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LAND AS A FREE GIFT OF NATURE

T here are Studies of great interest in frantier economics. In ong
sense, Indeed, all investigations intoTE” economTc~aspect of
Present day conditions aré inquiries on the frontier, but it is to
he frontier of Western civilisation that the. term may be more
sultably appropriated.. And not the least interesting of these
?tudres is the ownership of land under circumstances different
rom those obtarnrng the West. It i not entirely academic,
for there are even at present. undeveloped areas,”and places
where the Inhabitants- marntarn a humble antagonrsm to our
teorreso ropert)gT IS was until recently the case in Pequ
the part of L?wer urma takenb the Brifish in 1853, and" t
remained unaltered long enough 1o allow us to descri etherr
treatment of the land with some degree of definition. And in
Pequ there is an added interest. EConomists have usually 8-
sumed with Adam Smith that it is “an early and rude_state of
society which precedes...the aﬂ)roprratron of land” in 1equ
this was not at all the case. But the histor ofPegu IS naturay
a subject op which mast peaple can pardonab 3/ acknowled ﬁ
Ignorance; it will therefore be advisable to setf rth cIearI t
two premises that the people were very definitely civi rsed and
that, nevertheless, land was still for the most part unappro-
Prrated a free gift of nature to the whole community. We' shall
hen be.ina Posrtron to examrne the economic aspects of their
occu ation of the land under such circumstances, and frnaP/
o e to sr#?gest that the marn features which characterise [t
ave been re general than has perhaps always been suslnecte
On the annexation of Pegu the inhabitants had dwelt there
for some two thousand years, but there Is no_need.to go back to
the Chersonese of Ptolemy or the_ Suvarna Bhumi, the Golden
Land, of the Buddhist scriptures. Two hundred years before we
took rt the rrches and prosperrtE of the country had been put on
recor ga dventurers from uroEe Purchas translates the
description left by Caesar Frederick: “ In the land, for people,
dominions, gold and silver, the King of Pequ far exceeds the
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Great Turk in treasure and, stren%thl" Fytch, the first En-
?Irshman known to have visited Burma, gives his testimony
Wwenty-five years later: *To Cirion, a port of Pe?u come ships
from Mecca, with woollen cloths, scarlets, velvels, opium, and
such Tike. Painted. cloth, white cloth and cotton yam from
Portuguese and natjve ports of India, shrns rom Mafacca come
with sandals porcelarn and otherwares of China.and with cam-
phora of Bormeo and p%,oger from Acheen.” A long list I also
given of “the merchan which be in Pegu gol and Silver,
fubies, sapphires, musk, enéamm or fran mcenis(e ong B(
per, tin, Tead, copper, Iacqur whereof they make har
rice, and wine made o rice an some su%arz He te S ot
brokers and money-changers. and {orns with Faria and Pinto
In admiring thelnarvels of the capital. It is true that constant
warfare and oppressive rulers subse(iuently caused the trade
and mdustr {0 retro%rade but th ere Sth eevrden%eo Symes
at the beginning of tenrneteent century, that they had not
fallen Intg barbarrsm Th e bankers were still recervrng the
moneys of therr crents and ch argbng a one ger cent, commis-
sion 0n sales and purchases. And by this trm shipbuilding had
become a Ieadrng Industry; on the stoc S at Rangoon he saw
many ships of burthen upwards of a thousand tons, and in the
matter oft herr tariff-he commends their methods as superior to
those In England. “The Burmanssetusan example of poiicy by
remitting afl duty on cordage, canvas, wrought-iron, provided
these arfl cIes are’ pona fide BTOUGh for the equipment of a new
vessel; the port charges aIso are not exacted from 2 new ship on
Ieavrnqt e river to Pocee on her first voa% Th eX Were
evr el g far distant from a condition of primeval barbarism

It 15 difficult to estimate how much [and had formerly been
under cultivation. We are told of an alien moparch who con-
verted the country into forest and prevented the tillage of the
land for many years, and an aftempt was made to colonise the
country from the arid tracts, of Upper Burmad. San Germano,
writing at the end of the eighteenth century, tells us that on

edi Flrstory 0f BUrma, sir arthur phayne, p. 115.
F J. Horton Riley, 1899, pp. 165-166.

