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Table 3.4. Land Transfers to Wards During 1950—82

Kind of Land Original Owner Number of Transfers
Swidden land Individual 2
Sugar cane land Corporate group 1
Forest land Corporate group 1

Ward lands also may be transferred when the ward decides to sponsor
a feast (related to head-hunting or welfare ceremonies) that requires the
butchering of animals. Thus, warfare and other crises in Bontok society

at are related to killings have played a major role in the regulation and
allocation of corporate land. The need to perform required rituals has
maintained the circulation of land among the villagers so it is not monopolized
by any particular individuals or groups. Out of eleven wards in the village
of Tukukan, only three still retain their property. The other wards that
used to own land have lost it in order to meet ritual requirements.

Individual land ownership (fukod, to “monopolize”) derives from the labor
expended for building permanent structures such as stone walls, for trans-
porting soil, or for constructing irrigation works. In this way property that
was once corporate or communal is transformed into private individual
ownership and regulated by a different set of rules for land tenure. The
portion of land within a corporate landholding where permanent improve-
ments are constructed by a member passes permanently out of the corporate
group’s ownership and changes to restricted inheritance. The other members
of the corporate group who have rights to the unimproved property no
longer have any claims to the permanently improved section, which passes
to the constructor’s children or heirs according to specified rules of
inheritance.

Ownership of irrigated paddy fields is one of the important criteria for
Bontok social ranking, so paddy fields are considered to be particularly
valuable. The inheritance rule is primogeniture (first born gets the lion’s
share) and homoparentalism (first born son inherits from his father’s property
and first born daughter inherits from her mother’s property), a rule aimed
at preventing land fragmentation. Villagers do their best to preserve the
ownership of inherited paddy fields from generation to generation without
losing them, but there are cultural events that can break this continuity.
For example, a person may not be able to supply the sacrificial animals or
other requirements for a death ceremony, payment of fines, or performance
of a required feast of merit (chuno) among the upper rank. Transfers of
paddy fields due to such family crises are regulated by rules that restrict
their sale. When a paddy field is to be sold, it is a rule that kinsmen
(brothers, sisters, uncles, aunts, cousins) should first be notified to give them
a chance to acquire the property before it goes out of the kin group. The
closer the relationship, the higher the priority for purchase and the less
the exchange value. A kinsman who wishes to acquire the property should
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present the appropriate pigs, sugarcane wine, or death clothes. One pig,
for instance, may entitle him to enjoy limited ownership of the land, a
transfer that is actually a kind of mortgage. Ownership may pass to the
heirs of the kinsman-buyer, but if his descendants decide to sell the field
during a similar crisis, it should revert to any of the heirs of the original
owner. This is a device for allowing relatives who do not have sufficient
paddy fields to enjoy the use of kinsmen’s fields.

If no one in the kin group is able to purchase the paddy field, it eventually
leaves the kin group. In any sale to a nonkinsman, the full market value
is requested, and the buyers are not obliged to return the field if a descendant
of the original owner wishes to redeem it.

Water is not considered to be owned by individuals. In principle, everyone
has an equal right to any water within the village boundaries, but exclusive
rights to water can be justified whenever the labor has been invested to
build the channels and check dams that divert water from a mountain
source and store it for use in an irrigation system. This is an investment
that usually was made many generations ago, and rights to the use of that
water are the exclusive priority of corporate group members descended
from the original builders of the system. The sale of paddy fields automatically
includes the right to use the water, but any rice terraces subsequently
constructed along the main irrigation canal are not allowed to use its water.
Anyone who channels water to newly constructed fields is fined by the
members of the irrigation group.

The distribution of water within the irrigation system is a particularly
sensitive matter. It is considered the responsibility of every household to
monitor its water supply closely to ensure it receives its fair share. Whenever
a water theft is discovered, it is reported to other members of the irrigation
system, who publicly scold the offender. The lack of stricter sanctions for
such a serious offense may give the impression the system is ripe for abuse,
but feelings about irrigation water are so intense that more severe punishments
(e.g., withholding water) are considered counterproductive because they
would divert precious labor from working in the fields to time-consuming
litigations over water thefts. Moreover, it is believed to withhold water
would interfere with the basic right of every family to produce the food
it needs for survival.

THE ROLE OF RITUAL

Fertility rituals to increase the water supply are performed annually at
the end of the irrigation canal. They are said to “warm up” the irrigation
water symbolically. Contributions of labor and materials (including sacrificial
animals) for maintaining the system are made by members of the irrigation
group.

The allocation of land, water, and other natural resources is regulated
through customary law and ritual that enable the Bontok to attain a relatively
equitable distribution of those resources. Rituals prevent the accumulation
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of agricultural land in the hands of a few who could use it as a power
base to exploit the labor of covillagers in a tenant-landlord relationship. A
person who tries to oppress another is believed by the Bontoks to be
punished by “unseen” beings. It is believed that the oppressor’s family will
be cursed, and if punishment does not occur during his lifetime, his
descendants will pay for his deed. This ensures that no one in the village
is deprived of his right to cultivate land, produce food, and procreate.

