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This dissertation examines the impacts of the tsunami of 2004 on economic 

development priorities in Nagapattinam, South India.  By focusing on the manner in 

which the disaster was cast as an opportunity by the state and multilateral agencies, the 

unprecedented scale and ambiguous character of involvement by NGOs in reconstruction, 

and the distinction drawn between economic development and humanitarian aid in the 

constitution of a reconstruction agenda predicated on the relocation of artisanal fisher 

communities from the coast, this study demonstrates how post-disaster outcomes are 

increasingly being shaped by priorities tied to neoliberal globalization.  At the same time 

the processes that unfold are also characterized by significant complexities particularly 

on account of efforts by affected populations to deploy various strategies to defend their 

interests, and substantive differences in the approach of NGOs. 
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Introduction 

 
 Even as I write these lines a disaster of cataclysmic proportions unfolds in Japan, 

and two types of discussions emerge – one focused on the enormity of losses to human 

life and the built environment, and another around the challenges and possibilities of 

recovery.  Both discussions are of course related and in a very practical sense the second 

appears to flow directly from the first.  On the one hand, we hear of the extent of 

destruction and implications for human life – from violent disruption to indiscriminate 

annihilation.  Disasters are violent to life as we know it – biological and social life, from 

ecological systems to human social orders – none are exempt from the sheer fury and 

indiscriminate power of such events.  The earth shakes everything apart violently, cracks 

appear out of nowhere, buildings that tower over cities and dominate elaborately built 

landscapes, are reduced in seconds to rubble.  Then there is the compound nature of a 

disaster: an undersea earthquake causes a tsunami that hurtles landward, mixing with 

everything it pulverizes and drags along, creating its own path of destruction often 

arbitrarily prone to shifting direction, depending on what gives or resists, or what 

dissipates energy compared frequently to that of nuclear bombs.   

 

 That this tsunami then also weakens or breaks dangerously vulnerable man-made 

systems resulting in potential tertiary disasters such as nuclear meltdowns and associated 

radioactive cataclysms of comparable planetary magnitude, speaks volumes about the 

crucial contribution of humans to the radical transformation of hazards into disasters.  
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Anthropologists studying disasters have called attention to how these complex events are 

constituted by the interaction of humans with nature, with the hazard becoming a disaster 

only when it interacts with a specific human population.  Thus a tsunami out at sea is just 

a hazard and becomes a disaster only when it interacts with a human population as it 

strikes land (Hoffman and Oliver-Smith 2002).  Even if disasters are violent 

punctuations, with states and other forms of sovereign power quickly trying to undo the 

disruption to physical and social orders in their aftermath, they nevertheless are viewed as 

events that ensure nothing will ever be the same again: territorial and biopolitical power 

may return to their pre-disaster sovereigns, but more often than not, they do so in ways 

that are altered profoundly, especially in the spatial context of human social relations. 

 

 Discussions about the physical aspects and impacts of disasters occur alongside 

those that focus on the particular social, political and economic orders being violently 

subjected to upheaval by the disaster.  Here, questions about impact focus on survival and 

recovery, and although cast in the neutral language of human resilience and survivability, 

nevertheless reflect moorings in specific ways of seeing the world, and most importantly, 

specific ways of tying actions and goals to practices and orientations that already existed 

prior to the disaster.  Thus for instance even as grim news about the Japanese Earthquake-

Tsunami-Nuclear disaster filled the airwaves, brief reports devoted to the “economic 

impact” of the disaster provided assurances that overall the Japanese economy was not 

going to be affected badly at all, despite the simultaneous observation that this could 

perhaps be the most expensive disaster to date, displacing from that position Hurricane 
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Katrina in the U.S.  The worst affected prefectures of Iwate, Miyagi and Fukushima, 

though well integrated into the formal “national” economy, albeit in a subordinate role, 

nevertheless account for only 4.1 percent of the economic superpower's GDP.  Thus the 

sheer size of the “national” economy ensures that even a disaster of such a scale only 

produces relatively short term effects that can be overcome with a well-designed 

reconstruction strategy, a government-led effort despite the dominant role played by 

private capital in the country.  Yet, what is being suggested in the Japanese case is not 

only that the impact has been minor, but that in fact the economy could actually grow 

faster because reconstruction is expected to add new impetus to the productive and 

consumptive capacities of the region. 

 

“Japan’s growth will barely be affected by the earthquake and tsunami, and the economy 
may even expand faster than expected, its economy minister believes, as spending on 
rebuilding shores up output.”1 
 

 What this statement tells us is that disasters can be conceived of as productive 

events within a discursive and practical field called the “economy.”  Reconstruction 

implies increased demand for goods and services, and ways of rebuilding that require 

greater technical expertise, and provides impetus for increased production.  This manner 

of conceptualizing disasters as productive events speaks not only to the perceived need 

by spokespersons for the state and its “national” economy to put on a brave face and 

induce public optimism, but more importantly, to the hegemonic anchoring of social life 

                                                
1 Hit to Japan’s economy ‘limited’, says Yosano Financial Times, March 16, 2011. 
http://www.ft.com/cms/s/0/44a0350e-4ff1-11e0-9ad1-00144feab49a.html#ixzz1Gq2xmcL0 [accessed 
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with all its inequalities in the domain of a capitalist order that can only conceive of 

survival in terms of unstoppable expansion.  Would the above prefectures now become 

more firmly integrated into the unequal relationships that demarcate their “4.1 percent” 

status in the “national” economy?  Will reconstruction benefit some while relegating 

others already marginalized to further marginalization?  Since “national” economies from 

Japan to India, New Orleans to Haiti, Indonesia to New Zealand, and elsewhere, are all 

quite firmly ensconced within the hegemonic domain of a global capitalism, any 

discussions about “economic” impacts that point to recovery, resilience, opportunity, 

growth, and so on, have to consider how these work within the context of emergent 

relationships shaped by that fact.  But there is something specific to the ways in which 

disasters are viewed by the managers and strategists of capital, whether in firms, 

international institutions or states, that requires clarification.  The question these folks 

pose for us with increasing frequency is not about how capitalism will survive particular 

disasters, but increasingly about how disasters will hinder or facilitate what is seen as the 

inevitable, unstoppable growth needs of capitalism itself. 

 

 Yet capitalism is more than the operations, strategies and goals of the state and 

private capital.  After all it is a global system with seemingly disparate parts of the world 

having been part of globalized processes of production, circulation and consumption for 

centuries now (Wolf 1982). Every site where natural disasters have wreaked havoc – 

from Japan and New Zealand (2011), to Haiti and Chile (2010) and India and Sri Lanka 

(2004) – have been sites well integrated into the circuits of global capitalism for 
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centuries, albeit, and crucially so, in unequal ways.  The uneven terrains upon which 

capitalism is embedded often in partial ways, particularly in areas described as marginal 

or peripheral,  may serve as sites for renewed efforts to reorganize space to make them 

more favorable for investment and future accumulation.  Disasters as such provide real 

and imagined possibilities to planners, and are increasingly becoming events associated 

with renewed efforts to pursue grand spatial projects, opening up myriad opportunities 

for local, regional and global players.  Projects may seek to increase the velocity and 

volume of goods making it possible for domestic producers geared towards export 

markets to expand operations opens up a vista of opportunities for greater capitalization.  

In doing so however, existing patterns of inequalities may be intensified as already 

politically vulnerable populations reeling under the effects of the disaster, have little say 

in the processes that emerge under the rubric of reconstruction and recovery.  In these 

uneven terrains, reconstruction predicated on a radical reorganization of spatial social 

relations, then represents an intensification of threats to resource access, land rights, and 

political autonomy among populations whose existing marginality is taken advantage of 

by planners and powerful interests allied to them. 

DISASTER AS OPPORTUNITY 
 “There is opportunity to get back to a planned tourism industry. We have 
identified three areas where earlier there was no tourism zone. We have now got the 
opportunity to really build a planned tourist resort in three of those areas where actually 
whatever small tourism industry infrastructure was there, it has now been destroyed and 
therefore, we can now rebuild all over again from scratch.” 
Prathap Ramanujam, Secretary, Minister of Tourism, Sri Lanka.2 
                                                
2 Rebuilding Southeast Asia's Tourism Industry Post Tsunami, Nightly Business Review, 
03/01/05, http://www.nightlybusiness.org/  [Accessed 09/04/2010] 
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"We finally cleaned up public housing in New Orleans. We couldn't do it, but God did." 
Richard Baker, prominent Republican Congressman, Baton Rouge, Louisiana, in the 
aftermath of Hurricane Katrina.3 
 
“Government of India believe that this terrible calamity has also left in its wake an 
opportunity to put in place a level of infrastructure and services in the affected areas of a 
level which would be far higher than that destroyed by the Tsunami.”  
Manmohan Singh, Prime Minister of India.4 
 

 Each of the above quotes are statements issued by powerful individuals pointing 

to what they saw as “opportunities” in the wake of major natural disasters.  In the 

aftermath of the devastating Haitian earthquake in January 2010, the World Bank's East 

Asia and Pacific Region's Disaster Management Team's Regional Coordinator wrote an 

entry on the Bank's blog titled “Haiti earthquake: Out of great disasters comes great 

opportunity.” As historical precedent he cited past disasters like the the great fire of 

London in 1666 and the Lisbon earthquake in 1755, which spurred reconstruction efforts 

resulting in “better building regulations,” a “new metropolis” and better infrastructure.  

Similarly, the great fire of Copenhagen in 1795 is said to have resulted in the creation of 

a credit association for homeowners, the “precursor of modern mortgage markets.”  

Despite the problematic nature of these claims being couched in a narrow post-factual 

reading of history, whereby outcomes are attributed causally to the disaster, their 

invocation illustrates ongoing shifts in thinking among powerful decision-makers and 

shapers of large-scale transnational and global agendas.  What all these statements share 

                                                
3 Clamoring to Come Home to New Orleans Projects, New York Times, 06/06/2006, 
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/06/06/us/nationalspecial/06housing.html Accessed 09/04/2010 
4 Tsunamii: A Report to the Nation, Manmohan Singh, Prime Minister's Office, June 3, 2006, 
http://pmindia.nic.in/tsunamibody.htm Accessed 09/04/2010 
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is a common understanding that something that was not possible prior to the disaster 

became possible in its wake: disasters are terrible events no doubt, but they are also 

opportunities. 

 

 The connections made between disaster and opportunity as articulated in the 

above three statements derive significance not merely as articulations of the desires or 

expectations of institutionally powerful players but more importantly as allusions to, and 

invocations of ideas that already command significant power among particular publics.  

In each statement the speaker identifies in 'opportunity' something that extends beyond 

the domain of disaster relief.  Implicitly, the victims of the disaster in each case are 

identified through the lens of opportunity as economically, socially and politically 

problematic subjects of power.  This view of disaster as opportunity necessarily conflates 

the optimism of the humanitarian imperative with a view that sees in the disaster the 

removal of social and political barriers to economic agendas and their spatial projects.  

Coastal tourism in Sri Lanka could not expand for several reasons including the presence 

of coastal fisher communities.  In the aftermath of the tsunami efforts were underway to 

transform coastal lands into tourism zones, with fishers relegated to temporary shelters or 

permanent housing in inland locations, as the U.K. Charity Tourism Concern reported in 

2005 (Rice 2005).  The Louisiana politician reveals in his celebratory outburst that the 

'removal' of public housing, an underhanded reference in American conservative 

discourse for predominantly African American working class communities, was indeed a 

high priority before the hurricane.  New Orleans became a laboratory for the radical 
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application of policies designed to transfer public resources to private hands through the 

decimation of public housing and public education.  The statement by the Indian Prime 

Minister tells us that the pre-disaster situation prevented the possibility of “higher level” 

infrastructure and services – without specifically referring to the populations represented 

variously as potential subjects of, or more recently under neoliberalism, hindrances to, 

the possibilities of developmental modernity.  In effect, what the invocation of disaster as 

opportunity reveals is that in each case, a prevailing set of conditions deriving from 

social, political and economic relations between subjects and sovereigns, held at bay the 

very activities and processes that are cast in the aftermath of the disaster as 

“opportunity.” 

'BUILDING BACK BETTER' IN NAGAPATTINAM 
  

 In this dissertation I examine the impacts of post-tsunami reconstruction on 

economic development priorities in Nagapattinam district of Tamil Nadu state in South 

India.  Cast by planners as an 'opportunity' to 'build back better,' reconstruction involved 

a radical separation between economic development and humanitarian aid, with the 

former covering infrastructure projects such as ports and harbors, and the latter the life 

needs of the affected population.  Yet even though the economic needs of subjects of 

humanitarian aid were disconnected from the economic development envisioned in port 

and harbor projects, their dislocation from the coast was partially achieved through the 

mutual constitution of these two processes.  The distinction between economic 

development and humanitarian aid therefore refers to a division of tasks between 
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reorganizing coastal space and managing populations affected by this reorganization.  

The separation also presumed a division of labor, with state or private capitalist entities 

undertaking the former while a diverse group of NGOs attended to the latter.  While the 

latter entered into partnerships with the state government and thereby remained aloof 

from the substantive question of fisher claims over coastal land, their diversity raises 

questions about the types and quality of intervention, especially as they pertain to the 

interests of their primary beneficiaries, the fisher communities. 

 

 Since the primary focus of NGO work in Nagapattinam was on housing 

construction, I examine relocation also in terms of its mostly negative impacts, the 

manner in which housing was represented as a gift, despite the conditions that it imposed, 

and in the ways in which recipients of housing responded to these gifts, treating them as 

assets for instance.  Moreover in spite of the gift, fishers, sometimes as individual 

households, or other times as entire communities reclaimed their coastal homes.  The gap 

between design and execution which characterizes the work of governance in India, was 

also evidenced in post-tsunami reconstruction, both with regard to the dysfunctionalities 

characterizing NGO housing, as well as the manner in which fishers continue to assert 

their claims over coastal lands albeit in particular cases and under some circumstances.  

At the heart of the process of reconstruction were people who faced relocation, who were 

expected to become new humanitarian subjects, but who responded otherwise, asserting 

their autonomy over thehave been  decisions they made.  In resisting terms set by the 

state and mediated through the NGOs, fishers also bypassed the ethical requirements of 
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true humanitarian subjects. Examining the ways in which they responded, the conditions 

of possibility for collective acts of resistance, and the limits of such actions allows for a 

consideration of how politics operates at local levels.   

 

 Despite substantial differences between NGOs, humanitarianism is tied to global 

cycles of accumulation, and as such can also be thought of in terms of its circulatory and 

reproductive features, particularly in regards to the accumulation of symbolic capital 

through conferring the gift.  Disaster capitalism in effect deploys opportunity and 

vulnerability on the one hand, but also generosity and compassion on the other, to push 

for spatial changes that are deemed economically desirable.  The necessitated 

reorganization of populations achieved through humanitarian aid is as such constitutive 

of the pursuit of opportunity, and not separate from it.  To the extent that particular sites 

were identified for economic development, their transformation saw little direct 

resistance despite increased hardships for relocated fishers.  However in issues arising out 

of humanitarian aid's housing gift, tacit arrangements with the local levels of government 

were possible.  So while the state built an alliance with multilateral agencies such as the 

World Bank and deployed NGOs to lead the humanitarian agenda centered on housing 

construction, populations expected to become new humanitarian subjects responded in 

ways that complicated and subverted the strategic goals of reconstruction.   