> Rafph
3 A J\§|)| y nto the Court ofAva, symes, 179s.
4 Brrtrs Burma Gazetteer, 1879, pp. 547-548.
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his arrival * each bank of the gr %eat river Ava presented a long
continued line of hahitations; S ort y afterwards returning, very
few villages_were to be seen along, the whole course of the
streamL ™ Symes also mentions evrdences of former cultiva-
tion. And by the time_we took the country the desolation was
even more comp lete. Tidal creeks fringed with dwarf palms
and the rrckI leaved blue trumpet flcwer intersected plains
of swam an orest From village to village wasaloanr day’s
ourney and the rich soil was rectiperating in the damp Juxuri-
ant crmate of the middle tropics. The villagers wer for the
? gart salf boilers ftnd fishermen; some a Etarent did not
cU trv e the and at all, the magorrt Y Were cer arny ntented
with cultivating for their own consumption: paday, that now
sells at £70 a hundred baskets, fetched af that time only half as
many shillings; harvests were bountiful, but jettison of the rot-
ting” surplus”was_a not infrequent sequel. This comparative
neglect. of agriculture was itself a mark of progress.; it arose
Pr0m<n eren5afronI>rfunctron—for the wealth of those Parts
aIy Et at time argel rnthe fisheries. PreParatrons of salt fish
e most kN necessa y to the Burman as rice itself. There was

great demand for ice to_be exported then, and for home
consumption it could be cultrvated Isewhere while the frshrnd
mdr]tstr watstalmotstanttfeno poly Ott ethotvr{ﬁr Burma delta

Interest to note in this connection that the people had ve

e?rnrte Ieas of frshrnd rrghts ang t(hat the earlﬁ)er ng Irs?t oﬁr?l
cials were as impatient of alleged hereditary possessron of the
fisheries as they were zealous in promoting the Idea of owner-
shrp in land3,“For, aRart from the presumption arising from
th earea of waste we have definite evidence that Jand was not
%/ personal wealth” : there are the records of the time, and
here 1s the verbal testimony of men still living who can tell of
the c?ndrtrons th%n exrstrng1

Colonel Ardagh, who was in charge of Rangoon District in
1862, has avalua ble memorandum on ** the mode_of tenure
by whrch the greater portion of the land in Burma is held*.”

1 Description of the Burmese Empire, 1782 to 1808, Father san Germano.
2 Annual Revenug Administration Report, rangoon pistrict, 1865-6 (un-

ubli
PUR BTl Letters of Deputy Commissioner, rangoon, 1867 (unpublished),
4 Draft Letters, 1e2.
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He shows that for the most part occupatlon s dlstmct from
own [sh | and writes of it as a system of tenure " Jull %/reco
mse ovenuBgnt. “ It 1S asystem, Tie contmues
If we esne to encourage as we ‘should, the 1dea of property
and n%ht In the soil ourefforts should e directed to gradually
abolish.” The people themselves are equally. definite To the
Western mind, saturated with the idea of Prlvate property in
land, it |s d|ff|cult to_realise that as a concrete fact land  ~ be
afree ift of nature. The Burman seems to have much less diffj-
culty ma(ljoprematlngt 1; 1and 15 not even included amon? his
seven traditional noble kings of wealth, It has been my fortune
recently to assist In some inquiries, whicirincluded an investi-
gatioTTof the former systemo Iand {enuremthe ne|ghbourhood
?f Rangqon, and | was often told bey inhabitants, (}a Iking of
ormer times shortly after the ann xat|on that * [and had not
%/et ecome a ‘th mg i.e. & sUbject of property, or |twas stated
property In”land develﬁ)ped about terr or fifteen years
atert e ntls occupatlon " The two premises may therefore
ea dmitted, th? ﬁ U was hig hlx CIVI|IS€d but that neverthe-
less, therejwas for the most pdrt ho ownersh |n in [and. We can
ngr\% ptroceed to examine the method of its treatment under these
Ition
One of the problems that seem greatly to have perplexed the
first generation of revenue OfflCIiﬂS was the frequent al%and%
merit"of land. It was as a result of an inquiry into this that
Colonel Ardagh left the memorandum from which we have al-

1 In another district in many ways similar the Deputy Commissioner
writes so late as 1875: “ In this country cultivation can hardly be called a
system” (D. C. Bassein in AnnuaT Report 1875).

