243)1. Bourdieu argues that 

cultural capital exists in three forms; in its embodied form, cultural capital refers to an 

implicit set of values, or a long-lasting disposition of mind and body (intangible cultural 

capital). In the objectified form, it includes cultural goods (see Klamer 2004), such as 

literature, paintings, monuments, etc, (tangible cultural capital- see Throsby 1999) 

(Bourdieu 1986:246). The institutionalized form of cultural capital can be observed 

when the embodied cultural capital is recognized in the form of 'educational 

credentials' (Throsby 1999:4). However, as Ostrower (1998) and Kingston (2001) 

argue, Bourdieu's theory of cultural capital has frequently been criticized. For example, 

Lareau (1988, in Kingston 2001 :89) argues that Bourdieu's notion of cultural capital, 

"lacks clarity and explanations are often vague and even contradictory". Although some 

1 Bourdieu's work has been influential in American sociology of education since the late 1970s, and has 
been used frequently in empirical research (Kingston 2001, also see Throsby 2001). 
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useful perspectives have been discussed in ecological and economic contexts (see 

Berkes and Folke 1992, 1994), they still need to be refined in order to use them within 

livelihood contexts and development analyses. This issue will be further discussed in 

section 9.4. 

It is appropriate to ask, 'what is cultural capital in the livelihood context?', and 'what 

distinctive contribution does cultural capital make compared with other capital assets in 

livelihood context?' In this study cultural capital means the 'wealth created through 

celebrating and investing in cultural histories, values, knowledge, traditions, rituals and 

ideologies' of communities. In order to define culture as a livelihood capital, the study 

enquires into the fundamental elements/attributes that are core to cultural capital, based 

on the field research findings. These criteria may vary according to the significance of 

cultural traditions and value systems in different societies and communities, in terms of 

people's engagement with cultural activities and benefits received from their cultural 

values. However, at issue is whether the criteria are relevant to the purported aims of a 

particular community or society - in this case, in achieving 'livelihood sustainability'. 

In a livelihood context, culture is similar to that which is interpreted by UNFP A 

(2008:12). 

Culture is made up of 'inherited patterns of meanings that people share within particular 
contexts'. Through socialization, people develop common understandings of what is 
significant and what is not. These common understandings, which may be reflected in 
symbols, values, norms, beliefs, relationships and different forms of creative 
expressions', influence how people 'manage their daily works, large and small'; they 
'shape the way things are done and understanding of why they should be done'; they 
'provide the lens through which people interpret their society'. 

It should be emphasized that this is not to say that members in a community, group or a 

society who share the same cultures manage their lives and livelihoods in 'identical' 

ways. It was clear from the Kandyan examples that people have different perceptions 

about cultural traditions and value systems accordingly, the way they 'engage' and 

'benefit' from culture. Therefore, it is difficult, but, not impossible, to draw a clear-cut 

distinction between positives and negatives, or appropriate and inappropriate culture, 

and those that are 'genuinely' useful in the context of achieving livelihood 

sustainability. But, it is still meaningful to consider the 'relative' usefulness of 

particular cultural entities in different societies in relation to their livelihood choices. As 

we have seen, cultural capital can be established in the Kandyan villages by 

considering structural, functional, ideological and productive aspects of culture and 
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traditions; and the extent to which they influence people's livelihood choices, asset 

ownership, accessibility and livelihood resilience [see Figure 3.2]. 

In line with these critical thoughts, the following diagram [Figure 9.2] attempts to look 

at the 'core' areas of culture, which Kandyan livelihoods are mostly associated with and 

affected by. These criteria were carefully selected from the empirical evidence 

discussed throughout this study and the multifarious perspectives of the concept of 

culture. The fundamental elements of cultural capital in the livelihood context should 

include inherited ingenuities, traditions, values, ideologies, rituals and knowledge 

systems. In this sense, cultural capital is distinctive, as an asset mostly associated with 

'traditional culture', which clearly represents both tangible and intangible aspects of 

culture. It may include 'cultural heritage' that represents aesthetic, spiritual, historical, 

symbolic and authentic expressions of people (see Throsby 2001); 'cultural identities', 

which are a 'treasure of self-fulfilment' (UNESCO 1982); and more importantly the 

'living practices', traditions and know ledge, which are vigilantly preserved and 

transmitted across generations. Findings in the Kandyan villages confirm that culture 

and traditions are 'living assets', which are "necessary to maintain essential life-support 

systems" of communities (see Cheiesura and de Groot 2003:222). 

However, as in other types of assets ( e.g. physical, natural and financial), some degree 

of distinction between stocks and flows of cultural capital is vital. Throsby (2001 :46), 

for example, describes stocks of cultural capital as a quantity of such capital in existence 

at a given time, measured in any appropriate unit, and this stock gives rise over time to a 

flow of services that can be directly consumed or used to produce further goods and 

services. Cultural capital, both "physical and intellectual, which we have inherited from 

our forebears", can be regarded as a stock (Throsby 1997:15). As revealed in the 

Kandyan examples, both tangible (traditional crafts, such as silverware, brassware, 

wood carvings, drums; heritage sites - e.g. the Temple of the Tooth relic), and 

intangible culture (craftsmanship, traditional knowledge, family customs and values) 

together represent a stock of cultural capital in these villages, leading to a.flow of goods 

and services (see the examples in Chapter 6, 7 and 8). 
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Figure 9:2: Conceptualising cultural capital in the Kandyan communities 

Culture includes ... 

Shared premises, perceptions 
Values, norms 
Spiritual values, self definitions 
Beliefs, myths, assumptions 
Philosophy and religion 
Science and arts 
Forms of conduct and mores 
A way of life 
Communication, language 
Creation of meanings 
Symbols and artefacts 
Art, music, literature, history 
Creative products [crafts] 
Traditions, customs 
'Inherited' values 
Traditional knowledge, technology 
Identity, caste 
Cultural practitioners, masters, 
artists, craftsmen, performers, 
traditional healers 
Modes of feelings, moral patterns 
Attitudes, 
Communal rituals 
Cultural ceremonies, festivals, 
practices 
Traditional craftsmanship 
Civilisation, tastes, food, dress 
Cultural and social heritage and 
architecture 
Gender, age, race, class, ethnicity 
Capacity of adaptation 
Activities passed over generations 
Aesthetic standards, shared history 
Material culture, 
Socially shared activities/practices 
Education 

Source: Author. 

Cultural capital includes ... 

..values, norms, beliefs, meanings, 
symbols, history, traditions, 
customs, traditional knowledge, 
identities, caste, rituals, cultural 
practices [craftsmanship], 
ceremonies and festivals, which are 
'traditionally maintained and passed 
from generation to generation': 

aesthetic, spiritual, social, historical, 
symbolic and authentic values, 
which have been preserved for 
centuries; 

traditional crafts, art, music, dance 
and artefacts, which are 
'historically' and 'culturally' 
significant - 'cultural heritages'. 

The foremost and essential element 
of a cultural capital involves the 
character of 'hereditary' - intra
generational 'uniqueness' and 
'purity' of the inherited values and 
ingenuities 

Hence. 

D 
Cultural capital consists of the 
inherited values, knowledge, traditions 
and ingenuities, which are both 
tangible and intangible and which can 
be preserved, transmitted and invested 
across generations to improve 
opportunities, outcome and 
sustainability of people's livelihoods. 

As revealed from the empirical findings and above analysis of cultural capital, the 

following Figure 9.3 summarises the close connectivity between cultural traditions and 

rural livelihoods in the Kandyan villages. This justifies the significance of such a new 
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approach, not only for understanding livelihoods more holistically, but in understanding 

different ways in which cultural values influence people's lives, how such influences 

might be better informed, and how might culture and traditions affect development 

policies and processes. 

Figure 9:3: Cultural traditions and rural livelihoods in Kandyan villages 

Source: Author. 
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The circle A encompasses the entire rural livelihood system in the Kandyan villages 

being studied. Circles B, C and D represent the three main aspects of rural livelihoods, 

discussed in this study (in Chapters 6, 7 and 8). The space occupied by the three circles 

at the centre and falls within circle E, represents cultural capital, which encompasses all 

inherited values, knowledge, traditions and ingenuities that have been maintained and 

transmitted across generations in the village communities. Circles B, C and D occupy 

'most', but not all of circle E, meaning village livelihoods are significantly influenced 

by cultural traditions and value system, particularly in determining livelihood 

opportunities, asset accessibility, ownership and livelihood resilience. There are some 

spaces closer to circle E [a, b, c], which do not fall within circles B, C and D. This 
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means that livelihoods may not 'always' be facilitated or influenced by cultural 

traditions, or perhaps there may be some 'negative' influences of culture on livelihood 

sustainability. As we have seen from the examples in Chapter 6, some elements of 

culture such as, caste and rigid family traditions are not always supportive and 

reinforcing for livelihood security. In some instances there is no significant 

encouragement from 'traditions' for creative endeavour or experimentation, thus 

livelihood security, and one respondent in Henawala asserted that: "We thought that this 

paramparika karmanthe [traditional industry] will be secure forever. But, it isn't, today 

we can't rely on this industry alone. We would be happy to find another way, which is 

really hard". 

However, according to the majority of village respondents, the cultural capital stock, 

circle E, is fundamental for determining their livelihood opportunities, asset 

accessibility and ownership, livelihood resilience and hence, livelihood sustainability. 

Inherited traditions and value systems that are transmitted from generation to generation 

are vital for these communities to fulfil their material and non-material objectives. 

Hence, a concept such as cultural capital, specifically in the rural livelihood context, 

enables an understanding of existing capacities and resource availability for a 

community's own development; and importantly to examine the underlying causes as to 

why some rural communities are vibrant whilst others are lagging. 

9.4. The distinctiveness of cultural capital in the Kandyan villages 

The research in the Kandyan villages suggests that cultural capital is distinctive in 

many aspects. Cultural capital influences physical, human, social and monetary assets, 

which enables the inclusion of all dimensions in the capital asset base of a community. 

As argued in Chapter 7, cultural traditions are fundamental in creating all five capital 

assets, and this is further clarified through a statement given by a key informant [No 8]: 

"These people have special obligations to their traditions. Social relationships, mutual 

support and uses of resources are mostly conditioned by their family customs". 

This notion of cultural capital expands beyond Bourdieu's (1986) suggestions. As 

Kingston (2001 :89) denotes, Bourdieu' s cultural capital is not a "general resource 

available and valuable to 'everyone' in a society, and it largely represents only the 

property of the 'elite' groups". As further describes, "Bourdieuian argument insists that 
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the evaluative criteria are socially biased, despite their 'natural', taken-for granted 

status" (2001 :89). It has been used to emphasize the importance of distinctive aesthetic 

taste and knowledge in reinforcing social 'boundaries' (Ostrower 1998) and social 

'exclusion' (Kingston 2001). In contrast, as evident from the field-based research in the 

Kandyan villages, cultural traditions are a valuable asset that gives them relative 

autonomy by producing productive stock and flows for sustaining their livelihoods. 

According to the respondents' views, cultural capital provides a cohesive framework 

for elevating grassroots/marginalised communities through social inclusion, equality 

and social security. It enables different forms of action and resistance, which are 

empowering these people and, as explained by one respondent: "We can take all the 

decisions we want; because we are the 'masters' of our industry. No one wants to 

compete, as we all have similar strengths and knowledge". 