 

 How may we think of all of these three related processes together?  Merely 

describing them as constitutive of a general “dynamic” of reconstruction does not help 
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make sense of the moorings of these envisioned changes in the trajectory of neoliberal 

capitalism.  At the same time, there is also the danger of seeing this as a story of 

capitalism in motion with the intended subjects of its power becoming mere effects and 

externalized costs of expansion.  By proposing the term disaster capitalism, I seek to 

capture all three processes within a framework that attends to both the accumulation 

strategies unfolding under the rubric of reconstruction via economic development 

agendas, and the humanitarian domain of soft power, where consent is sought to be won 

in favor of these changes despite the fact that the envisioned changes negatively impact 

the economic interests of intended beneficiaries of humanitarianism.  

 

DISASTER CAPITALISM 
 
 This dissertation uses the term disaster capitalism in two specific and related 

senses: first as a strategy advanced by a partnership of states, multilateral finance 

institutions, and private capital, for the expansion of possibilities for capital accumulation 

in the aftermath of disasters, and second, as the strategic deployment of humanitarian 

'soft power' to win the consent of and manage populations sought to be spatially 

reorganized to facilitate envisioned changes.  The double definition is intended to address 

all three of the following: the push for neoliberal priorities in regards to coastal land use, 

the concomitant strategies deployed to 'manage' populations affected by these unfolding 

spatial agendas, and the responses of these intended 'humanitarian subjects' to these new 

spatial agendas.  The general set of conditions produced by the interplay of state and 
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NGO led reconstruction on the one hand, with the varied responses of intended 

beneficiaries and subjects of humanitarianism constitutes a terrain to examine the 

advantages and limitations of disaster capitalism, particularly as advanced through the 

“public-private partnership” that drives it, but also in light of the tacit and active 

resistance of populations to these changes.  At its heart, disaster capitalism combines 

strategies of accumulation with humanitarianism through the interplay of the ideas of 

'opportunity' and the humanitarian 'gift.' 

 

 A crucial component of this strategy is to advance the process of reconstruction 

not merely as an effort to replace built environments, or to fulfill goals of modernization 

or development, but primarily as a humanitarian act designed to “build back better” both 

the lives of communities and the built environment.  The humanitarian imperative 

provides a discursive and practical set of strategies that work in conjunction with state 

objectives, broadly along lines of what I describe in this study as a 'service delivery' 

model.  Humanitarian work involves the creation of new subjectivities deemed better and 

more responsible, staying true to new moral standards including respect for signed 

agreements with the state, as was required in relinquishing claims on the coast by 

Nagapattinam's fisher communities.  In exchange, fishers received the gift of housing 

from the NGO.  This gift which represents an opportunity for the NGO to gain symbolic 

capital, presupposes the loss of coastal rights by its beneficiary, and as such is not a 

disinterested gift, but something more.  Beyond being a replacement for a lost house, the 

NGO gift became a bribe to vacate the coast, facilitating the transfer of coastal lands to 
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the state while the act of giving this gift translated into symbolic and economic capital for 

the NGO.  The exchange was in effect a hidden process of accumulation, designed to 

facilitate the spatial transformations demanded by the state-capital partnership.  Thus the 

mutual constitution of economic development and humanitarian aid works both in the 

actual process of reconstruction when specific priorities required the eviction of people, 

but also in a more general sense tied to the accumulation of symbolic capital.  In this 

second sense, the NGO gift of housing to beneficiaries is only one part of a tripartite 

structure of accumulation that revolves around the gift, that I engage with in detail in 

Chapter 7.  Thus through the lens of disaster capitalism we can see how accumulation 

characterizes the productive work of humanitarianism, not merely giving, but exchanging 

and thereby profiting. 

 

 The intended subjects of humanitarianism however retained an ambiguous 

relationship to it, displaying substantial autonomy in deciding what was in their best 

interests even if it meant ignoring the terms that made them beneficiaries of new houses.  

Since these transgressive subjects are the very producers who supply fish to local, 

regional and global markets, their resistance to the disciplinary demands of 

humanitarianism also directly derives from the defense of their economic interests 

threatened by disaster capitalism's economic development agenda.  As such an 

examination of the actual outcomes of disaster capitalism as a strategy of the “public 

private partnership” between the state, multilateral institutions and NGOs, must also 

address how it achieved consensus and conformity on the one hand, but also how it was 



 14 

resisted or subverted on the other.  Capitalism is after all about resistance as much as it is 

about domination, and in Nagapttinam, the prerogatives of economic development had to 

also negotiate power with existing structures and practices, the political society of 

populations who despite the humanitarian agenda's lofty goals in this regard, remained 

outside the realm of citizenship and rights. 

 

 But how is post-disaster reconstruction any different from the routinized 

processes of expropriation underway in so many parts of India?  It may be argued that 

what happens in the aftermath of a disaster is merely the acceleration of what always 

goes on in many places under “normal” conditions.  In this view, the disaster merely 

punctuates the normal stream of events, and if evictions and expropriation of resources 

take place under normal conditions, what is different about post-disaster reconstruction is 

merely the fact that it was enacted as a humanitarian event.  In response we may note that 

while the goals of expanding the reach of global capitalism remain common, the crucial 

difference lies in the strategy deployed to enable the sought after changes, particularly as 

they pertain to populations deemed problematic.  Deploying humanitarianism as the 

means to achieve the end of relocation, reconstruction shifted the focus of politics onto 

the production of consent.  This was clearly not the strategy used in the 1990s when 

shrimp farms were encouraged by the state and the affected local fishers and 

agriculturalists were expected to accept the fallout of these new threats to their 

livelihoods and lands as a necessary condition of national modernity.  Moreover, in this 

era NGOs working with the local communities in fact adopted a 'social movement' model 
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of intervention, mobilizing communities around opposition to shrimp farms and leading 

legal battles to secure threatened rights over the coast.  There was little scope for a 

humanitarian imperative here since the question was starkly about the pro-capitalist state 

and the resistant population in alliance with sympathetic NGOS.   

 

 The tsunami however provided a new basis for the state to re-imagine the uses of 

coastal lands simply because those who had proved to be formidable opponents to state-

led encouragement of shrimp farms were now devastated by widespread death and 

destruction.  The scale of transformation was also region-wide, and not only limited to a 

select few sites deemed vulnerable or conversely, as sites of opportunity for investment.  

The region-wide scale of the post-tsunami reconstruction project embodies both 

continuities as well as radical shifts in forms of appropriation and spatial transformations 

common elsewhere.  The hegemonic power of “improvement” and “opportunity” 

justifying large-scale spatial transformation in this case however rests upon the 

simultaneous working of humanitarianism and its discursive arsenal centered on the 

provision of the “gift” of “free” housing.  The difference here could be illustrated by 

comparing relocation with displacement resulting from other projects advanced primarily 

under the rubric of “economic development.”  Thus for instance, one common feature of 

previous struggles against forced displacement was the demand from those affected, often 

through the mediation of NGOs, that governments live up to rehabilitation and 

compensatory obligations, since displaced populations often found themselves living in 
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“temporary” sites for decades as in the case of populations displaced by large dam 

projects throughout the “development” decades and beyond.   

 

 In post-tsunami reconstruction, this demand was in a sense anticipated and 

addressed by the state government, by advancing reconstruction simultaneously as an 

economic development initiative and a humanitarian agenda.  As such, displacement 

itself became construed in the propaganda of the planners and NGOs providing housing, 

as an “improvement” to the lives of fishers, disregarding their locational interests and 

socio-cultural attachments to coastal lands.  As such this study argues that post-tsunami 

reconstruction represents a distinct shift in the ways in which states fashion projects that 

inevitably require mass displacement of populations.  No longer are populations simply 

asked to sacrifice for development or progress, but instead are required to accept their 

new conditions as displaced, relocated humanitarian subjects as an improvement in itself.  

This emphasis on establishing consent as the basis for relocation of course partially 

worked for NGOs, which by outwardly projecting themselves as unselfish actors driven 

only by values of compassion and generosity easily won the goodwill of their intended 

beneficiaries. 

 

 But it remains true that the shift is merely one of strategy and not of the goals of 

economic development.  The reconstitution of states as full-fledged facilitators of 

neoliberal capitalism occurred along the same trajectory of changes that envisioned the 

drastic reduction of state involvement in social functions, ushering in the dominant role 
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of a non-governmental sector.  It is this sector that serves as the model for humanitarian 

intervention in the context of disasters.  With neoliberal capitalism playing an 

increasingly dominant role in the organization of social life throughout India, there is a 

strong push towards aligning post-disaster outcomes with the prerogatives of market 

liberalization, privatization of state assets and reorientation of production and exchange 

towards global markets.  With an overwhelming focus on attracting investment, state 

governments have intensified efforts to engineer the transformation of landscapes and 

redraw spatial social boundaries demarcating and supporting interests deemed relevant to 

an economy of capital accumulation.  As such state power in attempting to engineer a 

regional spatial transformation, invokes a broader discourse of economic expansion 

driven by private capital facilitated by or sometimes in partnership with the state.  In 

Nagapattinam in particular, the reconstruction agenda sought the eviction of entire 

communities of mostly artisanal fishers from the coast while expanding ports and 

harbors, and paving the way for the expansion of tourism.  Such an agenda did not occur 

in a vacuum, but within the wider context of continuing efforts to reshape the coastal 

geography by promoting large scale commercial fishing, shrimp farms, industries, and 

ports, paving the way for the outright commercial exploitation of the entire Indian coast 

by a host of private and state interests increasingly attuned to the needs of global 

capitalism. 
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THEORETICAL ORIENTATIONS 
 
 This study will draw upon scholarly approaches that help shed light on the 

accumulation strategies of global capitalism, shifting emphasis on forms of soft power vis 

a vis humanitarianism, and the problematic terrain of consent production, where politics 

straddles domains of civil and political society, exemplifying the fundamental disjuncture 

between visions of consent production and the negotiated, tentative and contingent 

practices identified with contestation and maneuver.  As such this study is engaged in 

dialogue with three trends in the scholarship: first, literature that explicitly focuses on 

disasters as an arena of study, second, literature that focuses on systemic analyses of 

global capitalism, particularly in terms of accumulation and governance strategies, and 

finally the domain intersecting soft power strategies like humanitarianism and popular 

politics, specifically in social orders characterized by the dominance of political society. 

 

 A range of scholars from a variety of disciplinary and professional backgrounds 

are writing today about disasters.  Academics increasingly focus on a host of issues 

arising from disasters including concerns with the unequal terrain of vulnerability, and 

how relief agencies and humanitarian efforts could better address the needs of 

marginalized populations reeling under the combined effects of existing pre-disaster 

vulnerabilities intensified by the disaster (Oliver-Smith and SM Hoffman 1999; S 

Hoffman and Oliver-Smith 2002; Bankoff, Frerks, and Hilhorst 2004; Blaikie 1994; 

Lewis 1999).  At the same time, there is an emerging body of literature around the work 
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of professionals associated with relief and multilateral agencies, spanning policy 

guidelines and reports.  This broad “literature” addresses internal audiences consisting of 

relief agencies, multilateral institutions, NGOs, government representatives, corporate 

decision makers and so on, but also represents their work and goals to audiences 

consisting of existing or potential donors, and general publics.  The general focus of both 

these sorts of writing is the improvement of relief and reconstruction work, with an eye 

on connecting strategies for reducing vulnerabilities, to goals of economic development.5  

With an overwhelming focus on improving the practices associated with what is 

increasingly referred to as “disaster management,” academics and specialists in various 

relief and development agencies provide a rich body of arguments that explicitly connect 

knowledge and practice in the realm of disasters.   

 
 Yet what is conspicuously absent from consideration in policy-centered writings 

about disasters is a critical perspective on the relationship between disasters and the 

political economy of contemporary capitalism, both at the level of developing an 

understanding of the causal factors, as for instance relationships between existing 

neoliberal policies driving mangrove deforestation, sand mining and shrimp farms and 

the increase of vulnerabilities as a result, or on the broader implications arising from 

increased control and consolidation of land and resources, and the spatial reorganization 

of people in lieu of these changes under the rubric of disaster management.  Studies that 

                                                
5 The “Hyogo Framework for Action,” produced in 2005 under the auspices of the United Nations 
International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (UNISDR), calls for all developmental initiatives to integrate 
disaster reduction strategies into their frameworks. 
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focus explicitly on the relationship between mega events like disasters and the unequal 

terrain of multiple power relationships serve to fill the lacuna noted above (Fortun 2001; 

Hewitt 1997; Hewitt 1983).  By referring to earthquakes in Guatemala and more recently 

in Haiti, as 'classquakes' for instance, scholars shifted attention to the social structures 

that not only are affected by a natural disaster, but actually shape and constitute the 

experience of the event as a disaster (Pelling, 2003, chap. 3).  What emerges after the 

disaster is viewed in these perspectives as being directly related to what prevailed prior to 

the disaster – the economic, social and political marginalization of populations – 

rendering them vulnerable through things like choice of physical location in dangerous 

areas prone to suffer more from effects of a disaster, as well as structures and patterns of 

access to goods, services, knowledges, and competencies,  necessary for protection prior 

to the disaster, or recovery following the disaster. 

 
 While these works crucially relate disasters to social orders including capitalist 

globalization, they continue to perceive disasters as violent interruptions in an otherwise 

relatively seamless trajectory of social life, and generally fall short of pushing the 

analysis towards viewing disasters as productive events imbricated within the same 

structures and practices of contemporary capitalism, its historical and geographical 

features, its strategies of advancing accumulation or producing consent, and its systemic 

moorings in theories of unconstrained growth and expansion.  For this it would be useful 

to turn towards the rich body of analysis pertinent to neoliberalism, the specific form of 
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capitalism that dominates in the contemporary era, and its systemic, strategic and 

consequential features.   

 

 Within existing analysis there are clear pointers towards elucidating both the 

impetus towards accumulation and expansion, but also towards deepening forms of 

control that are distinct to neoliberalism.  Neoliberalism especially in this double sense 

(accumulation and governance) is very relevant to an understanding of the direction and 

impetus of post-disaster economic and social priorities.  But any consideration of how 

post-disaster priorities actually become manifest in specific projects, must also engage 

with the question of subjectivity and how people cast in particular ways by planners, 

respond to these plans and sometimes recenter questions of community and citizenship in 

terms that may challenge the views and objectives of planners.  How is popular politics 

brought to bear upon the terrain of post-disaster recovery, especially when this involves 

renegotiating fundamental questions of land, access, resources, and rights? 

  

Neoliberalism: accumulation and expansion 
 
 In recent years scholarship has become increasingly focused on the relationship 

between changes in capitalism on the one hand, and the emergence of new modes of 

governance suited to and resulting from these changes.  Neoliberalism or neoliberal 

capitalism is seen as a shift involving on the one hand the radical reorganization on a 

global scale, of production, circulation and consumption, and on the other the 
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generalization of modes of governance that emphasize individual self-regulation and a 

minimal role for the state in serving social needs.  Flexibility in production and the 

attendant acceleration of circulation and consumption on a global scale produce 

opportunities for accumulation but also depends upon the concurrent transformation of 

social relations seen as barriers.  If on the one hand flexible accumulation demands 

flexibility in both the organization and characteristics of labor (Ong 2006; Harvey 1989), 

it also demands the loosening of controls on access to resources and markets through the 

transformation of relations between populations and the state (Duménil and Lévy 2004).  