2 It is interesting to note the methods by which Government sought to
establish a sense of property in land —

(@) They introduced liberal fallow rates so as to encourage cultivators
not to abandon land needing rest. This was at the instance of Colonel
Ardagh.

(6) They took full revenue from all land abandoned unless the culti-
vator had specifically reported his intention of abandonment.

(f They encouraged cultivators to take leases of land for a period of
years, the leases including unoccupied land which could be cultivated with-
out the payment of extra rent.

( ) They encouraged the granting of unoccupied land free of revenue for
a perjod of years.

(ﬂ They also attempted to improve the cattle supply by giving
veterinary instruction and holding agricultural shows.
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ready quoted. “In the maj _rltr of instances,” he writes, “the
villagers regard land, especially paddy land, to be common
land, which, if unoccupied, any villagers have a right to™'take
up, acTwhich when they have done with it they have an equal
H?ht to throw aside, If'not taken up, it remains the common
fallow land of the villagers for a few Xears, until it finally, on
being. overgrown with Jun_(I;Ie and long grass and the bunds
Partlally"ob iterated, takes Its place in tAie Waste land of the vil-
age tract. Accordingly, where land deteriorates and requires a
rest, 1t is thrown into the common fallow %round_of the Village,
and may be taken u§p taP{_anyone without em? liable to opjéc-
tion by the previous cultivator, unless where the ground Iying
fallow’impinges on the rest of his ground, in which case’ his
permission is asked in a neighbourly manner.” It is noted that
n some cases the land was“overwaorked as a result’ of this sys-
tem: “Anyone who wishes to screw an extra croE qut of the
already imipoverished ground takes it up and works it until at
ast It t?o exhausted ? give any satisfaction until it has been
onger fallow than would"have tieen necessary except for the
had treatment received by it.” If, however, nd one intervenes,
“land thus capriciously abandoned is usually resumed by the
previous cultivator, , , ,

It Is true that this absence of the idea of property is not uni-
> versal. There are a“ few exceptions ” where the cultivator * looks
upon himself as having a g,rescrlptlve erorlt of claim to the
cultivation, allotment, “or disposal of the ground,” and there
were instances in which the land was “ disposed of for money
to third parties, either for a term of V_earsd or for so long as the
transferee I able to keeP it under cultivation., But this 15 stated
as taking place where the land has been orjginally cultivated
and cledred by a wIIag,er, or where fgroungl had remained un-
mterruPte,dIy in possession of himselfand his forbears for a long
time. It is hoteworthy that absolute disposal does not seem 10
have been contemplatéd. In another letter Colonel Ardagh talks
of people being, as It were, “patrones”™ of the land, who, even
if not In possession still, “ regard themselves as the proper per-
sons 10 arranqe about Jts be_ln% cultivated or left fallow.” But
these were orily exceptional instances, and the other system the
more general. “Another example showing how lightly”land was
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valued is glven in a Setflement Report a few years laterl In
one nelg,h ourhood we find the land was cultivated by traders
from a distance, who disembarked during the cultivating season
and worked the land in_the village whére they were re3|d|n?,
returning homewards with the harvest. In this way they were
following the fashion of the Burman army, who would post-
Pone théir operations during the rains, and liferally live upon
he country of the enemy?2, “Another characterjstic 0f the times
traceable in these records is the lightness with which the soil
was worked.. It is a matter of freqlient comment that through
cattle murrain or for other reasons plough animals were ver
scarce,and that in consequence cultivation was carried on b
hand. Thus 1t is, only natural that it speedily became exhausted
except to more intensive labour. It has beén estimated that at
the time of the annexation the area occupied by each person did
not amount to more than ten acres on an average3. This is prob-
ablg an under-estimate, but even with this It will be readily
understood that with shifting cultivation consequent upon the
speedy exhaustion, the area worked over in the course of a few
years would be considerable. _ o

