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PLACE
CHAPTER 5

This chapter has been developed into an article, which has now been published in Ocean 
	�&RDVWDO�0DQDJHPHQW��������9RO������SS���������

A place to live and fish: relational placemaking among 
the trawl fishers of Palk Bay, India

Johny Stephen
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Abstract

,Q�3DON�%D\��,QGLD���ÀVKLQJ�LV�LQWULQVLFDOO\�WLHG�WR�D�FRPSOH[�DQG�G\QDPLF�JHR�SROLWLFDO�
VLWXDWLRQ��7KH�WUDZO�ÀVKHUV�IURP�,QGLD�DUH�ÀQGLQJ�LW�LQFUHDVLQJO\�GLIÀFXOW�WR�RSHUDWH�
in the bay due to the strict enforcement of  the International Maritime Boundary 
Line (IMBL) by the Sri Lanka Navy and the increasing animosity of  the small-scale 
gill netters of  Northern Sri Lanka, who accuse the Indian trawlers of  encroaching 
DQG�GHVWUR\LQJ�WKHLU�OLYHOLKRRG��,Q�WKH�PXOWL�VFDODU�QDWXUH�RI �WKLV�FRQÁLFW��LW�LV�HDV\�
for policy makers and researchers to get distracted by processes happening at 
different scales (regional, national) thereby ignoring the local processes that shape 
HYHU\GD\�ÀVKLQJ��%\�DQDO\VLQJ�WKH�HYHU\GD\�OLYHV�DQG�OLYHG�SODFHV�RI �WKH�ÀVKHUV�LQ�
the two trawl centres of  Rameswaram and Mandapam, this article exclusively focusses 
on the scale of  the local. A closer look at these centres, located in close proximity 
WR�HDFK�RWKHU��UHYHDOV�VXEVWDQWLDO�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�WKH�ZD\�ÀVKHULHV�DUH�PDQDJHG��7KH�
objective of  this paper is to understand how one of  these centres is able to manage 
LWV�ÁHHW�EHWWHU��EHWWHU�SULFH�IRU�ÀVKHV��ORZHU�GLVFDUGV�DQG�KLJKHU�FRPSOLDQFH��WKDQ�
the other, increasing understanding of  the dynamics of  resource usage in Palk Bay 
to give clues for possible solutions. Through the ethnographic method, the research 
uses the concept of  relational placemaking�LQ�DQDO\VLQJ�ORFDO�ÀVKHU\�UHVRXUFH�XVDJH��%\�
dialectically analysing the various social, political and economic processes both on 
land and at sea in each these centres, I conclude that the differences in management 
between them are an outcome of  a series of  complex interactions between 
several processes. Based on my analysis, I argue that the mismanagement of  the 
5DPHVZDUDP�ÁHHW� DQG� WKH�EHWWHU�PDQDJHG�0DQGDSDP�ÁHHW�FDQQRW�EH�DWWULEXWHG�
only to the relative strength of  the institutional set up on land but should also take 
LQWR�FRQVLGHUDWLRQ�WKH�FRQGLWLRQV�DW�VHD��7KXV��PDQDJLQJ�D�FRPSOH[�ÀVKHU\�V\VWHP�
requires a better understanding of  the interaction of  various processes that happen 
DW�GLIIHUHQW�SODFHV�RI �FRQFHUQ�WR�WKH�HYHU\GD\�OLYHV�RI �WKH�ÀVKHUV��PRYLQJ�EH\RQG�
the limited narrow focus of  several place based studies which focus on a singular 
place, social group and scale. 
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5.1 INTRODUCTION

The relation between a natural resource and its users is complex and multi-
dimensional (Anderies et al., 2004). The access to natural resources and its usage is 
an outcome of  a series of  interactions between various social, political and economic 
processes1 (Forsyth, 2009; Cox, 2010; Mollinga, 2010; Smith & Stirling, 2010; Persha 
et al., 2011). Common property natural resource usage studies for the last three 
decades have concentrated in identifying some of  these interactions either in parts 
or as whole (Agrawal & Chhatre, 2006; Ostrom, 1998, 2000; Basurto & Ostrom, 
2009; Polasky & Segerson, 2009).

The scale of  such processes and their interactions is an added dimension to 
QDWXUDO�UHVRXUFH�V\VWHPV�VXFK�DV�ÀVKHULHV��%HUNHV���������5HVHDUFKHUV�JHQHUDOO\�WHQG�
to look at multi-scalar linkages of  these processes (Berkes, 2010; Lorenzen et al., 
2010). There are however a series of  interactions which happen within the same scalar 
level, but between processes happening at different places. The outcomes of  these 
interactions are rarely incorporated when studying resource usage. In this research, 
LQ�D�ELG�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�GLIIHUHQFHV�LQ�WKH�PDQDJHPHQW�RI �ÀVKHULHV�EHWZHHQ�WZR�
WUDZO�ÀVKLQJ�FHQWUHV��,�DQDO\VH�WKH�LQWUD�ORFDO� LQWHUDFWLRQV�EHWZHHQ�VRFLDO��SROLWLFDO�
and economic processes using the concept of  relational placemaking (Pierce et al., 
2011). Studying place from a relational perspective involves understanding a time-
laden, dynamically networked web of  social, economic and political processes in 
everyday lived places (ibid.). This relegation of  place to the local however does not 
discount that placemaking also involves a networked multi-scalar process (Amin, 
2004; Castree, 2003,2004; Murdoch, 2006). Given the scope of  this article, I restrict 
this analysis to the everyday lived local places and only partially link the process of  
placemaking to processes happening at other scales.

7KH�FKDOOHQJLQJ�FRQGLWLRQV�LQ�ZKLFK�ÀVKHU\�LV�FDUULHG�RXW�LQ�3DON�%D\�RIIHUV�
XQLTXH� LQVLJKWV� LQWR� WKH� FRPSOH[LW\� DVVRFLDWHG� ZLWK� WUDQV�ERXQGDU\� ÀVKHULHV�
management (Scholtens et al., 2013, 2012; Stephen et al., 2013). In the politically 
FKDUJHG�FRQWH[W��WKH�YLVLEO\�PXOWL�VFDODU�QDWXUH�RI �WKH�3DON�%D\�ÀVKHULHV�RIWHQ�WHQGV�
to blur local processes. In this paper I make a comparison between two trawling 
centres in Palk Bay namely Mandapam and Rameswaram (see Map 2), about 20 
kilometres apart. Both the centres have a similar social and cultural composition, 
ZLWK� D� VXEVWDQWLDO� QXPEHU� RI � UHFHQWO\� LPPLJUDWHG�ERDW� RZQHUV�ÀVKLQJ� DORQJVLGH�
D� VPDOO�EXW� VLJQLÀFDQW�SRSXODWLRQ�RI � WKH� ·ORFDOV·��7KH� VHWWOHPHQWV�GLIIHU� LQ� D� IHZ�
major respects; Rameswaram is closer to the International Maritime Boundary Line 
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�,0%/��ZLWK�6UL�/DQND�WKDQ�0DQGDSDP��DQG�ÀVKHUV2 of  Rameswaram are very much 
GHSHQGHQW�RQ�ÀVK�IURP�6UL�/DQNDQ�ZDWHUV� �6WHSKHQ�HW�DO���������6FKROWHQV�HW�DO���
�������,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKHVH�FHQWUHV�GLIIHU�LQ�ÁHHW�FRPSRVLWLRQ��TXDOLW\�RI �ÀVK�FDWFK��
SULFH� RI � ÀVK� DQG� LQ� WKH�ZLOOLQJQHVV� WR� FRPSO\�ZLWK� UHJXODWLRQV��:K\� LV� WKLV� VR"�
With this underlying question, the paper zooms in on the everyday places of  the 
ÀVKHUV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�SURFHVVHV�DW�SOD\��,Q�SDUWLFXODU�,�IRFXV�RQ�WZR�HYHU\GD\�
places, namely place on land and place at sea. The objective of  this paper is to 
WU\� WR� EHWWHU� XQGHUVWDQG� GLIIHUHQFHV�ZLWKLQ� WKH� 3DON�%D\� ÁHHWV� DQG� WKHUHE\� ORRN�
IRU�FOXHV�IRU�EHWWHU�JRYHUQDQFH�RI �3DON�%D\�ÀVKHULHV��$W�WKH�VDPH�WLPH�,�DOVR�DLP�
to advocate the importance of  considering intra –scalar dynamics when studying 
ÀVKHULHV�PDQDJHPHQW��

After a brief  description of  the methods and methodology in the next section, 
I detail the results of  my analysis in Section Three before discussing and concluding 
in Sections Four and Five.