Thus the social welfare state in the west and its developmentalist counterpart in the post-

colonial third world became sites for radical reorganization of state-subject relationships, 

as governments reduced budgetary allocations for social needs and embarked instead on 

finding ways to attract global capital.  Privatization of public assets, liberalization of 

trade and investment, and the globalization of production and exchange became 

hallmarks of the neoliberal Washington Consensus from the early 1970s.  These changes 

were accompanied by assaults on gains achieved by labor as well as marginalized 

sections of the population.  In areas of the world where capital's embeddedness was 

partial, existing arrangements that impeded the demands of investment and access to 

resources were sought to be radically transformed through direct appropriation (Harvey, 

2003, 137).  “Accumulation by dispossession” or primitive accumulation may have been 

justified in the development era in the name of “national interest” or “progress,” 
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demanding sacrifices of populations deemed primitive and therefore either potential 

subjects of, or barriers to development.6   

 

 In describing the globalized field of production, circulation and consumption, 

scholars have become increasingly attuned to the need for a consideration of the 

geographical aspects of change.  Focusing on the manner in which social worlds are 

increasingly integrated into global fields, Appadurai for instance introduced multiple 

“scapes” (ethno, media, techno, finance and ideo) to account for the particular ways in 

which globalization manifest (Appadurai 1996).  Through these spatially spread fields 

globalization integrates societies by reshaping understandings and behaviors and 

traversing the boundedness of nation states, dislodging earlier state-centric conceptions of 

a world consisting of centers and peripheries.  Similarly Castells points to the increasing 

density of communications networks connecting societies, as a sign of a reorientation 

towards a new form of global sociality unencumbered by, and challenging the centrality 

of states as containers of social life (Castells 2000).  What these views of globalization 

hold in common is an optimistic view of the possibilities inhering within shifts in 

relationships between states and subjects as new forms of connectedness and movement 

come to replace the state as the locus of local and global orders.   

 

                                                
6 Primitive accumulation is a term originally used by Marx and refers to an originary direct 
appropriation as distinct from surplus extraction which is the form of accumulation dependent upon the 
generalization of wage labor, and not to the presumed attributes of those being targeted by capital. 
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 Scholars examining the impacts of neoliberalism on societies across the world 

present perspectives that highlight the inherent dangers, instabilities and injustices 

wrought on populations as their social and ecological worlds are integrated into processes 

of global capital accumulation.  Networks and mediascapes may abound with possibilities 

for linkages between hitherto disparate populations, but networks also serve the 

acceleration of processes of production and circulation, thereby increasing the intensity 

with which the quest for investment drives social policies (Sawyer 2004; Postero 2005; 

Martinez-Alier 2002).  States, instead of being seen as relics of a past order, have in fact 

become key players in facilitating and enforcing new orders predicated on privatization, 

liberalization and globalization.  These processes of course are neither pre-given nor 

complete, and scholars recently have reminded us about the necessity of moving beyond 

static conceptions of space and spatiality in thinking about changes in the global order 

(Tsing 2005).  There are important differences in the ways in which particular sites 

become integrated into or excluded from processes of accumulation, having to do with 

opportunities for accumulation (locational advantages, infrastructure, existing patterns of 

integration into wider circuits of accumulation, competition, etc.), but also resistance by 

populations to patterns of expropriation and resulting marginalization.   

 

 Thus significant unevenness characterizes globalization, with some regions more 

firmly integrated than others as the expansive tendencies of capital have to contend with 

local conditions (Harvey 2001; Ferguson 2006).  Complexity in the ways in which capital 
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is already embedded in the region, substantive differences between NGOs on political 

engagement with populations, and resistance by populations to envisioned changes 

together present a difficult terrain for trying to understand the workings of disaster 

capitalism.  However it is in this messiness, this incompleteness, and therefore openness 

represented by the terrain of operation for disaster capitalism that analysis can determine 

the applicability or limits of models of power such as the 'state of exception' and the 

verticality and encompassment of power they presume, or for that matter the search for a 

pure substrate of resistance realizable through the coagulation of heterogeneous forces 

around common, contingent agendas, with solidarities envisioned along horizontal 

rhizomatic axes (Hardt and Negri 2001; 2005).  It is in the dense and overlapping 

domains of state and civil society, population and political society, driven on the one 

hand by neoliberal globalization, but also tempered and shaped by the resistance and 

autonomy of intended beneficiaries, that the goals, demands, opportunities and limits to 

disaster capitalism may be traced. 

Security and the state of exception 
 
 But in the late neoliberal era this process and the wider generalization of capital's 

expansive and intrusive reach, rely increasingly upon invoking and deploying power over 

populations in the name of security, and refashioning social relations accordingly.7  As 

                                                
7 Current military operations in Central India exemplify this form of intervention, with a massive 
campaign called “Operation Green Hunt” ostensibly directed against Maoist guerrillas, but intended to 
enable the opening up of massive tracts of Adivasi lands to domestic and multinational mining 
corporations.  See (Zizek 2010)  



 26 

Klein presciently notes, the plunder of resources and enforcement of radical neoliberal 

policies made possible by physical destruction through warfare, is directly related to the 

pursuit of the same in the aftermath of a disaster (Klein 2007).  

 

 Comparable to wars in the sense that physical destruction is sharply and violently 

punctuated into the rhythms and flows of life, disasters represent in this view, 

opportunities for the enforcement of what may otherwise be unpopular objectives.  In 

this, a broader pattern may be discerned whereby devastation is perceived as a “cleaning 

of the slate,” making it possible for interventions on hitherto unimaginable scales.  Klein 

draws attention to this relationship embodied in the ideological innovation of the “shock 

doctrine,” through which populations reeling under the shock of disasters or wars are 

subjected to economic shock therapy, entire social worlds re-engineered by accelerated 

processes of appropriation and spatial reorganization (2007).  The shock doctrine 

facilitates the rapid acquisition of hitherto inaccessible resources as for instance in Iraq 

following its invasion by the U.S., or the dismantling and privatization of existing public 

social goods such as housing, schools and medical facilities, as in the case of New 

Orleans following Hurricane Katrina.  The general idea is that populations traumatized by 

massive destruction are less likely to resist enforced changes, especially when these 

changes are cast as positive interventions in the public perception.  Displacement, 

appropriation, forced transformation of economic and social orders, are cast as responses 

appropriate to the fundamental challenge posed by the disaster, that of security. 
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 Disaster zones are also increasingly becoming sites for military operations, with 

the idea of security taking on new meanings.8  While earlier interventions in areas 

affected by disasters often involved the use of military forces for the explicit purpose of 

rescuing people, contemporary disaster responses increasingly involve military 

interventions in order to secure spaces deemed to be unsafe.  In this form of response the 

arena of the disaster looks very similar to that of a war, as in the case of New Orleans 

where U.S. soldiers used 'urban warfare' tactics to 'secure' spaces where alleged 'holdouts' 

were said to be refusing and hindering rescue efforts, or in policing survivors in relief 

camps.  In Sri Lanka and in Aceh, Indonesia the connection between security of the 

military form, and post-disaster operations undertaken under the rubric of 

humanitarianism, were made emphatically by governments eager to win advantages in 

political-military conflicts involving the tsunami-affected populations.  In these 

operations the militarization of post-disaster responses however serve two functions, one 

to enable processes of spatial reorganization, and two, to facilitate an orderly transition 

into the containing agendas of humanitarian aid.  Victims must become proper 

humanitarian subjects and cannot be allowed to demonstrate unwillingness or hostility to 

the processes necessitating this transformation.   

                                                
8 Fassin notes for instance that the coupling of military power with humanitarianism has a long and 
complex history that can partially be traced back to the role of the Red Cross in twentieth century wars, as a 
self-identified neutral body concerned with the alleviation of human suffering.  Since the 1990s 
humanitarian motives have been invoked publicly as justifications for several wars conducted by the U.S. 
often labeled with appropriately humanitarian names like “Operation Restore Hope” in Somalia.  The 
invasions of Afghanistan and Iraq were also cast as efforts to rescue hapless populations from the clutches 
of dangerously oppressive regimes as were wars on Yugoslavia and Panama.  Humanitarianism has thus 
been appropriated by states seeking ways to legitimize their actions, even as humanitarian organizations 
find themselves in increasingly close relationships with governments and state institutions. (Fassin 2007)  
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 The invocation of emergency powers in the event of a disaster is typically 

intended to enable interventions that may be encumbered if subject to normal processes.  

More generally conceived, a 'state of exception' is when the state asserts sovereign power 

by overturning its own legal limitations.  The law is sacrosanct to everybody within its 

sovereign jurisdiction, but the state can overturn even the law in the interests of 

sovereignty.  Following Benjamin's prescient observation that “the tradition of the 

oppressed teaches us that the “emergency situation” in which we live is the rule,   

(Benjamin, 1969, 257)” scholars identify in the totalizing force of the contemporary 

security state exemplified by the United States, an embodiment of this tendency to 

generalize the state of exception (Fassin & Vasquez, 2005, 389).  Describing Agamben's 

critique of humanitarianism, Adi Ophir notes that the “inclusive exclusion” exemplified 

in the camp housing victims of disasters serves to protect them but to also enable actions 

that restrict or even eliminate ways of life and life itself.  It is in this sense that 

humanitarian aid is constitutive to the exercise of power by the state since it completes 

the separation of individuals and groups from their existence as citizens and subjects of 

sovereignty, and reduces them to bare life.  The state of exception presents to the 

humanitarian “a moment when the fate of the other becomes constitutive for the activity 

and attitude of the self. (Ophir, 2007, 166-174).”  While the idea of the state of exception 

sheds light on the workings of power in the aftermath of a disaster, the dynamics that 

unfold in the processes of reconstruction require clarification from other perspectives.  

Particularities of space and place also shape the ways in which the visions of planners 
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manifest as actual outcomes.  As such it would also be useful to consider how 

humanitarianism works in post-disaster situations when it already exists as part of the 

'normal' course of life, especially as a result of neoliberal reforms.  

 

The production of consent 
 
 With the reduction of state involvement in providing social services to 

populations and the privatization of state functions, NGOs and other entities broadly 

identifiable under the rubric of “civil society” have become ubiquitous players in the 

everyday lives of millions.  Delivering various forms of social services, these entities, 

seen by some scholars as transmitters of 'state effects,' nevertheless serve as the primary 

means by which practices of self-regulation are inculcated among beneficiaries, and 

dependence on the state discouraged.  Scholars have also pointed to the ways in which 

the broad humanitarian imperative that drives NGO work tacitly depoliticizes its 

beneficiaries by shifting the focus away from demands on the state and encouraging self-

reliance and restraint instead (Ferguson 1990; Fisher 1997; Leve and Karim 2001; Kamat 

2002; Karim 2001).  The wider category of civil society that NGOs belong to is also 

considered elitist on account of its moorings in notions of citizenship and private property 

(Chatterjee 2004).  Other approaches to investigating the role of civil society and NGOs 

in contemporary societies focus on the ways in which these entities mediate neoliberal 

agendas “enabling and enacting structural change” (Richard 2009), or as transmitters of 
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“state effects (Trouillot 2001)” expanding the reach of state power into hitherto 

inaccessible domains of social life.  However others point out that the expansion of civil 

society may also open up empowering possibilities for marginalized populations that may 

utilize their services to advance politics that may not have been possible earlier (Cohen 

and Arato 1992).  Citing the failure of both liberal democracy and totalitarian regimes in 

expanding democracy, civil society is said to represent a third path that could potentially 

“guarantee the autonomy of the modern state and economy while simultaneously 

protecting civil society from destructive penetration and functionalization by the 

imperatives of these two spheres (1992, 25).”  Perspectives of the spatial characteristics 

of states also point out that in particular ways the encompassing and vertical power of the 

state may be destabilized by the emergence of new transnational modes of governance, 

centered on a global “grassroots” politics (Ferguson and Gupta 2002). 

 

 These two divergent views of civil society become less incompatible once we 

question the assumed homogeneity of the terrain upon which states of exception may be 

sought to be generalized under the rubric of humanitarianism.  Different types of NGOs 

may be operative in post-disaster contexts, including those whose origins may not be in 

the neoliberal shift away from the welfare or developmental state, but in the era of social 

movements opposing the ravages of state-led development projects for instance (Omvedt 

1993).  Differences may also be rooted in divergent understandings of politics, as for 
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instance involvement with popular opposition to the requirements or demands of post-

disaster interventions.   

 

 More importantly the presence of political society, defined as that domain of 

politics excluded from civil society and its grounding in citizenship, presents challenges 

to the ways in which NGOs fashion strategies of engagement.  Political society may be 

responsive at its lower levels to the demands of populations, but it is nevertheless also 

characterized by patron-client relationships that carry with them the implicit threat of 

violence, making them therefore ambiguous and sometimes unseemly domains of politics   

(Stuart Corbridge et al. 2005).  Yet sometimes even civil society endeavors such as the 

pursuit of redress through legal mechanisms may coexist with strategies more suited to 

the demands and goals of political society.  These latter strategies may also be more 

effective in advancing democratization by anchoring demands for rights in ways that 

NGOs cannot.  One particular strategy I present in this study involves making spatial 

claims from autonomous sites of authority distinct from the state, invoking values of 

“moral community” rather than national citizenship.  These are exemplified in open 

defiance of prohibitions on reclaiming coastal lands, treating NGO housing as assets, but 

also through the sacralization of space in order to avert state action.  Moreover, as Doreen 

Massey reminds us, the spatial cannot be considered in exclusion to, or as an associate of 

the temporal (Massey 1994).  Only by thinking in terms of the spatio-temporal can we 

recognize how spatial projects unfold, are engaged with, and in some cases contested 
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with alternative understandings and objectives.  Thus it would also be important to 

consider the complex relationships that people bear with their lands and resources in 

historical-geographical terms, and how these deep relationships shape the ways in which 

NGOs act, even when they sometimes uneasily straddle both civil and political society. 

 

 Finally post-disaster reconstruction as described in this study centers on the 

mobilization of humanitarianism as a consent-producing strategy, notably through the 

agency of the gift.  The gift of housing is deployed in ways that invoke new values 

supplanting older ones particularly in relation to the disciplinary demands of relocation to 

new inland sites, but crucially also are predicated on the elementary condition governing 

relocation, namely the relinquishing of claims on coastal lands and properties.  Thus the 

post-disaster gift economy not only works alongside but also presupposes the 

expectations and demands arising from the strategy of advancing capital accumulation.  

In order to appreciate the significance of the gift economy underwriting disaster 

capitalism in Nagapattinam, this study also draws upon works focusing on the gift on the 

one hand (Godelier 1999; Mauss 2002; Stirrat and Henkel 1997), and symbolic capital 

and its accumulation and movement on the other (Harriss 2002; Fine 2001; Bourdieu 

2001). 
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CHAPTER STRUCTURE 
 
 
 The seven chapters of this dissertation are grouped under three sections.  The first 

section consists of two chapters that provide a background to Nagapattinam, before the 

tsunami and after.  Chapter 1 lays out a historical account detailing the relationship 

between Nagapattinam's coastal fisher population and state-led economic development 

strategies.  The chapter is intended to foreground both the shift in state policy from post-

colonial developmental priorities to those shaped by the demands of a globalizing 

neoliberal economy, and the tenor of political engagement characterizing the NGO 

SNEHA's interventions among fisher villages.  As an important player working closely 

with fisher communities in the district since the late 1980s and navigating a distinct 

political space of humanitarian action, the chapter helps identify key historical features 

pertinent to the organization's role in its engagements in post-tsunami reconstruction.  

