Introduction

IN JUNE 1997 CATHOLIC FISHERM EN AN D FISHERWOMEN from a coastal village In Indla’s
southwestern Kanyakumarl District took thelr bishop to court. The fishers’
unprecedented declslon to wield state law agalnst thelr religlous leadership
calne ih respohse to a clerical sanctlon that prevented village inhabitants
from fishing for a week. They had provoked the anger of the clergy by initlat-
Ing an attack on the mechanized trawling boats of a nelghboring village. The
attack ruptured a church-brokered peace on the coast and was one 1n a serles
of confrontatlons between groups uslng artlsanal craft and gear, such as cata-
marans, canoes, and fishing hooks and lines, and groups using mechanized
trawlers. It slghaled the bulldup of artlsahal opposition to the trawling of
southwestern waters and the depletion of marine resources. But unlike other
occaslons when religlous sanctlons agalnst violence among coastal Cathaolles
held sway, this time fisher artlsans accused the church of overstepping its au-
thority. Instead of submitting to the clerlcal order, they sought justice 1n the
courts agalnst unconstitutional barriers to thelr livellhood.

In thelr court petition the fishers called on the state as benefactor of the
poor and patron of the artlsan to recoghlze and protect thelr rights as custo-
dlans of the local sea and to regulate trawling Significantly, the village coun-
clllors who drafted the petition on behalf of fifteen artisanal fishing villages
made a point of distingulshing between the district officlals, whom they en-
countered in thelr negotlatlons with trawler owners, and the state as a moral
umbtella that, unlike the church, transcended the viclssitudes of local poli-
tlcs, One of them, a fisherman 1n his 605 who had served as a village councll-
lor for ten years, stated this distinction most clearly and vehemently to me:
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“Shame on the Bishop and Fisherles Director! Instead of protecting us, they
have established a rule of corruptlon that favors the rich. The state 15 our pro-
tector, our benefactor. These people are betraylng the state with thelr inmoral
neglect of the poor.™

The extraordinary nature of the fishers’ declslon has to be understood
agalnst the historlcal backdrop of the Cathollc Church’s role In the reglon
Located at the southwestern tip of the Indiah subcontinent, the Kanyaku-
marl coast Is Inhablted by about 150,000 Catholics from the Mukkuvar fish-
Ing caste. With Portuguese expansion in the sixteenth century, Cathollclsm
spread along the west coast of Indla, when a slzable sectlon of the western
coastal population from Bombay 1n the north to Kanyakwmarl in the south
was converted through a serles of pacts between the Portuguese crown and
different hatlve kingdoms. Since that time, the church on the southwestern
coast has been landlord, tax collector, and religlous authority—an Imposing
trinity that has served as the primary intermedlary between the fishing popu-
latlon and successive rulers. The rellglosity of the landscape 1s uhmistakable.
Kanyakumarls forty-four fishing villages are each distingulshed by a tower-
Ing church steeple and many simaller chapels. The Insinuation of the church
1nto the everyday life of the fishing village has lent coastal space a seamless
quallty; church parish and fishing village appear as one and the same, Vi-
sually, the parlsh church marks the territorlality of the village, Village fes-
tlvals—saints’ feast days, Easter, Christmas, Tamil New Year—are otlented
around the churchyard, a bustling s pace where villagers and visitors exchange
storles, buy trinkets from vendors, and show off thelr new garments. The par-
1sh councll remalns the dominant institution of village governance, oversee-
Ing the administration of local justice. Councillors manage a system of marine
resource access and use, and the parish priest’s moral authority underwrltes
penaltles for transgressions of horms governing the coastal commons.

Why, then, did fisher artlsans turn to the courts to make thelr claims on
the sea? Why did they allgn themselves with the state and against the church?
And why did they cast the state in the gulse of a patron?