The cultural capital that is identified within Kandyan villages can be used as a 

'representative' asset of everyone in these communities. As was revealed through 

respondents' views, such as, "we are born to work for the Temple"; "these skills are in 

'our blood'", cultural traditions and craftsmanship are 'natural' phenomena inherited 

from their forebears. Thus, cultural capital as seen in the rural livelihood context can be 

clearly distinguished from Bourdieu 's reference to 'high culture' [ culture of an 'elite', 

such as aristocracy or intelligentsia - 'dominant class']2. As revealed from the field

based research in the Kandyan villages, every member in the communities has specific 

connections and obligations to their cultural traditions which have been transmitted 

through generations. Different individuals benefit differently from their traditions, and 

hence their perceptions may also vary accordingly. Thus, cultural capital develops from 

grassroots knowledge and actions representing the communities' common values, 

traditions, norms and knowledge system that have been inherited from their ancestors. 

The essence of cultural capital in a livelihood context is that it embraces the significant 

contribution of cultural traditions in strengthening livelihood opportunities, asset 

entitlement, livelihood resilience and the development of mutual respect. In this sense, 

cultural capital also responds to Sen (1985), by prioritising the 'genuine capabilities' of 

people, and to Chambers (1998), by putting the 'last first', instead, of the 'first last'. In 

the Kandyan context, cultural capital takes significant consideration of traditional 

2
: Ostrower (1998) argues that in Bourdieu's theory, the 'dominant class' as a whole is richer in economic 

and cultural capital than are members of other classes. The dominant class itself, however, is divided into 
two segments relating to economic capital ( e.g. business managers) and cultural capital ( e.g. 
intellectuals). 
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values, dignity and moral well-being of all, not just 'elites', and thus is a "strategic site 

for the production of consensus", which is critical in empowering rural people 

(Appadurai 2004:65). 

Cultural capital in livelihood analysis, and the cultural capital defined by Throsby 

(1999, 2001), may have some things in common. Throsby (2001) gives some useful 

thoughts to capitalising culture within livelihood context. Yet, there are some 

difficulties in bringing his suggestions directly into livelihood analyses as its general 

applicability is problematic and uncertain in relation to 'rural livelihoods'. Throsby' s 

conception of cultural capital is purely an economic interpretation, which is based on 

the economic valuation of 'cultural industries', or the 'cultural sector' of the economy 

(see Throsby 2006, for example)3
• His idea is limited to the observations of material 

culture - the goods and services produced by the 'cultural sector' or the 'cultural 

industries' in an economy, in the belief that they have all the characteristics of capital 

assets (Throsby 1999:3 and see Hutter and Throsby 2009). Although Throsby (2001) 

argues for the significance of intangible values, in his analysis they are exclusive to the 

embedded values of the 'material culture'4. His interpretation does not recognise 

cultural opportunities, diversity, adaptive capacities, traditional knowledge and enduring 

customs of 'grassroots communities', and how such values 'shape' their way of life. 

The proposed cultural capital is more centralised on 'people' and their genuine values, 

traditions and knowledge systems; it focuses more on the grassroots, rather than the 

macro level, and is more 'developmentally' oriented than 'growth' oriented. Clarifying 

a misunderstanding of culture that often occurs during development planning, one key 

informant [No 1] asserted that: "These people do not demand lokit deval [things that are 

difficult to supply]. They only expect a little caring and respect to their traditions and 

values preserved for generations, because they depend on them for their survival". 

In this sense, cultural capital is more flexible and understandable in a development 

context that enhances the effective freedom of the people involved to pursue whatever 

they have reason to value and alternative ways of living, in contrast to narrowly focused 

economic development (WCCD 1995). The examples discussed in Chapter 8 affirmed 

that cultural capital undeniably creates and protects alternative ways of living and 

encourages creativity, experimentation and diversity, the very essentials of human 

3Cultural industries are the industries that are producing and distributing cultural goods and services 
4 See for example, Shockley (2004), Rana (2000) and Strange (1999) in Throsby (2006). They have used 
the concept of cultural capital within economic analysis of developed economies. 
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development. As we saw, cultural capital encompasses 'intangible values', more than 

what we can see and touch materially in museums and galleries, and also makes people 

'who' and 'what they are today'. 

Cultural capital is a 'naturally' given asset as an 'inherited resource from the past' (see 

Appadurai 1981), and hence it is distinctive in its origin and characteristics. As shown 

in Chapter 6, cultural traditions are an inherited asset, for the Kandyan communities and 

this was revealed through some villagers' expressions such as: "We are born with these 

skills and knowledge": "This talent is in our blood": "We are not apprentices". Hence, 

cultural capital is more concerned about intangible aspects of culture, which are less 

directly ascribable, but are critical for the well-being and sustainability of livelihoods 

(UNESCO 2003). Due to this character, cultural capital is distinct in its diversity and 

ability to increase the production and efficiency of other capital assets as showed in the 

examples in Chapter 7. And also, unique in averting risk and increasing livelihood 

security and self-reliance, which are unattainable directly from other capital assets. 

Thus, as Jenkins (2000:306) asserts, the diversity of cultural traditions increases the 

"probability that human societies develop without undermining their economic, social 

or environmental capital bases". 

According to villagers' experiences, there is no natural decline of the values of cultural 

traditions, as with some other assets like natural and physical assets (see Robins et. al, 

2002), which makes cultural capital unique. Most of the physical assets [e.g. fossil fuel, 

minerals] are declining though some are renewable through natural process [ e.g. forests, 

fresh water] (Throsby 2001). On the contrary, cultural capital that refers to a particular 

community is non-replaceable, and there is 'no' natural decline. Culture is alive and 

abundant, and its productivity can be augmented 'only' through regular consumption (or 

use) of and engagement with culture. This was clearly articulated by one elderly villager 

in Kirivaula: " ... preserving culture means not displaying them in a large museum or 

declaring as a 'great heritage'. We have to use and engage with our traditions; we 

should experience and live with them". 

Unlike many other forms of capital, cultural capital can be maintained efficiently 

through 'intra-generational transformation' (Throsby 2001:56). This was clarified by a 

respondent in Embekke by saying: "We take these knowledge and skills from 

generation to generation, because that is the 'only' way we know to preserve them". 

Cultural capital can be regenerated and preserved 'only' by maintaining its 'original' 
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characteristics - the 'uniqueness' - and by passing these on to future generations 

(UNESCO 2003). In the Kandyan villages, cultural values are eternal and their 

consumptions as a 'capital asset' depends on the support and the conditions of these 

societies and their willingness to accept. 

9.5. How cultural capital differs from social capital 

As revealed in the discussions held with village participants, cultural traditions are 

closely associated with their social resources - social capital. They maintain strong 

social networks, family kinship, norms of co-operation, reciprocity, mutual confidence 

and respectful civic behaviour, which are based on the traditional values that have been 

preserved for generations. In a livelihood context, it needs to be clearer whether cultural 

capital and social capital are interrelated or separated assets and, if so, how they are 

distinguishable. To distinguish cultural traditions and social capital in the Kandyan 

context, and to study the nature of the relationships between these two concepts, this 

research conducted a small investigation by exploring the key concepts and terms used 

by the villagers in their interpretations of cultural traditions and social capital. By 

referring to the 55 in-depth interviews conducted for this study, the following diagram 

summarizes these key concepts and terms [Figure 9.4] 

According to villagers' interpretations, social capital definitions frequently incorporate 

terms such as neethi [rules/norms], kandayam [groups/networks], vishwasaya [trust], 

sambandata [relationships] and samajikathwaya [membership]. As was seen in Chapter 

6, definitions of culture mostly rely on terms such as adaheem [beliefs], sampradayan 

[tradition], sirith-virith [custom], sanketha [symbols], etihasaya [history], vathavath 

[rituals], ideologies and vatinakam [values]. Chapter 7 showed that social capital is a 

tangible asset in its physical nature, and exists in the forms of organizations, groups, 

networks, institutions, co-operatives, and associations. These 'social units' are formally 

operated through the villagers' memberships and relationships that they have 

maintained for a long time. These units facilitate the development of durable social 

networks among village communities, mutual affiliations, obligations and a 'culture of 

trust' through norms and the formal commitments of mutual support (see Putnam 2000). 
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Figure 9:4: Culture and social capital in the Kandyan villages 

/··~--... ... ... \ 
' 

Source: Author's fieldwork. 

Culture represents both tangible and intangible aspects. Overlap between cultural capital 

and social capital occurs with intangible aspects of culture, which include norms, trust, 

beliefs, customs, and rituals. But as revealed in the village examples, these intangibles 

are prerequisites in building social networks, relationships and hence, social capital [ see 

the key informant's [No8] view in p.246]. As asserted by another villager: "Our sirith

virith [customs] teach us the importance of ekamutukama [being 'together' and 

'unity']". In that sense, cultural traditions considerably facilitate the creation of social 

capital, providing societal members with a coherent world of shared meanings, a set of 

values; hence culture determines the "quality of social capital" (Mendis 1998 in 

Jeannotte 2003 :39). Social capital itself does not embrace all-encompassing entities of 

culture, which represents more than mere norms, trust and beliefs ( also see Porter et. al, 

2006). 

Some clarifications of 'trust' and 'belief are worthy, since they overlap to a 

considerable extent in definitions of culture and social capital. Literally, trust and belief 

are used synonymously and, thus, may cause conceptual ambiguities. 'Belief is a 

psychological state in which people hold a proposition or premise to be true. 'Trust' is a 

condition that is maintained by people for their mutual benefits. But in their inner 
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senses, beliefs are rather more powerful than trust. Once you 'trust' something, you 

generally 'believe' it later. Social relations, reciprocity and social units that we 

recognized in the Kandyan villages, develop on the basis of trusteeship or trust of 

villagers. Villagers' trust is built upon their honesty, keeping of commitments, reliable 

performances of duties and reciprocity. In contrast, beliefs are spiritual and something 

powerful, sacred and extraordinary; and more often beliefs are rational and are passed 

through generations invisibly and, have greater influences on people's lives, their 

choices and opportunities. Beliefs are shaped more by 'cultural traditions' than trust, 

which is a social character. Hence, this study admits that culture is a creator of social 

capital, instead of itself being social capital, or vice versa. Therefore neither culture nor 

social capital is replaceable. 

Having acknowledged this, I nevertheless include culture, and hence cultural capital, as 

separate entities in this analysis since they are fundamental in building sustainable 

livelihood systems. Culture has sufficient characteristics for it to be defined as a form of 

capitai rather than simply including it in social or any other form of capital. This study 

agrees with Mendis (1998), who believes that "one can have a society rich in social 

capital; however, due to the nature of its cultural capital such a society may be 

unsustainable" (in Jeannotte 2003:39). 

9.6. Are cultural traditions really a form of capital asset? 

Unless cultural capital is used with "some degree of precision and in a comparable 

manner to other capital assets, it will have little value, when applied as an analytical 

construct" (Castle 1998:623) in other livelihood contexts. To assess the validity of 

cultural traditions as a form of capital, and to give wider applicability, this section 

discusses some of the widely shared 'capital-like properties' (Robison et. al., 2002) of 

culture and traditional values, together with some examples from the Kandyan villages. 

As articulated through the examples in Chapter 6, both tangible and intangible culture 

generate different flows of services and products for final consumption, by combining 

with other inputs, which is similar in character to other capital assets (see Robison et. al, 

2002). Cultural values allow the taking of different resources and showing how they can 

be combined with other resources to produce different outcomes ( see De Graff et. al., 

1988 for example). Like physical capital formation for example, investment in 

'intangible' culture may augment the existing cultural capital stock in a particular 
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society (Throsby 2001). Chapter 6 showed how cultural capital is created through 

various 'processes' and 'functions' provided by enduring traditions of village 

communities and, as further clarified by a key informant [No 7]: "Cultural spirit of these 

societies reinforces through the various processes that these communities maintain for 

generations. Traditional craft works are one such activity that forms a strong cultural 

identity among the Kandyan communities". Therefore, as physical capital "is created by 

changes in different materials to form tools that facilitate production" (Coleman 

1988: 100), cultural capital is also created mainly by changes in 'intangible' resources 

enabling people to respond in new ways. 