Chapter 2 details the aftermath of the tsunami, focusing both on the state and multilateral 

institutional framework for post-tsunami reconstruction, as well as on the impacts of 

relocation on fisher communities.  Primarily centered around the economic 

development/humanitarian aid distinction, reconstruction brought to bear the 

humanitarian power of NGOs and their gift of housing to encourage fisher communities 

to consent to their own alienation from the coast.  By tracing the trajectory of the 

reconstruction agenda to firmly grounded orientations towards neoliberal priorities, the 

chapter foregrounds the emergence of a dual agenda: one dedicated to remaking space by 

modernizing, expanding and opening up coastal spaces for future investment, while the 
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other focused on managing populations inevitably affected by and opposed to the 

necessitated dislocations imposed upon them.  Despite the early emphasis on safety 

driving efforts to convince fishers to accept relocation, housing became an attractive offer 

especially to those who had suffered great losses.  Relocation was touted as a qualitative 

improvement on existing village housing, but in addition to location, structural and other 

quality issues affected the abilities of many fishers to easily adapt to their new houses.  

But housing, as the gift given by NGOs to affected fisher households came with a price 

since eligibility was conditional on relinquishing claims on the coast.  The resulting 

imposition of distance separating centers of social and economic life created new 

pressures for fishers as they had to contend with structural and locational problems, and 

faced increasing financial pressures.  Using data on relocation collected from the coastal 

villages of Nagapattinam and Karaikal (Kallar to Pazhayar), and data collected to 

determine the economic impacts of trying to live in new houses in order to highlight the 

general contours of relocation, the chapter also draws attention to the regional scale and 

impact of post-tsunami reconstruction. 

 

 In the section that follows, each of the three chapters elaborates on the experience 

of relocation by a single fisher village, and considers how despite broad similarities, 

specificities shaped both the experience of relocation and the responses to it for each 

community.  I consider the possibilities and constraints presented by the role of NGOs in 

reconstruction, the particular situations in which power is negotiated with the state and 
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tacit arrangements made, and on the other hand situations when such opportunities are 

less likely especially when humanitarian aid works in 'mutual constitution' with economic 

development in enforcing the logic of relocation and spatial reconfiguration.  I also 

explore the strategies and tactics used by people facing the choice of either becoming 

acquiescent subjects of humanitarianism or redrawing the terms of the gift of housing and 

relocation in novel ways, defying, maneuvering, or sometimes directly resisting the 

dictates and demands of power.  A range of strategies deployed by people to advance 

their claims and challenge or subvert the terms of relocation, shed light on the workings 

of Nagapattinam's fisher political society.  In asserting autonomous grounds for their 

actions, many fishers invoked a subjectivity tied to their own sense of identity and 

economic interest, and subverted or rejected the expectation of becoming full 

humanitarian subjects complicit in their own alienation.  Moreover the humanitarian gift 

economy was also subverted by NGOs allied to fisher interests, notably by the NGO 

SNEHA as described in chapter 5.  By participating in and encouraging rebuilding in 

coastal villages, the organization helped communities reestablish claims on the coast.  

Straddling both the demands of local administration and the NGOs, and those of fisher 

political society, it represented an approach sharply distinct from the dominant “service 

delivery” model shaping the work of most NGOs. 

 

 Chapter 3 shows how the two strategically separated imperatives of disaster 

capitalism – economic development and humanitarian aid, worked together in creating 
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conditions favorable to the objective of dislocating the local population of 

Keechankuppam.  The combination of opportunity and gift in this instance worked to 

reinforce each other directly, and made it difficult for recipients to return to their village.  

The demolition of Keechankuppam bridge exemplifies the profound shift underway as 

popular priorities that once resulted from struggles waged for development, are violently 

replaced by new priorities in the name of development, but which force erstwhile 

development subjects to become compliant humanitarian subjects.  Humanitarianism, far 

from achieving consent among its beneficiaries, could only facilitate a form of 

compliance that may yet change once easier access to the village becomes possible.   

 

 Responses to relocation took on different forms depending on a variety of factors 

including distance, quality of housing, and the ability to return, but also village cohesion.  

Ariyanattutheru, an “urban” village adjacent to the port suffered tremendously from the 

tsunami, but was unable to overcome divisions within the Panchayat and relocated to 

three distant sites.  The outcome however was complicated by individual and collective 

acts of defiance and maneuver, succeeding in winning some concessions from the state.  

How these acts may be understood in terms of their wider political significance requires a 

consideration of politics as it exists in fisher societies.  Strategies used by fishers to 

reclaim coastal land or advance related claims, through the use or threat of direct action, 

or the sacralization of space reflect moorings in an autonomous identity as fishers, but 

also in the concrete and uneven terrain of state-subject relationships.  “Fisher 
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citizenship,” as Ajanta Subramaniam puts it, is a way by which fishers demand both 

recognition and rights, by making claims on state power as fishers (Subramanian 2009).  

This autonomous sense is not merely an expression of “separateness” from the state, but 

is also an attempt to ask to be recognized in a particular way consistent with their own 

specific interests and claims.  Ariyanattutheru's fishers accepted new housing, but for 

many who did, access to the coast remained the basis for their recovery.  In reclaiming 

beach space fishers reasserted a sense of ownership over the coast, maneuvering back 

towards the grey area that constitutes the paralegal relationship with the state.  It is 

recognized as illegal, but since it is recognized it can be navigated.  Through a 

consideration of events that took place in 2008, the chapter concludes with a discussion 

of fisher political society in post-tsunami Nagapattinam, its contradictions particularly in 

relation to Dalits, and the uneasy terrain these present to sympathetic NGOs like SNEHA. 

 

 Through a consideration of how two starkly different NGOs undertook 

reconstruction work on behalf of the residents of Kallar village, chapter 5 helps highlight 

the specific ways in which the humanitarian imperative failed to address the needs of its 

intended beneficiaries, and to achieve the required consent of its beneficiaries to remake 

themselves as relocated humanitarian subjects.  The focus is on identifying key 

differences in the housing strategy of World Vision and SNEHA , as they staked distinct 

positions reflecting the divide separating the vision of planners and the economic needs 

of populations dependent on access to the coast.  The key event marking Kallar's distinct 
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experience with relocation was the virtual abandonment of World Vision's distant 

housing complex located six kilometers near an agricultural village, as fishers returned to 

the coast and put their tsunami houses towards other uses.  Seen through the experiences 

of residents who tried to live in the new complex, a prominent village elder with a 

colorful past who refused to relocate, and recipients of SNEHA's insitu houses on the 

coast, Kallar's rejection of World Vision's humanitarian gift is examined as an act of 

necessity brought about by the inability of its residents to sustain efforts to become 

humanitarian subjects, since this meant to many of them a certain end to their lives as 

fishers. 

 

 The final section consists of two chapters that focus on NGOs as a particularly 

problematic agent of humanitarian action as evidenced in post-tsunami reconstruction.  

The goal of Chapter 5 is to answer the question why most NGOs in Nagapattinam 

worked closely with the state on relocation.  A related question pursued here pertains to 

the specific dispensations demonstrated by NGOs, that explain orientations towards 

engaging politically with the substantive demands and claims of fisher society especially 

on the issue of relocation.  The humanitarian imperative, with its emphasis on the 

adoption of new disciplines of self-regulation in sustaining legality and responsibility, 

centered on winning consent to relocation by offering the gift of housing.  It precluded 

any engagement with the implications of relocation for fishers, and required of its 

recipients as per the state's demands, a complete disavowal of future claims on the coast.  
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This acquiescent humanitarian subject was presumed and promoted by the “service 

delivery” model of engagement, but failed when beneficiaries brought to bear their own 

needs, interests and goals in making decisions.  It is here that the role of SNEHA as a 

distinct type of NGO becomes significant because in shaping its engagement with fisher 

communities, its initiatives seeking to address their housing and locational needs by 

defying or deftly reinterpreting state defined rules, the organization demonstrated an 

ability to straddle both civil society and fisher political society.  The chapter therefore 

concludes with a discussion of the possibilities inhering in, and the limitations posed by 

this ability to maneuver between a commitment to social justice and a need to remain 

anchored in a structure of legitimacy rooted in civil society, in uneasy dialogue with the 

state and its interests. 

 

 Chapter 7 provides a tentative theoretical application of the anthropological study 

of the “gift.”  As already noted, the NGO role in reconstruction centered on building 

houses for affected households, using a “service delivery” approach that did not concern 

itself with the implications of relocation for fishers dependent on proximity to the coast.  

This chapter provides a tentative account of the post-tsunami humanitarian gift economy 

highlighting the reproductive concerns of NGOs as entities linked to global circuits of 

capital, and proposes a framework for tracking how these entities transform 'disposable 

incomes' from donors into gifts, and from representing the act of giving the gift, generate 

symbolic capital that is then targeted at donors to ensure their own continuity.  Yet at the 
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same time as NGOs refrained from engaging with distance as a problem, they actively or 

tacitly sought to win the consent of their beneficiaries, to their own alienation from the 

coast.  Thus some NGOs required recipients of new houses to sign on paper their 

agreement to the state's terms for new housing, and in some cases also physically 

demolished the old houses belonging to their beneficiaries on the coast.  Embodying the 

'soft power' of disaster capitalism, the humanitarian gift extracted the formal consent of 

its beneficiaries to vacate the coast, thereby benefiting the state.  By examining how 

NGOs wielding this 'soft power,' fisher recipients of housing, and the state are positioned 

within the humanitarian gift economy, I propose that the accumulation of symbolic 

capital is not only related in form and structure to that of economic capital, but ought to 

be seen as an important aspect of the accumulation of economic capital itself. 

   

METHODOLOGY 
 
 This study was undertaken between September 2007 and July 2008 in 

Nagapattinam and adjacent Karaikal districts.  During this time I lived in Nagapattinam 

town, and maintained a close relationship with the staff, teachers and young students of a 

small NGO run school dedicated to the Narikurava/Adiyan community, a marginalized, 

landless community considered by locals to be occupationally specialized in begging.  

Though during the later stages of my research I lived independently house in 

Nagapattinam town, I maintained a connection to the school sometimes volunteering to 

take on small tasks with staff or students.  From this location core ethnographic research 
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was conducted among households from three nearby fisher villages in Nagapattinam 

taluk (Keechankuppam, Kallar, Aryanattutheru).  I selected the first two villages for the 

specific purpose that they were both affected by the same set of processes differently.  

Post-tsunami disaster capitalism's mutual constitution of economic development and 

humanitarian aid unfolded at the expense of both villages.  Keechankuppam was directly 

impacted by the harbor expansion project, while Ariyanattutheru suffered both because of 

port expansion and a fragmented village community.  Kallar, the least “urban” of Nagai 

taluk's fisher villages, was notable for its outright rejection of relocated housing by the 

middle of 2008, having experienced the most distant inland relocation in the district.  

Interviews, site visits and participant observation were conducted with SNEHA staff 

while with NCRC, World Vision, Sewa Bharati, and Project Concern International, only 

interviews and site visits.  The nature of reconstruction was such that except for SNEHA, 

these entities were either wrapping up their operations in Nagapattinam or in the case of 

NCRC reducing and transforming their direct engagements with reconstruction.   

 

 In order to gain an understanding of the general features of post-tsunami housing 

construction I conducted two surveys.  The first was a preliminary assessment of the 

impact of relocation on household incomes, expenditure and credit, and was conducted 

among 174 households in the relocation sites of five fisher villages in Nagapattinam 

Taluk.  The second survey was a region-wide documentation of relocation and beach-

space use in the coastal villages of Nagapattinam and adjacent Karaikal, spread from 
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Kallar to Pazhayar.  I utilized a GPS unit to map relocation distances and the spatial 

dimensions of new locations and villages, as well as beach space use by fisher villages 

and non-fishing (infrastructural, industrial, tourism, and forestry) activities along the 

Nagapattinam-Karaikal coast from Kallar in Nagapattinam Taluk to Pazhayar in Sirkazhi, 

bordering Cuddalore district.  Data was also collected on the structural and locational 

features of new housing as reported by randomly sampled households in each of these 

villages. 

Units of analysis: village versus neighborhood 
 
 I use the term “village” to refer to social collectivities bound by common kinship 

ties and location, and engaged in artisanal fishing.  In Nagapattinam town, the 

municipality has jurisdiction over the entire space comprising all sections of the town 

including its coastal communities.  However as shown in this study in the case of 

Ariyanattyutheru, a protracted process of negotiation had to be engaged in by the 

municipal authorities with Ariyanattutheru's leaders, when the Port department required 

the demolition of fisher houses near the newly constructed wall.  The result was a 

compromise and clearly demonstrated that state power at the local level had to be 

negotiated, since intended subjects could deploy strategies invoking a communal identity 

closely tied to their livelihoods.  The point at hand however is that there is a particular 

way in which the strong bond between location and identity among fisher communities, 

informs their practical orientation towards state power.  They did not engage with the 

state as aggrieved municipal subjects of Nagapattinam but as fisher subjects of 
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Ariyanattutheru.  By using the term “village” I intend to draw attention to this tension.  

Ariyanattutheru's residents refer to themselves as an “ooru” even though the name they 

bear as a community translates literally to “Ariyanattu Street.”  Yet Ariya Nattar is a 

direct reference to Pattinavars throught Nagapattinam district, with streets named as such 

in villages such as Velankanni and Tarangamabadi.  The name is thought to connote both 

a connection to trade and an association with caste Hinduism, perhaps popularized by the 

more affluent fishers of these communities.  Similarly Nambiyarkuppam became 

Nambiyarnagar as the village's leaders sought to ascribe a new urban identity, considered 

an appropriate act of elevation for what is after all the head village of the 64 village 

complex in Pattanavar geography (see Chapter 1).  Moreover adding the term 'Nagar' is 

also an act of Sanskritization, consistent with broader historical trends among fishers who 

as in the case of “Ariya Nattar,” described above, maintain an ambiguous though 

autonomous attitude towards the 'high culture' of Brahmanical Hinduism.   

 
 But why “village” and not neighborhood?  Ariyanattutheru no doubt consists of a 

maze of streets with houses of fishers, many permanent constructions that have municipal 

status – house tax, electricity and water connections and so on.  Yet directly adjacent, and 

in some cases arising almost among the permanent houses, are clusters of impermanent 

Kacca houses, homes of Ariyanattutheru's poorer artisanal fishers.  While only a few 

remain now after massive relocation (see Chapter 5), the  point to note here is that 

residents of Ariyanattutheru, whether owners of permanent houses, or those who lived 

closer to the beach in Kacca houses, viewed Ariyanattutheru as a communal identity of 
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fishers, and not as a neighborhood.  Moreover, the 'neighborhood' would practically end 

with the last row of permanent houses, and in that sense, everything beyond it would be 

considered by the state as “illegal” encroachments.  Needless to say Ariyanattutheru's 

residents did not view themselves or their fellow-fishers in such terms, preferring to 

retain a communally solidary sense of 'ooru' or 'kiramam' in conversations when referring 

to themselves, especially when concerning relations with other villages like 

Nambiyarnagar.  In short this relationship between communal identity and place must be 

considered since Ariyanattutheru lies in the physical location of Nagapattinam town's 

coast, but also within a symbolic geography associated with its role as Sabai Kiramam, or 

'conflict resolution' village within the 68 fisher village complex (Arupattuyettu Kiramam 

Panchayat) .  

FINDINGS 
 
 Post-tsunami reconstruction in Nagapattinam demonstrates the interplay between 

a grand vision of regional transformation and its actualization in spatial projects.  

However given the unevenness of the terrain in which capital is embedded, the existing 

patterns of appropriation underway, and the resistance of populations to both these 

patterns and new challenges thrown up by reconstruction, outcomes are not always as 

seamless as multilateral or NGO project plans or state orders may expect.  The study 

demonstrates that disaster capitalism involves both the imperatives of integration and 

incorporation on the one hand, but also exclusion and containment on the other.  If 

economic development agendas like harbor and port construction are perceived to 
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advance the cause of integration into a globalized field of circulation and accumulation, 

they rely upon the imposition of spatial exclusivity and the containment of political 

resistance through the work of humanitarianism.  Humanitarian aid played a crucial role 

by attempting to create new subjects of power acquiescent in processes of their own 

alienation in exchange for the gift of new houses.   