Taking the church to court marked a new phase In a coastal politics of
rights and mirrored strategles at the heart of a globally proliferating environ-
mental rights politics. Howevel, seelng the fishers’ actlons as a by-product of
global environmentallsm would be to mlisrecoghlze long-standing forms of
polltlcal maneuver that have structured relatlons between the coastal fishing
population and varlous soverelgh authoritles. Indeed, the fishers” alighment
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with the state even contradicts standard envirenmentalist accounts that ple-
ture communltles dependent on natural resources shrugging off the oppres-
slve welght of the modern state 1n order to clalm local autonomy. The fishers’
actlons are also pootly explained by conventlonal understandings of Indlan
democracy. Clalms to rights by communitarlan minoritles—particularly
agalnst the dictates of religlous authorlty—are supposed to be an anomaly.
Fisher use of patronage as ah 1dlom of rights further confounds expectations
of how modern subjects appropriately express political self-determinatlon.
That Kanyakumarl’s fishers comblined the desire for state recognition with the
will to navlgate formal institutional mechanisms and the dissonantly archale
ldlom of patronage Invites a rethinking of postcolonlal democracy and of en-
vironmental polltics and rights politlcs more generally.

In this book I chronicle lineages of rights in Indla’s southwestern reglon
that inform contemporary dynamlcs of postcolonlal democracy. By showlng
rights to be historlcally constituted forms of long standing, I argue for an un-
derstanding of democracy as a politically and culturally embedded process.
In this sense, [ seek to go beyond the current Impasse in South Aslan studles
between those lnvested in the nonmodernity of South Asla and others con-
cerned with the expansion of polltical democracy. By lluminating demo-
cratlc rights polltics as the product of partlcular historles of caste, religlon,
and development, I “provinclalize” (Chakrabarty 2000) democracy as a spe-
clfic cultural formation that departs from unlversalist expectations of secular
modernity and liberal subje ctivity.

Let me be clear. This Is not a book about how universal concepts such as
rights circulate and accrue particular meanings in different contexts. Such
a formulatlon keeps In place an orlgin story of rights that, by virtue of its
modularlty, renders later adoptlons derlvative. What [ mean to do 1s upset
this spatlotemporal hlerarchy of origln and destination by showlng how
rights politics 1n any place, be It revelutlonary France or contemporary India,
15 In continulty with previous historles of clalm making. To understand rights
polltlcs, then, we need to attend to both reglonal historles of clalin making
and transnatlonal historles of clrculation.

One practice in partlcular Is pivotal to my analysls of historles of rights In
southwestern Indla. Inthe reglon aspatlal mode of organlzing power has geo-
graphlically separated the soclally high from the low; the developed from the
primitive, and cltlzen from subject, tylng soclal and pelitical status to physi-
cal locatlon.? However, space has hot been simply an Instrument of rule; clalm
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making in the reglon has also drawn on geographical Imaginarles and prac-
tlces to contest Injustice. Although other soclal groups have also suffered and
challenged spatlal marginalization, political, economle, and cultural trans-
formatlons since the mid-nineteenth century have contributed in particular
to the Increasing separation of the “democratic inland” from the “primitive
coast,” where fishers are now thought to exlst as free savages or cowed sub-
ordinates of religlous authortty. In this book I track the spatlal dynamlics of
marginalization and fisher contestation. I show that fisher clalm making was
not slmply a forin of negotlation within spaces of unequal power. The politlcal
projects that fishers embarked on—reglonalisim, marine common property,
alternative technology, and fisher cltlzenship—generated politiclzed geogra-
phies that ranged beyond the coast, challenging Its representation as a self-
ehclosed domaln of rellglous patrohage and caste primitivism. Each geog-
raphy of rights 1s a testament to how longer historles of clalm making have
Intersected with new political currents: Reglonallsm crosscut fisher battles for
enhanced caste status within the Cathollc Church with pelitical Dravidian-
1sm; marine common property crosscut village soverelgnty with state law, al-
ternative technology crosscut moral economles of artisanship with liberation
theclogy; and fisher citlzenship crosscut local community with clvic belong-
Ing. It1s by illuminating such political conjunctures as constitutive of rights
that my work demonstrates the emergent character of Indlan democracy.