Like many other forms of asset, cultural capital is both convertible (Bourdieu 1986; 

Robison et. al., 2002) and can be used for 'other purposes' (Coleman 1988). Chapter 8 

showed how traditional norms, customs and kinship patterns of these communities are 

used for 'other purposes' such as collective movements/achievements, i.e. attam, labour 

networks, shramadana [village development campaigns], which are effective in 

securing asset accessibility and ownership during difficult situations. In addition to that, 

and as clarified another key informant [No. 4]: "These people are highly regarded and 

honoured due to their high standard of workmanship. It is a privilege they deserve, due 

to their talent and reputation". As was seen in the examples discussed in Chapter 7, 

informal social capital, which is based on traditional obligations and family customs, 

are useful in sustaining local markets, raw-material supply - physical capital, and 

regulating household income sources. Hence, like money, cultural inheritance can be 

converted into social resources and, the cultural values these people accumulated from 

their birth are 'spent' to meet different needs at different time. Therefore, cultural 

capital is complementary to other forms of capital and enhances productivity and 

efficiency by reducing transaction costs. 

Cultural capital has some properties identical to 'common property resources' [CPR], 

which are mostly associated with natural capital, i.e. forests, irrigation, pastures and 

physical capitals, i.e. community buildings (Throsby 2001). Some aspects of cultural 

capital represent 'collective goods', in the sense that they are not the 'private property' 

of those who benefit from them (see Coleman 1988). When they are owned by no one, 

they are used as open access resources. This is more obvious with tangible cultural 

assets in the Kandyan context, the Temple of the Tooth for example, which is a cultural 

heritage site and a public religious place available for 'open access'. As revealed during 

an informal conversation; "a huge crowd gathers here to participate and celebrate the 
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Esala festival. People attend with great honour and believing the 'spiritual power' of 

Dalandci hcimuduruw6. Kandy is a heritage city; people visit from all over the place and 

enjoy its culture and beauty". One person's use of these artefacts may not diminish their 

availability for others and thus, in some aspects, cultural capital is non-rivalrous (see 

Throsby 2001) - for example, the use of heritage sites by one tour guide does not 

diminish opportunities for others. 

9.7. Cultural capital and sustainability 

To conclude, an analysis of how the sustainability concept relates to cultural capital, 

and to what extent cultural capital contributes to sustain rural livelihoods, are important 

considerations. As discussed in Chapter 2, within livelihood analysis, sustainability 

represents "self-sufficiency and an implicit ideology oflong-term self-restraint and self

reliance" (Chambers and Conway 1991 :6). In a livelihood context, it is critical to 

examine the role of cultural traditions as an asset that strengthens not only economic, 

but also social, environmental and institutional sustainability of rural livelihood 

systems. To what extent any forms of asset enable people to cope with stress and retain 

their existing livelihood resources and capabilities, and ability to continue and improve 

everyday livelihoods, are key concerns of asset sustainability (DFID 1999; 2001). Based 

on the examples presented in Chapter 8 the sustainability of culture in the Kandyan 

villages is all too evident. In this context, sustainability of cultural capital is a 

representation of how cultural values support human well-being, the ways that people 

work together (strong social capital), co-operate and interact, how people relate to their 

past/history and how cultural traditions and values enlarge people's livelihood choices 

and capacities. 

The way that development is interpreted by WCCD (1995), which is a process of 

'enlarging human choices', provides a critical perspective on the sustainability of 

culture as a capital asset. The discussions in Chapters 6, 7 and 8 affirm that cultural 

traditions as a livelihood capital invites a greater consideration of the long-term, that is 

of the dynamic, evolutionary, inter-temporal and inter-generational aspects, which are 

key to sustainability (see WCCD 1995; Throsby 2001). Examples have shown that 

cultural capital possesses the capacity for developing, maintaining and renewing 

people's traditional values, ingenuities and customs that create more positive and 

enduring relationships with other livelihood assets. Thus, by providing diverse 
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livelihood opportunities, cultural capital maintains and supports cultural diversity and 

the dynamic nature of people's values, customs, inter-generational equity, security and 

efficiency. Therefore, sustainability is an 'inherited' or a 'natural' characteristic of 

cultural capital, which it does not have in common with any other forms of capital. 

It was clear that the tangible cultural products of these communities - e.g. brassware, 

silverware, weaving and drums - signified something more than just their 'monetary 

values' and physical appearance. We saw in Chapter 6, how the Kandyan communities 

understand and express their sentiments and values through their creations. These 

cultural products are distinguished from ordinary products by their 'cultural values' and 

thus, cultural capital augments not only economic values (see Throsby 1999; 2001), but 

also social identity, integrity and wealth. Distinguishing cultural capital from physical 

capital by the embodiment and production of cultural values, Throsby (2006) argues 

that cultural capital is more capable in providing both economic and cultural values and 

sustainability. Therefore, it can be argued that when cultural capital is stronger and 

functions well, both livelihood productivity and social sustainability may be enhanced. 

As previously mentioned, 'generational equity', which is crucial for livelihood 

sustainability is an inherited character of cultural capital. A continuation of cultural 

values over time, by passing them on through generations, is a distinctive feature of any 

culture. The Kandyan communities maintain their cultural values across generations 

and, assure that both present and future generations manage their resources in ways 

which ensure that everyone meets their demands for goods and services at a similar 

level -'inter-generational equity' (see Throsby 2001:54). The present generations also 

enjoy almost equal opportunities - "intra-generational equity" (2001:56), by accessing 

both tangible and intangible cultural resources and the benefits flowing from their 

traditions and cultural values systems. This is indicated in a statement given by a 

respondent in Kalapura: "Every one deserves similar strengths. Everybody enjoys and is 

satisfied with what they got from their parents". Although the concept of fairness and 

equity in the distribution and benefits of cultural resources is often difficult to measure, 

they represent vital contributions to livelihood sustainability. According to Chambers 

and Conway (1991), intra - and inter-generational fairness is a key aspect of attaining 

'social sustainability' in livelihoods. This is particularly important in determining the 

livelihood security of members in a particular society, and making rural communities 

more resistant to change. In a livelihood context, the intergenerational sustainability of 

culture can be either direct or indirect. As revealed in the field research, in its direct 
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form, cultural traditions provide generational equity through inherited forms of 

livelihood opportunities, assets entitlement, i.e. land, knowledge acquisition and skills, 

that are passed on to the next generation. In its indirect form, cultural values support 

livelihood sustainability by providing people with opportunities to improve on their own 

experimentations, and to create new livelihoods, which may be the same or different 

from those of earlier generations (see examples in Chapter 6). Therefore, in the context 

oflivelihood security, cultural capital helps to maintain and support relatively sufficient 

and equitable access to available livelihood assets to ensure the development of 

individual, household and community capabilities and potential. 

9.8. Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated the usefulness of the rather neglected concept of culture 

by proposing cultural capital, based on the Kandyan context. It is argued that a 

livelihood perspective is a pragmatic and effective approach under which culture and 

traditions can be recognized and explicitly treated as a resource. Cultural capital may 

vary in its strengths and significance in different societies, depending on the degree of 

dependability and engagement of people with culture and traditional value systems. 

However, it clearly plays a significant role in the context of achieving livelihood 

sustainability and rural well-being, which can be improved under correct conditions and 

with support from responsible authorities. In a development perspective, cultural 

capital is useful in providing information about [i] the cultural resources and assets of a 

community [ii] the cultural values that underpin a community's way of life; [iii] the 

relationship between these values and the community's social capital; and [iv] the 

impact of cultural capital on the formation of other capital assets. The concluding 

chapter outlines these issues, by examining the implications of cultural capital in terms 

of its contribution to both theory and practice, and its wider relevance by emphasizing 

the need of policy considerations to 'welcome culture on board'. 
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Chapter Ten 

Conclusion: Embracing culture in future development 
interventions 

The main objective of this research has been to emphasize the significance of 

cultural traditions in achieving sustainable rural livelihoods. The study has set out to 

investigate both the feasibility and effectiveness of a livelihood perspective within 

which culture and traditional values can be recognised, understood and treated as a 

resource, by using different perspectives drawn from rural Kandyan communities. In 

recent years cultural perspectives have attracted much attention, and a number of 

authors have suggested the significant of 'prioritising' cultural values in development 

processes. But they have been largely uncritical and have neglected to examine why, 

when, where and how cultural traditions and value systems become relevant and 

effective in a development context. By adopting a livelihood perspective, this research 

has hopefully demonstrated why and where cultural values are important, and how they 

are inextricably connected with people's lives. The evidence presented in Chapters 6, 7 

and 8 has revealed that cultural traditions are fundamental, and that respecting and 

nurturing culture is crucial for sustainable development. Those findings showed that 

culture provides a vital lens through which rural Kandyan communities interpret their 

own lives, livelihoods and well-being, as well as their future development. However, 

there may be some significant challenges when bringing cultural traditions into 

livelihood planning and the development process, since culture is a contested and 

diverse phenomenon that varies considerably both within and between places and 

societies. There is no doubt that Kandyan villages are rich and unique in cultural 

traditions, but the significance of culture as a fundamental resource, or as this study 
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proposes 'culture as a type of capital', may not be equally evident and valid for every 

community. This concluding chapter seeks to demonstrate the implications of this work 

for moving beyond current understanding of cultural traditions to examining the wider 

relevance of cultural capital in other contexts, whilst also identifying important 

considerations for further research and making some tentative recommendations for 

implementing 'culturally appropriate' interventions both within and beyond Sri Lanka. 

10.1. Culture is intrinsic to development 

As explained in Chapter 1, rather surprisingly, it appears that there have been no in

depth studies investigating the significant roles played by culture and traditional values 

through livelihood perspectives, nor has there been any effective critical evaluation of 

cultural traditions, and how culture is positively recognized, understood and 

communicated in a development context. Radcliffe (2006) notes that both development 

thinkers and development practitioners are puzzling over the implications of culture for 

non-economic goals of development. As Schuurman (2008) suggests a cultural 

sensitivity both in development thinking and practices may resolve the theoretical 

impasses in Development Studies 1• In considering cultural traditions in detail and 

recognising the importance of values and traditions in a development context, this study 

has contested the assumption that 'western values' should necessarily be the benchmark 

for development. This research has hopefully shed new light on the culture

development debate, by not only re-emphasising the significance of 'cultural 

sensitivity', but by providing some guidance on the way we might move forward in 

investigating the many functions performed by different cultural systems. In an 

endeavour to bring culture more firmly into development, this research has adopted the 

livelihood perspective, and challenges development paradigms that have often rather 

uncritically adhered to western models. It is suggested that this approach helps in 

effectively internalising cultural values as part of development processes, and 

minimising the difficulties of monitoring invisible cultural aspects, which has often led 

to an underestimation and misunderstanding of some cultures. The main proposition of 

this thesis, therefore, is to embrace culture as an intrinsic part of the development 

process. 

1 Schuunnan (2008: 13) indicates three major impasses of Development Studies, namely [i] the failure of 
development in the south [ii] the post-modem critique of the social sciences and [iii] the rise of 
globalization in its discursive and ontological appearance. 
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It is suggested here that the concept of cultural capital can play a key role in reinforcing 

bottom-up development interventions. As considered in Chapter 5, this research 

indicates the importance of being more flexible and culturally sensitive to the local 

context in order that grassroots initiatives might be more effective. In attempting to 

bridge the culture-development divide, this study has endeavoured to show that 

interpretations of culture must go further than mere customs, norms, beliefs, or forms of 

artistic expression, to embrace the complex and distinctive spiritual, aesthetic, 

historical, symbolic, intellectual and emotional aspects of societies and communities. 

