CRAFTER-II1

PROPERTY RIGHTS AND SOCIAL STRATIFICATION IN
PRE-INDUSTRIAL ARUNACHAL PRADESH

8.2 PROPERTY RIGHTS
3.2 SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

it has alrexdy been pointed out that the willage was the

acio-politicsl unit of tribal life in Arunschal. The villages
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Although cases of muliti-clan sesttlementis were hot infrsguent, but
villages having wmulti-tribe members were rare. Twuo different hkinds

of  socip-politicsl institvtions, vim., Yiilage Counail BHd

Chieftainship, had been developed to administer the wvililage tife.
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Tangsas--played  crucial role in every : 212



Froperty Rights

including political, judicial, social and economic affairs of
collective life in the respective tribal villages. 0Of course, not
all the Councils of different tribes were equally effective and
organised. Elwin made a valuable compilation of these tribal
institutions in his Democracy 1i1n NEFA4 which provides the details of
the composition and functioning of the Qillage Councils in different

tribal communitiesl.

Every Village Council was headed by a village headman,
recognised by outsiders as Gaonburah, who was =ither elacted or
nominated by the members. Every head of household in a village had
active participation in the affairs of the Village Council. The
Gaonburah along with the other office bearers used to run the
village administration on the basis of tribal customs and

traditiaons.

The institution of Chieftainship, diametrically opposite
to the democratic WViliage Councils, had developed amaongz thea
Singphos, Noctes, Khamptis and Wanchos. Under this system of
governanesE, o=ian or village Chief had b=en the centre of power.

Though, theoretically, the Chiefs had the privilege to say the final

word In any village affair=s, there were also Villsge Councils
consisting of village eilders or representatives of different <lans
to be consulted by the Chiefs. In fact, a Chief was the leader of

the Council who in collaboration with the members used to administer
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the village life. Unlike the office of the Gaonburah, the post of

the Chief was hereditary, either in family line or in clan line.

All land in a village, theoretically, was common village
land under the management. of Village Council or the Village Chief.
The Gaonburah or the Chief, as the leader of the village, used to
decide which plots were to be brought under jhumiag, when
agricultural opsration would be undertaken, when and where would
hunting or fishing be done, etc. In the matter of common interest
like construction of village road, hridge, houses for common u=ze,
etc., the village head used to mobilize the communal labour in this
regardz. Thus, in the absence of any separate economic institutions,
economic activities werea aléo organised by the tribal

socio-political organisations.

The transition from communal to private property has been
a slow process in these communities +till the middlie of this
centurys. While the private property right fully matured in case of
moveable wealth like cattie énd household articles, the same did not
emerge in its entirety in case of immoveables, particularly in
cultivable land, in most of +the communities. The formation of
private property in land within a community appears to have been

correlated with the land use pattern, method of cultivation, size of

the community, and the area under its occupation.



Though the tribal landscape. of Arunachatl Pradesh
encompass=s 11¢ tribes and sub-tribes as per 1971 Census, the major
groupé, arranged in decending order of numerical importance, are the
Adi, Nishi, Wancho, Monpa, Mishmi, Noecte, Tagin, Tangs=a, Apa Tani,
Hitl Miri, Sutung and the Khampti--in fact, these 12 +tribes
constitute 84 per cent of the total scheduled trihe population of
the territory. Each tribe occupied a definite habitat which was
further divided into a number ﬁf villages. Inter-tribe as well ;s
intra-tribe inter-village mobility was limited due to difficult
terrain and freguent feuds and conflicts. The land ownership
:pattern, which had been emerging in the tribal societies, was unique
in the s2nse that customs did not allow inter-tribe transfer of
land. Even in most cases, except the Apa Tanis, people of the same

tribe but belonging to different village were not allowed to own

land az per the village custams.