Upper-ranking families are expected to open their granaries to lend rice
to families that have run out of rice during a food shortage. Repayment
of the rice is expected when there is a good harvest, but there is no concept
of interest in traditional Bontok society. A custom in the past was mandatory
provision of a fertility feast (fakil) consisting of rice and buffalo meat by
upper-class families for the entire village in times of food shortage. This
is a way the upper class redistributed surplus production in exchange for
prestige.

Rituals have played an important role in the adaptation of Bontok farmers
to ecological constraints they have faced for many generations. These rituals
emphasize the relationship between the human social world, the material
(i.e., biophysical) world, and the supernatural world. Rituals provide reas-
surance, giving these people a feeling that they have some degree of control
in their continuous encounters with unpredictable natural phenomena.
Rituals also structure the way the Bontok interact with their environment
on a sustainable basis. For example, every household must raise pigs for
regularly scheduled rituals in the course of the agricultural cycle as well as
ritual sacrifices for family crises such as death. However, those same pigs
also provide both valuable nutrition and manure for maintaining the fertility
of the paddy fields.

Rituals also help to organize cooperation between neighbors and further
reinforce their group solidarity in the face of common crises and toward
common benefits. Village territoriality, which is heavily proscribed by ritual,
has been extremely important for keeping the Bontok people in harmony
with their land by preventing their population from exceeding what the
land can support.

Rituals serve to coordinate the village agricultural calendar. Rest days
provide the time to organize communal efforts in the village—decisions on
work allocations among household members, formation of work groups,
and assessment of available resources. Rest days also force a break from
continuous heavy labor in the fields, thereby preventing physical exhaustion
in a cultural setting where industriousness is highly valued and laziness is
condemned. Rest days are terminated after successfully performing the patay
ceremony at the sacred trees site. A chicken is sacrificed and the bile sac
examined. If the prognosis is good, agricultural activity can resume. If the
prognosis is bad, the village elders declare a continuation of the rest through
the following day, when another sacrifice is performed.

Rest days appear to be critical to minimizing pest damage to the traditional
rice crop, because each step of the cultivation cycle is synchronized
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throughout the village. This means that the grains ripen everywhere at
about the same time, forcing the pests to spread themselves over all the
fields. Farmers who stagger their planting and harvesting activities can be
faced with a concentration of pests in fields where the grains ripen later
than the others.

IMPACT OF THE OUTER WORLD

Bontok farmers have tried to be selective in adopting only those outside
agricultural practices they can control, thus avoiding dependence on outside
influences that might interfere with their village affairs. There has been an
increasing impact by the outside world, however, due to greater cash needs,
outmigration of villagers, their involvement in nontraditional employment,
and a growing presence of the national government. Tukukan farmers are
now selling some of their surplus of swidden and drained-paddy-field crops
such as beans, eggplant, and fruit. Some Tukukan farmers have started to
plant garlic in their drained paddy fields. Garlic commands a high price in
the urban market but is sold locally to middlemen who pay a much lower
price. Villagers at higher altitudes are growing vegetable cash crops such
as potatoes, cabbages, tomatoes, stringbeans, and carrots in paddy fields that
lack sufficient irrigation water for a rice crop. The fact that these vegetablés
are grown on terraces means they are not causing the kind of erosion that
has occurred in some other parts of the Cordillera where in recent years
extensive cash cropping of temperate-zone vegetables has been established
on steep hillsides without terracing.

As cash has become more essential to pay for college educations, hospital
bills, gambling debts, bad business deals, lawyers’ fees (in homicide cases),
and construction of “modern” houses, villagers are working away from the
village more (e.g., in copper and gold mines located at Benguet). The result
has been an agricultural labor shortage in the village, especially during
harvest time. Farmers employed away from the village are increasingly lending
out their paddy fields on share-cropping arrangements or selling them for
cash, and reciprocal labor groups are beginning to be paid in cash when
the owner of a paddy field is employed outside the village and cannot
reciprocate the labor exchange. Swidden gardens have sometimes been
neglected in recent years due to insufficient labor, and an increasing number
have passed into fallow.

Commercial fertilizers were not taken up by the villagers during the
Vo have suffcent. e lrs re nov bying dopred by famers
who have sufficient cash but are short on
compost, which is labor intensive in its production, transport to fields, and
application. Some farmers who have adopted commercial fertilizers in the
past five years are beginning to complain about a change in the consistency
f'md stability of their paddy field soil. Although they agree that yields have
}ncreased, they also say they are able to maintain the higher yield only by
increasing the amount of fertilizer they apply each year.
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