Every society has a continuity of cultural traditions that are inherited from the past, and 

which help communities to be distinctive from others. Any attempt to create a 

distinction between traditional and modem can be awkward, reinforcing the conception 

of traditional or traditionalism as a 'myth' invented by so-called 'modern' elites. It is 

suggested here that development should not be a process where one type of value 

dominates over others, but instead it is a process which should treat equally and respect 

everyone's capabilities and ingenuities. The strengths of 'cultural diversity' should be 

accepted by mainstream society, if the development process is to be truly about 

enlarging human capabilities. 

10.2. Moving forward to a more complete picture of 'sustainable 
livelihood' 

The discussion in Chapter 2 highlighted a number of limitations of the current 

sustainable livelihood approach, arguing that there is a need for 'cultural sensitivity' 

throughout the different stages of analysis, in order to make the approach more holistic 

and complete. This research has acknowledged that a dynamic perspective of culture is 

important in order to enrich the people-centredness, participatory, responsive, dynamic, 

sustainable, empowering and disaggregated nature of the livelihood approach. As 

evidence from the Kandyan villages has shown, a comprehensive concept of culture is 

necessary to effectively understand the complex relationships between cultural 

traditions and rural livelihoods, in relation to, for example, livelihood choices, asset 

ownership and accessibility, and livelihood resilience; and to address how different 

patterns, structures and processes, which are essential for maintaining sustainable rural 

livelihoods, are inextricably linked with traditional values, norms, knowledge and skills 

that have often been passed down through many generations. From a cultural 

perspective, livelihoods can be defined thus: 
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Rural livelihoods comprise numerous capabilities and assets that are defined by the 
cultural traditions and historical contexts of a particular community. People's values, 
customs and traditional knowledge systems are constructively used to build and 
strengthen livelihood assets and to improve their accessibility. In vulnerable situations 
those values are crucial for strengthening resilience, by adapting and coping through the 
use of traditional skills and knowledge passed from generation to generation, which is 
also crucial to the sustainability of rural livelihood systems. 

(Daskon and Binns 2009) 

In Chapter 6 it was shown how livelihoods are infused with aspects of culture, such that 

culture becomes central in interpretations of livelihoods. Rural livelihoods have been 

'culturally formed' and revolve around peoples' traditions, spiritual practices, rituals, 

traditional knowledge and skills, challenging the assumption that the 'rural [poor] are 

helpless victims' of development interventions. It should be noted, however, that we 

must be wary of over-generalization, in believing that all people both accept and utilise 

all cultural elements in their daily livelihoods. Clearly, cultural traditions are perceived 

differently by different societies, and have both positive and negative aspects. What 

does remain critical, however, is that a more encompassing perspective of culture is 

needed that reinforces the holistic nature and wider relevance of the current livelihood 

approach. 

A significant problem with livelihood perspectives is that they have not sufficiently 

taken into consideration what local people 'already' have, and their 'inherent' 

ingenuities. Many livelihood studies have failed to appreciate the dynamic and 

interactive nature of the local cultural context in which most livelihood systems 

function. This research has shown how Kandyan villagers construct their livelihood 

portfolios through intangible cultural values which have been present for generations, 

facilitating and securing various asset entitlements and accessibility. Cultural values 

enhance people's ability to be agents of change, and their ability to question, challenge, 

propose and ultimately bring in new ways of doing things. Thus, future development 

interventions, not only in the Kandyan villages, but elsewhere, are more likely to be 

successful if they based upon a detailed understanding of these capabilities (Sen 199 5). 

In relation to rural livelihood development specifically, a full appreciation of both the 

strengths and weaknesses of cultural traditions is required in order to fulfil people's 

needs and aspirations. 

Culture is far from being simple or static, and as the Kandyan examples have 

highlighted, traditional values, knowledge, customs, and particularly the identity of 
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being in a 'traditional family', have provided valuable safety nets during times when 

livelihoods have been vulnerable. The discussion in Chapter 8 demonstrated that 

cultural values are capable of providing resilience through adaptive strategies, which 

challenges the assumption that cultural traditions are necessarily rigid impediments that 

fail to accommodate risk and could retard effective social relations, reciprocity, and 

more importantly, people's livelihood choices. The livelihood resilience displayed by 

the Kandyan village communities provides convincing evidence that cultural values 

have considerably 'thickened' their resistance to vulnerabilities. Glavovic et. al., (2002) 

argue that such 'cultural resilience' is absolutely pivotal in building a robust and 

sustainable livelihood system and enabling people to transform adversity into 

opportunity. 

In recent literature, both in livelihood analysis and development discourse, the concept 

of social capital has become somewhat confusing and controversial (Kliksberg 1999; 

Gould 2001; Loomis 2002; Hecht et. al, 2006). This thesis has shown that cultural 

values are fundamentally significant in reinforcing secure accessibility to human, 

financial, physical and natural assets, and has clearly demonstrated that cultural 

traditions are vital in shaping the social capital upon which many rural communities are 

dependent. Some debates have led us to believe that culture is similar to social capital 

(Hecht et al, 2006), and that cultural capital is a form of social capital (Gould 2001, 

Porter et al, 2006). Neither accepting nor rejecting these ideas, this research has 

attempted to demonstrate that social capital is a 'by product' of strong cultural 

traditions, which are both pervasive and vigorous. The Kandyan case studies confirm 

that social capital and cultural traditions are separate entities, and that cultural traditions 

in themselves are worthy of being regarded as a significant capital asset. 

In line with these perspectives, this study advocates taking on board cultural capital to 

re-energize the Sustainable Livelihood Approach and its conceptual framework. It is 

suggested, therefore, that cultural capital should be incorporated into the livelihood 

framework as the 'sixth' type of asset, which would transform the conventional asset 

'pentagon' into a 'hexagon' [Figures 10.1 and 10.2]. 
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Figure 10:1: Transformation of Asset Pentagon into Asset Hexagon 

PC 

SC 

cc 

HC= Human Capital, NC= Natural Capital, PC= Physical Capital 
SC= Social Capital, FC= Financial Capital, CC = Cultural Capital 

FC 

It should be emphasized that the reason for placing cultural capital at the bottom of the 

pentagon, is not because it is merely an 'asset', but because it is seen as fundamental in 

building and securing more of the other assets. In embracing a sensitive appreciation of 

culture, it is suggested that the local cultural context should be the starting point, or the 

'bedrock', of sustainable livelihood analysis [Figure 10.2]. 
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Figure 10:2: Sustainable Livelihood Framework 
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10.3. Emerging lessons for the application of cultural capital 

This study has emphasized the importance of embracing culture as a valuable asset in 

livelihood strategies. Yet there are some significant challenges which must be faced 

when bringing cultural capital into consideration in different contexts. There is no 

doubting the uniqueness of Kandyan cultural traditions, but how might the lessons 

learned in Kandy be utilized elsewhere? The significance of culture as a fundamental 

'asset', may not be equally relevant for every community. It is recognized that this study 

is just one example, yet there are number of significant lessons which should be 

considered in relation to the wider relevance of cultural capital for other rural contexts 

with equally strong cultural traditions. These are, as follows: 

[1].Livelihoods are not always as dependent upon cultural traditions as in the 

Kandyan villages. However, evidence from this research suggests that 'cultural 

hubs' do exist, especially in rural societies, where communities and households 

rely heavily on cultural traditions, inherited knowledge and various obligations 

that have been practiced for generations 1• Thus, it is suggested that this study 

does have relevance for indigenous communities, as well as for international 

efforts to better conceptualize sustainable development. 

[2].Perceptions of cultural traditions vary among communities, and livelihood 

perspectives provide a useful approach in defining how different communities 

variously engage and utilize cultural values to construct their sustainable 

livelihood systems. Because of different cultural and traditional bases, however, 

the livelihood perspective may not be equally effective and appropriate to 

embrace cultural diversity in different societies. Thus, certain implicit 

epistemological assumptions and cultural traditions of different societies need to 

be re-considered and re-examined as capital assets in livelihood sustainability. 

1 e.g.; Otavalo weavers in Ecuador, Amate bark painters and Zapotec weavers in Mexico, Kuna Mola 
makers in Panama; Traditional weaving community in Rajasthan, traditional scroll-painters and story
tellers in West Bengal; mountain communities in Bhutan and Nepal; pastoral communities in Nigeria, 
Senegal and Ethiopia; the Pacific Islanders - the 'sea people' in Fiji, the Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, Niue, 
New Caledonia; the Caribbean societies; and the Maori communities in New Zealand; Aboriginal 
communities in Australia. 
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[3]. The concept of cultural capital emphasizes the importance of positive rather 

than negative interactions between cultural traditions, livelihood systems and 

development. It highlights capabilities and opportunities, as well as constraints, 

within a particular cultural context, encouraging incorporation of the wider roles 

of cultural traditions in formulating decisions concerning livelihood 

development. 

[4].Although cultural values offer numerous opportunities for certain communities, 

it is recognized that some factors and cultural practices might actually inhibit 

cultural fluidity and restrict the growth of shared understanding, expectations 

and norms, which could lead to social exclusion, disempowerment and 

discrimination, and becoming an impediment to development in some societies. 

[5].It should be emphasized that the traditional knowledge that many rural 

communities rely upon cannot be overstated as a sustainable way ofliving, since 

it contains both strengths and weakness, and may have little relevance or 

applicability outside a particular context. Yet, it should be noted that traditional 

knowledge held by particular communities can be of equal and even greater 

value than more formal modern knowledge and skills. There is much work still 

to be done in assessing traditional knowledge as an important element in the 

development processes. 

[ 6]. Cultural capital emphasizes the pressing needs for understanding, respecting and 

nurturing cultural traditions in different societies, and adopting a 'culturally 

sensitive approach' to dealing with problems, and providing effective ways to 

celebrate the self-esteem of diverse people, many of whom tend to be located on 

the margins of mainstream society. 

[7]. Increased economic instability, market fluctuations and the pressures associated 

with the globalization process may bring traditional identities and creative 

livelihoods into a critical juncture, fracturing the sustainability of cultural 

traditions. 

A comprehensive understanding of the relationships between cultural traditions and 

livelihood systems both in and beyond Sri Lanka is vital for both successful and 

sustainable livelihoods and for future rural development planning. The challenge of this 
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task is that culture, development, and indeed livelihoods, are highly value-laden 

concepts and pose great difficulties for policy makers and development planners in 

bringing them together. Thus, a closer assessment of the dynamic nature of cultural 

traditions, through community involvement and effective grassroots movements, which 

celebrate and engage with local cultural practices and well-represented cultural policies, 

is vital for future implementation. 

10.4. From here to where? 

Drawing from the above lessons and the evidence presented from this research, there are 

some questions which may relevant for future research on cultural capital in 

development contexts; What would be the roles of cultural traditions and cultural 

capital in an increasingly globalised and homogenized world?; How does the concept of 

cultural capital as suggested in this study differ or complement the conceptions 

proposed by writers such as Bourdieu (1986) and Throsby (1999); How might existing 

cultural policies go beyond the focus on arts and cultural heritage and be more 

concerned with 'intangible' cultural and community values? 

When planning sustainable livelihoods for rural communities, a critical assessment of 

how rural communities perceive and utilize their cultural traditions for their own well

being is essential. In order to move forward effectively by embracing cultural traditions 

into sustainability debates, and to validate the concept of cultural capital, this 

investigation requests further considerations both at theoretical and practical levels and 

suggests some policy recommendations. These are: 

[ 1]. As was illustrated in the first chapter of this thesis, there are strong reasons 

to recommend further investigations of synergy between cultural traditions 

and rural livelihoods in other Sri Lankan contexts, where a strong and rich 

cultural heritage has been nurtured and practiced in some cases for over 2500 

years. It is recommended that in-depth studies into national cultural contexts 

are undertaken, in order to more fully assimilate the 'cultural sector' into 

rural and national development endeavours. 

