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ABSTR.A QT This article discusses the emergence of social organizations and increas-
ing pol‘ltnmz.ation of marine fisherfolk in Kerala (India) and the role played by Roman
Catholic priests in these processes. Under certain social circumstances, it is argued

cultural/religious factors may play a decisive role in political rnobiliz;ition In this,
case, worsgning life situation of Kerala’s fishers due to decreasing fish 'catches
together with apathy of political parties to come out in their favour led to massive
unrest among the fishers in the 1970s. Catholic priests and social workers active in
_several coastal localities motivated the creation of fishers’ cooperatives and unions

inan effprt to direct the people’s anger into organized actions to defend their interests’
This article tries to shed some light on the interplay between socio-economic pro-.
cesses, technical modernization, and cultural/religious factors in the organization and
politicization of Kerala’s fisherfolk.

v

.It is by.n.o means a special feature of India that fishing grounds face depletion. Nor
is t.he rising protest of fisherfolk against their worsening life situation restrict;ad to

art1§anal communities in India. What is rather unique is the role played in organizing

;o(cl:}al movements on behalf of fisherfolk by Roman Catholic priests in Kerala in
ndia.

The level of political participation and unionization in the state of Kerala has
long been higher than the total average in all of India. Unjonization of Kerala’s
fjlshersz on the other hand, had a relatively late start, the first unions being estab-
lished in the' late 1?708. This article will show that three main interacting factors
igr?;/seriifetc; 911}/(61"Sejasmg politicization and social organization of Kerala’s fisherfolk
. First, fast decreasing catches of some important fish ’Sp‘ecies denoted overfishing
in Kerala’s coastal waters, consequent to drastic changes in the techniques and
method§ pf fishing and sharp increase in fishing effort. Faced by decreasin
productmty, lowering of their share in the total fish harvest, and increasing
economic difficulties, artisanal fishermen became exceedingly restive over thei%
situation, expressed in massive unrest in the fishing villages and violent conflicts
flt sea. Secondly, the artisanal fisherfolk were, so to say, socially and politically a
forgotten’ group. Political parties, left and right, neither showed any interest in
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mobilization work in the fishing villages nor did they react on the fisherfolk’s
problems. Thirdly, individual Catholic priests and social workers active in various
fishing villages, sought in the late 1970s to canalize the rising spontaneous protests
of the people into organized action for defense of their interests. With this in mind
they promoted the establishment of fishers’ cooperatives and unions. By creating
cooperatives the fisherfolk tried to break down the existing exploitative social
structure in the villages, whereas the unions have organized large-scale agitations
aimed at influencing the official policy toward the fisheries.

The present article tries to shed some light on the role of Catholic priests in
mobilizing Kerala’s fisherfolk for social struggle in their own interests. Cultural, in
this case religious, factors, I argue, may play a decisive role in political mobiliz-
ation, at least in certain social circumstances.

This article is partly based on field work data collected in a Catholic fishing
community in coastal-Quilon (southern Kerala) in 1991. There, I conducted field-
work which was a part of my M.A. research project on modernization processes in-
India in general and Kerala’s fisheries in particular.! In the following I will first
discuss the question of the late unionization of Kerala’s fishers and point out the
main reasons for the lack of mobilization work of political parties and their affiliated
unions in the fishing villages. The religious division of the fisherfolk, the historical
connections of religious institutions and communal organizations with political
parties, and the role of the Catholic church and its representatives in the Catholic
fishing villages will be emphasized. Secondly, I will briefly outline the policy
toward modernization of Kerala’s fisheries, and its socio-economic implications for
those engaged in the fishery sector. Thirdly, the rise of fisherfolk’s cooperatives and
unions, increasing politicization of Kerala’s fisherfolk, together with the involve-
ment of the Catholic church and priests in the processes will be highlighted. As an
illustration of these processes at the local level I will briefly discuss the emergence
and function of a grassroot organization of Catholic fishers in coastal-Quilon.