Weavlhg together historles of space and rights allows me to make the
book’s central argument: Kanyakumarl's fishers are best understood as sub-
Jects Inhabiting a shared political universe. Departing from the current pret-
erence within South Aslan studles, history, and anthropology for framing
Indian subalterns elther as ineradicably different or as products of govern-
mentalized procedures, my work jolns others (Charl 2004; S. Guha 1999; Lud-
den 2001; Sinha 2003; Sinha et al 1997; Slvaramakrishhan 1995, 199g; Slvara-
makrishnan and Agrawal 2003, N. Sundar 1997) in recovering a dialectlcal
understanding of Indlan subalternity. The thorough imbrication of state and
commuhity Institutions ahd practices makes 1t clear that South Aslan sover-
elghs and subjects are cut from the same historical cloth, Ratherthan see such
groups as [ndla’s southwestern fishers as nonmoderns Inhabiting a bounded
cultural world or as moderns wholly captutred by a statist loglc, in this book I
Uluminate how they constitute themselves as subjects of rights in relatlon to
exlsting historles and hegemonles.
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Historical Sediments

The southwestern “fishery coast” has been glven Its contours by the ecahomic,
cultural, and political crosscurrents of the Indian Ocean. Its Inhabltants are
a testament to this past Thelr faith, the crafts with which they ply the rough
watels of the Indlan Ocean, thelr very nammes—the Portuguese Febela, Mary
Therese, and Constantine —suggest such long-standing Interactlons.

Yet the fishing village 1s routinely characterized as a place without his-
tory and its inhablitants as quintessentlallocals mired In statlc time and space,
modern primlitives whose culture Is a mere extenslon of sand and sea. Al-
though scholarship on Indla’s west coast acknowledges Its well-established
ldentlty as a space of transoceanlc trade routed through flourlshing coastal
wrban centers (e.g., Boxer 1969, Chaudhurl 1985, Das Gupta 2001; Das Gupta
and Pearson 1999; Ho 2006; Subrahmanyam 1g993), the people who actually
live and work on the seashore are glven scant mentlon. Thelr absence as his-
torical subjects In scholarship on the coast is reflected in popular discourses
about coastal fishers. Speaking with inland communities and state officlals
about fishing populations, one commenly hears such rematks as “They are as
volatlle as the ocean they sall”, “Mukkuvars have no sense of the world. What
they know s prayer and fish™ “The coast 15 a theocracy and the priest s the
Mukkuvars’ god. He can tell them to do anything and they’ll do 1#t!” Such re-
marks dertve the very character of Mukkuwvars from their environs. Bound to
the shore at land’s end, they appear to be easy prey for an authorltarian clergy
seeking a pllant body of followers. Thelr trade—working artisanal craft in wa-
ters dominated by the Industrial trawlers of transnational fishing—seems to
further consigh them to a perennial soclal marglnality on the fringes of the
Indian natlen-state.

Surprisingly, comiments about fisher backwardness typlcally come from
agrarlanlow caste groups who, a mere century ago, were themselves subject to
disparagement by landed high castes, state developmentallsts, and Protestant
mlisslonarles. Indeed, agrarlan castes such as the Nadars not only shared the
Mukkuvars’ low status but were also subjected far more to dally rituals of
subjugatlon than thelr fisher counterparts. That Nadars how place themselves
higher on a developmental ladder suggests significant shifts In the organiza-
tlon of soclal power and caste status In the reglon,

Understanding how historical processes of caste formation, Christlanlza-
tlon, state making, and capltalist transformation have produced coast and
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inland as particular kinds of spaces and the fisher artisan as a particular kind
of subject 1s part of my task in this book. It s only by recognizing the post-
colonial present as made up of such historical sediments, I argue, that we can
propetly uhderstahd contemporary pelitical practices and 1dloms.

The significance of space Is a case in polnt. Explaining Its power In structur-
Ing both rule and rights 1n postcolenial Kanyakumarl requires turning back
to eatller articulations of soverelghty ahd clalm making * As Ishowin the first
part of this book, the consclidation of native soverelgnty in the princely state
of Travanccre, the rise of agrarlan low caste movements, fisher challenges to
caste privilege within the church, and late colonlal developmentalism were
all key factors that shaped the spatlal contours of political Imaglnation and
practlce In southwest Indla. On the coast, fishers battled caste stigina within
the Catholic Church and clerical dominance over coastal villages. Navigating
a complex world of Institutlonal autherlties, from the local diocese of Kottar
to Rome’s Propaganda Fide, the English East Indla Company, and the Protes-
tant London Misslonary Soclety, fishers crafted clalms to higher caste status,
clerlcal representation, and village soverelgnty.

