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The Littoral and the Liminal:
Or why it is hard and critical to answer the question ‘Who Owns the
Coast?’
ABSTRACT
Coasts—the littoral—have features that make them somewhat “liminal,” that is,
neither one thing nor the other, transitory, and on the threshold. Such features of
in-between-ness are often treated culturally as problematic, even taboo
(following Edmund Leach, Mary Douglas, and others). In this talk I explore the
liminality of coasts, including their dynamics and their boundaries, landward
and seaward and side-by-side. I observe how this leads us into the value-laden
and contentious domain of “property rights” analysis, including the familiar
domain of privatized property, the still poorly charted territory of commonly
held property, and the mythical terrain of no property or “open access,” the
lands and seas where res nullius is the rule, and our imaginations run wild with
visions of fabulous wealth, whether fish or gold, or of fabulous monsters, once
depicted in explorers’ charts and now seen as IUU fishing vessels. I will
conclude with a turn to the more familiar coastal waters and shores and the
rough charts of the commons, with a view toward how anthropological analyses
such as this can contribute to improved policy for ocean and coastal
management.
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