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village agencies to determine the logic of village production’. However, he falls more
squarely within the tradition of Marxian anthropology for, in his study of the village
of Gahavalla, he describes how the traditional moral economy is inappropriate to
new conditions where localised rural production is subordinated to larger market
forces. Characterizing Gahavalla as an ‘irrational economy;, he attributes the paradox
of excessive beach seines to this disjunction:

The procedures which regulate such aspects of beachseining as the owner-
ship of nets, access to the fishery and minimal division of revenue between
owner and labourer evolved in a semi-subsistence economy. In their origi-
nal cultural context, these procedures, which are based on a moral notion
of equal opportunity were a equitable and efficient means of managing the
fishery, but in the contemporary economy dominated by market logic they
are both inefficient and inequitable (Alexander 1995: 4).

The role played by culture in mediating the nature of change has also been
shown by Johnson in his analysis of the Gujarat fisheries. In contrast to the experience
of other coastal states in India, the experience of transformation in Gujarat is distinc-
tive in that it has not been outsiders, but rather the local fishing elite themselves who
steered the pace and direction of fisheries development. This has been facilitated by
the particular cultural context of Gujarat, where members of non-fishing communi-
ties have little interest in fishing because of the staunchly vegetarian character of the
Hindu population of the state. Furthermore, using a dialectical approach to analyse
the articulation of local domestic commodity production with the forces of globalisa-
tion, Johnson also demonstrates how the process of class formation in the village of
Dhamlej has been mediated by the moral economy of the village. He points out that
the most successful traders / suppliers of fish are those who have negotiated the moral
economy by *...striking a balance between realizing profits, being competitive and
engaging in socially appropriate behaviour’ (Johnson 2002:155). This is because in the
moral economy of Dhamlej, egalitarianism outweighs paternalism: “The extraction of
surplus value by a dominant class does occur and visible differences in material success
are permitted, but only to a point’ (ibid: 158). This in turn explains how an elite group
of fishers from the village itself, rooted in and familiar with the local moral economy,
has been able to challenge and displace outside merchants.

Gendered Impact of Change

There are few substantive studies available on the gendered impact of capitalist
transformation on maritime communities. Ram’s ‘Mulkkuvar Women’ makes a
notable contribution in this area. She shows how cultural constructions of female
sexuality render capitalism as a gender-specific historical process. This is seen, for
instance, in marriage payments, which, according to her, play a fundamentally dif-
ferent role in the new fishing economy. Ram writes, ‘Women’s dowry, once the basis
of their control over a subsistence-credit economy, now functions increasingly as
a source of capital, to be invested in male ventures either into wage labour or into
small-scale capitalist entrepreneurship in ownership of trawlers, paddy land and
coir factories’ (ibid: 236). Furthermore, the process of capitalist transformation has
further confined women within the domestic sphere and narrowed the horizons of

their working lives, as, in trying to retain their sexual respectability and therefore
cultural acceptability, women have a lesser role to playin a world.of wage lgbour and
petty trade. Therefore, contrary to economic and anthropologlcal thec')rles, wom-
en’s paid work is not always empowering if it takes place in disapproving cultu.ral
milieus. While women’s involvement as fish traders in the artisanal economy, which
takes them beyond the domestic sphere, is legitimated by retaining fish trading
within the ambit of domestic reproduction, their involvement as wage workers takes
place in conditions which are not considered to be socially acceptable..Ram’s Yv9rl<
thus moves away from economistic interpretations in the classical Mar.mst rendition
of capitalist transformation. Further, interestingly, Stirrat points out in t_he context
of Sri Lanka how capitalism is working as a cultural system whereby dominant ideas
about the sexual division of labour are being imposed upon and actively adopted
by fishing communities, reflected in the younger generation frowning upon the
involvement of women in fish selling (Stirrat 1988).16

One may argue, therefore, that the impact of integration into l.arger marke.ts
has brought women who are engaged in fisheries closer to women in engaged in
agrarian economies. This is especially the case in fisherwomen’s work as wage labour-
ers and it relates to their general disenfranchisement due to a loss of control over a

local subsistence economy. In this sense, capitalism has very different implications for -

fisherwomen than for men, whose profession has retained its distinctiveness.

Conflict: Property Rights and Tenure .