In the notes that | have taken during my inquiries into
tenures there is found abundant corroboration of information
yielded by the records, and it may be well to note that the local
inquiries preceded the Investigation of the records; they were,
therefore, unbiassed by preconcejved conclusions. Thas it is
noted that in a certain nmghbourhood land first became the
subject of property about' forty to fifty years ago. Previqusly
people worked fresh land where_ they wished, fetaining for @
cerfain time a lien on the old, which in one casg was meftioned
as having been sold for about a r,uPee an acre.” In another in-
stance At the annexation the village was deserted and the in-
habitants ran into the mainland....|t was not until ten or fifteen
years later that ownership In lang became recognised.” Again,

There was then no property in land; he worked where he
wanted tg, and | worked where | wanted to.” At the é)resent
time, under normal conditions, new land gives a progressively

1 Report on the Settlement Operations in British Burma, 1ses-s.
- BTitish Burma Gazetteer, 1675, p. ss2.
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increasing yield; this was not then the case: “ The cultivators
onI wo rked enou h land for their own food, moving about
rom lace to ace every three years. . Land did not improve
with age at that time, bécause clltivation was so light. There
Was no settled occup atron of Iand untrI after the English occu
Patron In one neroﬂ oyrhood tey gave me an exceptro ?/
ull account which may be worth ‘describing n some detal
They informed me that about fifteen familiés fled across the
rive at the time of the English occupation of Rangoon. Nine
of them settled on the riverside, founding the vrllage where |
recerved the [nformation. There' was then no Village here, but
sIx other famrlres movrng a little way infand discovered one a
read% settled on the high land of the_neighbourhood, natural lhl
ost favourable site for burldrn% The Iand Was coveredwrt

jungle of tree and grass; some of them took up enough for two
years’ cultivation, dthers broke fresh ground when they thought
Uesirable_somewhat after the fashion of shifting taunPya cul-
tivation. They worked the whole of the Iand now Included in
the vrllagejurrsdrctron and some two hupdred and fi acres
that have since heen aIIotted 0 another vrlla%e charge he re-
maining six familjes were refused admission by th ern a bitants
of the ‘existing village, and had to form andther ham et at a
little distance. They gradually, however, moved into the vl agh
and when they formed the’ majority—there were_only
households In all—the previous inhabitants went off to a sma
town adjacent, where they had relations. Some of the land re-
linquished by these peaple on their moving was subsequently
cultivated by an immigrant from Upper Burma. Over fifteen
hundred acres can be raced as having at some time been cultj-
vated Dy the original inhabitants of these two vrIIa?es or their
immediate_ connections, Workrng as they did only aTew acres at
a trme It is not su Prrsrng that'the earIrer oftrcrals were faced
with the problem of abandonment of land. It must be noted
that this shrftrnﬁ cultivation ang abandonment of fand had no
connection with nomadic inclinations; the village remained
where it had first been founded the 1solated field hut of the
individual cultivator might move from spot to_spot, as it does
even at the present day, but it always remained within the
radius of a small circle.” Indeed, of migration on a large scale
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there was verP/ little after the disturbance caused by our arrjval
had once settled down. Government strenuously dttempted to
aftract the immigrant; remissions of revenue for aperrod of
five years, grants of land on favourable terms to fugitives of in-
fluerice from Upper Burma, had little more effect than the at-
tempts to colonise in Burmese times. In the Annual Revenue
Report of 1867-8, in the whole of Rangoon District, 9000 odd
guare miles, there are said to have been only 1710 imm rqrants

all kinds durrng the year, while 971 immigrants, of former
Years returned to"their"own_countries. And"the inhabitants
hemselves at that time hardly encouraged mmigration. |n-
stances were given of an |mm|grant from elsewhére marrying
a daughter of the village.. The two would clear some land to-
gether and, Burman fashion, both should have an egual claim
0 such title as there was; but in such cases It was frequently
the woman who was mentioned as the cultivator, the generatron
of utsiders havrng obvjously been suspect.