However, an attempt is made below to draw an account of
the land ownership pattern emerging along the natural process of
evolution among the different tribal communities in Arunachal. The

following outline is drawn on the basis of some village studiss by

the Agro-Economic Research Centre, Jorhat, Census authority and Law
Research Institute, Gauhati, &and studies on individual +tribes

. .. s &
by various administrators and academicians .
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The Adis of East Siang and West Siang districts were
predominantly jhumias. The system of jhum cultivation prevalent
among the different sub-tribes of the Adi~group had led to
individual ownership of cultivable jhum land. Generally eﬁery
household in each well-demarcated Adi village posseszed a number of
Jhum plots. Cultivation was done by‘rotation. The family returned to
the first plot afiter each jhum cycle. During the fallow years, no
one claimed the land. As the same family moved round the plots under
possession generation after generation, it enjoyed the right to use
and occupy the plots permanently. Since plots were well defined,
these were, therefore, heritahle and transferable too. The plots
developed for WRC/TRC were owned individually. In some cases, clan
ownership was found in the hunting, fishing and forest areas. House
3ites belonged to the common village land and was controlled by the

village council, Kesbang.

Next to the Adis, the second largest tribal group is the
Nishis of Lower Subansiri and East Kameng district. Except in a few
villages, they used to p;actise jhum cultivation extensively. The
Mishi system of jhuming was guite opposite to that of the Adisf They
usually did not return to the same plot after a jhum cycle. A person
who cultivated a jhum plot in the opsning year might not return to
the same after the completion of jhum cycle an& any other villager

was free to take up the land for cuttivation. Dues to this rough and
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ready type of jhum practice, individuals did not entertain any
permanent right wupon the jhum iland. The Nishis therefore appear to
be more individualistic than any other tribes and no strong village
councilt had evolved in their society. Lands not taken up by the
individuals for cultivation remained as village common land and no
one exercised any right of ownership on them. .But individual
ownership was recognised in the WRC/TRC fields. Clan ownership was
the rule in hunting, fishing and forest areas while homesteads were

owned individually.

The Wanchosz of Tirap distriet, the third largest tribal
group of Arunachal, a branch of Konyaks of Nagaland, had evolved a
hierarchical society under the well-organised system of
chieftainship. They practised only jhum cultivation. Individuals
enjoyed a kind of non-transferable ownership right of jhum plots.
The same was the case for homesteads. Forest and fishing areas were
treated as common village land. Villagers enjoyed equal right to
hunt and to fish in such areas. Though.cultivation of jhum plots was
done by the individual families, collective effort was reported at

different phases of jhuming.

The Monpas, the westernmost Buddhist tribe of Arunachal
Prad=sh, developed extensive terrace cultivation along with jhuming.
~Both individual as well as common village ownerships evolved in the

Monpa society. Individual ownership was predominant in cultivable
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‘land while the village council, Mangma, controlled mainly village
forests and pastures. Mangma leased out its itand to the individuals
in exchange of some annual tax. The household sites, Mangshah,
beionged to the village comﬁon land and individuals enjoyed

¢

non-transferable permanent ownership right.

The Mishmi group, consisting of Idu tMishmi, Digaru Mishmi
and Miju Mishmi, figures next to the Monpa groﬁp in terms of
population size and inhabits in the Lohit and Dibang Valley
districts of Arunachal Pradesh. They practised only jhum cultivation
and developed a system similar to the Adis which had led to the
emergence of & rudimentary form of individual ownership in jhum
land. Hunting, fishing, grazing and forest areas were owned either
clan-wise or by the village council. Homestead areas were treated as
village common land withinlwhich the individuals enjoyesd hsritable

right of use and oecupsahncy.

The Noctes along with the Wanchos tive in Tirap districf.
Until recently they did not practise permanent cultivation. This
group of jhumias developed 9%Adi-type? jhuming system. Individual
ownership seemed to be the usual custom. In some cases where jhum
lands were owned by the village council cailed Ngothum, individuals
could utilize the village lands with the permission of the village
Chief. Generally the village Chief used to allot common viitlage

lands to the individuals in consultation with the wvillage council.
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Common village ownership was recognised in hunting, fishing, grazing

and forest areas. Housesites also>belonged to the village council.

The Tagins of Upper Subansiri distriét used to practise
onty ‘*Adi-type* jhum cultivation. Preliminary individual ownership
right 1is reported to have been recognizsed on the jhum plots.
Household sites were generally the abandoned jhum plots and owned
individually. Hunting, fishing, grazing and forest areas were

treated as common village land.