5.2 METHODS AND METHODOLOGY

5.2.1 Description of the Study Area 

This study is part of  my PhD research project on the socio-spatial relations of  the 
WUDZO�ÀVKHUV�RI �5DPHVZDUDP�DQG�0DQGDSDP�3 Palk Bay is a shallow stretch of  sea 
lying in between Southern India and Northern Sri Lanka (see Map 2). Palk Bay is 
WKH�PDLQ�VRXUFH�RI � OLYHOLKRRG�IRU�D�ÀVKLQJ�SRSXODWLRQ�RI ���������RQ� WKH�,QGLDQ�
side (CMFRI, 2010) and approximately 119,000 on the Sri Lankan side (Scholtens et 
al., 2012; Stephen et al., 2013). This common stretch of  sea between India and Sri 
/DQND�ZDV�DFFHVVHG�E\�ÀVKHUV�IRU�PDQ\�GHFDGHV��7KH�ÀVKHUV�RQ�ERWK�VLGHV�EHORQJ�WR�
the same Tamil ethnic group. In the year 1974 the International Maritime Boundary 
/LQH��,0%/��ZDV�GUDZQ��GLYLGLQJ�ZKDW�ZDV�RQFH�D�FRPPRQ�ÀVKLQJ�JURXQG�LQWR�WZR�
distinct nation states (Jayasinghe, 2003; Suryanarayan, 2005). The political, social 
and economic processes surrounding Palk Bay have changed dramatically since this 
delineation, mainly attributed to the three decade long civil war in northern Sri Lanka 
�6DQNDUDQ��������0D]XPGDU���������7KH�FLYLO�ZDU�������������UHVXOWHG�LQ�ÀVKLQJ�E\�
WKH�6UL�/DQNDQ�ÀVKHUPHQ�EHLQJ�UHVWULFWHG�WR�WKH�EDUH�PLQLPXP�RQ�WKH�6UL�/DQNDQ�
VLGH��/HKPDQ���������ZKLOVW�LQGLUHFWO\�KHOSLQJ�WKH�,QGLDQ�WUDZO�ÁHHWV�WR�H[SDQG�WR�
the point of  becoming primarily dependent on the Sri Lankan side of  the Palk Bay. 
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7KH�WUDQVJUHVVLRQ�E\�,QGLDQ�ÀVKHUV�KDV�QRW�EHHQ�IUHH�RI �FRVW��7KH�$OOLDQFH�
for the Release of  Innocent Fishermen (ARIF), a civil society based initiative in 
,QGLD��HVWLPDWHV�WKDW�����,QGLDQ�ÀVKHUV�KDYH�EHHQ�VKRW�DQG�NLOOHG�E\�WKH�6UL�/DQNDQ�
Navy and that another 80 are missing at sea.4 ,QGLDQ�ÀVKHUV�KDYH�IRU�D� ORQJ�WLPH�
put pressure on the Indian government to get Sri Lanka to stop these killings 
�6XEUDPDQLDQ�� �������$IWHU� WKH� HQG� RI � WKH� FLYLO� ZDU� LQ� ������ 6UL� /DQNDQ� ÀVKHUV�
from the Northern Province districts of  Mannar, Killinochi and Jaffna have slowly 
UHVXPHG�WKHLU�ÀVKLQJ�DFWLYLWLHV��7KH\�QRZ�FRPH�IDFH�WR�IDFH�ZLWK�WKH�,QGLDQ�WUDZOHUV��
ÀVKHUPHQ� EHORQJLQJ� WR� WKHLU� RZQ� HWKQLF� JURXS5� �7DPLOV�� DQG� ÀVKLQJ� LQ� ZKDW� LV�
WKHLU�ZDWHUV�� ,Q� DGGLWLRQ� WR� WKH� RFFXSDWLRQ� RI � WKHLU� ÀVKLQJ� VSDFH�� ,QGLDQ� ÀVKHUV�
are resented because they also practice trawling, a technique that is banned by Sri 
Lankan law and incompatible with local practices because the trawlers very often cut 
DQG�GHVWUR\�JLOO�QHWV�ZKLFK�DUH�WKH�PDLQ�PRGH�RI �ÀVKLQJ�E\�WKH�6UL�/DQNDQ�ÀVKHUV�
�9LYHNDQDQGDQ�� ������ ������ ������� 7KH� FRPSOH[LW\� RI � WKH� FRQÁLFW� DQG� UHVXOWLQJ�
political climate is well documented elsewhere; readers are requested to refer to 
Scholtens et al. (2012; 2013) and Stephen et al. (2013) for a detailed descriptions on 
its geopolitics.

Five districts border the Palk Bay on the Indian side: Ramanathapuram, 
Pudukottai, Thanjavur, Thiruvarur and Nagapattinam. Based on the method of  
ÀVKLQJ��PDULQH�ÀVKHULHV�LQ�,QGLD�DUH�EURDGO\�GLYLGHG�LQWR�VPDOO�VFDOH��SUHGRPLQDQWO\�
JLOO�QHWWHUV�EXW�DOVR�DPRQJ�RWKHUV�LQFOXGH�KRRN�DQG�OLQH�ÀVKLQJ��DQG�WUDZOHUV��$OO�
trawlers irrespective of  the considerable differences in their sizes and capacities are 
VHHQ�DV�WKH�ODUJH�VFDOH�RSHUDWRUV�RI �ÀVKHU\�DV�WKH\�DUH�PHFKDQLVHG��3ODWWHDX���������
6RPHWLPH�LQ�WKH�HDUO\�����·V�WKH�LQFUHDVHG�FRQÁLFW�EHWZHHQ�WKH�VPDOO�VFDOH�ÀVKHUV�
and the trawlers resulted in a unique set of  rules for Palk Bay; the trawlers were 
DOORZHG�WR�ÀVK�WKUHH�GD\V�D�ZHHN�DQG�WKH�VPDOO�VFDOH�ÀVKHUV�ZHUH�DOORZHG�WR�ÀVK�
for four days a week. The rules were enacted district wise and have come into being 
gradually over time along the three districts which have trawlers namely Thanjavur, 
Pudukkottai and Ramanathapuram. 

There are six major trawling centres and four minor trawling centres in Palk Bay. 
Of  these centres, my interest is in the two centres closest to the IMBL, Rameswaram 
and Mandapam. Both these centres are in the district of  Ramanathapuram and have 
different characteristics. In sections 2.1.1 and 2.1.2 I detail each of  these centres and 
OD\�RXW�WKH�IDFWRUV�WKDW�VKRZ�ZK\�DFFHVV�DQG�XVH�RI �UHVRXUFHV�GLIIHUV�VLJQLÀFDQWO\�
between them.

Chapter 5: Place
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Map 3: Mandapam and Rameswaram trawl centers6 

5.2.1.1 Rameswaram
Rameswaram is one of  the main mechanised trawling centres in Palk Bay (see Maps 
2 and 3). The harbour is situated on the Eastern part of  Pamban island (also called 
Rameswaram island), close to the famous Hindu pilgrimage temple of  Lord Ram. 
)URP�P\�UHVHDUFK�,�LGHQWLÀHG�DERXW�����WR�����RSHUDWLRQDO�ERDWV�LQ�5DPHVZDUDP��
7KH�RIÀFLDO�JRYHUQPHQW�VWDWLVWLFV�DV�SHU�WKH�)LVKHULHV�'HSDUWPHQW�RI �7DPLO�1DGX��
however, is about 1300.7 The difference is attributed to accessing subsidised diesel 
fuel hence many boat registration books are maintained without the actual boat (see 
Scholtens, 2006 for detailed description on the politics of  diesel subsidy). 

,Q�5DPHVZDUDP�WZR�W\SHV�RI �WUDZO�QHWV�DUH�XVHG��VKULPS�QHWV�DQG�ÀVK�QHWV��
%RWK�DUH�ERWWRP�WUDZOHUV��EXW�WKH�ÀVK�QHWV�DUH�GHSOR\HG�D�OLWWOH�DERYH�WKH�JURXQG. 
Both these nets are used in tandem, with the shrimp net being the most predominant 
WKURXJKRXW�WKH�\HDU��2IÀFLDOO\��SDLU�WUDZOLQJ8�DQG�VHD�FXFXPEHU�ÀVKLQJ�DUH�EDQQHG��
WKRXJK�ERWK�DUH�SUDFWLFHG��3DLU�WUDZOLQJ�IRU�ÀVK�LV�SUDFWLFHG�E\�ERDWV�ERWK�ELJ�DQG�
small, but the larger boats are more equipped for this and have the capacity to haul 
LQ�ODUJHU�FDWFKHV��HVSHFLDOO\�VKRDOLQJ�ÀVKHV�VXFK�DV�RLO�VDUGLQHV��$�PRGLÀHG�YHUVLRQ�



115

of  the shrimp nets with weights attached to the bottom are occasionally used to 
catch sea cucumber for their high commercial value.