 

 Yet fishers also demonstrated autonomy from the containing power of the 

humanitarian imperative by engaging in individual or collective acts of defiance or 

maneuver.  Over the course of reconstruction fishers sought to redraw the terrain of 

reconstruction placing at the center their own economic interests.  Towards this I 

examined autonomous strategies and tactics pertaining to fisher claims and claim-making 

practices on the coast, the ways in which these influenced the translation of the NGO gift 

of housing as an asset, and the centrality of the idea of fisher political society as a domain 

of politics where a fisher subjectivity rejects and resists but also maneuvers and adjusts in 

accordance with keenly perceived relative assessments of power.  In this process some 

NGOs demonstrate the ability to straddle the opportunities and pressures of both civil and 

political society in order to fashion a distinct space of engagement in solidarity with 

fisher interests.  Finally, the tentative model of a humanitarian gift economy helps clarify 

the relationship between accumulation on the one hand and the humanitarian gift on the 

other.  If advancing the possibilities for accumulation is the goal of the post-tsunami 

economic development agenda, this priority is enabled by the simultaneous working of 
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the humanitarian agenda.  Through the gift, humanitarianism not only ensures its own 

reproduction, but also exacts a cost of its beneficiaries, and facilitates the transfer of land 

from its beneficiaries to the state.  The transformation of the NGO gift into assets and the 

reclaiming of coastal land represents then an act of fisher political society that not only 

rejects a pliant humanitarian subjectivity anticipated in the gift, but also reestablishes the 

grounds for an engagement with the state in the familiar gray area of the paralegal terrain 

of politics. 
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Chapter 1: Nagapattinam – fishers, the state, and an NGO 

 
 
 This chapter seeks to provide a historical background to three distinct facets of 

post-disaster reconstruction in Nagapattinam: the people at the center of the process, the 

predominantly Pattanavar fisher communities of Nagapattinam, their responses to state-

led policies affecting their marine and terrestrial economic interests, and the role of an 

earlier brand of humanitarianism, represented by an NGO called SNEHA.  The 

predominantly Pattanavar fisher caste coastal villages of the district and adjacent Karaikal 

share a rich cultural heritage tying them to the coastal land and its maritime orientations 

and meanings.  Over centuries fisher communities have developed social and cultural 

institutions that afford a distinct identity and sense of place.  How this sense of place 

plays a part in the attachments people have to the land is therefore very central to how 

they would be expected to respond when faced with threats to access, ownership or rights 

over lands occupied in many instances for centuries.  In the post-colonial era two 

important developments presented serious challenges to fisher communities, the first 

starting the in late 1950s in the name of national development and the second beginning 

in the 1980s on behalf of a neoliberal model of globalized production.  By presenting a 

historical account detailing the relationship between Nagapattinam's coastal fisher 

population and state-led economic development strategies, this chapter seeks to 

foreground both the shift in state policy from post-colonial developmental priorities to 

those shaped by the demands of a globalizing neoliberal economy, and the tenor of 



 48 

political engagement of fisher communities.  Especially in the context of the second 

challenge, SNEHA, working closely with fisher communities in the district since the late 

1980s, charted out and navigated a distinct political space of humanitarian action.  A 

historical account of its  interventions and engagements with the fisher communities of 

the region helps identify key historical features pertinent to the organization's role in its 

engagements in post-tsunami reconstruction, which we will encounter in Chapter 2. 

SECTION 1: ETHNOGRAPHIC OVERVIEW 

Introduction 
 
 As Nagapattinam's predominant coastal population reliant on access to the marine 

resource base, fishing communities value the locational advantage accruing from 

proximity to the sea.  While this is periodically thrown into question in the immediate 

aftermath of sea-borne disasters such as the Tsunami of 2004, or periodic cyclones that 

batter the Coromandel coast, they share a sense of the need to balance safety with 

locational advantage.  When posed with the possibility of picking one over the other, 

respondents throughout the coast unanimously voiced a preference for locational 

advantage despite its associated risks.  Yet communities have also voiced concerns over 

the years about threats to physical safety and livelihoods.  Often these concerns resulted 

in demands for local fishing harbors and limited sea-walls, in addition to recognition of 

land ownership by the state. 
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 Historically, fishing villages or hamlets have maintained a quasi-legal standing 

with regard to state recognition of land rights, being identified by the state as populations 

engaging in 'customary' or 'traditional' land uses.  This is the language with which fishing 

communities along the coast of India are recognized by the Coastal Regulation Zone 

Notification.  Historically fishing communities obtained recognition as collectivities, as 

for instance when regional sovereigns or landowners granted lands to entire communities.  

The origin stories of several hamlets suggest such a pattern.  In addition, fishing 

communities also evolved their own institutional mechanisms by which spatial 

boundaries between themselves and other fishing villages, non-fishing villages, and other 

settlements were regulated.  In general, land ownership has historically been understood 

within fishing communities in terms of particular rights within the frameworks and 

limitations of the collective domain of the settlement.  Thus in a sense, the instability 

underlying state recognition of coastal fishing communities' land claims echoes the 

incoherence between communal forms of land ownership and modern notions of 

individual private property.   

 

 Nagapattinam's fishing communities live in coastal villages spread across the 

length of the district.  Despite some differences based on location with respect to semi-

urban areas, or non-fishing uses of coastal space, fishing villages share several important 

features.  In addition to the common fishing economy, caste, kinship and political 

institutions tie together the sixty eight villages stretching from Kodiyampaliyam, the 

northernmost island village of the district which lies north of Pazhayar, to Kodiyakarai 
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and Arcotthurai in the southern fringes of the district, adjacent to Point Calimere, where 

the coast sharply turns westward, and the landscape is dominated by forested marshland 

and extensively cultivated salt-pans. 

 

SOCIO-CULTURAL GEOGRAPHY 

Caste 
 
 The majority of Nagapattinam's fisher communities are of the Pattanavar caste.9  

With few exceptions, fishing villages are almost entirely caste units governed by 

individual caste Panchayats, or ur panchayats.  Even when non-fishing caste groups live 

within fishing villages providing particular services, they are still governed by their own 

separate caste Panchayats.  In such cases, non-Pattanavar groups live in distinct areas of 

the village separate from the Pattanavar household clusters.  There are of course some 

exceptions and complications to this logic as in the cases of Ariyanattutheru in 

Nagapattinam Taluk and Tarangambadi.  In the former, de facto spatial separation exists 

between Hindu and Christian fisher household clusters, with one group concentrated in 

the southern part of the village while the other extends northward.  In the latter case, 

Pattanavar fishing households, in addition to being the only community living in the 

northern part of the village, also live alongside scattered non-fishing households of 

                                                
9 In this section I draw heavily upon Bhaktavatsala Bharati's insightful ethnographic account of 
Pondicherry's Pattanavar communities, a rare ethnographic study of the Coromandel's predominant fisher 
population (Bharathi 1999). 
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Vanniyars, Christians and Muslims in the southern part, an area increasing sought after 

for heritage tourism development. 

 

 Other caste groups in most villages include Dalits, Kudipillais, Vanniyars, 

Chettiyars, Pillais and Naidus.  While fishing is usually the exclusive occupation of 

Pattanavars, the other caste groups provide different fishing-related services such as fish-

packing, diesel-loading, ice making, engine repairs, and so on.  They may also run 

grocery stores, or provide manual labor for a variety of purposes including construction.  

Particular functions such as that of the village messenger are the occupations of 

households belonging to the Kudipillai caste.  In this particular case a messenger earns an 

income based on a regular monthly salary as well as for individual trips often to distant 

locations in Tamil Nadu.  In addition he is also entitled to a share of the catch from every 

fisher household in the village.  Such relationships are governed by the Panchayat, and 

fall outside the domain of the state. 

 

Kinship  
 
 Fishing villages share kinship ties predominantly through marriage.  Pattanavar 

kinship structures and practices are patriarchal, and women leave their villages of birth as 

brides to become part of their husbands' families and communities.  There is therefore a 

predominantly north-south character to the patriarchal endogamy that binds Pattanavar 

villages through marriage and the resulting movement of women.  Thus for example 
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women hailing from Keechankuppam in Nagapattinam Taluk now live in villages as 

close as adjacent Aryanattutheru, or as far away as Chinnamedu located 40 kilometers to 

the north in Sirkali Taluk.  Additionally community events such as marriages and 

festivals occasion visits by kinfolk, and serve to cement ties between extended family 

members. 

 

Political institutions 
 
 The central political institution governing affairs within a fishing village is the ur 

panchayat, which regulates intra-village affairs and represents the village's interests to 

institutions of the state and outside entities.  Once based partly on an elected or appointed 

basis, with a hereditary leader called a Nattar, Ur Panchayats have increasingly become 

elected bodies within villages.  They are exclusively male although Panchayatars point 

out that their villages once had women panchayat leaders.  While they regulate the 

internal affairs of each village, wider networks of multi-village panchayats can be 

summoned to intervene in inter-village conflicts, or if a particular intra-village conflict 

remains unresolved to the satisfaction of village members.  Ur panchayats are therefore 

part of a federated structure that expands into groups of panchayats representing adjacent 

villages, that can coalesce upwards into a superstructure consisting of the 68 coastal 

villages of Nagapattinam and Karaikal.      
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 The Arupattuyettu Kiramam Panchayat or '68 village panchayat' is a popular 

referent to an era of greater political integration, and is frequently invoked by fishers as a 

symbol of political assertion in the face of common threats to the entire fishing 

community of the Nagapattinam-Karaikal coast.  Nambiyarnagar, in Nagapattinam 

municipality is considered the traditional Talai Kiramam, or 'head village' for the entire 

cluster, although recently Akkarapettai's trawler owner dominated panchayat has staked a 

claim to this position on account of its greater economic clout and population.  In 

addition to the 'head village' there are three other villages that serve particular executive 

roles within the 64 village structure.  Ariyanattutheru (in Nagapattinam Taluk) is the 

Sabai Kiramam, the village that organizes collective meetings, usually to resolve 

conflicts or make collective decisions on matters of importance, Karaikalmedu, the 

Cettiyar Kiramam,the village that manages finances, and Kilinjalmedu, the Podu 

Kiramam, or 'common village' which represents a role in mediation.  Importantly these 

intra-village and multi-village structures also play a central role in the intra-village and 

inter-village regulation of beach-space use, marine resources and the rights and 

obligations of fishers from other villages who seasonally or occasionally fish outside their 

home villages.  This for instance is the case with artisanal deep-sea fishers from 

Kanyakumari district who often spend several months in Pattanavar villages in 

Nagapattinam.  They catch yellow-fin tuna, sharks and other large fish by venturing into 

the deep seas using modified fiber boats.  Their relationship to the village revolves 

around a reciprocal exchange.  In return for housing and temporary membership in the 

village community, these guest fishers transfer fishing knowledge to selected members of 
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the community, including them in their work crews as they spend days and even weeks 

out in the deep sea.10 

 

 Ur Panchayats have over the years faced challenges to their authority from the 

state as well as from within the communities.  While the state's Gram Panchayat 

institution which wields authority over a cluster of villages including agricultural villages 

to the west, is elected and recognized by the state, its sway is limited to the delivery and 

administration of state resources.  Even members of the community who get elected to 

Gram Panchayats still acknowledge the authority of the Ur Panchayat on all issues 

pertaining to the village's internal affairs.  Over the years Ur Panchayats encountered 

internal challenges to their patriarchal power from women fishers demanding better terms 

for their labor, apportionment of state resources, and justice in the face of violent actions 

and discriminatory treatment perpetrated by men, and often legitimated by prevailing 

social values.  Even as recently as 2005 a Pattanavar woman, daughter of a prominent 

household, was drowned at sea by her own father and brother, in full view of the village, 

because she attempted to elope with the son of the village's Kudipillai messenger.11  

When police refused to intervene or register a case, citing the autonomy of the Ur 

Panchayat in the internal affairs of the village, women of the village with the aid of 

SNEHA's Sangam, demanded and obtained a case against the killers.  In short, the role of 

                                                
10 See Kalpana Ram's study of Mukkuvar fishers in the west coast of Kanyakumari, Tamil Nadu 
bordering Kerala, who are increasingly pressured to seasonally migrate due to dwindling catches (Ram 
1991). 
11 This event was not reported in local newspapers.  Details of the crime were divulged by 
individuals who wished to remain unnamed. 
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the Ur Panchayat has to be seen in light of both the defensive role that it plays in 

protecting the autonomy of village communities vis a vis the state, but also in terms of 

how its own constitution within and investment in patriarchy leads to democratic 

struggles that may sometimes seek the intervention of the state. 

 

ECONOMIC GEOGRAPHY OF NAGAPATTINAM'S ARTISANAL FISHING COMPLEX  
 

 Nagapattinam's fishing villages share through common integrating caste, kinship 

and political institutions, what we may call a geographic contiguity founded on all three.  

In other words, the coastal fishing communities form a cultural complex that they 

recognize in terms of a geographically contiguous unit brought together by caste, kinship 

and political ties.  At the same time the coastal village complex is also integrated in 

various ways in terms of an economic geography centered around artisanal fishing, but 

also to a lesser degree around trawler fishing especially in villages situated in proximity 

to harbors such as Keechankuppam, Akkarapettei, Aryanattutheru in Nagapattinam 

Taluk, Pazhayar, Mathavamedu, Kottaimedu in Sirkazhi Taluk.  Fishers share knowledge 

and expertise and sometimes offer services such as engine repairs while visiting other 

villages for seasonal or occasional fishing.  Thus for example, a visiting fisher from 

Poompuhar in the northern Taluk of Sirkali might negotiate terms for the repair of 

outboard motors for fishermen in Aryanattutheru; such services may be part of the 

arrangement reached between these visiting fishermen and the host village's ur panchayat 

whereby visitors render services and pay portions of their catch in exchange for being 
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allowed to fish, often in collaboration with local fishermen.  This also suggests that 

mobility among Nagapattinam's fishers is shaped to a large extent by a coastal north-

south orientation between fishing villages that make up the complex, and in some cases 

also to particular villages along the coast south of Nagapattinam such as Jagathapattinam 

in Pudukottai district.  The north-south economic integration of coastal fishing villages is 

maintained also in large part through the work of women in fish trade.  While much of 

the fish trade occurs inland, this process involves a significant degree of movement by 

women 'head-loaders' between villages often by way of the coast itself.  Additionally the 

extensive utilization of inter-village beach space for fish drying, a post-harvest process 

controlled entirely by women fishworkers, brings women from adjacent villages into 

regular contact with each other, and as such affords opportunities for establishing and 

maintaining non-familial social bonds. 