[2].It is necessary to encourage academics in the field of Sri Lanka Development 

Studies to more effectively incorporate a cultural perspective in their work. 

As Goonatilake (1974b) and Hennayake (2001, 2006) observe, the 
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involvement of politics in articulating the relationship between culture and 

development has allowed researchers and students of development in Sri 

Lanka to misleadingly overlook this relationship. As a result of this, a 

detailed focus on cultural traditions and the incorporation of a cultural 

perspective into national development discourse, would be both timely and 

highly appropriate. 

[3]. This research suggests that it is important to maintain accessible information 

and a data-base for future research opportunities concerning Sri Lankan 

culture, traditions, and particularly about the individuals and communities 

who engage with, and 'protect', the rich and dynamic cultural heritage of the 

country. Such a concern is an immediate necessity, since many craft 

communities are in a crisis, fighting not only for their own survival, but also 

concerned to preserve unique traditions and knowledge systems for future 

generations. 

[ 4].Effective policies are also needed to recognize and understand both tangible 

and intangible aspects of culture, which are equally vital for any community. 

Cultural policies that are concerned only with 'high culture', art, cinema, and 

heritage, should broaden out to include 'traditional culture', 'traditional 

industries' and the people who survive with unique identities [ e.g. traditional 

craft communities]. Greater interaction between government and civil social 

organizations should be promoted in the design and implementation of future 

cultural policy. This thesis recommends the operationalization in Sri Lanka 

of the UNESCO conventions on Intangible Cultural Heritage (2003), and the 

Protection and Promotion of the Diversity of Cultural Expression (2005), 

which are already ratified. It is also recommended that the National Cultural 

Policy of Sri Lanka proposed by the Ministry of Cultural Affairs and 

National Heritage in 2006, be activated and integrated with national 

development and policy planning. 

[ 5]. Securing and stabilizing local market institutions and promoting access to 

larger regional and international markets are highly recommended in order 

for 'cultural resources' and 'cultural livelihoods' to be more sustainable. 

Particularly for Sri Lanka, the integrity and co-operation among major 
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departments such as the National Craft Council [NCC], National Handicraft 

Board [NHB] and National Design Centre [NDC] are essential. 

[ 6]. A proper assessment of the local cultural context should be undertaken, 

which allows for recognizing appropriate and positive cultural traditions that 

can be effectively incorporated into development interventions. 

Ultimately, rather than glorifying unreasoned endorsement of inherited cultural 

traditions, or warning the world about the alleged inevitability of a 'clash of cultures', 

what this study emphasizes is that immediate attention should be given to recognizing, 

understanding, and of course 'respecting', the dynamics of cultural traditions in every 

society, and to defending and expanding the cultural freedom that every community 

deserves to enjoy. 

Culture used to be a flower. Then it grew into a tree. Now it has become a fruit. What 
was yesterday a mere ornament is today the very centre and soul of the human 
adventure. We used to look upon it as an adjunct; we are coming to see that it is the 
heart of the matter. And so there is a need for a new approach to development that will 
at last recognize the decisive role of culture. 

( Commonwealth Foundation 2008 :9) 
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APPENDICES 

A endix 1: Sustainable Livelihood Frameworks fSLF 

Figure 1 - Sustainable Livelihood Framework - Department for International Department 
[DFID], London, UK 
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Figure 2 - Sustainable Livelihood Framework - Institute of Development Studies [IDS), 
Brighton, UK 
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Figure 3 - Sustainable Livelihood Framework - International Institute for Sustainable 
Development [IISDJ , Canada 
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Figure 4 - FAO, Log -frame for implementation of Livelihood Support Programme, 
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Figure 5 - Sustainable Livelihood Framework - International Fund for Agricultural 
Development [IFAD] 

Source: http://www.ifad.org/sla/framework/index.htm - accessed - 18.11.2008 

Figure 6 - United Nations Development Programme [UNDP] - approach to promoting 
Sustainable Livelihoods 
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Figure 7 - CARE Livelihood Model 

Figure 3 

CONTEXTS, 
CONDITIONS 
AND TRENDS 

POiicy 

Social 

Economic 

POiiticai 

Environmental 

Infrastructure 

OenlOQraphy 

Historical ~ 

LIVELIHOOD 
RESOURCES 

Natural Capital 

EconomiCJFinancial 
Capital 

Physical Ca pital 

Human Capital 

Social Capital 

POiitica i Capital 

INSTITUT IONAL 
PROCESSES & 

ORGANIZATIONAL 
STRUCTURES 

LIVELIHOOD 
STRATEGIES 

Production and 
Income Activities 

Processing, 
Exchange and 

Marketing Activities 

Sacrifices and 
trade-offs 

Source: Carney et al., (1999) 

Figure 8 - CARE Livelihood Framework 
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Figure 9 - Khanya Sustainable Livelihood Framework 
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Source: Carney et al (1999) 

Figure 11 - Traidcraft Sustainable Livelihood Framework 
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Figure 12 - Sustainable Livelihood Framework 

Figure 1 An adapted sustainable livelihoods framework 
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A endix 2: Uses of the Sustainable Livelihood A roach in different institutions and a encies 

Agency Relationship with SLA 

Bilateral 1. UK Department for SLA was formally adopted following White Paper on International Development published 1997. This 
International SLA is used by other different agencies and hence this is often described as the 'official' SL approach. 
Development DFID The principle component of the approach is the SL framework. It is used as an analytical structure to 
(http://www.livelihoods. facilitate a broad and systematic understanding of the various factors and constraints or enhance 
orgLindex.html and livelihood opportunities and their relationships. SLA is used in project design, project monitoring and 
http ://www.dfid.org) evaluation processes (Figure 1) 

Research Institutions 2. Institute of A principle institution currently engages with livelihood research. Adopted the Chambers and 
Development Studies Conway's definitions and further works carried out with Ian Scoones. IDS conceptual work has 
IDS influenced early SL thinking of DFID: IDS uses a specific SL framework for livelihood research and 
http://www.ids.ac.uk analysis (Figure 2 ) 
3. International Institute A major promoter of the original idea of SL approach and defined 'livelihoods' following Chambers 
for Sustainable and Conway. IISD has developed its own analytical framework, which differs considerably from the 
Development IISD framework used by DfID and other institutions (Figure 3). 
www.iisd.org 

Multilateral 4. Food and Agricultural SL principles are enshrined in the core of strategic objectives of FAO and Sustainable Livelihood is one 
Organization FAO of the priority themes which developed to encourage grater cross-sectoral interaction. It is integrated 

with the main programme cycle to testify its appropriateness to enhance effectiveness of field 
programmes (e.g 1

) . A specific SL framework does not exist. But FAO has developed a Log-frame for 
the implementation of the LSP and for gathering information about a vulnerable group (Figure 4). 

5.International Fund for SL principles have drawn into IFAS's programme designing, appraisal and development of diagnostic 
Agriculture and tools. SL thinking has implanted within their strategic framework (2000-2005) highlighting 
Development -IFAD multidimensionality, vulnerability, exclusion and powerlessness as key components which need to be 

considered (e.g.2). IFAD uses a 'hub-model' for livelihood analysis. (Figure 5) 
6.United Nations This is one of the 'original' contributors to the SLA. It uses SL approach for their Poverty and 
Development Environment Initiatives (PEI)3, but less apparent in broader programming and policy level. The 
Programmme - UNDP approach serves as 'programming framework' to devise a set of integrated support activities to enhance 

1 e.g. Livelihood Support Programme [LSP], Food Insecurity and Vulnerability Information and Mapping System [FIVIMS], Sustainable Livelihood Fisheries Programme 
[SLFP]. 
2 e.g. Rural Livelihood Support Programme [RLSP] higher priority is given to investments in human capital, Benin Fisheries Programme, Malawi). 
3 (e.g. National Sustainable Livelihood Programmes [NSLP] Malawi, Urban Management Programme [UMP] Egypt) . 
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www.und12.orgisl the sustainability of livelihoods of the vulnerable community. SL principles are used to promote 
Sustainable Human Development (SHD) 4

• UNDP does not have formal SL framework. But it has 
developed.five-stage process to apply SLA (Figure 6). 

7. World Bank -WB WB has neither explicitly adopted nor institutionalized the SL approach. But its development approach 
has informed the SL principles. The SL principles influence the World Bank supported rural 
development and natural resource management programmes 5. No SL framework has developed. 

8.World Food The SL approach has been adopted in Vulnerability Assessment, development programmes and 
Programme - WFP protected recovery and rehabilitation operations 6. Further, the approach has integrated with their policy 
www.wfu.org directives 'Enabling Development' (ED) and programming cycle. Though there is no specifically 

designed SL framework for WFP, it has developed a Standard Analytical Framework (SAF) for 
Vulnerability Analysis and Mapping (V AM). 

INGOs 9.CARE International Although CARE adopted the original SL approach the idea has expanded through its concept of 
www.careintenational. or Household Livelihood Security (HLS). It shares key aspects of SL with DflD and others. It has 
g.uk developed a programming diagram with five fundamental principles 7• SL principles have intergreated 

throughout its projects (e.g. 8).HLS programme is designed using versions of the framework reproduced 
(Figures 7 ,8) 

10.Khanya: The SL principles are used to focus on governance issues. The SLA is used to structure development 
www.khanya-mrc.co.za plans, poverty strategies, social management plans, project design and analysis and development of 

regional strategies.SL approach is adapted to their agenda emphasizing the importance of linking local 
realities (micro) to central policies (macro) and institutions in its development interventions. Khanya 
has developed its own SL framework, which differs from DFID's framework. (Figure 9) 

11.0xfamGB Oxfam has influenced DFID's SL work and incorporated with the development and emergency relief 
www.oxfam.org.uk programmes. SL approach is using with the 'right to a sustainable livelihood' programme. Oxfam uses 

the DFID SLF as a point of departure, but encourages staff and partners to adapt the framework to suit 
the context (Figure 10) 

4 SHD is the enlargement of peoples choices and capabilities through the formation of social capital, so as to meet as equitably as possible the needs of the current generation 
without compromising the needs of future ones 
5 e.g. National Poverty Alleviation Plan (NP AP), Mongolia 1996-2000 [but it has founded that NP AP has not adequately addressed the vulnerability and the related outcomes 
of social and natural capital]. 
6 (e.g. Bangladesh., Nepal, Ethiopia). 
7 of [1] Significant scope, [2] Fundamental change, [3] Working with poor people [4] Participation and [5] Replicability 
8 e.g. Poverty Elimination and Community Transformation (PROSPECT), Kosovo). 
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12.Save the Children The SL approach has identified as valuable in describing livelihood systems and encouraging 'joined 
SC-UK up' analysis of the multidimensional nature and the causes of poverty. SL approach uses to describe the 
www.scfuk.org.uk factors that influence livelihood in a given population (e.g. 9

) It has no specific framework adapted. 
13.Society for SID incorporates the SL approach with their development initiatives and action research programmes in 
International order to promote social justice and livelihood sustainability. Emphasis is given to 'people's creativity' 
Development - SID as a source of social improvement and social justice; social capital is prioritized8 SID does not have a 
www.sidint.org SL framework. 