The Tangsas of Changlang district used to practise only
shifting cultivation. All land in & Tang=a wvillage theoretically
belonged to village common land. Preliminary individual ownership of
use and occupancy was recognised within the broad framework of

village ownership. Right of inheritance was also respected.

The Apa Tanis of Lower Subansiri practised onty
permanent-cultivation. Every inch of cultivable land in the Apa Tani
Plateau was occupisd by some one or the other. Scarcity of land Had
created a mounting problem in this society. Individual ownership in
cultivable land was full and completé in all respects. [t was the
only tribe which recognised intra-tribe but inter-village mobility
with egqual footing in case of land ownership right. Similar to the
cultivable land, homesteéds were also owned by the individuals and

clan ownership was racognised in the forest areas falling under the
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village jurisdiction. Fishing areas belonged to the category of

common village land.

The Hill Miris of Lower Subansiri district used to
practise only jhuming of the type similar to the Nishis. Individuals
enjoyed the right of use and occupation of the jhum lands for the
period of ocultivation only. Like the Nishis, no strong village
organigation was there in the Hill Miri scciety so as to control and
to regulate the uiliage lands. Homesites were heritable but not
transferable. Forests and fishing areas belonged to common village

land and every villager had egqual access to them.

The Sulungs, inhabiting predominantly in East Kameng and
Lower Subansiri districts, did not practise any cultivation in the
past. They were mainly fooa gatherers and most of them worked, as
slaveszs, mainly for the Nishis. The Akas and the Mijis also used them
as slaves. Later, it is believed that +they had learnt jhum
cultivation from the Nishiz and hence used to follow sailmost as
gimilar ®rough and ready?® 2zgyztem of jhuming as practised by the-
Nishis. As this group was subdued by the other dominant tribal
groups, as & result, it appears, no institution like village council
was evolved‘in the Sulung society. A little is known about their

village administration.
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The Khamptis of Lohit distriet used to practise only
settled cultivation like the Apa Tanis. Even the former was advanced
than the latter if the tools of production used by them are taken
into consideration. Uniike the Apa Tanis, they used plough and
butltock in their fields. Like the Wanchos and the Noctes, the
institution of chieftainship played a pivotal role in the Khampti
society as well. According to Khampti custom, all land was the
village common land.The wvillage Chief and the village council
together used to alliot this common village land to the individual
villagers., With the abandonment of any land by any individual it
automatically reverted to the village common land. So inaividual
ownership was non-transferable but permanent by virtue of the right
of inheritance. In Khampti vil!éges, certain parts of aoultivabie
lands were kept exclusively unider the viliage councitl where
production took place under voluntary community labour to generate a

common fund for the welfare of the community a2 a whole.

Apart from the above numerically major vtribal groups,
there are many small groups who are also not less important for
their distinctive characteristics. The Sherdukpens of West Kameng
district is one of them. They were traditional jhumias till recentiy
and had developed Adi-type jhumiﬁg system beside their limited
settled cultivation. A preliminary individual ownership of jhum land
was recognised which enabied them to use, occupy and inharit the

jhum plots. The right to dispose by means of sale wasg strictly
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prohibited. But an individual could hand over his jhum piots to
others, if he desired so, in a particular jhum cycle. Village
forests, and fishing areas were demarcated for the use of different
clans. Lands not occupied either by individuals or by clans were

considered as common village land.

The Akas (Hrussos) and the Khowas (Buguns) live in the
West Kameng district who Qsed to practise only Nishi-type ‘rough and
ready® jhum cuitivation. The right of an individual upon the jhum
plot was recognised so vlong it remained under his occupation.
Traditionaliy, the Khowas did most of fhe cultivation for the Akas
along with their own. In both cases, hunting, fishing and forest

areas were treated as common village land.

Another small tribe, the Mijis, lives in proximity to the
Akag, The former bears close resemblance with the latter. All lands
in a Miji village were owned clan-wise. They only practised jhuming
and did not know WRC/TRC until recenfly. Individual families used to
undertake jhuming in the plots alldtted by the clan-heads. All other

categories of lands were also owned clan-wise.