Simultaneously, different processes unfolded in the inland werld of agrar-
lan Travancore. Hindu and Protestant low caste struggles to open up pro-
scribed high caste geographles concentrated first on physical territorles, such
as roads and temples, and then on representational spaces, such as the state
bureaucracy. In the process, low caste Hindus and Protestants refigured in-
land high caste spaces, first as battlegrounds of clvic rights and later as de-
mocratlzed geographles where soclal equallty triumphed over caste hlerar-
chy (S. Bayly 1989, 1999; Chirlyankandath 1993; Danlel 198s; Jeffrey 1976,
Kawashima 1998; Koolman 1989; Saradamonl 1g9g). This did not mean,
howewver, that caste ceased to matter. Indeed, in southern Travancore, soclal
equality accrued a distinct caste flavor, promoted as it was by specific agrat-
lan low castes and thelr Protestant misslonary patrons. The experlence of
these groups came to assume paradigmatic status in reglonal narratlves of
modernlty, the yardstick agalnst which other castes, such as the Mukkuvars,
would mark thelr own progress. Ironlcally, then, the emergence of an Inland
discourse of clvil rights contributed to the clrcumscription of the coast as an
atavistlc space of caste backwardhess and feudal Catholiclsm, obscutlng a
history of fisher clalm making,

This trend of primitivizing the coast was further entrenched by the spatlal
practices of late colonlal fisherles development. In colonlal documents from



mMirudauctian 7

the end of the nineteenth and early twentleth centurles, ohe sees the clrcula-
tlon of Ideas about the caste nature of fishers, which 1s increasingly percelved
as arlsing from thelr labor and the very landscape they inhabit. Unlike the
Industrious farmer in his tight-knlt village, fishers are deemed as rough and
volatlle as the waters they ply; the mobility of fishing Is thought to make them
Incapable of soclal crganlzation, and the unpredictability of the fish harvest
mlistakenly imbues them with flightiness and resistance to thrift, At the same
time, colonlal fisherles development advocated a gradual pace of change for a
fishery deemed 1ll-equipped for modernization,

The historlcal production of a line separating inland from coast and low
caste moderns from low caste primitives informed postcolonial dynamics.
With Independence, another shoreline internal to the coast emerged, this
time produced by postcolontal fisherles development. Capltallsin has long
been a space-making project (Goswaml 2004; Harvey 1996, 2001, 2006, D.
Mitchell 1996, 2003; Smith 1984). Colonial capltal bullt the metropolitan core
by extracting from colonized peripheries, which were reduced to sources of
raw materlal (3. Amin 1976; Frank 197s). This pelitical economlec drama of
capltal—that Is, Its accumulation on a global scale through the development
of unhderdevelopment—geherated spatlal distinctlons within empires. In the
Britlsh colonles, the experlence of the unevenness of the Imperlal economy
fueled anticolonlal sentlment. By the last decades of the nineteenth century,
the end of colonlal underdevelopment and the birth of natlonal development
had become a rallylng cry of Indlan antlcolonlal natlonallsm. Independent
India promlsed a new beginning: eccnomlc growth through self-rule. Post-
colonial statesinen took up with gusto the mantle of development, which had
been cleansed of the taint of the civillzing misslon by Its reblrth as modern-
lzatlon (Bose 1997 Cooper 1997 Wallersteln 1992). Unlike the colonlal “drain
of wealth,” postcolonial development alimed to generate prosperity for a newly
enfranchised natlonal cltlzenry.

As 15 evident from the opening anecdote, however, natlonal development
was anything but a Hsing tlde that lifted all boats. Acress rural localitles,
state developmentallsm divided Indlan haves from have-nots, genherating
new forms of inequallty and disenfranchisement* In some Instances, the In-
dian state even exceeded its colonlal predecessor in its zealous commitment
to accumulation at the expense of equity. This was certalnly the case with
marine harvest. Unlike the cautlous colonlal approach to the capltalization
of subcontinental fishing, the postcolonlal state urged the modernization of
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the fishery. Although the Indian state initlally pursued soclal development
pollcles of cooperative technology ownership and fish marketing to enhance
domestlc food conswmption, these pollcles were rapldly superseded In the
19608 by a hew emphasls on private ownership of trawlers for export-otlented
growth. Particularly in southern Indla, reglonal governments subsidized the
purchase of mechanlzed trawlers, underwriting thelr enhanced levels of re-
source extraction.