We are thus able to forma fairly defrnrte prcture of the SYS
tem of cu trvatron at the time. A few housgholds, hound
geth er Ytreso family or common [ife. made a clearing in the
un le. 1n some cases thert]/ would dwell tog ether the better to
secure ﬁrotectron from other men and rom the elephants ang
tigers that were then common in the forest round them, and if
thrs Were dong the[y would naturaII select for thesite of therr
hamlet the highes ground In tevrcrnrty But in man¥
stanges it IS probablet at each erected his own_ hut apart from
nis fellow-men, though usuall wrthrn the hearrn ofacaII A
hody of rmmrgrants ¥ goo eason to |strust an in-
stance has been grveno a village dispossessed of its ans by
new-comers; but their atfitude towards the fresh arrival was
£ss strrngent than that of the Australian towards the Asiatic,
for they do not seem to have objected to the casual mmigrant,
who may even have cultivated riear them for some time before
hey were aware of his Poprnqurtny He might gain reco nrtron
Dy |ntermarr|age wrth he resrde s, but even then was ?/
1e|d a member of the family, and erornt occupation b hrmsef
and wife tended to give a title to the one that was better known,
Pornt of view nof very forergn to Western conceptigns of re-
[ationship by marriage.” Each family cultivated a small holding,
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but the cultivation was so light that the law of diminishing re-
turns immediately began to”operate, and they were under no
necessity to stave it off by working more intensively. When
the}/_ maved, the land thus Tallowed rapldIY became almost In-
distinguishable from the surrounding jungfe. Tn many cases it
would, however, be taken up by someone else; with shifting
cultivation and abundant waste ‘it Is @ mere matter of choice
whether a cultivator works new land or land that has been aban-
doned ; the lafter, as giving less trouble, would naturq!lsy appeal
to the lazier individual, and it is probable that this “ screwing
an extra croR out of the rounﬂ’ Wwas at Ifast as popular &
clearing fresh jungle; land"that had lain fallow a year or two
would make particular appeal, and In a few years’ time, there-
fore, there would be, r,ou?hly, a redistribytign of the holdings,
and still be left sufficient waste unoccupied, available for the
more enterpnsm?. , _

The characteristics, therefore, of the, tenure in Pequ were
temporary appropriation of the land during the Renod of occu-
nation onily; when done with jt was restoréd to the community,
ke the atmosphere we breathe, changed, but after renovation
In the usual_course of nature, open t0 further use, The accu-
pation was for the most part restricted to the people who lived
near It, for there was no one else to o,ccupy It, and among these
occupants there tended to be redistribution; the land unoccu-
pied was available for all. It is unnecessary further to insist
upon the Il%htness of the cultivatjon; this may be taken as a
corollary of the other features, which we hope to suggest were
by no means restricted to Pegu. We have pointed quf that Pequ
was abnormal in ossessm%,an adv%nced_ state of civilisation fo-
gether with non- Pproprla jon of the soil, and also In 1fs com-
Darative neglect o agrlculture due partly tq the development
of gther Jndustries, Save for the extra security of [ife, there is
noth_mg in this which would cause their treatment of the land
to différ from that obtaining under more Prlmltlve_condlt_lon,s;
and it is.not perhaps safe to lay stress on the security of life in
former times, it may have been unsafe to travel, but then they
did not travel. Nor did the ggeatly in Pegu; traders went up
and down the creeks in boafs, but we have noted the difficulty
of inducing immigration,
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There dogs not, therefore, seem any prima facie reason why
these condrtrons of land tenure should’be peculiar to Pegu and
we find that they have been supposed 1o exist in earlier times.
The Mark s stem as It could be escribed only a few ears a%ol
the § stem land tenure  village communrtres as escrr
b¥ r Baden Powell, are both accompanied by the cultivation

land heId as individual [E)ro‘perty durmg the perrod of occu-
pation only, the restrrctro of occupationt to members of the
community and specially admitted rmmrgrants redrstrrbutron
of the several holdin %s from time to trme an wast%