The Membas of the northern borderz of West Siang district
also evolved a system of clan-wise ownership of all categories of
land. They commonly practised permanent cultivation. Individuals

could only enjoy the right of use. In the Memba society, a member of
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the same clan inhsbiting another village was also allowed to enjoy

equal right to use the land belonging to his own clan.

The Singphos of Changlang district ware advanced
agriculturists and had developed permanent cultivation in the areas
of Noa-Dihing, Buri-Dihing and dNamphuk rivers. According to Singpho
custom, the village Chief was the lord of all lands in the territory
under his jurisdiction. But in practise, his authority was not
absolute. Individuals could enjoy the right of use and occupancy of
the cultivable land and could pass it to his successors. Thus a kind
of non-transferable individual ownefship on cultivable land was
recognised. However, all other categbries of lands was considered as

common village tand.

1t appears from the foregoing discussion - that both the
land-use pattern and agricultural practices had scome hearing on the
emergence of the .land—ownership pattern. While some sort of
individual ownership was found to be the dominant fesature in case of
cultivable land, village and/or cian ownership was the general norm

in the homestead, hunting, fishing, grazing and forest areas. Again,

in case of cultivabie land, the degree of individual property right

variss from tribe to tribe. Those who developed permanent
cultivation, enjoyed greater degree of ownership right. Where the
tribes practised Adi-type ‘circular system' of jhum cultivation,
they also, 1in general, attaiﬁed a kind of preliminary individual

ownership. But the Nishi-type ‘rough and ready* jhuming hindered the
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emergence of individual property right in land and in such cases
even cultivable land also belonged to the category of village common

land.

It may be noted that although individual/family property
right in immovables did not mature in all the communities, but it
was, by and large, already recognised in moveables. The moveable
properties like mithun, ovld metal bells, rare stone beads {(monisi,
Tibetan swords, etc., were treated as symbols of wealth and status.
One who had these valuables at his command could earn much name and
fame. Thu=z, even before the emergence of private property in land
the disparity existed in terms of possession oflmaveable properties.
But this disparity had little significance for the determination of
economic status as these moveahles are not the means of production.
A gqualitative change in the socio-economic base of the early
highland societies of Arunachal came with the emergence of private
property in land particutlarly among the communities who had
develoﬁed settled cultivation. Those who had superior plots and
larger number of working hands could now earn more than those who
did not. Now, the disparity did not remain any mores only in the
sphere of unproductive wealth; rather, it appeared in the sphere of
income fit for playing the role of a catalytic agentv in the
formation of capital in land at an appropriate period after

Independence.
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.& SOCIAL STRATIFICATION

Another trend, latent or distinct, as the case may be,
i.e., a structural drift from egalitarian towards hierarchical
society was also aperating in most of these pre-industrial tribal
formations along with the process of evolution of private property
in land. The tribe-specific micro studies conducted by the
anthropologists and other scholars provide us factual data in this
regard. An attempt has already been made by Misra to weave thege
isolated factual data in order to interpret the ‘modes of production

in tribal societies in north-east Indias.

Most of the tribal communities were found by him fto have
stratified into, at least, two or more social ‘classes'. While in
gome cases this divisiﬁn was intra-tribe, in some other it was
essentially inter-tribe in nature. There were also some cases where
both the types were found to have co-existed in some communities.
And the communities wvwhere slavery wa=s prominent, even non-tribsl
slaves--mostly Assamese--constituted a section of the bottom

strata.

However, this stratified social clagsses were not equally
distinet, rigid and well-defined in all the communities. Moreover,
their implications in relation to the sphere of production, in many

cases, remained obscure. But, howsoever nascent they might be, they
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indicate the process of transition of the so called ‘archaic' tribal

formations.

As has already been noticed, the tribal communities of
Arunachal, as they were before Independence, can conveniently be
divided into two broad types : (i) those who déveloped and governed
by the institution of Chieftainship and (ii} those who developed and
Governed by the democratic Village- Councitls. While the former
includes the Khamptis, Singphos, Noctez and the Wanchos, the latter,
by and large, coversg the rests. In the following paragraphs we shall
made a synoptic discussion on each of them.