Oraginzations exploring 14.European SL has not formally tailored to EC policies and strategies. But it has borrowed the SL framework to 
the use of livelihood Commission - EC their recent works on formulating Rural Development Policy and as guidelines for national rural 
approach httg :// euroga. eu.int development policies (e.g. 9

) No specific SL framework has developed 

15.The Population The council adopts the SL approach for their Adolescent Girls' Livelihoods. In order to develop 
Council: PC Sustainable Livelihoods for youth the council has adopted DFID 's CARE 's and IDS 's SL frameworks. 

No specific analytical framework has generated. 
16.Sweden International SL approach has neither formally operationalized nor institutionalized within its agenda; but it draws 
Development Agency- the SL principles recognizing the synergy between their multidimensional approach to poverty 
SIDA (source Krantz, reduction and the relationship with the SL principles. There is no SL framework for SIDA. 
2001) 
17. Traidcraft: The principles of SL has included within their commitment on fair trade and market access. It believes 

that equitable trading arrangements and better access to market expand the opportunities available to 
the poor. Traidcraft has re-developed a separate framework (Figure 11) 

Other 18. count1y based BIDS and Samata (Bangladesh), BSF (Belgium), CEPAL (Caribbean), CICAFOC (Central America), 
institutions and NGOs CLADES, & MAELA (Latin American countries), ENDA (Senegal), GRET & IRAM (France), IDM 

(Tanzania), IUCN, NLC (South Africa), ODG (UK), 

9 
( e.g. impact of HIV/ AIDS on livelihoods in Uganda, Role of child labour in the household economy in Bangladesh). 

8 (e.g. The SL project -Phase I and II, Food Security and SLs: Local Innovations against Hunger, Addressing Conflict over Natural Resources). 
9 e.g. Namibia) 
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I A1mendi,x 3: Sampling Frame - 105 vniagers 

Prepared based on the information provided by the Craft Revival Trust 
[ http://www. craftrevival. org/ArtisansSearch. asp? CountryCode=Sri Lanka] 

Handloom/hana Weaving and drum making 
Villa~er M/F Village of residence 

A Ashoka Pathmasiri M 77, Talagune, Ududumbara ,Kandy .. W G Danawathie F Handloom Training Centre ,Polgolla ,Kandy 
Y G Raththiya M Dumdara Rata Textiles ,76, Thalagune 

Y G Dayawathie F Daya weaving ,Kotuwelanda ,Thalagune ,Ududumbara, 
Kandy 

A H Sriyani Padmalatha F Hana Centre, Girahagama ,Kumburegama Kandy 
.>. 

Sirisena 
BAG Gnanawathie F Hana Centre, Jayasavigama, Pallekelle Kandy 
H B Amara Kumarihama F 12, 2nd Stage ,Pavulpawa ,Wettewa Galagedera, Kandy 
HG Siriwardena M 12 A, Kalasirigama, Menikhinna 
H G Dharmadasa M 18, Kalasirigama ,Menikhinna ,Kandy 

..,., HG Lapaya M 14, Kalasirigama,Menikhinna, Kandy 
HG Piyadasa M 10, Kalasirigama ,Menikhinna, Kandy 
HG D Senaratne M 12A, Kalasirigama, Menikhinna, Kandy 
H G M Karunathilake M 526, Rambuka, Moratota ,Pelmadulla Kandy 
H M Seetha Kumarihamy F Weaving Centre , Pujapitiya Kandy 

... M A Premawathie F Waving Industrial Centre ,Udawela ,Teldeniya Kandy 
M H G Kain Menika F Hana Centre ,Dehipe, Padiyapelella Kandy 

~ M M Seelawathie F Officer in Charge , Weaving Training Centre 
Wewala, Harankahawa 

P G Amarasiri M 3/28, Kalasirigama ,Menikhinna ,Kandy 
P G Indrapala M 45, Kalasirigama ,Menikhinna, Kandy 
P G J Hemalatha Jayatunga F Galabodawatta , Rangala ,Kandy 

"" 
S G Hettiarachchi M 7 A, Kalasirigama, Menikhinna, Kandy 
Somasiri Harispatthuwa M 10, Kalasirigama, Menikhinna, Kandy ,. 

Batik - Artisans 
M Iranganie Dissanayake F 27, Elkaduwa Road ,Imbulpitiya, Karagahahinna 
G G Jayalath Liyanage M 15, Helsirigama ,Katukithula Kandy -J 

"'-I H D N Rajaratne M Neelakala Arts ,Colombo Road ,Kiribathkumbura, 
Dasanayake Kandy 
H J Sumanawathie F 32/2, Kalapuraya ,Nattarampotha Kandy 
N Ariyadasa M C/o Indika Batiks ,28, Sri Naredrasinghe Kalapuraya 

.., P S Kusum Jayakody F Ginihapuwa ,Gelioya, Kandy 

-.. 
S Guruge M 146, Batik Art ,Galagedera Road Katugastota Kandy 

Wooden and Ivory carving 
G Hemachandra M Clo Sarath Carvings ,32/35, Eriyagastenna ,Wattegama ... 

,Kandy 
lo D G Chandrasiri M 1/10, Urawalahinna Marathugoda, Pujapitiya Kandy 

(Buddha, Deva statues) 
G H Wijedasa M Wijaya Wood Works ,Walpalagolla South, Sangarajapura 

,Kandy 
G W N Sirisena M 18, Kalapuraya ,Nattarampotha ,Kandy 
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H G Premaratne M 348, Yalegoda ,Handessa ,Kandy 
K G Siriweera M 61, Udagama ,Menikhinna Kandy 
K G Wickramapala M 60, Wickrama House ,Udagama Menikhinna, Kandy 
P G Shilpathilake M 1012, Kalapuraya ,Nattarampotha ,Kandy 
R Ashoka Gunathilake M Clo Rupasinghe Woodwork ,Kannadeniya 

Kahapothwala Kandy 
RM Ariyawansa M 921, Peradeniya Road ,Kandy 
R M M Ranatunga M 23, Napana ,Gunnepana ,Kandy 
( Carvings wall decors, 
moonstones, Kandy 
perahara.) 
R S K Wickramanayake M Lakmal Woodworks ,199, Rajawella, Kandy 

Brassware & metalware 
A Uladdupitiya M Clo New Kandy Brass Industries 500/2, Wathuwala 

Katugastota Kandy 
A Wiiesooriya M 1413, Kalapuraya, Kudasale, Kandy 
A A G Mahinda Jayatissa M Aluthgama Gedara, Danture, Kandy 
A A Wilson Dayananda M 2412, Kalapuraya, Nattarampotha, Kandy 
A G Rathnasinghe M 2, Iddamala Niwasa Pilimathalawa, Kandy 

< 
A G Senaviratne M 7911, Uladdupitiya, Werallagama, Kandy 
A G Gunaratne M 122, Pamunuwa, Pilimathalawa, Kandy 
A G Dayaratne M 29, Mugatiyapola, Pilimathalawa, Kandy 
A G Nimal Somaratne M 201, Gadaladeniya, Pilimathalawa, Kandy 
A G UN Jayasinghe M Clo Super Silver Handicrafts lOOIA, Aluthgama Gedera 

Danture Kandy 
AK G Karunaratne M 3313, Kalapuraya, Kundasale, Kandy 
AP G Navaratne M 3912, Kalapuraya, Nattarampotha, Kandy 
AR G Weerasekera M Udamadampitiya, Kalugaloya, Kalugala, Kandy 
B Arnolis M 2121, Kalapuraya, Nattarampotha, Kandy 
BG Kiriappu M 19, 1st Stage, Kalapuraya, Nattarampotha, Kandy 
B G Ranasinghe M 21/3, Kalapuraya, Kundasale, Kandy 
BG Rannaide M 1011, Kalapuraya, Nattarampotha, Kandy ),-

B G Wimalaratne M 2131, Kalapuraya, Nattarampotha, Kandy 
B GDhammika F Clo Wijesinghe Jewellers 72, New Town, Digana 
Wijesinghe Rajawella Kandy 
B R Dharmasena M 4012, Kalapurya, Nattarampotha, Kandy 
Bandula P Liyanage M 239, Veediyawatta, Gadaladeniya, Pilimathalawa, Kandy 

" C G Jeewahamy M 1212, Kalapuraya, Nattarampotha, Kandy 
C M W Jayathilaka M 1812, Kalapuraya, Nattarampotha, Kandy 

,,. 

D G Yaso Menike F Embekka, Leemagahakotuwa, Kandy 
D G Sugathapala M 11311, Pallewela, Pilimathalawa, Kandy 
D G Upulasiri M 146 A, Araththana, Handessa, Kandy 
Danthasinghe y 

DP Wijewardena M 328, Pahalagedera, Danture, Kandy 
DR Gnaratne M 151, Polwatta, Deliwala, Handessa, Kandy 
D S Keerthiratne M 197, Gadaladeniya, Pilimathalawa, Kandy 
E M W Somaratne M Clo Upali Vishva Karmika Shilpayathana, Embekke 

Leemagahakotuwa, Kandy 
E N Wimalasooriya M 8, 2nd stage, Kalapuraya, Nattarampotha, Kandy 
G G Jayasundera M 1112, Kalapuraya, Nattarampotha, Kandy 
G H Kularatne M Gadaladeniya, Pilimathalawa, Kandy 
G H G Keerthiratne M Clo Keerthikala, Gadaladeniya, Pilimathalawa, Kandy 
G NG Wijeratne M 19014, Gadaladeniya, Pilimathalawa, Kandy 
H G Pathma Munasinghe F 3, 2nd Stage, Kalapuraya, Nattarampotha, Kandy 
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J Swarnasinghe M Clo Art & Crafts Export 
4/36, 6th Lane, George ED Silva Mawatha, Kandy 

KA Warlishamy M 24/1, Kalapuraya Nattarampotha, Kandy 

Gold and silver jewellery anderoducts 
E Aluthwala M 3/28, Kalapuraya ,Kundasale Kandy 
I Pathmasiri M Pathmasiri & Sons 3, Kalapuraya, Nattarampotha Kandy 
KA Warlisamy M 24/1, Kalapuraya Nattarampotha Kandy 
KAG Abaran M Neelawala Kolabissa Kandy 
A G A Punchimenika F Neelawala Kolabissa Kandy 
M Premaseela F Neelawala Kolabissa Kandy 
N A G Premashantha M Neelawala Kolabissa Kandy 
N A P Karunaratne M Ratna Sevana Neelawala Kolabissa Kandy 
R Pathmasiri r87l M 23/2, Kalapuraya, Nattarampota, Kandy 

? 
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Appendix 4: Ethics Approval 

UNIV ~ R S I TY I 
OTAGO 

~ i ~ 
I T,· '"""' ..,,,, •• ~ ... o, •• ,. 

Application to the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee for 
Ethical Approval of a Research or Teaching Proposal involving 

Human Participants 
PLEASE read carefully the important notes on the last page of this form. 

Provide a response to each question; failure to do so may delay the 
consideration of your application. 