In Rameswaram a salary cum incentive system is in place to pay the crew. A 
weekly salary (for three sea going trips) of  600, 500 and 400 Indian rupees are paid 
to the skipper, the second skipper and labourers respectively. In addition to this 
about 7.5 to 8% of  the total value of  the catch is given as bonus incentive to the 
skipper, and 4-5% to the second skipper and labourers. Salaries are topped by weekly 
‘tips’ of  Indian rupees 100 to 150 per week for each of  the crew and skipper if  they 
show up to work for all three trips. Economically, the salary system transfers risks 
substantially to the owner. This is opposed to the share system, normally practiced 
in other trawl centres of  Tamil Nadu and in some other states in India, wherein the 
risks is spread between the capital and labour (Kurien, 2000; Geetha et al., 2014).

Social, economic and political processes on land
Interactions between castes are key to understanding the everyday processes on 
land. There are four main caste groups in Rameswaram: the Seruvai, Kadayars, Paravas 
and Thevars.9 Of  these the Seruvai and the Kadayars are often referred to as the ’sons 
of  the soil’ i.e. they are seen as the traditionally ‘local’ inhabitants of  the island. 
The others are seen as immigrants in search of  a livelihood in Rameswaram. The 
social composition of  Rameswaram is summarised in Table 5.1.  Though there 
are multiple narratives on how the migrant Paravas and the local Seruvai came to 
loggerheads against the backdrop of  smuggling which was rampant in the late 1970’s, 
LW�LV�QRZ�PRVWO\�DFNQRZOHGJHG�WKDW�LW�ZDV�D�ÀJKW�EHWZHHQ�¶ORFDOV·�DQG�WKH�LPPLJUDQW�
community. During a skirmish where Paravas felt threatened, they brought in the 
Thevars, to give them protection. They were employed in petty jobs but were mainly 
involved in protection of  the assets of  Paravas. The political and economic clout 
of  Thevars in Rameswaram in recent times coincides with the caste’s increasing 
LQÁXHQFH� LQ� 7DPLO� 1DGX� SROLWLFV� �3DQGLDQ�� ������� 7KHUH� DUH� ��� WUDZO� RZQHUV�
associations in Rameswaram, the membership of  which does not coincide with 
caste/religion. However, all castes are fairly well represented in the associations.

Social, economic and political processes at sea

The length of  the boats in Rameswaram can range anywhere between 30 to 60 
feet and the engine capacity can range from 70 to 170 horsepower (Table 5.2). The 
ODUJHVW�ERDWV�QRZ�FRQVWLWXWH����RI �WKH�WRWDO�ÁHHW��RIIHULQJ�JUHDWHU�VSHHG��VWRUDJH�
DQG�VWDELOLW\��7KHVH�LQFUHDVHG�FDSDFLWLHV�DOVR�JLYH�GLVWLQFW�DGYDQWDJHV�ZKHQ�ÀVKLQJ�
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in Sri Lankan waters. Operating larger boats has its own risk, if  apprehended by the 
Sri Lankan navy or in case of  a low catch, the losses are high considering the high 
input costs.10

Small trawler owners in Rameswaram resent the presence of  the larger boats 
as they feel that the larger ones are catching more than what the sea can offer. The 
presence of  these larger boats is also of  very serious concern to the Sri Lankan 
ÀVKHUPHQ��ZKR�FODLP�WKDW�WKHLU�HFRV\VWHP�LV�XQGHU�JUHDWHU�WKUHDW�IURP�WKHVH�ERDWV�
(Stephen et al., 2013). The bigger boats are illegal on many counts including length 
and engine capacity as prescribed by the Tamil Nadu Marine Fisheries Regulate 
Act (TNMFRA). Efforts to regulate larger boats among the owners themselves on 
JURXQGV�WKDW�LW�LV�D�GHVWUXFWLYH�ÀVKLQJ�SUDFWLFH�KDYH�QRW�EHHQ�D�VXFFHVVIXO��,QVWHDG��
ÀVKHUV� WHQG� WR� PRYH� WRZDUGV� WKHVH� ODUJHU� ERDWV� DQG� WKHLU� DGYDQWDJHV�� GHVSLWH�
requiring greater investments. 

7KH� VPDOOHU� ERDWV� FRQVWLWXWLQJ� DERXW� WKLUW\� SHUFHQW� RI � WKH� WRWDO� ÁHHW�� ÀVK�
FORVHU� WR� WKH� ,QGLDQ� VKRUH�� 7KH�PLGGOH� UDQJH� ERDWV� ÀVK� EHWZHHQ�.DWFKDWKHHYX�
DQG� 7KDODLPDQQDU� �DFURVV� WKH� ,0%/��� 7KH� ELJJHU� ERDWV� JHQHUDOO\� ÀVK� ZHOO� LQWR�
WKH�6UL�/DQNDQ�ERXQGDU\��ÀVKLQJ�YHU\�FORVH� WR�PDMRU� ORFDWLRQV� LQ�6UL�/DQND�VXFK�
Thalaimannar, Neduntheevu and Nainatheevu (Map 2). Their powerful engines give 
them the power to run through a larger area quickly in the cover of  the darkness. 
6RPHWLPHV��ZKHQ�ORFDO�ÀVKLQJ�JURXQGV�DUH�JRRG��WKH�ELJ�ERDWV�DOVR�ÀVK�LQVLGH�WKH�
Indian territorial waters. The close proximity with the IMBL and the reality of  
IDFLQJ�WKH�QDY\�RQ�D�GDLO\�EDVLV�VXEVWDQWLDOO\�DIIHFW�WKH�ZD\�ÀVKLQJ�LV�GRQH�LQ�WKH�VHD��
7KHUH�LV�D�FOHDU�VHQVH�RI �DOLHQDWLRQ�RI �WKH�ÀVKLQJ�JURXQGV��SODFH�LQ�WKH�VHD��IRU�WKH�
5DPHVZDUDP�ÀVKHUV��7KH�NQRZOHGJH�WKDW�WKHLU�FXUUHQW�ÀVKLQJ�JURXQGV�DFURVV�WKH�
IMBL is not a reliable and secure source of  livelihood in the long term, drive the 
ÀVKHUV�WR�FDWFK�DV�PXFK�DV�SRVVLEOH�LQ�WKH�WLPH�WKH\�FDQ��

5.2.1.2 Mandapam
West of  Rameswaram lies Mandapam, divided into two landing centres. My research 
was on the North Mandapam landing centre which is situated in the Palk Bay. This 
landing centre in turn is divided into two parts: the Western part is called the ‘Masudi 
road’ (translated as the mosque road) and the Eastern part is called the ‘Koviladi’, 
separated by an Indian Coast Guard station (see Map 2). In total I have counted 
DSSUR[LPDWHO\�����ERDWV�LQ�0DQGDSDP��7KH�ÀVKLQJ�HTXLSPHQW�XVHG�LQ�0DQGDSDP�
is the same as in Rameswaram. However, in Mandapam, there are two systems in 
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place for crew salaries, one the same as in Rameswaram and the other where the 
crew gets 20% of  the total value of  the catch to share among themselves. The 
skipper gets 1 or 2% more than the others, in addition to the weekly tips. However, 
RQO\�DERXW����RI �WKH�ÀVKHUV�LQ�0DQGDSDP�SUDFWLFH�WKLV�W\SH�RI �D�V\VWHP��

Social, economic and political processes on land
Mandapam is also a multi-caste and cultural landing centre. In terms of  absolute 
numbers, the Central Marine Fisheries Rsearch Institute census (CMFRI, 2010) 
VKRZV� WKDW� WKH�+LQGX� DQG� &KULVWLDQ� ÀVKHU� IRON� KRXVHKROGV� DUH� ODUJHU� WKDQ� WKDW�
RI �WKH�0XVOLP�ÀVKHU�IRON��WKRXJK�ZLWKRXW�GLVWLQJXLVKLQJ�EHWZHHQ�VPDOO�VFDOH�DQG�
trawlers. The Muslims and the Konars are the traditional ‘local’ castes/groups in 
Mandapam. Unlike in Rameswaram, there appears to be no tension here between 
WKH�GLIIHUHQW�FDVWHV�ZKHQ�LW�FRPHV�WR�ÀVKLQJ��7KH�VRFLDO�JURXSV�RI �0DQGDSDP�DUH�
summarised in Table 5.3.