The =zociety of the Sherdukpens was based on a fundamental
division inte two classes--the 7Thongs-the upper class--and the
Chhaos--the lower class. According to a Sherdukpen myth, the Thongs
were the descendants of a common ancestor, Japtang Bura, who came
from the north with a large retinue of porters and servants. Ths
Chhaos were the descendants of the porters and servants. Both the
Thongs and Chhaos were further divided into a number aof clans. The
Clan exogamy and class endogamy were observed in the Sherdukpen

society7.

Simitarly, the Apa Tani society was divided into Miie--
the upper class and Mura--the lower cilass. While Mite was the
fortunate ltanded aristocracy, Mura constituted of the unfortunate

poor. The Mite enjoyed unguestionable superiority in the social
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hierarchy and the two classes were exogamous. Thiszs class divisiaon
was so rigid that ‘under no circumstances can a Mura ever hecome a

Mite‘s.

In the Tagin society, Nite--the upper class--and MNyra
--the lower clas (slaves)--resembled the Mite and Mura found among
the Apa Tanis. Apart from these two, Nibu--the priests-- was placed
at the top of the social hierarchy and the commoners, the poor, were
known as Open. 'The hierarchy apears to be fixed according to the
hereditary economic situation of individuals, with the Nibu at the
top and the Nyra at the bottom standing apart as social castes by

themselves‘g.

The Aka, Miji, Nishi, Adi and the Mishmi group of tribals
depended heavily on the services of the slaves recruited mostly from
other tribes like the Khowas, Sulungs, Miris as well as from the
Assamese. While the Khowas were recruited as slaves -- known as
Khuto -- by the Akas, the Sulungs were employed by the Nishis, and
the Miris by the different Adi groups. Though the Nishis had been
the major exploiters of the Sulung labour, they were also recruited
by the Akas and the Mijis as well. Thé slaves were fto labour for
their masters in avery sphere of activities stérting from
preparation of jhum fields to participation in the war against the
enemies. In return for their services, they were provided with food,

shelter and clothing. Apart from the Suluhgs, a class of peopie--

111



called Nera in casge of males and Pane in case of females-- emerged
from within the members of the Nishi society who were as good as the
slaueslg. But untike others, no hereditary slave class was reported
in the Nishi society and the ‘children of slaves by virtue of talent
and initiative could in time acguire wealth and become free man of
good social status‘li. However, the Adis were not so flexible in
regard to their slaves or wmipaks, as they were called, as the
Nishis. Any incident of marriage between the free Adi member and the
mipak uéually brought the former to the status of the latterlz.

Evidence shows that a kind of social hierarchy was latent
among the Mijis and the Monpas of Tawang area. In the former, the
Nyubbu was considered to be socially supérior than the ”yuiiuis.
Similarty, among the Monpas of Tawang area, Ki{ was the upper class
and the lower class was called Kharmu14

Among the Adis, Mishﬁis and the Tangsas, no social classes
appeared to have emerged on the basis of birth or occupation. But
there were priviieged groups who had more wealth at their command
and hence had more influence in their respective societies. The fact
that a union of an Adi boy and a2 girl havinz opposite economic
family background was hardly consented by the better off parents—-
indicates the social distance between the rich and the poor and
seeds of class division based on wealthls. Similarly, among the
Mishmis, the Chiefs and their associates had been the men of wealth

and they enjoyed some distinction in their society. Also in the

Tangsa society, people having considerable wealth were respected.
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Wealth and intelligence figured a 1ot in the selection of villags

headmen. The wealthy people possessed a number of servants-- known

as bditnasa -- to work for them. Such servants were as good as
16.

slaves

The institution of Chieftainship among the Khamptis,
Singphos, Nbctes and the Wanchos had besen instrumental in dividing
their respecitive soccieties into two main classes——tﬁe patricians and
the plebeians. In the Hinayani Buddhist Khampti socisty, Chiefs
occupied the higher poszition and they were followed by the priests,
Below them, there was the class of free men. And at the bottom,
there were the slave917. The Chiefs and | theb priests--the
patricians--being the leisured class--largeiy depended on the labour
of the commoners--the Plebeians--as well as of the slaves. Misra
obesarved that ‘a system incorporating elements from both feudalism
and slavery prevaited among them till very recent timesls.