Even though artisanal / traditional fisher folk may have adapted to new social rela-
tions of production by beginning to cater their production towa'rds a lar.ge.r marlfet
or in working as wage labourers in the mechanised sector, their negotlation.m.th
the latter has not been without protest. The history of change in maritime societies
has witnessed conflict between small fisher communities and the large mechanised
sector principally with respect to competition over resources or, in other worfls, to
the ‘common’ space of the sea. This has brought to the fore issues of property rights,
tenure, access, and management regimes surrounding coastal fisheries.

Bavinck’s work along the Coromandel Coast is perhaps the only comprehen-
sive study addressing these issues in the South Asian context."” Issue§ of common
property management and the operation of customary rules have again been more
extensively documented and studied in relation to land and tl}erefore agrarian
society. This is perhaps due to the predominant view that the sea is largely an open
access resource. Bavinck critiques this perception, arguing that resource allocation is
never unstructured. His own work shows how artisanal fishing settlements all along
the Coromandel Coast employ a variety of instruments to regulate access to the fish
resource.'® Access is defined by a notion of territoriality in that different hamlets, as
represented by their panchayats, have a prerogative to exploit adjacent coastal zones
(Bavinck 2001: 112). However, there is no system of exclusion, in terms of not allow-
ing others to fish within the same area. Thus, even though the sea then bec?mes
open access'? for all practical purposes, this access is structured by norms of recipro-
cal access between hamlets defined by prerogative to an area. Further, there are regu-
lations on the use of particular types of fishing gear. The absence of these customary
rules and local social institutions has been put forth as one possible reason for the
overfishing of the Gujarat coastal waters (Johnson 2002).
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Bavinck invokes the notion of ‘tenure’ not just in terms of sea-based property rights
which structure access, but also as a management system or regime. In this sensc
law is then not understood, just “...as a description of normative behaviour), but
an order that combines rules and authority. Including authority in the conceptual
framework allows the author to bring in a political dimension.2® Bavinck adopts a
legal pluralism approach? to analyse the multiple tenure regimes to understand the
clash and negotiation between the artisanal fishermen and the mechanised sector
along the Coromandel Coast.?2 His work demonstrates how legal pluralism plays out
in practice by addressing the nature of co-existence between legal systems focusing
on a common social space. Bavinck identifies three tenure systems that structure
the management of Coromandel fisheries. Any reference to maritime tenure usu-
ally looks at the rule systems of the traditional fishers. He however tries to bring the
tenure system (although minimal) of the mechanised sector to the same analytical
plane. And finally, he looks at the articulation of these two systems with State law.
Bavinck considers a complete tenurial system, taking a system-oriented
approach. Such approaches usually present a static picture. The strength of his work
lies in the dynamism that he has been able to bring to the systems approach by
looking at it from a ‘management’ point of view that incorporates the play of local
politics. The effectiveness of non-state legislation and fishermen’s rulings along the
Coromandel Coast is anchored in the existence of very strong community based
institutions of conflict resolution. Bavinck describes how fisheries regulations are,
the prerogative of village level institutions.” Further, issues that affect more than one.
village are addressed by ‘panchayat circles, which are composed of representatives.
from many villages.?*
Artisanal fishers come into conflict with the mechanised fishing sector over
its destructive technology and its incursions into artisanal fishing space. The issue of
overexploitation of the coastal commons stands at the centre of this conflict, It high-
lights the impact of globalisation, which underpins the existence of the mechanised
sector. A significant question that remains unanswered and could be an issue for
further research in Bavinck’s work is the impact of articulation between the different
tenure systems of the Coromandel fisheries on resource conservation. Johnson’s work
on Gujarat does not indicate the presence of a multiple tenure system as has been
described by Bavinck for Tamil Nadu. However, he stresses that a solution to the acute
problem of over-fishing along the Gujarat coast will probably lie only in the chalk-
ing out of a tenure system that recognises the ‘partial connections), or the commonly
shared threats, between the different sectors in the fishery (Johnson 2001).

In Conclusion: Areas for Further Exploration in South Asian Maritime Anthre-
pology