Being the dominant community, the Muslims of  the area have a larger say in 
local politics in Mandapam. In particular there is a leader, Thanga Marakayar, whose 
SUHVHQFH�LV�YHU\�LQÁXHQWLDO�ERWK�LQ�ÀVKLQJ�DQG�ODQG�EDVHG�DFWLYLWLHV� He belongs to 
WKH�DQFHVWUDO�´semmatiµ�IDPLO\��+LV�OLQHDJH��SROLWLFDO�SDWURQDJH�DQG�ZHDOWK�PDNH�KLP�
an important traditional leader in Mandapam. Traditionally Muslims have informal 
UHOLJLRXV� LQVWLWXWLRQV� FDOOHG� ·-DPDWV·��ZKLFK� DOVR� ORRN� LQWR�ÀVKLQJ� LVVXHV� �%DYLQFN��
�������$PRQJ�WKH�0XVOLP�WUDZO�ÀVKHUV�RI �0DQGDSDP�KRZHYHU�� LVVXHV�RI �ÀVKLQJ�
were largely dealt with by the trawl owner associations.

There are 7 boat owner associations in Mandapam with a similar caste 
heterogeneity as in Rameswaram. However the difference is the presence of  a 
functional federation called the ‘Mathiya Sangam’ (created in 2007) which serves as 
D�YHKLFOH�WR�VROYH�LQWHU�DVVRFLDWLRQ�GLVSXWHV�DQG�HQIRUFH�UXOHV�SHUWDLQLQJ�WR�ÀVKLQJ��
The associations and the Sangam have their own set of  rules and are effective in 
enforcing them.

Social, economic and political processes at sea
0DQGDSDP� ÀVKHUIRON� KDYH� WZR� RSWLRQV�� HLWKHU� WR� ÀVK� FORVH� WR� WKH� LVODQG� RI �
.DWFKDWKHHYX�� RU� WR� ÀVK� LQ� WKH� QRUWK� YHU\� FORVH� WR� WKH� ,QGLDQ� VKRUH�� 6TXLG� DUH�
abundant nearer to the Indian shore while shrimp are available near Katchatheevu 
closer to the IMBL. Fishers here normally avoid crossing the IMBL, though they do 
admit to crossing the IMBL occasionally.
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The length of  the boats range anywhere between 30 to 45 feet and have an 
engine capacity between 70 to 120 horsepower. Larger boats are not allowed in 
this centre by the boat owner associations (Table 5.2). The associations have now 
banned any new boats or any increase in the size or engine capacity. This is strictly 
HQIRUFHG��7UDGHUV�FODLP�WKDW�WKH�ÀVK�LQ�0DQGDSDP�DUH�EHWWHU�VRUWHG�DQG�WKH�TXDOLW\�
is better than that in Rameswaram.

The owners have a sense of  ownership of  the sea (which is predominantly 
within Indian waters). Local regulations as discussed in section 4.2.2 are followed in 
WKH�DLP�WR�SURWHFW�WKH�HFRV\VWHP�IRU�VXVWDLQHG�ÀVKLQJ�JURXQGV�
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Table 5.1: Caste/religious composition of Rameswaram

6RFLDO�
groups 
�FDVWHV�

5HODWLRQ�WR�ÀVKLQJ� 5HODWLRQ�WR�ÀVKLQJ

Seruvai �� Original in-habitants of  Rameswaram.
�� Traditional occupation linked to the 

temple.
�� Seruvai dwellings concentrated much 

closer to the temple.
�� Dominated smuggling, in the late 

1970’s and early 1980’s (Alexander, 
2011). 

�� 3ROLWLFDOO\�LQÁXHQWLDO�FDVWH�LQ�WKH�LVODQG�
�� Predominantly Hindus.

�� Own about 10 % of  
the trawl boats in 
Rameswaram.

�� Dominant in terms 
of  leadership among 
the trawl owner 
associations.

Kadayars �� Original in-habitants of  Rameswaram.
�� Settlements spread all over the island 

of  Rameswaram.
�� 7UDGLWLRQDOO\�VPDOO�VFDOH�ÀVKHUPHQ�
�� Still very much part of  the small. scale 
ÀVKHU\�RI �5DPHVZDUDP�LVODQG�

�� Both Hindu and Christian Kadayars 
present.

�� Very meager 
ownership of  
trawlers, but are the 
dominant group when 
it comes to small-
VFDOH�ÀVKLQJ�

Paravas �� Migrants from Mookaiyur, a village 
which is about 90 km to the south-
west.

�� 7UDGLWLRQDOO\�D�ÀVKLQJ�FDVWH��RQFH�
seasonal migrants to Rameswaram 
they have now settled down in village 
called Thangachimadam (See Map 3).

�� Seen as recent migrants.
�� Predominantly Christians (Roche, 

1984; Gupta, 1985).

�� Own about 60% of  
the trawl boats in 
Rameswaram.

�� No dominant leaders 
from this caste among 
the trawl owner 
associations, Split 
on lines of  class (big 
trawlers vs small 
trawlers)..

Thevars �� A dominant caste group in the 
hinderlands of  Ramanathapuram 
district but with little or no 
presence in Rameswaram until very 
recent(Pandian, 2000).

�� Recent migrants in Rameswaram.
�� 3ROLWLFDOO\�LQÁXHQWLDO�FDVWH�LQ�

the hinterlands, and increasingly 
challenging the Seruvai caste’s 
dominance in Rameswaram.

�� Thevar dwellings are concentrated 
near the harbor.

�� Predominantly Hindus

�� Very meager 
ownership of  
trawlers.

�� Very dominant caste 
in money lending for 
ÀVKLQJ�RSHUDWLRQV�

�� Dominate land based 
activities related 
WR�ÀVKLQJ�VXFK�DV�
loading and unloading 
ÀVKHV�

Chapter 5: Place



120

Fishing for Space

Table 5.2. This study has been able to classify the trawl fleet  
of Rameswaram and Mandapam as below

Length 
of  the 
boat in 
feet

Horse 
Power

No of  
Crew 
�PHQ�

Diesel 
consumption 
in liters per 
trip

Percentage 
of  boats in 
Rameswaram

Percentage 
of  boats in 
Madapam

32 to 42 80-120 4 200 to 250 35 90

42 to 45 80-120 5 300 to 350 60 10

45 to 50 140-170 5 400 to 450 3 0

50 and 
above 140-170 6 450 and above 2 0

Table 5.3: Caste/religious composition of Mandapam

6RFLDO�
groups 

Description 5HODWLRQ�WR�ÀVKLQJ

Muslims 
(considered here 
as one social 
group)

�� A dominant group in Mandapam.
�� Considered as the local residents 

of  the place.
�� Traditionally sea faring merchants, 
VRPH�RI �WKHP�KDG�WDNHQ�XS�ÀVKLQJ�
(McGilvray, 1998).

�� Large section of  the muslim 
population in Mandapam not 
GLUHFWO\�LQYROYHG�LQ�ÀVKLQJ�

�� Own about 30% of  the 
boats.

�� Dominant group in 
Mandapam.

�� Presence of  traditional 
leader- Thanga Marakayar. 
Though not directly 
LQYROYHG�LQ�ÀVKLQJ��KLV�
leadership is acknowledged 
by the trawl owners as an 
ÀQDO�DSSHOODWH�DXWKRULW\�

Paravas �� The Paravas here are from the 
same group Thangachimadam.

�� Some of  the Paravas worked from 
Rameswaram, while others chose 
Mandapam.

�� Seen as recent migrants.

�� Own about 60% of  the 
boats in Mandapam.

�� Represented well in the 
boat owner associations.

Konars �� Traditionally herders and milk 
producers (Moffatt, 1997).

�� Considered local residents of  the 
area.

�� Own about 5% of  the 
trawlers.
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5.2.2 Data Collection

7KH�DUWLFOH�LV�EDVHG�RQ�D�GHWDLOHG�HWKQRJUDSKLF�VWXG\�,�GLG�LQ�WKH�WZR�ÀVKLQJ�FHQWUHV�
from September 2011 to February 2013, after the completion of  the civil war in 
Sri Lanka. Ethnographic studies have been used widely in understanding complex 
socio-ecological situations (Miller and Van Maanen,1979; Fabinyi et al., 2013; Jacob 
et al.,2013). Ethnography is a qualitative method which studies people in their own 
environment using participant observation and direct interviewing. Ethnographic 
accounts are both descriptive and interpretive; descriptive, because they detail 
crucial aspects of  the lives of  the people, and interpretive because the ethnographer 
interprets these crucial aspects solely based on his or her own observations (Fabinyi 
et al., 2010) in an attempt to get a comprehensive understanding the lives of  people 
being studied.