University ofOtago staff member responsible for project: 

Primary Supervisor 
BINNS (surname) Tony (first name) Professor (title) 

Co Supervisor 
McGregor (surname) Andrew (first name) Dr (title) 

Department: Geography 

Contact details of staff member responsible: 

Professor Tony Binns: Tel: (03) 4795356 
Dr. Andrew McGregor: Tel: (04) 463 6452 

E-mail - jab@geography.otago.ac.nz 
E-mail - Andrew.McGregor@vuw.ac.nz 

Title of project: Culture, traditions and sustainable rural livelihoods: a case 
study from the Kandyan villages, central Sri Lanka 

Brief description in lay terms of the purpose of the project: 

The Sustainable Livelihoods Approach (SLA) emerged in the late 1990s as a holistic paradigm 
focusing on people's needs, assets/resources, partnership, participation and sustainability. This 
approach has been seen as a remedy for many of the deficiencies encountered in the earlier 
approaches and soon became popular among many of the development agencies and 
practitioners. The proposed study investigates the role of the cultural and historical context in 
relation to building rural livelihoods. Cultural attributes have become an increasingly 
noteworthy new perspective of the development discourse, with a focus on local cultural values, 
norms, beliefs and knowledge systems. The conventional livelihoods analysis does not address 
the imperatives of cultural values adequately; instead it recognizes culture as 'something which 
causes vulnerability'. This research seeks to critically evaluate the role of cultural features in 
terms of building livelihoods assets, coping with vulnerabilities and securing livelihood 
outcomes. The study focuses on rural communities in the Central Highland Region of Sri Lanka. 
The researcher comes from this area and has good contacts in local communities. 
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6. Indicate type of project and names of other investigators and students: 

Student Research 0 Mrs. Chandima Daskon (PhD candidate Dept. of 
Geography) 

7. Intended start date of project: August 2007 
Projected end date of project: July 2009 

8. Funding of project. 

(a) Internally funded: The Geography Department and University of Otago PhD 

scholarship 

9. Aim and description of project: 

This project is being undertaken as an integral part of the requirement for the PhD in 
Geography. The overarching aim of this project is to investigate 'to what extent do people's 
beliefs, values, customs and traditional knowledge systems influence sustainable livelihood 
outcomes?' 

[l]. How do the Kandyan village people recognize, understand and define culture 
and traditional values in their everyday context? 

[2]. How do they perceive and describe the influences of traditional culture in 
relation to building or restricting their livelihood opportunities and households' 
livelihood portfolios? 

[3]. To what extent do traditional values and inherent customs facilitate/retard asset 
ownership and accessibility? 

[4]. How do they utilize their traditional knowledge, skills, customs and values as a 
mode of livelihood resilience during vulnerable situations? 

10. Researcher or instructor experience and qualifications in this research area: 

The primary supervisor, Professor J. A. Binns, has 30 years experience of undertaking 
community-based research in developing countries. Since his doctoral thesis in 1974 on 
Agricultural Change and Development in Sierra Leone, he has travelled and researched 
extensively throughout Africa. His research is mainly concerned with resource development and 
poverty alleviation, with particular reference to the dynamics of indigenous farming, pastoral 
and fishing food production systems. He has supervised some 20 successful PhD students and 
over 200 Masters Students. Since coming to Otago in 2004, Prof Binns has been instrumental in 
setting up the Poverty, Inequality and Development (PID) Research Cluster in the Division of 
Humanities. 

The researcher, Mrs Daskon holds a BA honours degree in Geography from the University of 
Peradeniya, Sri Lanka, and a Masters degree in Social Change and Geography from the 
Norwegian University of Science and Technology (NTNU). Before embarking on her PhD 
study, Mrs Daskon was involved with a research project for UNU and also worked as a 
University Lecturer in Kalaniya University and Sri Jayewardenepura University in Sri Lanka. 

322 

W" 

~ 

"" 

'r 

,.;; 

f. 

y 

~ 

.. 



-I 

11. Participants 

(a) Population from which participants are drawn: 

Study communities will be principally selected from the Central Highland Region of Sri Lanka. 
Participants will be drawn from five Kandyan villages within the region. Since it is recognized 
that traditional livelihood practitioners are key members of the communities, they will be 
encouraged to participate in specially designed community focus group sessions. The 
paiiicipants will also include local government officers, practitioners from key government 
Ministries and Departments, members of local cultural institutions and officers from the private 
sector. In order to get an optimum representation of different perceptions of micro and macro 
level institutions, and their influences on the development of local livelihoods, it is imp011ant to 
select participants from government, non-government organizations and the study villages. 
Within the formal institutions, the executive level officers will be interviewed to gain a 
comprehensive understanding of the socio-political structure of decision-making processes and 
their influence on grassroots level communities. 

(b) Specify inclusion and exclusion criteria: 

Participants will be selected only from the Kandyan villages, which specialise in traditional 
livelihood activities (e.g. weaving, brass working, gold and silver working). The following 
issues will be considered when selecting village participants. 

[1]. The period they have been living in the village (ideally over 20 years) 

[2]. Whether they were born in this village or migrated 

[3]. The type of livelihood activity in which they specialize and their 
historical background 

[4]. The period during which the particular activity has been practiced as a 
livelihood 

(c) Number of participants: The number of participants drawn from different groups 
and each village will vary. No attempt will be made to generate a truly statistical 
sample. Approximate number of participants will be as follows; 

[1]. 12 focus group discussions among village residents 

[2]. 25 semi-structured interviews with key informants and selected 
government agencies and, 

[3]. 4 village mapping and transect walk exercises among key informants 
and village residents 

(d) Age range of participants: 

Participants will all be adults, aged 18 years old or above 

(e) Method ofrecruitment: 

Village participants will be recruited through village activity groups, religious and welfare 
societies and participants' referral. Potential executive members and officers will be identified 
and approached formally for interviewing. 
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(f) Please specify any payment or reward to be offered: 
No payment or reward will be offered to the project participants. 

12. Methods and Procedures: 

Qualitative methods will be employed to gather primary data throughout the research 
process. These include in-depth interviews, key informant interviews, life histories, 
informal conversations, field observation and participatory exercises. Participatory 
research techniques, including village mapping and transect walks and ranking exercise 
will be used to gather information about cultural traditions and livelihood relations. 
Interviews will be conducted by using a semi-structured format with open-ended 
questions. 
Interviewees will be advised that their responses will remain confidential, that they will 
not be identifiable in the PhD or subsequent published papers. Any participants may 
decide not to take part in the project at any time without any disadvantage to themselves 
of any kind. All transcripts will be electronically stored, coded and analyzed through the 
use of the Nvivo software package. A large number of quotes will be used in the 
presentation of results. 

13. Compliance with the Privacy Act 1993 and the Health Information Privacy 
Code 1994 imposes strict requirements concerning the collection, use and 
disclosure of personal information. These questions allow the Committee to 
assess compliance. 

(a) Are you collecting personal information directly from the individual 
concerned? 

YES - If you are collecting the information indirectly, please explain why: 

Personal information including name, address, telephone number and email details will 
be collected as required for appropriate communication in this study. Other information 
including participants' age, sex, livelihood status, income, household structure and 
composition will be collected directly. Especially, participants' perceptions about local 
cultural and traditional values in relation to livelihood development will be gathered. 
Participants will be made aware of this during the initial field visits, community 
meetings, periods of obtaining consent to conduct the group discussions, interviews and 
at the beginning of each research event. 

(b) If you are collecting personal information directly from the individual 
concerned, specify the steps taken to make participants aware of the following points 

14.(a) Please outline your storage and security procedures to guard against 
unauthorised access, use or disclosure and how long you propose to keep personal 
information: 

All raw data will be held in secure storage by Prof. Binns at the Department of 
Geography. Participants' personal information required for the project will be deleted 
from the investigator's database once the project is completed. These data will be 
destroyed at the end of 5 years. 

14.(b) Please explain how you will ensure that the personal information you collect is 
accurate, up to date, complete, relevant and not misleading: 

14.(c) 

Only personal contact details required for a limited time for practical purposes will be 
collected. These will be linked to research data via a single computer file to which only 
Mrs. Daskon and supervisors Prof Binns and Dr McGregor will have access. 

Who do you propose will have access to personal information, under what 
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conditions, and subject to what safeguards against unauthorised disclosure? 

Only the researcher, transcribers and supervisors (Prof. Binns and Dr McGregor) will 
have access to the data and contact details of the participants. These individuals will be 
guided by the ethical principles governing the conduct of this research project and 
would be required to consent to these principles and consequences of unauthorised 
disclosure. 

14.(d) Do you intend to publish any personal information and in what form do you 
intend to do this? 

No personal information will be published. Analysis will only be drawn from socio
economic information including livelihood status, livelihood profiles, income and asset 
portfolios, local institutions and livelihood vulnerabilities, and community perceptions 
about local knowledge, traditions and cultural values 

14. (e) Do you propose to collect information on ethnicity? 

Ethnicity is not an issue in the study. The study will be focused only on the 'Sinhalese' 
community in Kandy district of Sri Lanka. The Kandyan Sinhalese will be the only 
participants engaged with this project. There will be no comparison or conclusions 
drawn between Sinhalese and any other ethnic groups. 

15. Potential problems: 

16. 

No potential problems are expected to arise from this research. Participants will be 
advised that their responses will remain totally confidential, that they will not be 
identifiable either in the PhD or in subsequent published papers, and that they are free to 
withdraw from the interview at any time without prejudice to themselves. 

Applicant's Signature: 

Date: 

17. Departmental approval: / have read this application and believe it to be scientifically 
and ethically sound. I approve the research design. The Research proposed in this application is 
compatible with the University of Otago policies and I give my consent for the application to be 
forwarded to the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee with my recommendation that it be 
approved. 

Signature of*Head of Department: 
Date: 

325 



UNIVERSITY 

OTA.GO 

T,: \\'l:.m.• \\<l1i.tll;(,I ,1 OtliJi.1 

Reference 
Number 
(07/097) 

Date: 25.05.2007 

Culture, traditions and sustainability of rural livelihoods 

INFORMATION SHEET FOR PARTICIPANTS 

Thank you for showing an interest in this project. Please read this information sheet carefully 
before deciding whether or not to participate. If you decide to participate, we thank you. If you 
decide not to take part, there will be no disadvantage to you of any kind and we thank you for 
considering our request. 

What is the Aim of the Project? 

This project is a study undertaken by Mrs Chandima Daskon, a PhD Candidate in the 
Department of Geography, University of Ota go, New Zealand. The aim of this project is to 
investigate 'how do cultural values, beliefs and traditional knowledge system of local 
people influence to build their lives more sustainable way?' This research aims to get 
different perceptions and experiences of village people in Kandy district of Sri Lanka. This 
issue will be investigated through particular research questions [see section 9]; 

What type of participants are being sought? 

Participants will include officers from the selected Government and Non-Government 
authorities, and households from the Kandyan villages. 

Household participants will be selected from the Kandyan villages, which specialise in 
traditional livelihood activities ( e.g. mat-weaving, brass and bronze working, craft and wood 
carving, silver & gold jewellery working). The following issues will be considered when 
selecting household participants 

• The period they have been living in the village (ideally over 20 years) 
• Whether they were born in this village or migrated 
• The type of livelihood activity they engage with 
• Persons involved with specific cultural activities 

What will participants be asked to do? 

Participants will be asked to participate in a focus group /key-informant/life history interview 
lasting for approximately an hour. These interviews will be informal. 

Can participants change their mind and withdraw from the project? 

You may withdraw from participation in the project at any time and without any disadvantage 
to yourself of any kind. 
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What data or information will be collected and what use will be made of it? 

The purpose of the data collected is to investigate the extent to which local cultural context, 
traditional knowledge, beliefs and value systems are understood and utilized by the Kandyan 
villagers to build their livelihood strategies? 

The study uses interviews as the principle method for collecting information about the 
aforementioned issues. With their permission participants will be audio-taped during the 
interview. Interview process will be more flexible and informal. If participants feel hesitant or 
uncomfortable, you are reminded of your right to decline to answer any particular question(s) 
and also you may withdraw from the project at any stage without any disadvantage to yourself 
of any kind. 

All information will be held in trust in the Department of Geography. Only the researcher, Prof 
Binns and Dr McGregor have access to the personal contact details of the participants. The 
results of the project may be published and will be available in the university library, but every 
attempt will be made to preserve anonymity. 

You are most welcome to request a copy of the results of the project should you wish. 