Various themes are common to all the ethnographies analysed above and enable the
delineation of a space for maritime anthropology. The two overarching themes which
have so far structured the direction of analysis of maritime anthropology in South
Asia have been the identity of fishing communities vis-3-vis mainstream agrarian
society and the transformation of traditional communities by capitalist relations of
production heralded by the state’s modernisation policies and globalisation. One

can discern a relationship between these two themes in that one may argue that,
through the course of change, the distinctions between maritime communities and
agrarian society are getting blurred in some respects. However, as has bee.n shown
in the first section of the paper, ethnographic research on South Asian fishing com-
munities does not provide conclusive proof that maritime and agrarian conr}muni—
ties are becoming more similar, even if areas of continuity do exist and continue to
emerge under the impact of integration into a capitalist system of production. As I
have pointed out, the uncertainty does suggest a fertile area for further research. Are
the social and cultural contours of maritime identity, as articulated in terms of rela-
tive freedom from the strictures of mainstream caste society, relative egalitarianism,
and the distinctive role of women in fishing communities, dissolving? And, if this is
the case, on what basis is a common identity between agrarian and fishing commu-
nities being forged? The economic process of capitalist transformation, as has been

discussed, emerges as the most obvious one. Are there other cultural and political .

influences which are also playing a role? -

The ethnographies discussed in this paper do argue that all of these mf.lu—
ences have to be considered in order to understand change in South Asian fishing
communities. This in keeping with the theoretical approach common to a greater or

lesser degree in all of the ethnographies I consider which, while accepting the general -

utility of a Marxist perspective, rejects its classic form in favour (?f a neo-Marxist
approach. Each author thus shows how cultural factors have .medlate.:d tk'ze process
of capitalist development in the communities they study. This examination of the
diverse factors shaping capitalist transformation in fishing in South Asia has to be
deepened. o

The process of capitalist change, modernisation and globa_hsagon has
brought about significant transformations in the relations of productlo.n in South
Asian fishing communities. One of the most important outcomes of this, and one
which has been amply noted, has been the creation of large trawler fleets whose
interests have generally clashed with those of artisanal fishers. While th,.ere 'has been
important work on the artisanal fishers’ social movements and organisations that
have arisen out of this process, more analysis needs to be done of what has really
been a case of world historical importance for artisanal fishers’ mobilisation.‘Con—
flicts and negotiations between the mechanised fishing sector and the artisanal
sector have stimulated research on marine common property resource management
in South Asia but considerable work remains to be done on gathering comprehen-
sive evidence on the extent of rule systems and management regimes from the differ-
ent parts of the region. The issue of coastal fishing and management in turn points
to another important area that has been well researched for other natural resources
such as forests and water: the study of resource degradation and conservation from
a social science perspective. This area connects with work on marine Tesource man-
agement for it would entail an analysis of narratives of resource c'degradatlon and
informal ways of mitigating such degradation, while also contributing to the debate
on livelihoods versus conservation. o ‘

Pinally, with one or two exceptions, the historical perspective is weak in most
of these ethnographies. Given, for example, that communities living by the coast
have rich traditions of engagement with far-flung places through historical trade
links, more work on external cultural influences would be very valuable indeed.

3
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Notes

I According to the hierarchical Hindu caste system, the right hand stood symbolically for purity and th
left for pollution.

2 This paper draws on ethnographies of fishing communities in Sri Lanka and India, which appear to hav
been the only sites of substantive ethnographic work on the topic undertaken to date in South Asia.

3 Firth's work (1946) opened up a new field in the anthropology of fisher folk as a part of the regiond
peasant economy. While this triggered off a set of studies on coastal communities in various parts of
the world, the literature on South Asia has tended to be more in the nature of standard socio-economit
surveys rather than in-depth analysis of the various facets of maritime societies including, in particula,
the cultural aspects (Raychaudhri: 1980, Kurien 1998). Similarly, Alexander contends that there has beer
an absence of detailed studies of indigenous concepts of sea tenure and resource conservation, of mar.
keting practices, and of catch distribution - what he terms as the ‘moral economy of maritime society
(Alexander 1995).

* A common image of fisherwomen is that of being aggressive, uncouth, and using abusive language.

3 This challenge to received gender orthodoxies is differentiated, however, and the importance of gender
ideology must be taken into account. The role played by women outside the domestic sphere in Muslim
fishing communities is generally more circumscribed than that of their Hindu counterparts.

¢ Drawing on E.P. Thompson, moral economy may be defined as “The sum of conditions that shapes the
expression of class and sets limits to acceptable class behaviour in a given context’ (Johnson: 2002)

7 The use of the concept of moral economy has been subject to the critique that it rests too heavily on the
distinction between market and non-market societies. The validity of this concept in contouring changt
amongst maritime communities, as some ethnographies demonstrate (see Johnson 2002), could perhaps
prove a counter to such critiques.