In total, 180 days were spent in both the centres. Apart from ethnographic 
REVHUYDWLRQV�� ÀIW\�VL[� LQ�GHSWK�� VHPL�VWUXFWXUHG� RSHQ� LQWHUYLHZV�ZHUH� FRQGXFWHG�
with the trawl boat owners of  both the centres. The interviews followed up on a 
pilot study of  twenty-six semi-structured interviews in the centres (September and 
October 2011) to identify caste and religious diversity among trawl owners, enabling 
purposive sampling (Bryman, 2008). I also held two focus group discussions with 
trawl boat owners, one in each of  the centre. In addition, seven key respondents 
representing different types of  trawl boats (large, small and medium), three from 
Mandapam and four from Rameswaram, were chosen and interviewed individually 
RQ�D�PRQWKO\�EDVLV�UHJDUGLQJ�WKHLU�ÀVKLQJ�DFWLYLWLHV��2UDO�KLVWRULHV�RI �WKUHH�VHSDUDWH�
boat owners were recorded, two from Rameswaram and one from Mandapam. In 
addition to the boat owners a few other actors directly or indirectly connected with 
ÀVKLQJ� ZHUH� DOVR� LQWHUYLHZHG�� 7KHVH� LQFOXGHG� ÀVK�PDUNHWHUV�� VKRSNHHSHUV�� ORFDO�
UHVLGHQWV��JRYHUQPHQW�RIÀFLDOV�DQG�IRUPHU�VPXJJOHUV��7KH�GHWDLOLQJ�RI �LQWHU�FDVWH�
dynamics in these centres is one aspect of  explaining the socio-political process. To 
highlight the interactions, I focus mainly on dominant oral narratives and discourses 
about caste dynamics in both the landing centres. This was challenging with many 
competing and sometimes contrary narratives, however over the course of  the 
research it was possible to interpret some of  the inter-caste relations based on these 
narratives. 

A survey using random sampling of  10 % (120 samples out of  a population of  
approximately 1200 trawlers) was undertaken both in Mandapam and Rameswaram 
WR�HVWLPDWH�WKH�QXPEHU�DQG�GHWDLOV�RI �WKH�WUDZOHU�XQLWV�ZKLFK�DFWXDOO\�ZHQW�ÀVKLQJ�
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on a regular basis. It included twenty-one questions collecting demographic details 
on owners and crew along with technical information on the boats themselves. The 
UHVXOWV�ZHUH�DOVR�XVHG�WR�FURVV�FKHFN�LI �WKH�GLYHUVLW\�DPRQJ�WKH�ÁHHWV�ZDV�SUHVHQW�LQ�
both Rameswaram and Mandapam. 

5.2.3. Place and Relational Placemaking

5.2.3.1 Place and placemaking
A key concept is ‘place’ at the local level. While ‘place’ is a commonly used word, it 
also imbues a complex set of  meanings. Generally speaking, place denotes a particular 
point on the earth’s surface, a particular location (Creswell, 2004). This geographic 
reference of  place need not always be real or tangible and can also often be used 
in abstraction, for example when we say someone or something has a special place 
LQ�RXU�KHDUWV��7KXV�DV�VXJJHVWHG�E\�&UHVZHOO��LELG���S�������´SODFH�LV�PRUH�WKDQ�D�
question of  ontology (what exists) but, perhaps more fundamentally a question 
RI �HSLVWHPRORJ\��KRZ�ZH�NQRZ�WKLV�µ��7UXH�WR�WKLV��¶SODFH·�KDV�EHHQ�DGGUHVVHG�LQ�
different ways in different disciplines, each approaching place based studies from a 
different angle (Trentelman, 2009). In this paper, place is approached through the 
perspective of  human geography, where place is created through the interaction of  
physical environment and various social processes (Greider & Garkovich, 1994). 
$́�VHQVH�RI �SODFHµ�LV�IRUJHG�WKURXJK�WKH�LQWHUDFWLRQ�RI �ERWK�SK\VLFDO�VHWWLQJV�DQG�

social processes. Over the years Yi-Fu Tuan’s (1975) seminal work in highlighting 
the human element has triggered a variety of  research on the phenomenological 
aspect of  place (for example see Trentelman, 2009; Sampson & Goodrich, 2009; 
Urquhart & Acott, 2013). Thus a common portion of  sea between two countries 
would become more than just a total of  the physical attributes that makes up that 
space. In addition to the oceanographic attributes such as tides, waves or depth 
contours, the presence of  the administrative boundary, the IMBL, in many ways 
FRQWUROV� ÀVKLQJ� DFWLYLW\� DQG�PRGLÀHV� EHKDYLRXU�� )RU� LWV� ÀVKHUV�� WKLV� SRUWLRQ� RI �
VHD� WKHQ�EHFRPHV� ¶RXU·� ÀVKLQJ� JURXQG� �VHQVH� RI � RZQHUVKLS�� DV� RSSRVHG� WR� WKH�
RWKHU�SRUWLRQ�RI �WKH�VHD�O\LQJ�DFURVV�WKH�ERXQGDU\�DV�¶WKHLU�¶ÀVKLQJ�JURXQG��VHQVH�
RI �DOLHQDWLRQ���$Q\�ÀVKLQJ�DFURVV� WKH�ERXQGDU\� LV� ¶LOOHJDO·��7KH�VHD� WKXV�EHFRPH�
something imbued with legal meanings and these meanings in turn affect the way 
ÀVKLQJ�LV�GRQH��
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5.2.3.2 Relational placemaking
The decision to demarcate within a portion of  the sea an IMBL thereby dividing 
the waters into two national territories is generally undertaken at a different place 
and at a different scale, most likely at the national scale. If  one of  the nations is 
in civil war and if  this portion of  sea is strategically important, decisions taken at 
the nations’ capitals are related to processes that actually happen at sea. Processes 
VXFK� DV� ÀVKLQJ� UHVWULFWLRQV�� VHFXULW\� GHSOR\PHQW� DQG�PRQLWRULQJ�� DUH� GHWHUPLQHG�
at the respective capital cities based on activities that happen at the sea. In other 
words place becomes both the cause and effect of  the various processes that go 
into making the place. Placemaking thus is relational and dynamic to the constantly 
changing social, economic and political processes that happen between these places. 
It is this relational aspect of  placemaking that lies at the core of  this paper. Relational 
SODFHPDNLQJ� DFFRUGLQJ� WR� 3LHUFH� HW� DO�� ������� ´«LV� WKH� QHWZRUNHG� SROLWLFV� RI �
placemaking. It draws on scholarship and insights about place, politics and networks 
E\�H[SOLFLWO\�UHFRJQLVLQJ�WKH�ÁH[LEOH��PXOWL�VFDODU�DQG�DOZD\V�GHYHORSLQJ�PHDQLQJV�
of  place: meanings that are produced via socially, politically and economically 
LQWHUFRQQHFWHG�LQWHUDFWLRQV�DPRQJ�SHRSOH��LQVWLWXWLRQV�DQG�V\VWHP���µ��LELG���S������
This is the analytical point of  departure. Human geographers have largely focused 
on the multi-scalar aspect of  placemaking (Swyngedouw, 2010; MacKinnon, 2011; 
Tomaney, 2013), predominantly looking at how local placemaking is affected 
by what happens at the national or global scale. I argue that while multi-scalar 
interconnectedness is important in the making of  place (see Stephen et al., 2013), 
the interconnectedness of  the various places of  the same scale is equally important 
in placemaking. The relational placemaking between different locales in the same 
scale is a largely unexplored concept. In this article the interrelations between two 
HYHU\GD\�SODFHV�DUH�LQYHVWLJDWHG�DQG�FRPSDUHG��%HIRUH�GHWDLOLQJ�WKH�VLJQLÀFDQFH�RI �
WKHVH�HYHU\GD\�SODFHV��OHW�PH�EULHÁ\�HQJDJH�ZLWK�SODFHPDNLQJ�DQG�LWV�VLJQLÀFDQFH�LQ�
natural resource management.

5.2.3.3 Relational placemaking and natural resource management
‘Place attachment ‘and ‘sense of  place’ are concepts which have been engaged 
with in great detail by scholars in natural resource management (Stedman, 2003; 
Trentelman, 2009; Sampson & Goodrich, 2009; Urquhart & Acott, 2013). The 
importance of  place studies in natural resource management has therefore now 
been quite well established (Cantrill, 1998; Cheng et al., 2003; Bodin & Crona, 2009; 
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Brehm et al., 2013). For most of  these studies Tuan’s (1975) concept of  ‘sense of  
place’ has been the foundation on which they have explored natural resource use. 
In this research I analyse place through a relational framework, engaging with two 
important places in the same scale. 