327 



Reference Number (07 /097) 
UNIVERSITY 

01'/\Go 

Culture, traditions and sustainability of rural livelihoods 

CONSENT FORM FOR PARTICIPANTS 

I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about. All 
my questions have been answered to my satisfaction. I understand that I am free to request 
further information at any stage. 

I know that:-
1. Information gained from the interview will be used only for the purpose of research 

2. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary 

3. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage 

4. Personal identifying information (audio-tapes) will be destroyed at the conclusion of the 
project 

5. This project involves a semi-structured open-ended questioning technique where the 
precise nature of the questions that will depend on the way in which the interview 
develops 

6. The results of the project may be published and will be available in the library, but 
every attempt will be made to preserve my anonymity 

7. I will receive no compensation or remuneration for participating in this project 

I agree to take part in this project. 

(Signature of participant) 

This project has been reviewed and approved by the 
University of Otago Human Ethics Committee 
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,Appendix 5: List of Key Informants -government/P-rivate sector 

Name Description 

1 W.G.N.U Nishantha Assistant Director (Central Province) 
Wijayalath National Craft Council, Department of Small 

Indusries, Peradeniya, Kandy 

• 2 Mrs Shirani Weerakoon Secretary, The Ministry of Small and Rural 
Industries - Central Province 

' Kandy, Sri Lanka 
3 Mr. S.K. Wejesinghe Development Officer 

?- National Design Centre 
Kalapuraya, Nattarampota, Kandy 

4 Mrs. Thilaka Jayasundera Director, the Heritage Section 
tt. • Ministry of National Heritage and Cultural 

Affairs 

">i 5 Mr. Mudiyanse Konara Secretary to honorable Diyawadena Nilame, 
The Temple of Tooth, Kandy 

6 RM.AK Rathnayake Grama Niladhari (Village Officer) - Galmaduwa 
- j -Kalapura, Nattarampota, Kandy 

7 Sunel Rambukpota Cheif officer, The Temple of Tooth, Kandy 

1 
8 P .M R. Gunerathne Grama Niladhari (Village Officer), Kiriwaula 

fl/ 

9 Manik Sndrasagar Executive Trustee 

< • Cultural Heritage Trust of Sri Lanka 

.. 
6" 

~ 

,,, . 
.. 

.,.., 

.. 
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... 

\ ) 

¥ 
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Appendix 6: Interview Guide - Key Informant 

Discussions with the key informant were carried out under the following themes 

1. General perceptions/understanding of culture and traditional values - what is 
meant by culture and traditional value? 

2. General perceptions towards the roles/importance of culture and traditions in 
relation to rural livelihoods and national development endeavours 

3. Particular livelihoods that culture and traditions are strongly connected with 
and their history and origins 

4. Significant of traditional craft industry as an area, where culture and 
traditional values are strongly connected with 

5. Government attitudes towards promoting culture and the traditional 
livelihood sector in the country 

6. The major problems in traditional craft industry 

7. Government support towards the communities engage in traditional sector 

8. The key government institutions and their particular roles to support the craft 
sector in this country 

9. Local people's attitudes towards the traditional culture - general perceptions 

10. Any programmes/strategies specially designs for promoting/popularising 
culture and traditional customs among young generation 

11. The future of these traditional crafts sector and traditional values/customs in 
general 
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AP.pendix 7: Local Institutions/ Secondary~so_u_r_c_e_s ___ _ 

1. The Temple of Tooth Relic - Kandy 

2. Cultural Survival Trust (CST)/ Living Heritage Trust (LHT) 
Cultural Heritage Trust of Sri Lanka, Badulla, Sri Lanka 

3. Ministry of Cultural Affairs and National Heritage 
'Sethsiripaya', Battaramulla, Sri Lanka 

4. Department of Cultural Affairs 
'Sethsiripaya', Battaramulla, Sri Lanka 

5. Department ofNational museums -Kandy and Colombo 

6. Department ofNational Archives 
Reid A venue, Colombo 

7. Central cultural fund 
Bauddhaloka Mawatha, Colombo, Sri Lanka 

8. Gami Diriya Programme/ Gamidiriya foundation - Livelihood development 
programme 

9. Community Development and Livelihood Improvement Project 
Ministry of Rural Livelihoods Development, Reid Avenue, Colombo 
Sri Lanka 

10. Rural Development Training and Research Institute (RDTRI) 
Pilimatalawa Branch, Kandy 

11 . Sri Lanka Handicraft Board, Kandy and Colombo 

12. National Craft Council, Ministry of Rural Industries and Self-Employment 
Promotion 
Battaramulla, Sri Lanka 

13. National Design Centre, Rajagiriya, Sri Lanka 

14. Craft Village at Battaramulla 

15. Sri Lanka Handicraft Board Centre Molagoda 
Governmenr Molagoda Pottery Craft 
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Appendix 8: Villages' asset pentagons 

Figure 1: Asset pentagon for Henawela 

Moderate availability and accessibility to formal social capital 
* Samurdhi society 
*Funeral Aid Society 
* Praja Sanwardena Samithi - Community Development Society 
*Co-operative Society 

Higher levels of informal social capital 
* Relatives, friends , neighbours 

*No adequate natural 
sources of water 
*Moderate forest cover 
*Moderately secured 
land ownership 

*Good accessibility to government 
hospitals/health centres 
*Roads/transport- medium good quality roads 
and better access to main roads, adequate 
transport modes 
*Available in safe water sources for 
drinking/bathing [piped borne water and wells] 
Electricity, all residents with permanent houses 
and adequate facilities/sanitation 
Availability and accessibility to holy sites, 
temples, pilgrim sites and government 
institutions/department is better 

f 
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*Higher accessibility to formal 
education and vocational 
training 
*Skill development programs 

uman *Higher level of traditional 
knowledge and skills 
*Availability of quality labour 

*Private money lenders 
*Bank Accounts in Bank of Ceylon 
and People's Bank 
* Samurdhi savings 
*Craft items - Bera- Drums as secure 
financial sources 
*Seettu 
*Friends, relatives, boutique owners 
* Income from performing Drums and 
attending rituals 
*Money received as foreign remittance 

.,. > 
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Figure 2: Asset pentagon for Kalapura 

Higher availability of formal social capital 
* Pitta/a Karmantakaruwange Sangamaya 
*Co-operative Society 
*Funeral Aid Society 

y 
>- ~ 

.. ,, 

* Praja Sanwardena Smithiya - Community Development Society 
*Women Society and Youth Society 

Greater availability and accessibility of informal social capital 
*labour networks 
*relatives, friends, neighbours 

*No satisfactory level ofland 
ownership 
*No natural sources of water 
within the village [but can 
access to Mahaweli river] 
*No extra lands except the 
allotment received 
*Poor coverage of forest 

*Good quality roads/transport and easy access to main 
roads 
* Adequate availability and accessibility to water 
resources - piped borne water and public/private wells 
* Adequate availability and accessibility of electricity 
*Availability of instruments/tools/machineries 
required for livelihood activities [ But 25% are not 
satisfied] 
*Higher accessibility to market in Kandy, Colombo 
and some opportunities to international market 

Social 

336 

uman 

*Moderately available 
educational centres in the 
village/good accessibility to 
vocational training 
* Availability of Guru Shi/pa 
Panthi - Skill classes 
*Better availability of traditional 
knowledge and skills 
* Availability of quality labour 

*Moderately available formal financial 
assets - but low accessibility 
* Samurdhi savings 
*Bank Accounts 
*Craft items - brassware, silverware, 
wooden carvings as financial sources 
*Informal financial sources - relatives, 
friends, neighbours, village boutiques 



Figure 3: Asset pentagon for Kirivaula 

Higher level of formal social capital 
* Pitta/a Karmanthakaruwange Sangamaya 
*Co-operative Society 
*Samurdhi Society 
*Village welfare society 
* Prja Sanwardena Samithiya - Community Development Society 

Higher level of informal social capital 
*labour networks, relatives, friends, neighbours 

*Relatively higher security ofland 
ownership 
*Availability of paddy lands, home 
gardens 
*Moderate forest cover 
* Accessibility to natural water 
resources [ streams, wells] 

*Good conditions of roads/moderate accessibility 
to main roads 
* Access to hospital, health centres, educational 
institutions and other 
*Satisfactory ownership of private physical assets 
* Adequate availability of energy [ electricity] and 
communication facilities 
*Moderate market facilities 
*Better access to religious/holy sites - temples 
shrines 

,. 

Social 
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*Greater level of traditional 
knowledge and skills 
*Guru Shilpa Panthi- skill classes 
for brassware and silverware 

uman 

*New technology introduced by the 
Small Industries Department 
*Greater availability of quality 
labour and specialised skills 
*Better access to formal 
educational/training institutions 

:,-

*Moderate availability to formal financial 
institutions 
*Craft items - highly valued financial 
resource 
*Moderate saving/loans facilities from the 
Village Craft Society 
*Good access to informal financial 
resources - relatives, neighbours, friends, 
village money lenders and boutique owners 
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Figure 4: Asset pentagon for Embekke 

*Higher availability but, moderate accessibility to formal social capital 
*Village Craft Society 
* Praja Sanwardena Samithiya - Community Development Society 
*Funeral Aid Society 

*Better availability and accessibility to informal social capital 
*informal labour network, relatives and neighbours 

*Relatively higher security ofland 
ownership 
*Availability of paddy lands and 
home gardens 
*Moderate forest cover 
* Accessibility to natural water 
resources [streams, wells] 

*Moderate conditions of roads and higher 
accessibility to main roads 

Natura 

*Better access to hospital, other health centres, 
educational facilities and other institutions 
*Satisfactory ownership of private physical assets 
and better accessibility to market 
* Adequate availability of energy [electricity] and 
communication facilities 
*Better access to religious/holy sites - temples 
shrines - The Embekke temple 

Social 
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uman 

*Greater availability of traditional 
knowledge and skills 
*Guru Shilpa Panthi - skill 
classes for wood carving and 
brassware 
*Greater availability of quality 
labour and specialised skills at 
household level 
*Moderate accessibility to formal 
education and training institutions 

*Moderately available and functioning 
formal financial assets - but low 
accessibility 
*Samurdhi savings 
*Bank Accounts 
*Craft items - brassware and wooden 
carvings as modes of savings 
*Informal financial sources - relatives, 
friends, neighbours, village boutiques 



Figure 5: Asset pentagon for Talagune 

Higher availability and accessibility to formal social capital 
* Village craft society 
*Co-operative Society 
* Samurdhi Society 
*Village welfare society 
* Prja Sanwardena Samithiya - Community Development Society 

Higher level of informal social capital and greater accessibility 

*Higher security of land ownership 
*Higher availability of paddy lands, 
and home gardens 
*Better forest cover 

*labour networks, 
*relatives, friends, neighbours 

Social 

*Better accessibility to natural water 
resources [ streams, wells] 

Natural 

*Very bad conditions of roads/poor accessibility 
to main roads 
*Poor access to hospital, health centres, 
educational institutions and other 
*Satisfactory ownership of private physical assets 
*Inadequate energy [electricity] and poor 
communication facilities [Telephone, Internet] 
*Poor market accessibility 
*Poor access to religious/holy sites - temples 
shrines outside the village 
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*Poor accessibility to formal education 
/ vocational training centres 
*Better availability of traditional 
knowledge and skills 
*Highly specialised knowledge in 
Dumbera weaving 
*Availability of good quality labour 

*Moderate availability to formal financial 
institutions 
*Craft items - highly valued financial 
resource 
*Moderate saving/loans facilities from the 
Village Craft Society 
*Good access to informal financial 
resources - relatives, neighbours, friends, 
village money lenders and boutique owners 
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