8 pishermen’s perceptions of their marine environment have been examined with regard to winds
cyclones, tides, and currents in coastal Orissa. Correlations are made between fish detection methods,
fishing procedures, and these natural forces (Tietze 1985). Tietze has been pointed out that the differ
ences in perception and knowledge of the marine environment between the fisher folk of North and
South Orissa clearly reflect the ecological differences as well as the fishing techniques employed in the
two areas.

? Johnson points out the remarkable ability of fishers in the Gujarat village of Dhamlej to discern subtle
variations in sea water colour to guide decisions on where to set their nets (Johnson 2002: 146).

10 In fact, Alexander argues that despite occupying a niche defined by a distinctive technological sub-cul-
ture, fishermen are nevertheless the quintessential peasants.

1 Entitled the ‘blue revolution, this policy was to be a complement to India’s green revolution in agricul-
ture (Bavinck 2001).

12 See Kurien's work on the State’s first attempts at this in Kerala through the Indo-Norwegian project
initiated in 1952 (Kurien: 1985)

13 This was seen in the veritable ‘pink gold rush’ following the success of some initial attempts by indi-

vidual entrepreneurs in at marketing frozen shrimp abroad in the 1950s (Bavinck 2001; Kurien 1985;
Rubinoff 2001)

14 This is seen in the continuation of artisanal fishing by Mukkuvar fishermen and amongst the fishermen
of Kalvimanagar (Ram 1992, Bavinck 2001).

15 The Indian government, under the pressure of the structural adjustment programme (SAP) in the early
1990s, adopted a “mare liberum” (open sea) policy under which it invited joint ventures into its Exclusive
Economic Zone (EEZ). Since the vessels licensed under such arrangements were fishing for the same
stocks, they met with heavy protest from the national trade union of the small-scale fishworkers which,
after a protracted struggle, led to the cancellation of most joint venture fishing licenses (Kurien1998).

16 See also Hapke's work (2001) on the Kerala fishery.

17 Raychaudhari makes a brief mention of what he considers to be the ‘tenancy right’ amongst the tran-

sient fishing community that he studied in West Bengal, which could be understood as an indigenous
system of tenure. He describes how the fishermen follow a convention of allowing a minimum distance
between nets in order not to deprive the adjacent nets of a particular type of catch (Raychaudhari 1980
101). He also indicates a notion of territorial rights in the sea in describing the property right of an initial

fisher who sets his net in a particular location to that site. Even if the fisher moves his net temporfir'ily
to follow a shoal of fish, no other fisher is allowed to occupy the site throughout the entire season (ibid:
168).
18 Kurien also briefly alludes to institutional arrangements, which are communitarian in na?ure in Kera-
la’s marine fisheries, that define access and conservation norms within the community (Kurien 2000).
19 Lowever, not all fishing is open access. Beach seining and fixed lure are two stationary methods linked
to territory (Bavinck 2001:126).
20 Eyen though a legal pluralism approach enables a better understanding of r_eality, an'd appreciation
of non-state systems of rule making, from a theoretical and conceptual standpo'mt c.ioes it not make the
boundaries between law, management and politics too fluid? What then remains in the notion of law
itself, as an order, which has an overarching moral legitimacy in the Durkhiemian sense?
2 Legal Pluralism has been defined by Merry as a ‘situation in which two or more legal systems co-exist
in the same social field’ (Bavinck 2001: 35).
22 problems between artisanal fishermen and the mechanised sector have arisen bt?cause the shrimp tar-
geted by the latter abound in the same waters fished by artisanal communities. This leads to gear clashes
as well as competition over resources. .
23 The involvement of caste panchayats in adjudicating fisheries disputes may howerer be a region-
specific phenomenon. Even though the fisher castes of Gujarat have.sugng caste councils, the)f are not
involved in adjudicating territorial disputes over fishing grounds, which is in contrast to the activities of
the caste councils along the Coromandel Coast (Johnson 2002).
24 It may be useful to point out that this system of village administration is universal to Tamil agrarian
society. These traditional caste panchayats are now having to accommodate tl'femselw-/es t? new systems of
village governance (Panchayati Raj) that are being promoted by the §tate. While Bavinck’s study points to
the inherent adaptability of the traditional caste panchayats in Tamil Nadu to accommaodate to t.hese new
institutions, Kurier’s study of the institution of the ‘Sea court’ (kadakkodi) in Kerala: shows that it l'las ¥ost
some of its legitimacy and efficacy in the face of change. A comparison of th.e experience of these institu-
tions between agrarian and maritime society would provide interesting insights into how the process of
change has been mediated with respect to custom and law.
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