1. 3ODFH�DW�VHD���WKH�SODFH�ZKHUH�WKH�ÀVKHUPHQ�ÀVK��/RRNLQJ�DW�SURFHVVHV�DW�VHD�
2. 3ODFH�RQ�ODQG���7KH�SODFH�ZKHUH�WKH�ÀVKHUPHQ�OLYH��,Q�WKLV�SDSHU�,�VSHFLÀFDOO\�

focus on public place11 (as opposed to private) and its connection with everyday 
OLYHV�RI �WKH�ÀVKHUPHQ�RQ�ODQG��7KLV�LQFOXGHV�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�SURFHVVHV�WKDW�DIIHFW�
ÀVKHUV·�ZRUN��ORRNLQJ�DW�YDULRXV�LQWHUDFWLRQV�LQ�WKHLU�GD\�WR�GD\�DFWLYLWLHV�DQG�
LQ�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�WKH�VLJQLÀFDQFH�RI �WKHVH�GDLO\�UHODWLRQV�LQ�WHUPV�RI �UHVRXUFH�
usage.

5.2.3.4 Caste and relational placemaking 
The making of  a place is closely related to the dynamics between the social groups or 
communities that live in a place (Sampson and Goodrich, 2009; Trentelman, 2009). 
In Indian society, caste is a major factor that contributes towards the formation 
RI � VRFLDO� JURXSV�� ,W� DOVR� IRUPV� WKH� EDVLV� RI � LGHQWLW\� DQG� VRFLDO� VWUDWLÀFDWLRQ�
(Beteille, 1996; Dirks, 2001; Desai and Dubey, 2012; Sharma, 1999; Rao, 2009). 
Gadgil and Malhotra (1983) have argued that inter-caste relations are crucial in the 
VXVWDLQDEOH�XVH�RI �QDWXUDO�UHVRXUFHV��'HE��������VWXG\LQJ�WZR�FR�KDELWLQJ�ÀVKLQJ�
castes in Karnataka attributes the divergent adaptations both institutionally and 
WHFKQRORJLFDOO\�WR�PRGHUQ�ÀVKLQJ�SUDFWLFHV�WR�WKH�FDVWH�GLIIHUHQFHV��

During the course of  this research I found that caste very much formed the 
basis for social groupings in both the landing centres.12 Hence conceptualising 
relational placemaking in these two trawl centres has to take into account the inter 
caste dynamics and their effect on various social, economic and political processes. 

5.3 RESULTS 

:K\�GRHV�WKH�WUDZO�ÀVKHU\�RI �0DQGDSDP�VKRZ�VLJQV�RI �EHWWHU�PDQDJHPHQW��OLNH�
FRPSOLDQFH� WR� ORFDO� UXOHV��EHWWHU�SULFH� IRU�ÀVKHV�DQG� OHVV� UHIXVH��ZKHQ�FRPSDUHG�
to Rameswaram? The results from the ethnographic study carried out in the two 
FHQWUHV�VKRZ�WKDW�WKH�ÀVKHU\�LQ�0DQGDSDP�LV�EHWWHU�PDQDJHG�EHFDXVH�RI �WKH�GLD-
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lectical relation between processes both on land and at sea. The causality of  better 
management in Mandapam cannot be attributed only to process happening at one 
place but rather is a result of  the dynamic interactions of  processes in both these 
places. The same explanation (dialectical relation) hold true when explaining the lack 
of  good management practices in Rameswarm. The results can be summarised as 
in Table 5.4.

Table 5.4: comparing the processes that affect fishing in two places  
in both the landing centres

Rameswaram Mandapam

Place on Land Multi caste; Complex caste 
relations; Multiple local 
power centres; Lack of  
coordination both within 
and between boat owner 
associations.

Multi caste; Complex 
caste relations; Better 
coordination between boat 
owner associations; Singular 
source of  local power and 
authority.

3ODFH�DW�6HD Lack of  resources on the 
Indian side of  Palk Bay; 
Intense and complex 
negotiations with Sri 
Lankan Navy; Politically 
FKDUJHG�ÀVKLQJ�VSDFH�
OHDYLQJ�ÀVKHUPHQ�D�VHQVH�
of  alienation from their 
ÀVKLQJ�JURXQGV�

0RUH�ÀVKLQJ�VSDFH�RQ�WKH�
,QGLDQ�VLGH��&RQÁLFW�PRUH�
ZLWK�WKH�,QGLDQ�ÀVKHUPHQ��
No threat of  the Sri 
Lankan navy; More a place 
RI �ÀVKLQJ�DQG�DQ�LQFUHDVHG�
sense of  ownership.

Resource use as 
a result of  the 
dialectics between 
both the place on 
/DQG�DQG�LQ�6HD

Little or no adherence 
WR�ÀVKLQJ�UHJXODWLRQV�RI �
the local associations; 
Increasing trend towards 
bigger boat and engines and 
potentially towards more 
GHVWUXFWLYH�ÀVKLQJ�

 Better compliance to 
ÀVKLQJ�UHJXODWLRQV�RI �ORFDO�
associations; Better quality 
RI �ÀVKHV�DQG�EHWWHU�YDOXH�
WR�ÀVKHV��/HVVHU�GLVFDUGV�
5HVWULFWLRQV�WR�LQFUHDVH�ÁHHW�
capacity.
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5.4 DISCUSSION 

5.4.1 Rameswaram

5.4.1.1 Placemaking on land

�´7KH\�DUH�YHU\�DJJUHVVLYH�ÀVKHUPHQµ�13

�$�ÀVKHUPDQ�EHORQJLQJ� WR�6HUXYDL� FDVWH�RQ� WKH�GHVFULELQJ� WKH�3DUDYD�
ÀVKHUPHQ�
´7KH\�ZLOO�NQRZ�WKH�GLIÀFXOW\�RI �D�ÀVKHUPDQ�RQO\�LI �WKH\�DUH�RQHµ�
�$�ÀVKHUPDQ�EHORQJLQJ� WKH�3DUDYD� FDVWH� H[SODLQLQJ� DERXW� WKH�6HUXYDL�
ÀVKHUPHQ�ZKR�WDON�DERXW�FHUWDLQ�ÀVKLQJ�UHVWULFWLRQV�EHLQJ�LPSOHPHQWHG�
in Rameswaram).

The above conversations are an indication of  the animosity between the 
ÀVKHUV�RI �WKH�YDULRXV�FDVWHV�LQ�5DPHVZDUDP��7KH�Seruvai and of  late the Thevars are 
perceived to be the dominating caste on land, both in sheer numbers and economic 
and political connections. For many of  the Seruvai ÀVKHU� OHDGHUV�� ÀVKLQJ� LV� RQO\�
D� VHFRQGDU\� DFWLYLW\� DQG� WKH� OHDGHUVKLS� LQ� ÀVKLQJ� DVVRFLDWLRQV� JLYHV� WKHP� RWKHU�
privileges (such as easy access to the media) and political patronage (Stephen et al., 
2013). The Parava�ÀVKHUV�DUH�VSOLW�DORQJ�FODVV�OLQHV��ELJ�YV��VPDOO�ERDWV���3RZHU�LV�VSOLW�
both between and among the castes when it comes to various activities related to 
ÀVKLQJ��OHDYLQJ�QR�GRPLQDQW�OHDGHU�RU�JURXS�LQ�5DPHVZDUDP��7KH�Seruvai or Parava 
leaders are unable to completely dominate the trawl owner associations because of  
a third equally dominant caste, the Thevars.

'HFLVLRQV�PDGH�RQ�ÀVKLQJ�SUDFWLFHV�E\�RQH�DVVRFLDWLRQ�DUH�QRW�IROORZHG�E\�WKH�
others, very often the members within the same associations do not follow certain 
regulations made by the associations. This includes attempted regulations on land 
VXFK�DV�VHWWLQJ�D�PLQLPXP�SULFH�RI �ÀVK�GXULQJ�OHDQ�VHDVRQV�RU�DJUHHLQJ�RQ�ODERXU�
wages on land. In 2008 there was an attempt to unify the associations but this did 
not succeed. 