11

The state of Kerala situated on the south west coast of India is one of the leading
maritime states of the country. Kerala’s coastal waters (up to a depth of 50m) belong
to India’s most productive fishing zone.2 Kerala has a prominent role within India’s
fishing economy. The state contributes about a quarter of India’s total marine fish
production,® and approximately one third of the nation’s foreign exchange earnings
from marine products (Gopalan 1987:43).: Apart from being an important export
industry, fishing has been a major source of animal protein for Kerala’s inhabitants
and an important avenue of employment. An indication of the significance of marine
fisheries as a source of livelihood is, e.g. the fact that more than 30% of India’s
marine fisherfolk live in the state. This proportion is quite high, since only 3.7% of
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the total Indian population lives there. According to the Fisheries Department of
the Government of Kerala, the population of marine fisherfolk in the state totalled
734,000 persons in 1989-90, or a little over 2.5% of the total population. During
the last three decades the number of active fishermen has been growing at about
2% per annum. In 1961 there were 80,700 active fishermen in Kerala, 122,000 in
1979 and 134,000 in 1985-86 (Department of Fisheries 1987:40; Kurien and Achari
1990:2013; Meynen 1989:5). The majority of them (about 85%) are engaged in
artisanal fishing, operating catamarans and canoes of different sizes. Around 35%
of the artisanal fleet had been motorized by the mid-1980s (Kurien and Achari
1990:2014). The remaining 15% of the active fishermen are employed in the -
mechanized sector, which consists of trawling boats, gill netters and purse-seiners.
In addition to active fishermen, hundreds of thousands of people are employed in
activities related to fishing like processing, marketing, netmaking and boat-build-
ing.4

Even though there is a rather big professional population engaged in the marine
fisheries, unionization of fishers has a short history compared to other groups of
workers in Kerala (such as agrarian and industrial labourers). The first steps toward
organization of a state-wide union of fishers were taken in 1978. Then leaders of
various newly established, local fishers’ organizations met with leaders of similar
organizations in Goa and Tamil Nadu to discuss the need for nation-wide action for
the benefit of fisherfolk. Subsequently, they established the National Fishermen
Forum (NFF), through which unionization in the state was further promoted..

The origins of the small local organizations can be traced to mobilization work
undertaken by some Catholic priests and social activists in various fishing villages
in southern Kerala in the 1970s. Indeed, there were fishers’ organizations active in
Kerala before, but they had been based on caste or community membership. The
novelty of the associations emerging in the late 1970s and early 1980s was, first
and foremost, that culturally and religiously diverse fishing communities united
around a common cause. But why did unionization of Kerala’s fisherfolk have a
relatively late start? An important explanatory factor is the lack of mobilizing
activities on behalf of political parties and their affiliated unions in the fishing
villages. Why this political disinterest toward the fisherfolk? Before attending to
this question, the particular political orientation in Kerala must be addressed.

Kerala is known for a high level of trade unionism and political participation. The
comparatively long history of trade unionism in Kerala is strongly related to the
important role played by the communist parties (CPI and after the split of the party
in 1964 also CPI[M]) in the political history of the state. Ever since the first general
elections in Kerala (1957), when the CPI was voted to power by 41% of the
electorate, the communist parties have had a stronghold in the state. Actually, unlike
the domination of the Congress party in the central government and in most states,
no party has been able to gain an absolute working majority in Kerala’s elections.
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The different governments in power have been based on a coalition of parties, with
the CPI(M) as a leading party in leftist coalition governments and the Congress
party either leading or supporting the more rightist coalitions. Both of the commu-
nist parties have emphasized the major importance of class struggle for economic
and social development. The communists with the active participation of agrarian
workers and peasants, for instance, managed to bring about important structural
transformations in agriculture, notably the most comprehensive land reforms im-
plemented in India. Moreover, Kerala is considered socially as the most advanced
state in India, e.g. the state scores highest on a scale of the Physical Quality of Life
Index. This is displayed in factors like high literacy rate (85% in 1990), spread of
education and health services, high life expectancy, low infant mortality rate and
low population growth compared to the average Indian standards.