HISTORICAL GEOGRAPHY 

 
 Nagapattinam has a long history as a port town going back to at least the first 

century of the common era if not earlier.  Ptolemy described 'Nikam' as a thriving part of 

the coastal emporia known as the Cholamandalam (from which is derived Coromandel) 

in the first century, and recognized it as the second great port of the early Chola empire 

alongside Kaveripattinam (believed to have been located at the site of the contemporary 

fishing village of Poompuhar/Kaveripoompattinam in Nagapattinam district's Sirkali 

Taluk).  Other accounts such as the Periplus of the Erythrean Sea describe the south 

eastern coast as a busy zone of trade dominated by several market-towns, harbors and 
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ships, as well as diverse communities consisting of traders and local people including 

fisher people (Ray 2003; Casson 1989).  However it is in Tamil literary sources of the 

Sangam era (early first millennium) that we find detailed references to fishing 

communities in the areas where the great emporia flourished. In sharp contrast to Sanskrit 

literary accounts of North India that generally referred to fishing communities as unclean 

or polluted (2003, 48), Tamil bards provided rich accounts of fishing communities, 

describing them frequently as constituents of the coast in emporia, towns and villages, 

with descriptions of their habitations, details of work, and social and economic relations 

with the wider communities of the region.  At least one Sangam poet, Ulocannar (150–

200 C.E.) is thought to have been a Parathavar, a member of the fishing community 

described in the Sangam literature (Zvelebil 1975, 275). The Pattupaatu, from the same 

era describes a fishing community living on the coast of the great Chola port of Puhar, or 

Kaveripattinam. This corpus of literature contains vivid details of the work of fishing 

including references to the practice of fish-sighting, the use of large nets, various fishing 

techniques, fish drying, the sale of fish in urban markets, and the prolific presence of 

fishing villages (Ramanujan 1985; Takahashi 1995). Tamil poetry from the early first 

millennium provides substantial evidence of thriving fishing communities on the east 

coast that were an integral part of the coastal political economy, in close interaction with 

port towns and markets.  The name 'Pattanavar' itself partly suggests close affinity to the 

word 'Pattinam,' a suffix typically associated with port towns, as for instance the towns 

Athirampattinam, Kaveripattinam, Masulipattinam, Sadarangpattinam, and 

Kayalpattinam.    
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 Nagapattinam was also one of the most important centers for South Indian 

Buddhism in the early part of the first millennium, with pilgrims arriving from China or 

missionaries going to south east Asia and beyond to and from its docks.  Between the 9th 

and 13th centuries C.E., the town became the medieval and later Chola empire's chief port 

trading with the Srivajaya empire in South East Asia, Song China, West Asia and Rome.  

As the empire's chief naval base, it also became a launching pad for expansionist forays 

into Ceylon and South East Asia especially during the rule of Rajaraja Chola I (985-1014 

C.E.).  By the 14th century Muslim traders who became 'Marakkayars' arrived from the 

Arabian peninsula and settled in several port towns including Nagore (north of 

Nagapattinam), Karaikal, and Tarangambadi.  The entry of Marakkayar seafaring 

knowledge and technology, as well as their expansion of trade with the west and east, 

preceded the entry by the 15th century of Portuguese and later Dutch mercantile interests.  

In the centuries that followed established trading groups like Chettis and Marakayars 

competed with, and often provided important services like credit to various European 

mercantile interests, owned ships and managed vast overland, coastal and maritime trade 

networks (Mukund 1999, 139, see also 64).  By the 16th century a Portuguese commercial 

center had been established in the town provoking eventually successful efforts by the 

Dutch East India Company (VOC) to supplant them and establish the town as their chief 

possession in India by the late 17th century.  In the 18th century it became the focal point 

of Anglo-Dutch and then Anglo-French rivalry resulting in several wars, one of which 
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fought in 1782 between the British and French off the coast of the town being part of the 

wider inter-European conflict around the impending British loss of its American colonies.  

By the late 18th century 'Negapatam' became the capital of Tanjore district administered 

by the British East India Company, a position it retained till 1845.   

 

 It is against this long and colorful history of the town that contemporary efforts to 

“globalize” Nagapattinam should be considered.  Long before Delhi, Bombay, Calcutta 

or Madras, or for that matter London or New York became urban centers, Nagapattinam 

integrated world markets with commodities and ideologies, and thrived at the geographic 

center of another era of globalization stretching over a millennium.  On the historical 

relationship between the region's fisher communities and the emporia, a full-fledged 

study is warranted.  The following section suggests two areas: the history of maritime 

technologies, and an analysis of oral tradition, as two possible avenues that shed light on 

this question. 

FISHERS AS SUBJECTS OF THE REGION'S HISTORICAL LEGACY 
 
 Tentative evidence strongly suggests that fisher communities were not only 

constitutive of the populations of coastal emporia, but actually played a far more central 

role in the economic history of the region than previously acknowledged.  Fishing 

communities played an important role in the growth of maritime trade by linking the 

resources of the sea with markets inland or within reach by sea. By providing cargo-
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carrying services, fishing communities became part of a seafaring complex providing 

sailors, navigators, and boat builders and developing a storehouse of knowledge and 

skills vital for sailing and navigation (Ray 2003, 30-81, 275-277).  Until the advent of the 

steamship in the late nineteenth century, which resulted in limiting them into ‘marginal 

fishing activities’ the primary source of skilled labor for seafaring remained maritime 

coastal communities, primarily fishers.  From early Greek records of the first millennium 

to sixteenth and seventeenth century accounts of Portuguese travelers and various 

European accounts, we learn that local fishers provided vital navigational assistance once 

their ships approached the ports of call, as well as local transport using a variety of 

watercraft including masulas (padagu), thonis, vallams and kattumarams (Catamaran).  

Of these craft, the first three have long histories of uses in both fishing and cargo 

transport (Kentley 2003, 127; McGrail et al. 2003, 189-194; Roche 1984), while the 

kattumaram is used even to this day for fishing on the Coromandel coast. 

 

 Historical accounts of boat-building point to possible continuities in design 

between boats used for fishing and large ships engaged in transport and trade.  The 

accounts of Jon Olafsson, an Icelandic gunner employed by the Danish East India 

Company, who arrived in the newly established Danish outpost at Tarangambadi, a port 

town and fishing village north of Nagapattinam in 1622, lived and worked for about a 

year in the Dansborg Fort provide a rich body of information from which we may make 

some relevant observations.  Olafsson's diaries that provide glimpses into life in the new 
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colony, offering a few detailed descriptions of watercraft and the social and economic life 

of fishing communities (Olafsson 1932).  Olafsson notes that different types of watercraft 

were constructed in the area, including the ubiquitous cadmeda (kattumaram), primarily 

used for fishing, and with which one or two fishermen row out ‘far into the sea’ and use 

‘three-cornered’ sails made of coconut bark and fibre, the material also used to make a 

range of items such as nets, rigging, anchor-cables, sailors’ caps, baskets, fishing tackle 

and thread (1932, 111, 144).  In addition to kattumarams, he also notes the construction 

of ‘boats, smacks and large vessels’ including zelings (salangu, or padagus, as known to 

locals on the Coromandel coast but generally referred to by outsiders as masulas (Hornell 

1920, 50)which are rowed by ten or twelve persons; smacks, which Olafsson tells us were 

called sampans (vallams), and navis, or large ships used primarily for coastal trade.  In 

addition, Muslim merchants (Marakkayars) operated sewn vessels of more than 300 tons 

which sailed to Arabia, Egypt and China.    The technique used for construction of 

watercraft was markedly different from what Olafsson was accustomed to, with 

components stitched together with coconut bark threading regardless of the size or 

intended use of the craft. This technique, distinct to the Indian Ocean region, presents 

further evidence of the interrelationship between watercraft used for fishing and maritime 

trade (McGrail 2003).  Olafsson’s observations in Tarangambadi also echo 16th century 

accounts of large sewn ships throughout the east coast by the Portuguese traveler Gaspar 

Correa (Corrêa and Stanley 1869, 240-243). 
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PLACE AND HISTORY 
 
 In addition to maritime trade and technologies, Pattanavar cosmologies also 

provide valuable clues to an understanding of the region's past.12  In the next section I 

turn briefly to two important origin stories centering on Nambiyarnagar, the head village 

of Nagapattinam's fishing village complex.  The first story is about Athipatha Nayanar, 

who is usually estimated by narrators to have lived in Nambiyarkuppam more than a 

thousand years ago, while the second, a young fisher called Nambiar who helped heal a 

sick Chola king, is thought to have lived in the same village about five hundred years 

ago.   

 'Long time ago,' there was a fisherman called Athipatha who was known for his 

high morals, notably his honesty and capacity for sacrifice, and generosity, particularly in 

the manner in which he shared his catch with fellow fishers.  As an upright and honest 

man, Athipatha always threw back the first fish he caught into the sea, dedicating it to 

Iraivan, a deity now associated with Siva, though perhaps rooted in non-Brahmanical 

traditions.  As Iraivan noted how diligent Athipatha was in returning every first fish he 

caught to the sea, he decided to test him.  Creating a scarcity of fish, Iraivan quickly 

reduced Athipatha, his family and the village to starvation.  As Athipatha and his village 

suffered, Iraivan decided to test Athipatha's capacity for honesty, and sent a single golden 

fish one day and a silver fish the next day.  Each time, Athipatha habitually returned the 

first fish he caught regardless of how valuable it was, and despite the fact that there were 

                                                
12 I am indebted to Kuppuraj from Ariyanattutheru for both stories. The narratives however were 
consistent with accounts by several others. 



 63 

no other fish in the nets.  The villagers lamented that his honesty was too much and that 

he ought to have used the precious fish to help save the village from destitution.  The next 

day Iraivan sent a fish made with all sorts of precious gems.  Starving and sorrowful as he 

was, Athipatha held strong to his honesty and threw back the lone fish into the sea.  This 

act proved to Iraivan that there was nothing that would shake Athipatha's righteousness, 

and making himself visible to the fisherman, elevated him to a saint, and blessed the 

village with everlasting prosperity. 

 

 A second story told by fishers in Nagappatinam pertains to a young man called 

Nambiar.  One day, Nambiar was approached by the king of Tanjavur on the beaches of 

Nagappatinam.  The king was uncomfortable with the heat, and asked the young man if 

and when a cool breeze would provide some respite.  Nambiar, like all fishers in the 

region, knew the timing of particular types of winds, and launching his Kattumaram, 

returned shortly afterwards at the head of a strong gust of cool wind, known by 

Pattanavars as the 'muthal kaathu' or first wind.  The King thought the young fisher 

brought the wind to him, and was so impressed that he gifted to him the area and 

surrounding lands now known as Nambiarnagar. 

 

 Both stories say something about Pattanavar historical geography and provide 

insights into how fisher communities have historically related to sovereignty in 

Nagapattinam.  The incorporation of Athipatha into the pantheon of the 63 Saiva 
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Nayanmars is codified by the inclusion of a shrine to the saint at the entrance to the 10th 

century Neelayadakshi temple, one of the most important Saiva temples in Nagapattinam, 

located close to the market.  Every year a festival dedicated to Athipatha Nayanar is 

conducted by the fisher community with the temple.  The story of Athipatha's sainthood 

is enacted in detail after a procession of the temple's deities carried by fishers goes from 

the temple to the beach in Nambiyarnagar, and returns to the temple with festivities 

marking both processions and the rituals at the beach.  Historically, in addition to their 

ideological and political functions, temples have served to link rural and urban markets, 

acting as “a medium for the circulation of resources (Mukund 1999, 32).”  Donations 

given usually by powerful individuals as endowments for specific purposes were lent out 

and income generated from these borrowings utilized for the purpose for which the 

endowment was made.  Mukund notes that land endowments to temples would also be 

circulated in this manner, often to powerful groups.  Taking the two stories together then, 

it would be reasonable to suggest that the incorporation of the story of Athipatha Nayanar 

into the Neelayadakshi temple, and the temple's continued connection to Nambiarnagar 

represents an instance of such a relationship.  Pattanavars were powerful enough as a 

collective social group, to be able to obtain both the tangible result of recognized 

ownership of coastal land, and the symbolic affirmation of their cosmology by the 

Brahmanical center of power.  It is not insignificant that despite Brahmanical mores 

against the “polluting” nature of fish and fishwork, the temple's walls also have colorful 

cutouts of the story of Athipatha Nayanar, a recent addition no doubt, but one which 

signifies the continued importance of the relationship. 
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SECTION 2: ARTISANAL FISHING POLITICAL ECONOMY 

Definitional complexity 
 
 Scholarship over the years used a variety of terms to describe small-scale marine 

fishing. Terms like “primitive,” “traditional,” “customary,” and “folk” referred variously 

to patterns of fishing practiced by fisher communities or the communal and social 

structures of populations engaged in small-scale fishing, particularly as they relate to 

those practices.  In general these terms convey perspectives that locate small-scale fishing 

within developmentalist schemes predicated on replacing them with modern alternatives.  

In recent years the term “artisanal” has acquired increasing popularity among scholars 

since it focuses on the techniques associated with small-scale fishing without suggesting 

that these techniques are by default incompatible with the expectations and demands of 

modernity.  In fact, the persistence of small-scale fishing despite the modernization 

efforts of post-colonial governments has led to an acknowledgement that artisanal 

fishing, far from being a realm of unchanging technologies and practices, is quite capable 

of adapting to new challenges by incorporating technologies and by asserting or 

defending claims on marine and terrestrial resources politically.      

 

 Scale of operations can be used as a tentative criterion for the distinction between 

small, medium and large scale fisheries, though with problems, particularly for the 

implicit suggestion that scalar transformation corresponds to a transition from older to 

newer, more efficient forms.  Kurien (1998) identifies the “small” with mostly indigenous 
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fishing operations carried out in close proximity to coasts using mostly manual skills, 

while the “large” is associated with the highly capitalized fishing operations in the high 

seas, often described as industrial fishing. The medium-scale in this categorization 

corresponds to the range of fishing practices resulting from developmental initiatives of 

governments, through the introduction of trawlers and mechanization for instance.  These 

operations tend to be restricted to the Exclusive Economic Zones of countries, and 

become problematic for governments increasingly eager to often violently assert the logic 

of territorial boundaries on the maritime zone by attacking or incarcerating fishers of 

neighboring countries as outsiders transgressing national boundaries  (Gupta and Sharma 

2008).  The problem with a focus on scale however is that there is considerable overlap 

between the small and medium fisheries since those involved in both types of operations 

often share communal and even kinship ties, compete in the same zones, and engage in 

protracted struggles over resources and state recognition of competing claims.  Moreover 

as Kurien notes, even in terms of scale, there is no correspondence between scale of 

operations and efficiency (1998, 7-9).  For every tonne of fuel expended for instance, 

highly capitalized large-scale operations yield only 3-4 tonnes of fish, in comparison to 

the 2-3 tonnes produced by small and medium scale operations. 

 

 Therefore a tentative way to define the small-scale or artisanal fishing sector, 

would be identify a set of characteristics that are neither unchanging nor exclusive, but 

evident in specific forms.  The prevalence of small boats, simple technologies, small 
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capital investment, and a high reliance on manual skills for fishing, the presence of social 

and communal institutions in relatively dispersed, sometimes semi-autonomous 

communities, that both serve as the basis for the reproduction of the fishing communities, 

and also regulate the management of maritime resources, and the embeddedness of these 

communities within the wider society as increasingly marginalized groups cast often as 

subjects of development and modernity by the state, and in the neoliberal era as subjects 

of NGO humanitarian interventions. 

 

 However such definitional strategies still reveal little about the nature of 

relationships characterizing fisheries, particularly as noted above in contexts where more 

than one type of activity compete in the same resource base.  Bavinck (2001) argues that 

a more accurate conceptualization of fisheries is possible through an examination of the 

dynamics shaping marine fisheries regulation.  Integrating a focus on sea tenure studies 

with a consideration of legal pluralism as a facet of resource management, he provides a 

formidable theoretical framework that identifies the interactions and conflicts between 

artisanal and mechanized fishing operations in the Coromadel maritime zone as the 

concrete manifestations of interactions between three distinct but overlapping systems of 

tenure – that of artisanal fishers, mechanized boat operators, and the state.  The first 

group engaged in artisanal fishing places its own continued social and cultural 

reproduction at the center of its livelihood concerns, while the second, through its tight 

integration into the processes of capitalist accumulation, is focused on profit 
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maximization.  The third group, the state, has to balance its goals of modernizing and 

expanding production in fisheries and also assert its sovereignty adjudicating between 

competing interests.   