Misra noted that

(Thel singpho soclety has baen found to be divided
into three classes -- the Chief, the pleblans and the
ataves. The former {a collsd dgi or Mireng dgi in
whom the social and political control of the villags
rests. He iz not only o ctan cChief but also o village
chiaf and =0 far a3 his village 8 concerned he s ths
owner of the vitlage Land which he allows hhis people
to cultivata. In case A villager refuses to obey his
order, e maoy turn the offandsr ot of the vitloags.

The people as a vwhole are krnown as Cingmung or
Hreng—dong which, in fant, rofars toy tha Commonars
under 3 Chief-s jurisdiction. The people ars obliged
to render the Chief soma services and report to him
whenaver  callad upon for any agatstancs., Nax in rank
are the Mayam who are considered to be the descendants
of non-Singpho progenitors such as the ahoms, Marans,
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and Muttocks who occupiad the Noa~Dihing vatley prior
to the advent of tha Singphos, and vera subsequently
reducad to slavery by their nev masters. In  the cCOoUrse
of tima thay adopted the clan namas of their
raspective masters and formed a class by thamaelves.

Almost att the fiald  work £ done by the slavesa and
YOmMSN while thes man detight in lounging in the sun

vhen ot engaged in hunting or feuds

The society of the Noctes was divided into two distinct
classess. The Chief and his descendants formed the patrician class
called Lowangjiat while the commoners were called Sanajai. The former
being the ruling élass treated the latter as +their subservient
clasgs. Though inter-marriage between them waz prohibited, ftThe Chief
had the privitege of taking second wife from the commoner classzg.
*The Chief and his family are not sﬁpposed to do any manual work,
therefore a system of extracting compulsory labour, called Pokat,

from a number of subordinate villages evolved‘21.

Similar to the Noctes, the Wancho society was also di?ided
into 2 number of s=social classes. The Chiefs constituted the upper
class called Wanghams and the commoner formed the lower class called
Wangpans. Between the two--there were ftwo more classes--i.e.,
Wangshas——the offsprings of Wangham fathers and Wangpan mothers--
and Wangsus--children of Wangsha fathers and Wangpan motherszz. The
upper class did not dine with their lower counterpart and in case of
marriage, the former was free to take an& girl from‘the latter but
nqt other way round. The three higher classes virtually controlled

the Wancho society and the Wangpans at the bottom merely followed

their decisionszs.
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Thus, the internal structure of the tribal communities of
Arunachal was noﬁ as egatitarian as they are often projected as a
blanket description of the tribal sacieties of north-east India. The
seeds of inequality in both social and eéonomic spheres were there
even in jhum life.Though the cause--effect r=2lationship of thsse two
sets of disparities could not be established in definitive terms, it
can safely be said that they re-inforced each other towards the
interlocking of economic power and social status. The status enjoyed
by a man in such kinship based fstatus societies' 1is undoubtedly
largely pre-determined; but, one could also earn a name through
acquisition of weaith..Among the non-Buddhist tribes of Arunachal

Fradesh, the legend states that --

A man's - status tn another world reflacts his status in
this. Howaver cruetl and oppressive ha may have heen, it he
has been rich hera, he will have a good  house and many
possessions there. If he has had staves and servants in
this . life, he wiltl alasc have them in the neuxt. Tha ghost of
a warrior will be respected after his death as he himself
was admired durtng Lifa. an the ather hand, o poor man with
ramain HOoE after daath and an tnatgnificant Peraon of no
posttion in his z4v".LLd,ge will be regarded without raspect in

the land of shadows. .

This eschatological belief appears to have played some
role in shaping the material culture of the non-Buddhist tribes of
Arunachal. Not only such +tribal belief stands opposite to the
Biblical saying that the poor has a greater =ase in entering the
gates of Heaven, it may also be taken as a hint of inherent
potential of unequal social stratification legitimised for é fuller

unfolding in the future.
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