In common. Recent Tesearches may have modified etheorres
of ten years ago, but in another part of Burma village com
munities have been found much more “true to type, acg
Ing to the theary of Sir Henry Maine?, than those consr ered
by Mr Baden Powell. They have been described b Mr Clayton
I his report on the settlement of Katha District; “The local
chief...paid an annual tribute..and in return acertam area of
land was granted to hrm for s commumt)( he chief was
primus inter pares; { ?, land was felt to belong o the community
and not 1o the chief.” In some cases there were two stocks or
more; uncleared land then “belonged to the commun ay s 2
whole,” Persons who left the commumtymadet eir lands over
to their relations or the chief for re-allotment3. These features
of land tenure_have often been supposed dependent upon the
golrtrcal orqanrsatron of socrgty Ini vrllaqe communities, But
nother feature of the land dealt with in this inquiry 1s that it
has little or no value in exchange, Mr Clayton, who'conducted
t e mvestrfgatron has enumerated 342 of these communal units;
6 he finds no_right to mortgage or sell the land, and in /2
of thes cases no rrght even to Igase it4, Comment is especially
made in the Government resolution on the report that “the
figures of rents, sales, and mortgages are remarkabIY low.” It
significant in this connection that ™ there is no local term what-
soever 0 express the meamnﬁ of communal unit,” while even
the equivalent provided by the official Government translator
could not be understood. “As has been frequently pointed out,

1Pr”r gl(es ofEcenomrcs M rshall, p. 15. Fourth edition.
F%’I ommunities In | ﬂ |d, 1899, pp. 60, 80, 96, 104—105.
ZSett ent Report of the Katha DIstrict, 1e07, para. s43s.

pars. 42-43.
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the idea of property “in common™ is not a simple or primitive
onel,; there may be room for doubt as to whether this sentiment
of appropriatiof to the community and of ownership in common
of the uncleared waste is more than the natural resentment of a
Jum%le dweller for unknown faces and unaccustomed accents, a
sentiment of patriotism rather than of property. Similar objec-
tlons to. new arrivals have been noticed in Pegu
ind, therefore, that the features which have been sup-
posed dePendent upon the political organisation into wIIag
commum Ies are associated wﬂhastatemwhlch there Js hard %/
t e| Jea o (Eermanent appropriatjon of the land, and in whic
land 15 of so little value as scarcely to be worth approprlatmg
while they are not essentlally different from the features of land
tenure cfiaracteristic of Pegll. But the semi-independent mem-
bers of the hamlets of Pegy cannot 053|bly be regarded as
composing a vil age communlt?/ And there IS a very important
point of difference. In the vilfage community, as we have seen
It.In My Claytons report, all revenue IS paid on behalf of the
V|Ilage by the chief, wha is primus mter pares. [N him also Is
vested the local maglsterlal authorlt)(] But |n Pegu the BrItISh
foun the revenue collected through, ang the ma[qlsterla au-
th orlt% Invested | |n not the head of each village, but'the *heads
vert eKaren of each Townshlp over the flshermen and over
1e ro ers, over tpalmjmce rawers and silver assayers, over
Pou ghmen of the Toyal lands and the cultivators of the
oyal gardens” So that it was difficult to make those set in
uthority by the English “understand that they had jurisdic-
on ovér 4ll residents in their charge without reference to
heir more personal JlurISdIC'[IOHZ" We'may, therefore, conclude
hat the features of 1and tenure in a village communtiy are not
ependent on the political organisation of society, bt are the
immediate_effect of economiC condltlons and that the land
tenure in Pe(Iqu was a more general form which only under, cer-
tain circumstances developed into that associated with village
commupities. In Pe?u we have the orlgmal salt in solutlon n
Katha 1t has crystalfised out practically unchanged:. In other
cases other reagents may have given rise to other modifications.

—a> — I—Pf—.‘n

S — —+

Baden Powell, P C|t p. 128.
2 Brltlsh Burma Gazefteer, . sa0.
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If, however, any valyable deductions can be made from the
conditions of PeqU, 1t Is a matter for the specialist. But the
mode of land tentre seems worth recording, While verbal testi-
mony, s still remamm% to give life llo the 0ld records. For by
now it 1S all a very old stofy; the peaple have good reason t0
apprreuate the valde of the [and. o

_There Is an ancjent prophecy on record that in Syriam, the
Cirion of Fytch, land would be worth in time_ ten”thousand
rupees for a portion of an acre, It is mentioned in a settlement
regort of thlrtx Years ago, with the remark that land was then
worth. less than three ruRees an acre. But an oil company has
established workshops there, and close to them exists a’liftle
homestead site, for which the owners greedily rejected an offer
of ten thousand. Although It is less than fifty years ago, we have
moved some distance sirice land was a free gitt of nature to the
whole community.

J. . Furnivall.