 

 The end result is not so much one of protracted and unmitigated conflict in which 

one party is necessarily dominant, but one in which accommodation and mutual 

recognition are also evidenced.  The neutrality of the state however has to be seen as one 

driven by the need to maintain peace, rather than in establishing grounds for “principled 

actions on issues of fishing practice (2001, 342).”  Moreover since crucial state 

institutions such as the Fisheries Department are constituted by existing governments, the 

challenges of governance are constrained by existing political calculations that may have 

to balance the power of economically dominant groups such as trawler owners with the 

demands artisanal fishers who despite their economic marginality constitute a powerful 

electoral bloc.   

  

 Another important characteristic of artisanal fishing to note is that despite the 

predominance of small household-centered production based on owner-operated craft and 

equipment, it is nevertheless embedded albeit to different degrees, within capitalist 

relations of production and exchange.  Despite the presence of wage labor relations in 

mechanized fishing, Bavinck points out that the share system itself is effective in spurring 

accumulation and works well in a sea-tenure system that views the zone of fishing as 
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being expansive and global in scope.  The share system plays a complex role also in tying 

artisanal production to the food industry with the prevailing disparity in power between 

buyers and sellers enabling wider profit margins.  This is typically the case for fish 

varieties that are targeted for regional and international export.   

  

 Despite the economic marginality of artisanal fishing, Bavinck's delineation of sea 

tenures and related 'rule systems' suggests that those associated with artisanal fishing 

have particular strengths owing to several factors including the relatively long period of 

their development and the prevalence of village communities around single occupational 

caste groups.  Artisanal fishing 'rule systems' place a high importance on mitigating social 

harm via unsustainable fishing practices, and are therefore most efficient in the regulation 

of fishing activities.  Mechanized fishing operations utilize 'rule systems' that are geared 

towards profit maximization, with the protection of the seafood market being a primary 

concern.  This sector is generally averse to limitations set by either artisanal fishers or by 

the state, and constantly seeks to expand its reach driven by the needs of profits.  The rule 

making practices of the state is practically limited to ensuring that ongoing conflicts 

between the artisanal and mechanized sectors do not go out of hand, and the maintenance 

of law and order is its primary functional limit.  This 'hands-off' approach by the Fisheries 

Department does not preclude actions by other arms of the state, but appears to be a tacit 

and changeable position resulting from the institutional weakness of the department, its 

constitution especially at its higher decision-making echelons by individuals who have 
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little to do with fishing, belonging often to non-fishing castes, and performing what are in 

effect transient roles as representatives of the state charged with managing conflicts 

involving what are seen as troublesome populations. 

  

 The following section will provide a summary of Nagapattinam's artisanal fishing 

political economy.  Data used in this section draws heavily on the valuable assistance and 

access to research provided by Dr. V. Kumaravelu from Akkarapettai, who works as a 

coordinator with SNEHA, and once headed the Vanga Kadal Meen Thozilalar Sangam.  

His doctoral dissertation on the artisanal fishing economy of Nagapattinam is a detailed 

study of the structure, diverse composition and integration of the artisanal fishing 

economy (Kumaravelu 2006).  Kumaravelu prefers the term 'fishworker' to the term 

'artisal fisher,' as it includes not only those engaged in artisanal fishing but also those 

engaged in fish vending, particularly women, as well as those working on mechanized 

boats, including Dalits and others.  Despite conflicts between mechanized and artisanal 

fishing, the fisher and Dalit workers on these boats have common cause with artisanal 

fishers since the owners and their powerful commercial and state allies exploit both 

groups of fishworkers.  Thus the coexistence of artisanal fisheries alongside and in 

conflict with mechanized fishing has to also be seen in light of the ways in which fishers 

deploy understandings of their lives in relation to those of others seen as similarly 

positioned.  This relationship is viewed by scholars in terms of the gray area or 

'interstices' connecting and separating two distinct types of fishing, but can also be 
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viewed as the common grounds on which the subordination of different types of labor to 

the cyclical and intensifying demands of capital provides a structural basis for potential 

solidarities.   

 

 On the criterion of boat ownership, those who own small beach landing craft are 

also considered fishworkers, as opposed to the owners of mechanized boats.  The 

reasoning behind this is that the owners of small boats are themselves caught in cycles of 

indebtedness to creditors rendering their ownership tentative and risky.  Moreover there 

may also be organizational features of fish work that limit strict hierarchical modes of 

control.  Kurien points out, fluctuations in fish availability and the dispersed distribution 

of species encourage decentralized, small operations.  In addition, “high risk, the arduous 

nature of fishing coupled with the need for high degree of team work to ensure successful 

operations making any excessively supervisory and hierarchical work organisation 

inimical to success (Kurien 1998, 11).”  This means that small boat owners have to rely 

upon principles governing team-work rather than the hierarchical separation of labor 

from supervision or direction.  It is common for boat owners to work as members of 

crews, obtaining an additional share of the catch on account of their ownership, but 

expected to work with the team in order to earn a share for their contributed labor.  The 

separation between owners and workers is more pronounced in mechanized fishing with 

boat owners increasingly being non-active fishers or outsiders. 
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 Nagapattinam's artisanal fishers use manually operated or motorized craft to catch 

a variety of fish within a range of between 3 to 25 kilometers.  The primary types of craft 

are Kattumarams, rafts made with logs of wood bound together, and Vallams, which are 

also known as 'fiber boats.'  The latter are powered by outboard motor engines as are 

some Kattumarams.  Typically Kattumarams are operated by small crews of up to three 

individuals, and can be powered by sails or 6 hp outboard motors, while fiber boats take 

crews of about five and are powered by 9 hp motors.  Kattumarams may venture out to 

distances of 3 kilometers staying for about six hours at a time, while fiber boats typically 

go out to distances of about 25 kilometers and stay for periods ranging from 6 to 36 

hours.  In addition to nets and related implements, fiber boats may also carry ice boxes to 

keep fish fresh for longer periods of time. 

 

 Better off fishers may be owners of boats, either Kattumarams, fiber boats or even 

mechanized trawlers.  Most fishers however provide labor on boats, often those of their 

close kin.  It is not uncommon for owners of Kattumarams and fiber boats to also provide 

labor as part of crews, though this is not as common in the case of mechanized trawlers.  

A 'share' system predominates the apportionment of catch in artisanal fishing, with the 

owner typically receiving 50% of the catch after deducting the cost of diesel.13  The 

remaining portion of the catch is equally divided between members of the crew.  If the 

owner also provides labor on a trip, he receives an equal share as a laborer in addition to 

                                                
13 Share apportionment also depends on the type of fish as documented by Bhaktavatsala Bharathi in 
his landmark study of Pattanavar communities in Pondicherry (Bharati 1999). 
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his share as owner.  The owner is expected to bear all costs associated with regular or 

contingent repairs and maintenance of the boat, nets and engine, and can also be a source 

of credit to crew members.   

  

 Artisanal fishing is an intensely time-bound chain of activities – from preparation, 

to launching, identifying fishing grounds, navigating rough seas often late at night, 

setting up nets, hauling catch, and returning to shore, to transferring catch to women 

headloaders or fish traders, who then take it onwards to local or regional markets and 

exchange fish for money as soon as possible before returning home to perform a range of 

household tasks – have to be coordinated with strict adherence to norms and expectations 

of cooperation, efficient coordination and skill.  During the calendar year artisanal fishing 

goes through several seasonal fluctuations.  Usually the best time for fishing is between 

April and October and to a lesser degree, between January and March.  During the first 

period, Kattumaram and fiber boat crew members can earn up to Rs. 1000 a day between 

April and June, and about Rs. 300 and Rs. 2-3,000 respectively between July and 

October.  During the second period noted above, there may be considerable variation in 

daily incomes earned, with crews on Kattumarams often earning only Rs. 300 or less, 

while fiber boat crews earn closer to Rs. 1000 per day of labor.  This variability may be 

attributed to fact that the seas are rough enough to prevent regular fishing by 

Kattumarams, but not fiber boats.  During the months of November and December, the 

rough season, there is almost no fishing, with Kattumarams typically venturing out once 
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or twice a month, fetching about Rs. 300 per crew member, and fiber boats about ten 

days a month fetching close to Rs. 1000 per crew member.  A government ordered 45-day 

ban on fishing by mechanized boats between April and May also allows artisanal fishers 

to achieve better catches. 

 

The gendered cycle of production and circulation 
 
 Fiber boat fishing crews meet at the beach at very early hours of the morning.  

The day(s) before they go out to sea, men and women would have repaired nets, checked 

and maintained boats and  engines, cleaned out implements, arranged for diesel to power 

engines, women would have prepared meal packets for their husbands or sons, in addition 

to a host of other domestic  activities that we may associate with the reproduction of the 

labor power of men fishworkers.  Once the boat is ready to be launched, the men head out 

to sea in the thick darkness of the Coromandel.  After arriving at the desired location out 

at sea, nets are set and after a period of waiting usually until dawn, fishing begins and 

catch is hauled onto boats.  Physically this is the most demanding activity and requires 

tremendous physical strength and smooth coordination.   

 

 After catches are hauled onto boats, crews return to the beaches, usually early to 

late morning.  Women associated with each crew, often though not exclusively household 

members of the crews, await the arrival of catches on the beaches, sometimes carrying 

food for their returning husbands or sons.  As boats arrive on the beaches and the boat has 
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been anchored using a stake driven into the soft wet sand, the transfer of fish catch 

begins.  The process starkly symbolizes the gendered division of labor in artisanal 

fishing, with a literal transfer of fish catch from the hands of men to those of women.  

What Cecilia Busby notes of Mukkuvar women from the south western coast of Tamil 

Nadu holds equally true for their Pattanavar counterparts: “Women control the flow of 

money and resources throughout the community; they are the links which connect the 

village to the outside world; they bind household to household through networks of debt, 

exchange and relationship (Busby 2000, 53). 
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Figure 1.1 Exchange on the beach, Chandrapadi, June 2008. 

 
 Roughly half of the population engaged in fisheries are women.  Women play a 

dominant role in circulation, making up 75 and 85 percent of the total number of fish 

vendors in India as a whole, and Tamil Nadu state respectively (International Collective 

in Support of Fishworkers 2010, 7).  Vendors sell fish to a wide variety of buyers 

including rural or urban households, buyers at auction centers, or local fish packing or 

drying companies.  Fish procured by agents of companies at auction centers are often 

intended for domestic or international export.  Fish that is not sold by mid-day rapidly 
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loses its value, putting tremendous pressure on women fish vendors to utilize marketing 

tactics and mobility to find buyers.  Unsold fish is typically salted and dried for sale  to 

consumers, but also to fish or poultry feed markets.  Some varieties of fish such as the 

Mathi (sardines) are mostly dried in large numbers for poultry feed.14  While the majority 

of women fish vendors operate locally, some vendors pool resources and use vans to 

reach far off destinations like Kumbakonam.  The use of public buses for transporting 

fish was an important demand in struggles of women fish vendors over the years.  Bus 

operators would routinely refuse to allow fish vendors on the grounds that the fish 

smelled bad, adding to the burden of reaching markets.  Despite efforts to overcome such 

limitations by pooling resources and deploying shared autorickshaws for instance, many 

simply walk to distant destinations.  In Sirkali Taluk, several coastal villages are distant 

from rural markets, and distances of up to ten kilometers are sometimes covered on foot 

by women fish vendors. 

 

 Fish markets can range from constructed spaces to street-side stalls with women 

sharing space using conventions that respect seniority and experience, and sometimes 

cluster on the basis of village community.  Typically fish vendors arrive at street-side 

sites of sale, and set up their stalls which consist of planks of wood sometimes covered 

newspaper or cloth, supported by large stones or bricks.  Fish are carefully arranged by 

type and size, and a small plank which serves as a seat placed behind the stall.  

                                                
14 Observed in Chandrapadi village, Tarangambadi Taluk, where more than a kilometer of northward 
beach space was utilized for drying Mathi in the month of April.  
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Transactions consist of significant bargaining, with occasional arguments between buyers 

and vendors or sometimes between competitive vendors.  Buyers include individuals 

buying for their households but also restaurant agents who often have agreements for 

particular fish types and prices with vendors.  The period between January and March is 

typically one of higher sales since agricultural markets are bustling with the produce of 

the new harvest, and rural communities buy more fish with their increased incomes.  

Prices can go up by about five rupees during this time, for fish that usually costs Rs. 40, 

and fish vendors reap the benefits of increased demand by intensifying their work, 

sometimes with trips to several locations on the same day, or by using autorickshaws to 

reach their destinations.   

 

 Fish vendors set up stalls in spaces identified for their locational and structural 

advantages.  A reasonably sheltered space in close proximity and visibility to potential 

buyers is preferable, so all sorts of public space are utilized.  For instance the checkpost 

between Nagapattinam and Karaikal, set up primarily to stem the smuggling of alcohol 

from the latter district of Pondicherry into Nagapattinam, which lies within the 

jurisdiction of Tamil Nadu state, became the site of a fish market because it lies at the 

crossroads of three important markets: semi-urban Nagore lies immediately to the south, 

rural villages like Pannangudi lie nearby to the south and Karaikal's southern villages like 

Vanjore immediately east.  The police checkpost also provides a relative measure of 

security for the women who walk here from the fishing villages of Pattinacherry, but also 
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sometimes from Vadakku Vanjore.  Traffic from all three directions converge at the 

checkpost and it is common for travelers to stop and buy fish here.  Similarly, in sites 

frequented by tourists in villages like Poompuhar,15 fish vendors sell fish from stalls 

along structures built by the government to promote tourism, and provide fish to mobile 

food stalls nearby that sell cooked fish snacks to tourists.      

 

 Fish markets not only serve as sites of commodity exchange but also as spaces 

where several distinct social groups interact, in this case women fishers, rural 

agriculturalists and urban townspeople.  I observed instances in which rural and urban 

men who buy from women fish vendors tended to be aggressive in bargaining, and often 

interspersed their demands over price or quantity with sexual innuendo that may be 

considered improper in their own social contexts.  There is a mixture of fear and 

fascination associated with the independence and mobility of women fish vendors, and 

the fish market provides glimpses of this aspect of rural socio-economic life.  Despite the 

fact that they sell in a common space as competitors, women fish vendors rely upon 

cooperation with one another and act collectively in defense of common interests, 

although sales and profits are centered on the individual.  Skills are learned from one 

another but due to the fact that they compete with each other there are significant 

variations in success either as buyers or sellers of fish.  Older women tend to work as 

vendors and traders while younger women generally provide labor unloading and 

                                                
15 The fisher village of Kaveripoompattinam, is considered to be site of the ancient port city of 
Poompuhar. 
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transporting fish on the beaches.  Some of these features are shared with other fisher 

societies in south India, such as the Mukkuvars in southwest coastal Tamil Nadu (Busby 

2000, 54-64).   

 

 Due to their mobility fish vendors are considered to be the main interface of the 

community with the outside world.  After selling fish, women purchase household 

requirements from the general marketplace, an activity involving considerable bargaining 

and sometimes informal credit relations as well.  Returning to their homes, the remaining 

fish have to be salted and dried, and a range of household tasks attended to.  Women 

cook, clean, attend to the needs of men and children, and make their homes as part of 

their daily labor.  This latter aspect of women's labor in the artisanal fishing economy is 

reflective of the global invisibility of household work.  In the fisher household, the 

reproduction of the labor power of male fishers is almost entirely dependent on the paid 

and unpaid labor of women.  Yet domestic life is structured strictly along patriarchal 

lines, with men retaining their authority over all important social functions.   