Across fishing socletles, the terms of marine resource access and use have
long been a source of fierce contestatlon. These dynamlics reflect the charac-
ter of a resource very different from land. Fish are fugltive. Unlike land, fish
cahnot be subject to political borders or rigld forms of territorial excluslvity.
Whereas the Impact of the nonhuman world onthe human one is arguably in
evidence across a varlety of ecohomlc systemns, the agency of hature (Callon
1986; Latour 1988, 2005) In shaping the contours of soclal custom and capltal
accwnulation 1s particularly visible in fisherles. There 15 no guarantee that
fish specles will abide by expected mligratory patterns. Two fishermen work-
Ing a narrow stretch of sea with the same craft and gear can have radically
different harvests. Nevertheless, territorlality Is a key principle in marine fish-
erles regulation. Unlike forms of land enclosure, however, marine territorlal-
Ity specifies a reglme of use rights without any possibility of permanent re-
source allenatlon (McCay and Acheson 1987).7 Unlike other natural resource
ecohomles, then, marine fishing precludes the private ownership of the raw
materlal of production. To the extent that there Is private ownership, It 1s In
the technologlcal means of production. For this reason, technology 1s a key
determinant of equity. When some fishermen are equipped to harvest marine
resources at far higher levels, the uneven spread of capltal-intensive technol-
ogy undercuts an Important principle of reclprocity I commoen property.
When unhequal forms of technology use are underwritten by powerful institu-
tlons, such as the state, the regulatory power of common property systems 1s
called further Into questlon.

In Indla, trawling techhology, ah lcon of advanclng capitallsm, trans-
formed amarine cominon propelty system iito an open-access reglme, State-
led mechanization permlitted the entry of new players into the fishery: entre-
preneuts Interested purely in the promise of profit. The 1g970s withessed an
explosion in the International market for fishery products, partlcularly the
sharp escalatlon in value of one commodity: prawn With the discovery of
extensive prawh grouhds 1n India’s southwestern waters, Ihvestment capltal
flooded the fishery. The “pink gold rush” transformed a technologlcally var-
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led ecohomy sulted to the specles diversity of the troplcal ecosystem Into a
monoculture Industry privileging the extractive power of a single technology.
Trawling boats vied with artlsanal craft and gear for resource controlina mad
scramble for prawn. And artisanal fisherles, previously subject to the regula-
tlve mechanisms of village counclls, encountered a new stakehelder In the
developmental state, one whose executlve and legal power far exceeded thelrs
(Acharl 1986; J. Kurlen 1978, 198s; J. Kurlen and Achari 1990, J. Kurlen and
Mathew 1982).

Trawlerlzatlon In Kanyakwmarl differed in some measure from other
coastal locales. In contrast to many other parts of the Indlan coastal belt,
where outslde entrepreneurs Invested economlically in the fishery, Kanyaku-
marl’s trawler class arose from within the Mukkuvar Catholic fishing caste,
One village—the natural hatbor of Colachel—was chosen as the test case of
fishery mechanizatlon and the reglonal state’s key beneficlary; this choice
generated tenslons between the emergent trawler class and the coast’s artl-
sahs. State support for the unrestricted mobility and unlimited productivity
of trawlers contradicted the intervillage regulatory reglime, exempting Cola-
chel from coastal norms. Inthe ensuing battle, trawler owners and artlsanal
fishers altke Invested the coastal environment and Mukkuvar identity with
different meanings using a sedlmented repertolre of cultural terms: caste and
Cathollelsm, coast and inland, territory and sovereignty, development and
moral economy, primitivism and modernlty.

Since Indla achleved Independence from colonlal rule In 1947 earller
struggles over caste, rellglous authorlty, and territory have taken on new slg-
nificance as they Inform a politics of citlzenship. It is to this more recent poli-
tlcs, complete with Its own spatial and soclal contours and hlerarchles, that I
nhow turn.

Gitizenship in a Postcolony
That the coast has long been a crossroads of religlous, political, and economlc
currents of transformation s evident from the historles thatfishers harrate—
historles that feature a motley crew of characters from Portuguese priests
to high caste soldlers and community reformers. The postcolonlal state also
plays a central role 1n coastal storles, particularly around the fraught 1ssue of
trawlerlzation,

[ first arrived in Kanyakumarl in 1994 to work as an activist for the dis-
trict’s artisanal fisher unlon. [ had been encouraged by friends actlve in strug-
gles for artisanal fisher rights to lend my support to thelr campalgn agalnst