5.4.1.2 Placemaking at sea
7KH�,QGLDQ�ÀVKLQJ�JURXQGV�IRU�5DPHVZDUDP�ÀVKHUV�DUH�YHU\�UHVWULFWHG��WKH�GLVWDQFH�
EHWZHHQ�WKH�ODQGLQJ�FHQWUH�WR�WKH�,0%/�LV�RQO\����QDXWLFDO�PLOHV��)RU�D�ÁHHW�RI �����
WR�����ERDWV�WKLV�LV�D�YHU\�VPDOO�DUHD��7KHUHIRUH��WKH�5DPHVZDUDP�ÀVKHUV�HIIHFWLYHO\�
KDYH�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�WKH�6UL�/DQNDQ�1DY\�DQG�WKHLU�ÀVKHUV�PRUH�WKDQ�ZLWK�WKH�VPDOO�
VFDOH�ÀVKHUV� RI � ,QGLD��2Q� D� W\SLFDO� GD\� LQ� WKH�ÀHOGZRUN�SHULRG�� ÀVKHUV� UHSRUWHG�
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that the Sri Lankan navy boats position themselves in a fence-like formation along 
the boundary near the island of  Katchatheevu warding off  any Indian boats from 
entering Sri Lankan water till dusk. At night, however, the navy boats retreat to 
their bases and only a couple of  patrol boats remain. So just after dusk the bulk of  
the Rameswaram trawlers (barring the smaller ones) enter the Sri Lankan waters, 
using the cover of  night and the small window of  time to catch as much as they 
can and get back by morning. Consequently, they need better engines and better 
boats to do so. Over the years, they have been increasing the size of  their boats and 
the engines for this purpose despite Indian government rules disallowing engines 
greater than 150 horsepower. The presence of  the navy also means that the sorting 
of  the catch has to be done in the dark to avoid naval attention. The sorting is of  a 
OHVVHU�TXDOLW\��GHFUHDVLQJ�WKH�YDOXH�RI �WKH�FDWFK�DV�PDQ\�RI �WKH�SRWHQWLDO�YDOXDEOH�ÀVK�
are discarded. The risk involved also means that the labourers in Rameswaram need 
to be adequately compensated, especially the crews as they are the most affected 
E\�WKH�QDY\��$V�VXFK�� WKH�SODFH�DW� WKH�VHD�IRU�5DPHVZDUDP�ÀVKHUV� LV�D�SROLWLFDOO\�
charged one (Sathiya Moorthy, 2012; Suryanarayan, 2005), a place where everyday 
OLIH�LV�GHSHQGHQW�RQ�GRGJLQJ�DQG�QHJRWLDWLQJ�ÀVKLQJ�DUHDV�ZLWK�DQ�LQVWLWXWLRQ�OLNH�
the Navy. 

5.4.2 Mandapam

5.4.2.1 Placemaking on land

 “All decisions here are taken by through associations”.
�.RQDU�ÀVKHUPHQ�GLVFXVVLQJ�GHFLVLRQV�RQ�ÀVKLQJ�UHJXODWLRQV��
“Isn’t Markayar there? That is the reason why everybody obeys”.
�5DPHVZDUDP�3DUDYD�ÀVKHU�RQ�DVNHG�ZK\�0DQGDSDP�LV�EHWWHU�DEOH�WR�
UHJXODWH�ÀVKLQJ��

7KH� DERYH� FRQYHUVDWLRQV� DUH� LQGLFDWLYH� RI � D� EHWWHU� RUJDQLVHG� ÀVKHU\� LQ�
0DQGDSDP��)RU�DOO�WKH�ÀVKHUV�RI �0DQGDSDP��WKH�LQWHUDFWLRQV�RQ�ODQG�LQ�0DQGDSDP�
DUH�JRYHUQHG�E\�WKH�ERDW�RZQHU�DVVRFLDWLRQV�DQG�WKH�LQÁXHQWLDO�OHDGHU��0U�7KDQJD�
Markayar). I have not come across any concrete cases of  his direct involvement in 
GLVSXWHV��EXW�KH�LV�UHFRJQLVHG�DV�WKH�ÀQDO�DSSHOODWH�DXWKRULW\�RI �WKH�UHJLRQ��PDNLQJ�
it possible for all in Mandapam to adhere to the decisions made by the associations. 
His authority also extends to other actors on land, such as traders, meaning that 
the associations are able to enforce local regulations on activities associated with 
ÀVKLQJ�VXFK�DV�À[LQJ�PLQLPXP�ODERXU�ZDJHV�DQG�ÀVK�SULFHV��6RPH�RI �WKH�UHFHQW�
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rules include restrictions on introducing new boats and boat and engine size 
XSJUDGHV��'XULQJ�LQWHUYLHZV��ÀVKHUV�ZHUH�FOHDU�RQ�WKH�UDWLRQDOH�IRU�WKHVH�PHDVXUHV��
they felt that Mandapam had reached its full capacity and that there is a need to 
regulate new and bigger boats, which they felt are harmful for the ecosystem. A 
rather interesting regulation is the seasonal permission of  pair trawling. All the 
DVVRFLDWLRQV�FDPH�WR�DQ�DJUHHPHQW�WKDW�WKH�ÀVKHUV�FRXOG�XVH�SDLU�WUDZOLQJ�GXULQJ�
WKH�PRQWKV� IURP�-DQXDU\� WR�0DUFK� �D�PHWKRG�ZKLFK� LV�RIÀFLDOO\�EDQQHG�E\� WKH�
Fisheries Department). In response to questions about the environmental impact, 
WKH� WUDZO� ÀVKHUV� WKHPVHOYHV� IHOW� WKDW� FHUWDLQ� W\SHV� RI � VKRDOLQJ� ÀVKHV�� VXFK� DV�
VDUGLQHV��FDQ�RQO\�EH�QHWWHG�E\�WKLV�PHWKRG��$OVR��GXULQJ�FHUWDLQ�VHDVRQV�ÀQ�ÀVK�
fetch better prices than the shrimps, so pair trawling also makes economic sense to 
FDWFK�WKH�ÀQ�ÀVK��

7KH�¶ORFDO·�FRQWURO�RYHU�ÀVKLQJ�DFWLYLWLHV�ZDV�YHU\�FOHDU��7KHUH�ZDV�D�VHQVH�RI �
UHVSRQVLELOLW\�RQ�ODQG�ZLWK�D�ÀQDO�DSSHOODWH�DXWKRULW\�IRU�DQ\�DSSHDO��ZKR�GLG�QRW�
necessarily need to be available. Mandapam was looked upon as ideal landing site 
HYHQ�E\�WKH�5DPHVZDUDP�ÀVKHUV�DQG�PDQ\�RI �WKHP�DWWULEXWHG�WR�WKH�VWUHQJWK�RI �
the ‘locals’ in enforcing rules. The locals included the Muslims, some of  the local 
castes and the leader Thanga Marakayar.

5.4.2.2 Placemaking at sea
0DQGDSDP�ÀVKHUV�KDYH�D� ODUJHU�ÀVKLQJ�DUHD� LQVLGH�,QGLDQ�WHUULWRU\��VR�WKH\�KDYH�
much less interaction with the Sri Lankan navy and thus have more space and time 
WR� VHW� WKH�QHW� DQG�ÀVK��)LVKHUV�KDYH� UHSRUWHG� WKDW�GXH� WR� WKH�HDVH�RI �ÀVKLQJ� LQ�
0DQGDSDP��WKH�ÀVK�DUH�ZHOO�VRUWHG�DQG�DUH�RI �EHWWHU�TXDOLW\��WKHUHE\�IHWFKLQJ�EHWWHU�
SULFHV��7KH�DPRXQW�RI �WUDVK�ÀVK�DOVR�GUDVWLFDOO\�UHGXFHV�ZLWK�EHWWHU�VRUWLQJ��7KH�
simple task of  being able to switch on a light and sort the catches at sea gives them 
HQRXJK�WLPH�WR�VRUW�WKH�ÀVKHV�ZHOO��7KH�FRQVLVWHQF\�LQ�FDWFK�YDOXH�DOVR�NHHSV�WKH�
crew happy with their wages and their stable income from the sea.