This brings us to the question of the restricted (even absent) interest shown by the
political parties in the artisanal fishing communities — until the 1980s when the
organizational strength of the fisherfolk became apparent. The main reason why
left-wing parties refrained from mobilizing the fisherfolk is that they were regarded
as a vote-bank for the Congress party and the Muslim League. Actually the latter
parties did not have to make any effort to obtain the fisherfolk’s votes. Additionally,
the left parties viewed the artisanal fisherfolk as a sort of petty bourgeoisie (being
mos'tly self-employed entrepreneurs), and not as a potential working class section.
“This was a section that would automatically die’in the development process’
(Vijayan 1987:55). The very limited organizational work undertaken by the left
among fishworkers had been concentrated on workers in the mechanized sector
mainly in Quilon and Cochin. ’

.But why this voting behaviour toward the right on the political spectrum in the
lgft}st oriented Kerala? In order to explain this, one has to look into the religious
division of the fisherfolk, the historical affinity of the religious institutions, and
communal organizations with the above-mentioned political parties.

I

What makes the religious division of Kerala’s fisherfolk particular is the compara-
tively high proportion of Christians (mainly Roma/n\Catholics) and Muslims to
Hindus. Of the total Indian population 83% are Hindus, about 10% Muslims and
2.6% Christians. In Kerala, on the other hand, 60% are"Hindus, 17% Muslims and
21% Christians. Within the fishing population there are only 27% Hindus, but 30%
Muslims and 37% Christians (Hiro 1976:4; Kooiman 1984: 185; Meynen 1989:11).5
The religious groups are further divided into endogamous sub-castes or groups
between which there is limited social contact.

141

Both Islam and Christianity have a long history in Kerala. Islam was introduced
on the Malabar coast (north Kerala) in the 8th century. Syrian Christians (who are
socially high ranking and generally well-off) are believed to belong to a sect of
Christians who came to Kerala at the early stage of Christianity. Conversions to
Roman Catholicism date back to the arrival of the Portuguese Vasco da Gama (1498)
and the following Portuguese hegemony on the Malabar coast. Traditionally,
Kerala’s fisherfolk belonged to the lowest segment in the Hindu caste system and
their occupation was regarded as polluting to people of higher castes (and com-
munities like the high ranking Syrian Christians). Even though a large number of
the fisherfolk were converted to Catholicism and Islam, they did not escape the
‘untouchable’ status ascribed to their occupation. Therefore, the different religious
communities faced similar social stigmatization and the same miserable social
reality.

In the 19th century Christian missionaries started working in Kerala. They soon
gained adherents, especially among untouchables in the then princely state of
Travancore in south Kerala. According to Kooiman (1984:190), the social reform
movement in Travancore differed from the reform movement elsewhere in India in
some important respects. The reform movement elsewhere mainly consisted of
‘high caste individuals bent on individualistic and mainly female-oriented reforms.’
In Kerala, on the contrary, the social reform movement mostly embodied ‘low and
untouchable communities, fighting the inequities of a [relatively] rigid caste system
and sponsored by European missionaries.” The large scale conversions of untouch-
ables were probably of great influence on the establishment of Hindu reform
societies at the beginning of the 20th century. Generally speaking, the caste-based
reform societies aimed at changes in the existing caste customs, while low caste
organizations also fought for the elimination of restrictions based on the ideology
of ritual purity.

The Hindu reform societies did succeed in realizing a number of their aims, like
the official elimination of caste restrictions regarding e.g. access to public facilities,
education, governmental jobs and the legislature. But the leadership of these
movements, mainly drawn from the better-off sections in their communities, did
not question growing economic differentiation within their caste or community.
Growing polarization of classes, rapidly deteriorating status of peasants and
workers (especially during the depression years), spread of secular ideas among
Kerala’s youth through schooling are only a few but important factors stimulating
the rise of a leftist movement in the early 20th century. This movement, unlike the
existing caste and communal movements, brought together people who were
experiencing a similar economic situation and yet belonged to different castes and
communities (see Lieten 1982).

In the late 1920s and 1930s most of the emerging leftist leaders were recruited
into active-politics within the Indian National Congress in the fight for national
freedom. By the 1930s they had formed a separate organization, the Congress



