+RZHYHU�� WKH�0DQGDSDP�ÀVKHUV� DUH� XVHG� WR� JHWWLQJ� LQWR� FRQÁLFW�ZLWK� WKH�
VPDOO�VFDOH� ,QGLDQ� JLOO� QHWWHUV� RI � 3DON� %D\�� ZKR� RIWHQ� ÀQG� WKHLU� QHWV� GDPDJHG�
E\�WUDZOLQJ�RSHUDWLRQV��7KLV�LV�RIWHQ�FDXVHG�ZKHQ�WKH�ERDWV�ÀVK�WRR�FORVH�WR�WKH�
,QGLDQ� VKRUH�� 7KLV� FRQÁLFW� KRZHYHU� LV� UHVROYHG� DW� WKH� OHYHO� RI � WKH� ERDW� RZQHU�
associations or their leaders and very often does not involve other actors such 
DV� WKH�ÀVKHULHV�GHSDUWPHQW�� D�SKHQRPHQRQ�ZH�KDYH� VHHQ� LQ�RWKHU�SODFHV� LQ� WKH�
same region (Bavinck, 2001). The place at sea is thus much less stressful than the 
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5DPHVZDUDP�ÀVKHUV�DV�WKH�0DQGDSDP�ÀVKHUV�GR�QRW�QHHG�WR�GRGJH�WKH�QDY\��7KH�
H[LVWLQJ�FRQÁLFW�ZLWK�WKH�VPDOO�VFDOH�ÀVKHUV�LV�GHDOW�ZLWK�DW�WKH�VFDOH�RI �WKH�ÀVKHUV�
WKHPVHOYHV��7KH�SODFH�DW� VHD� IRU� WKH�0DQGDSDP�ÀVKHUV� LV� WKXV�PRUH� WKDQ� MXVW�D�
SODFH�RI �ÀVKLQJ��$V�PHQWLRQHG�LQ�WKLV�VHFWLRQ��WKH�ORFDO�UXOHV�ZHUH�DOVR�DLPHG�DW�
SURWHFWLQJ� WKH�HQYLURQPHQW� IRU�D�EHWWHU�FDWFK� WRPRUURZ��7KH�ÀVKHUV�KHUH� IHHO�D�
EHWWHU�VHQVH�RI �RZQHUVKLS�RI � WKH�SODFH�RI �ÀVKLQJ��7KH\�DUH�DZDUH� WKDW� WKDW� WKLV�
place is required to sustain a livelihood in future. Thus the place at sea is ‘owned‘ 
E\�WKH�ÀVKHUV�RI �0DQGDSDP�

5.5 CONCLUSION

Why do two trawl centres separated from each other by only 20km show such a 
TXDOLWDWLYH�GLIIHUHQFH�LQ�WKHLU�ÁHHW��FDWFK�DQG�FRPSOLDQFH�WR�ORFDO�UXOHV"�5DPHVZDUDP�
GRHV� QRW� DGKHUH� WR� OLPLWV� WR� ERDW� FDSDFLW\� RU� ÀVKLQJ� JHDU� VXFK� DV� SDLU� WUDZOLQJ�
because of  the lack of  centralised power or authority on land. The caste dynamics 
LQ�5DPHVZDUDP�PDNH�LW�GLIÀFXOW�IRU�DQ\�RQH�FDVWH�WR�GRPLQDWH�DV�DQ�DXWKRULW\��7KLV�
DUJXPHQW�LV�IXUWKHU�VWUHQJWKHQHG�E\�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�LQ�0DQGDSDP�WKH�ÀVKLQJ�ÁHHW�LV�
better managed due to the presence of  a dominant group, the Muslims, and their 
leader. In Mandapam the local regulations such as the ban on new entrants into 
ÀVKLQJ��WKH�EDQ�RQ�ODUJHU�ERDWV��ERWK�LQ�VL]H�DQG�HQJLQH�FDSDFLW\��DQG�VHDVRQDO�EDQ�
on pair trawling are followed meticulously.

This rather straight forward argument does not factor in the processes at sea, 
WKH�SODFH�RI �ÀVKLQJ��)LVKHUV�LQ�0DQGDSDP�ZLWK�ODUJHU�VHD�DUHD�ZLWKLQ�,QGLDQ�WHUULWRULDO�
ZDWHU�DUH�QRW�XQGHU�DQ\�SUHVVXUH�WR�ÀVK�LQWHQVLYHO\��2QH�FRXOG�DOVR�IHHO�D�VHQVH�RI �
¶RZQHUVKLS·�RI �WKH�VHD�DQG�RI �WKH�ÀVKLQJ�JURXQGV�DPRQJ�WKH�ÀVKHUV�RI �0DQGDSDP��
A place that they think requires certain amount of  preservation considering that it 
ZRXOG�EH�WKH�VRXUFH�RI �IXWXUH�OLYHOLKRRG��5DPHVZDUDP�ÀVKHUV�RQ�WKH�RWKHU�KDQG�
DUH�XQGHU�LPPHQVH�SUHVVXUH�WR�ÀVK�LQ�ZKDW�DUH�DOLHQ�ZDWHUV��7KH�DOLHQDWLRQ�IURP�
WKH�ÀVKLQJ�JURXQGV�DQG�WKH�WKUHDW�RI �WKH�6UL�/DQNDQ�1DY\�FRQVWDQWO\�KDQJLQJ�RYHU�
WKHP�GULYHV�ÀVKHUV�RI �5DPHVZDUDP�WR�ÀVK�DV�PXFK�DV�WKH\�FDQ��DW�QLJKW�DQG�DV�IDVW�
DV�SRVVLEOH��7KH�QRQ�FRPSOLDQFH�RI �UXOHV�E\�WKH�5DPHVZDUDP�ÀVKHUV�FDQ�WKHQ�DOVR�
EH�DWWULEXWHG�WR�WKH�DERYH�PHQWLRQHG�XQFHUWDLQWLHV�DQG�SURFHVVHV�DW�WKHVH�ÀVKLQJ�
grounds in terms of  access and ownership.

Through this paper, there are two interventions that I make in place based 
UHVRXUFH�VWXGLHV��ÀUVWO\��WKH�LQFRUSRUDWLRQ�RI �FRQFHSW�RI �UHODWLRQDO�SODFHPDNLQJ��D�
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concept used widely in geography (Pierce et al., 2011; Marsden, 2013) and secondly 
the dialectical relations between places at the same scale. This article argues for 
building a multidimensional and relational approach when it comes to understanding 
resource management. When a relational framework is used (ibid.) they very often 
tends to be analysed through multi-scalar levels. Thus, relationality can also be 
equally relevant between different places on the same scale. Any intervention in 
this case would therefore require factoring in this relational and dynamic aspect of  
every day places. 

End notes

1. Processes here refer to the ways in which individuals and groups interact, and 
establish relationships. These interactions are often aimed at meeting and achieving 
certain social, economic and political ends. 

2. Fishers henceforth refers to the trawl owners and laborers unless mentioned 
otherwise.

3. This PhD falls under a larger research project with the acronym REINCORPFISH 
WKDW�DLPV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�DQG�FRQWULEXWH�WR�WKH�UHVROXWLRQ�RI �ÀVKHU\�FRQÁLFWV�LQ�WKH�
Palk Bay. 

4. Personal communication with ARIF co-convener Mr Arunalandam.
5. The civil war in Sri Lanka was fought along ethnic lines, with the Tamils (minority) 

pitted against the Singhalese (majority). The Tamils in India were largely seen 
sympathetic to the Tamil cause in Sri Lanka. 

6. Source: Department of  Human Geography and Planning, University of  
Amsterdam.

7. Personal communication with the Inspector of  Fisheries, Rameswaram, in January 
2011.

8. 3DLU� WUDZOLQJ� LV�PHWKRG�RI � WUDZOLQJ�ZKHUHLQ� WZR�ERDWV� DUH�XVHG� LQ�ÀVKLQJ�� ,W� LV�
WHFKQLFDOO\�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�+LJK�RSHQLQJ�ERWWRP�WUDZO�QHW��7KLV�WHFKQLTXH�ZDV�ÀUVW�
introduced in the region by an FAO project in the 1980’s and was since actively 
propagated by the Government. However this technique has been banned by 
government citing environmental concerns.

9. Thevars is an umbrella term used to denote a group of  castes; including Kallars, 
Agamudayars and Maravars.

10. Large boats consume more fuel and the maintenance of  the bigger boats is more 
expensive.

11. Public space was chosen because this is where the interactions between communities 
were clearly observable.

12. Though not very obvious in the beginning, as the research progressed it became 
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LQFUHDVLQJO\�FOHDU�WKDW�LQGLYLGXDO�ÀVKHUV�RIWHQ�LGHQWLÀHG�WKHPVHOYHV�ÀUVW�ZLWK�WKHLU�
FDVWH�ZKHQ�LW�FDPH�WR�VRFLDO�LQWHUDFWLRQV��6XEWOH�XVDJH�RI �WKH�ZRUGV�QDPHO\�´XVµ�
DQG�´WKHPµ�LQ�FRQYHUVDWLRQV�XVXDOO\�UHIHUUHG�WR�FDVWH�JURXSLQJV�

13. 7UDQVODWLRQV�EDVHG�RQ�P\�SURÀFLHQF\� LQ�ERWK�7DPLO� DQG�(QJOLVK�� ,� DP�D�QDWLYH�
speaker of  Tamil and have a good working knowledge of  English.
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