 

 Despite the persistence of patriarchy in everyday social life some features of 

Pattanavar society stand out.  Women fish vendors through their mobility engage with the 

vast diversity of rural and urban marketplaces.  Because of their crucial role in 

exchanging fish into money, and in being the bargainers and buyers in markets, they are 

also responsible for keeping and apportioning household income.  Decisions over 
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purchases and investments are not the exclusive domain of men, but involve women in 

deliberations, negotiations and contracts.  In recent decades state policies increasing 

women's access to microcredit, and in the post-tsunami context, the inclusion of both 

male and female heads of household as joint owners of new housing, emphasize this role.  

State and NGO discourses frequently invoke the “traditional” role of women as managers 

of household finances as the basis for their targeted interventions.  Collectively women 

fish vendors assert themselves frequently and will not hesitate to sometimes raise their 

voices over that of men when there is an argument.  When a group of women describing 

an incident to an NGO representative were interrupted by a man, the women quickly and 

literally told him to shut up.  The phrase “dai summa iru da” (“Hey, be quiet!”) is 

commonly used by familiar male equals, or directed at a male who is much younger in 

age than the male or female person addressing him.  In this episode the women brushed 

off a man who like them was young, and who was in fact married to one of the women in 

the group!  

 

 Despite persistent problems, considerable gains have been made in the socio-

economic lives of women fish vendors both in terms of their role in mediating between 

the fishing, agricultural and urban economies and in their domestic sphere.  Here there 

are two aspects to their gendered subordination (and resistance) that are evident in the 

dynamics of fish vending.  First, they have to navigate the rough terrain of patriarchy 

within Pattanavar society.  The expectations of men fishers, that the domain of household 
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work is the responsibility of women, burdens women who expend strenuous efforts as 

vendors.  Secondly, the outside world that women routinely engage with conveys 

patriarchal power in various other ways, coinciding with caste prejudices (fishers are 

dirty, smelly and so on), state power (selling can be easily construed as a transgressive act 

especially when carried out in stalls set up in public spaces).  Women fishers have waged 

struggles over several decades in challenging patriarchal power within Pattanavar society, 

and the socio-economic terrain of the marketplace and its networks, where caste, class 

and the state power are also enshrined and reproduced.   

 

SECTION 3: DEVELOPMENTALISM TO NEOLIBERALISM 
 

 This section provides a background to the post-Tsunami reconstruction process, 

locating it within the trajectory of recent developments in the coastal political economy.  

The objective is to chart key changes in the contested conceptualization of the coast as an 

area of economic activity.  In the first part, I examine the transition in fisheries from the 

first “blue revolution” of the centrally planned development era of the post-colonial 

Indian state to the neoliberal “blue revolution” of the 1990s.  The transition to 

neoliberalism coincided with a shift from the planned development era when the state 

sought to constitute fishers as subjects of development.  The most significant of these 

efforts center on the mechanization of fishing operations, the introduction of trawlers, 

new nets and so on.  In the neoliberal era from roughly the 1980s state development 

policies were increasingly subsumed under the broad goal of attracting private investment 
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and increasing exports.  The restructuring upon which multilateral loans was predicated, 

replaced the question of food security with a focus on enabling debt servicing, leading to 

a vast expansion of export-oriented fishing.  I chart this shift along lines of what Bavinck 

refers to as the “two blue revolutions” following which I examine the corresponding shift 

in the legal framework governing coastal land, the manner in which neoliberal priorities 

were already in place prior to the tsunami of 2004, and the implications of such a 

trajectory for what ensued in the aftermath of the tsunami (Johnson and Bavinck 2006). 

 

Trawling and its unintended consequences 
  

 The first "blue revolution" centered on the introduction of technological solutions 

to low fish yield including trawler fishing starting in the 1950s.  The central government's 

five-year plans highlighted the nutritional qualities of fish and its potential contribution to 

advancing food security, and sought to expand the range and scale of fishing operations 

through motorization/mechanization of existing craft where possible, or the introduction 

of new craft, as well as the gradual introduction of "purse seiners and trawlers" for the 

"large-scale development of off-shore fisheries (Planning Commission 1951, 23)."  The 

introduction of trawlers however resulted in two unintended consequences that directly 

brought trawler operations in conflict with artisanal fishers (Johnson and Bavinck 2006).  

First, trawlers did not engage in deep-sea fishing as envisioned by planners, and began 

competing in the same near-shore area utilized by artisanal fishers, largely on account of 
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familiarity and expertise of trawler operators, who mostly belonged to the fishing 

communities.  Secondly, artisanal fishers adopted new fishing technologies over the same 

period, including new types of nets, improved boat designs, and outboard engines, and 

remained a dominant force in coastal fisheries.  This meant that contrary to the 

expectation that trawler fishing would eventually replace it, artisanal fishing actually 

expanded, accounting for at least three quarters of the entire 10 million people engaged in 

fisheries in South ans South East Asia (Kurien 1998, 12).   

 

 The eventual depletion of fish which became apparent in the 1980s increased 

conflicts between trawler operators and artisanal fishers, and brought to the fore 

fundamental conflicts between regulatory regimes developed by fishing communities 

over the course of their long-term transformation into economically specialized 

endogamous caste groups, and relatively new regulatory regimes devised by the 

perceptions and assumptions of state planners, and mediated through the agency of 

economically powerful interest groups, trawler owners and their lobbies (Bavinck 2001).  

Subsequent state governments attempted to defuse tensions first with legislation 

establishing a three mile zone where trawlers are prohibited from operating (Tamil Nadu 

Marine Fishing Regulation Act 1983).  While this was welcomed by artisanal fishers, the 

reluctance of state authorities to enforce it led to renewed conflicts.  Subsequent 

regulatory initiatives by the central and state government included a six week monsoon 

ban which prohibits trawler and mechanized fishing to help fish stocks replenish.  Despite 

these measures, government efforts have been impeded by the contradictory demands of 
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populist politics and the economic power of trawler owners, guided by patterns of non-

involvement in regulation except when it comes to intervening as arbiters between 

particular conflicting interests. 

 

 Responses to the first “blue revolution” also included mass movements especially 

in Kerala.  As Gail Omvedt notes, one of the most dramatic mobilizations by fishworkers 

opposed to the destructive impacts of trawlers occurred in 1984 and involved 800,000 

demonstrators, bringing together men and women fishworkers, priests and nuns (Omvedt 

1993, 134-137).  The scale of these actions as well as the social composition of the 

demonstrators indicated the emergence of a locally developed politics that not only 

challenged the state's promotion of trawlers and destructive development, but also sought 

to address deep-rooted patriarchal practices among fishers.  The Kerala Swatantara 

Matsya Thozilali Sangam (Kerala Autonomous Fishworkers Union) emerged as one of 

the founding forces behind the National Fishworkers Forum, the apex national body 

representing fisher interests. 

Commercial large-scale shrimp/prawn farming   
 
 Following the adoption of neoliberal economic reforms by the government of 

India in the early 1990s, commercial aquaculture received a boost with a World Bank 

loan in 1992.  This expansion was encouraged by policies that sought to stimulate 

economic growth, but also produced deleterious ecological and socio-economic effects 

(Hein 2002; Alagarswamy 1995).  To policy makers aquaculture represented a more 
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efficient and economically viable way to utilize resources and earn foreign exchange by 

tapping lucrative export markets, support food security, and provide new sources of 

income for marginal populations (Department of Fisheries 2006).  The FAO has been 

promoting aquaculture as a potential basis for food security (Food and Agriculture 

Organization 1999), while the World Bank sees in it a reliable guarantee for debt-

servicing (Martinez-Alier 2001).  Hence a powerful economic argument supported by 

international lenders, which contrasts aquaculture as a new and dynamic alternative to 

artisana fishing, underlies the wider policy orientation of the Tamil Nadu and other state 

governments.  With frozen shrimp dominating overall marine exports mostly to US, EU 

and Japanese markets, the Indian government is actively promoting coastal aquaculture to 

global investors as a “multi billion dollar activity” that presents “viable business 

opportunities.(Marine Products Export Development Authority 2006).”  Through the 

1990s coastal lands with potential for aquaculture were seen as heavily underutilized, and 

therefore identified as potential spaces for expansion.    

 
 
 Reflecting the post-1990s turn towards neoliberalism in India, the state of Tamil 

Nadu’s economic development policies have been increasingly influenced by the 

priorities of attracting foreign investment and developing an export-oriented economy.  

Capital-intensive shrimp aquaculture represents one such focus area for the export-

oriented economic development of coastal Nagapattinam district, which now leads the 

state of Tamil Nadu in the number of shrimp farms.  The district has the most area under 
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shrimp cultivation in the state of Tamil Nadu with about 996 farms occupying 2384 

hectares (Central Institute of Brackishwater Aquaculture 2005).  

 

 This second "blue revolution" expanded rapidly in the 1990s and faced stiff 

opposition from an alliance of fisher and agricultural communities affected adversely by 

brackishwater shrimp farming.  Its spatial interventions affected artisanal fisher villages 

by directly challenging prevailing understandings of coastal commons, and regulatory 

regimes governing common property resources such as water and access paths to the 

beaches.  Violent assertions of exclusionary private property curbed access paths to 

beaches and the dumping of effluents into the ground polluted the scarce ground water 

resources used by fisher villages, and ruined agricultural land.  The combination of 

asserting exclusionary spatial rights of fenced and guarded private property, and 

externalizing costs of production by polluting the coastal commons reveals not only a 

different way of understanding the use of resources, but also the immense difference in 

political power between shrimp farm owners and artisanal fishers.  Shrimp aquaculture 

had state support and encouragement with World Bank advice and financing, private 

capital investment, and lucrative profits conditional on meeting demands by export 

markets catering to affluent consumers of shrimp.  In the 1990s shift to a neoliberal 

orientation, the Indian state formally abandoned the developmentalist vision that thus far 

guided state-led initiatives in fisheries development, and embarked on a path that sought 

to stimulate private investment, and encourage globalized commercial production.  
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Development would now be predicated on the profitability of investment by and for 

private capital. 

 

 Both "blue revolutions" arrived with state support, and involved outcomes that 

challenged first the marine, and secondly the terrestrial interests of Nagapattinam's 

coastal artisanal fishers.  The qualitative difference is that while the first was advanced as 

a "socialist" solution (Mahalanobis - USSR First Plan, and the Ford Foundation), the 

second was decidedly a "capitalist" one.  Nevertheless, while the first envisioned the 

transformation of the artisanal fishing community through the introduction of 

technologies (mechanization, improved nets, boats), and the second promised benefits 

accruing from ensured profitability, neither "revolution" advanced or was predicated on 

the en masse inland relocation of the region's coastal fishing villages.  The issue of 

habitation remained tied to the populist agenda of public housing for the marginalized 

sections of the population, and fishing communities along the coast obtained titled 

“colony” houses through the 1980s and 1990s even as they faced challenges from the 

outcomes of trawler fishing and shrimp farms.  With shrimp farms the question of coastal 

regulation now had to contend with the land and resource claims of fishers.  In the next 

sub-section we turn to what is to date the most comprehensive state-led effort to regulate 

the use of coastal land, and examine how its inherent weaknesses, primarily its lack of 

enforcement mechanisms coupled with the general direction of state policy, reflected and 

facilitated the proliferation of a host of interests keen on transforming the coast from a 
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zone of regulation and protection into a managed space of unbridled economic 

exploitation. 

 

Regulation of the Coast: from coastal regulation to management? 
 
 Under the aegis of the Environmental Protection Act of 1984, the Coastal 

Regulation Zone Notification came into effect in 1991.  Its primary backers were 

ecologists concerned with the rapid growth of industries along the coast, the resulting 

pollution of coastal land and water resources, and the lack of regulation of urban growth 

in areas that were deemed ecologically vulnerable.  Despite the predominance of 

ecologists, the enactment of the CRZ also involved efforts by representatives of the 

fishing communities of the coast who were uniquely positioned as inhabitants who also 

relied on the threatened coast as their primary zone of economic activity.   

 

 Nevertheless, the CRZ is primarily a body of regulations addressing ecological 

concerns, and remains notably unclear on the question of fishing community rights.  This 

lack of clarity was compounded further by the timing of its enactment.  In 1991, the 

Indian National Congress won the general elections in the aftermath of the assassination 

of its leader, former Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi.  P.V. Narasimha Rao became Prime 

Minister, and appointed Manmohan Singh as his Finance Minister.  A precipitous decline 

in foreign exchange reserves resulted from the exacerbation of an already existing 

decade-long crisis by two related effects of the U.S. intervention in the Arabian Gulf 
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following Iraq's invasion of Kuwait.  The sharp increase in oil prices combined with the 

sudden reduction in expatriate workers' remittances sharply reduced foreign exchange 

reserves in late 1990.  In the midst of efforts to impose import restrictions and reduce fuel 

consumption to avert the worsening of the crisis, one fractious coalition government 

collapsed paving the way for another.  By early 1991 the Indian state's finances were 

considerably worse, hobbled by burgeoning debt mostly accrued as a result of a spate of 

borrowings beginning in the 1980s, and dwindling foreign exchange reserves.  With 

growing calls to approach the IMF for a bailout, the assassination of Rajiv Gandhi 

tightened the screws as international ratings collapsed further on the assumption that the 

country was in for further political turmoil in addition to its deepening economic crisis.  

This paved the way for the the new Narasimha Rao government to embark on satisfying 

IMF expectations with a series of radical steps that imposed long-term structural 

transformations of the Indian economy.   

 

 By late 1991, the Indian state's economic orientation was drastically redirected 

towards greater deregulation (under the guise of reducing the hindrances posed by a 

regime of licensing and bureaucratic controls), privatization of public assets (a process 

that began but faced tremendous resistance over the years from the public sector, which is 

the country's largest employer and a bastion of organized labor), liberalization of trade 

and investment, and the globalization of production and exchange.   
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 Thus in 1991, the CRZ's enactment came with the onset of shifts that emboldened 

domestic corporate interests eagerly anticipating opportunities for expansion despite 

misgivings about possible foreign competition.  It is in this context that efforts to 

undermine the CRZ followed almost immediately after its enactment, with the hotel and 

tourism lobbies leading the charge that the CRZ restricted their existing and planned 

efforts to utilize the coast for their economic activities.  

A decade of amendments 
 
 By the late 1990s, the coast became an increasingly significant zone for neoliberal 

globalization agendas.  One indicator of the growing attraction of the coast for a wide 

variety of economic interests eager to cash in on the new regime of privatization, 

liberalization and globalization, is the frequency and type of amendments made to the 

1991 Coastal Regulation Zone Act (Sridhar 2006; 2005; Sridhar et al. 2006).  The CRZ 

underwent multiple amendments to accommodate industrial development, aquaculture 

expansion, tourism and urban construction projects through the 1990s and into the 

beginning of the 2000s.  The legislative discourse that accompanied these amendments 

suggests that changes were predominantly weighed between economic development and 

ecological concerns, and only on the strength of popular political mobilizations were 

questions of livelihood concerns forcefully introduced into the debate. 

  

 Summing up the fate of the CRZ, Menon, Rodriguez and Sridhar (2007) write: 

“In effect, 16 years of active collusion between commercial interest lobbies and the 
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government ensured repeated dilutions to this law and total non-implementation of its 

regulatory procedures compromising its primary objectives.”  Their reports further point 

to the structural weaknesses of the CRZ, especially in the transformation of what were 

intended to be state level Coastal Zone Management Authorities (CZMAs) charged with 

developing a regulatory framework, into 'clearance granting' entities in collusion with 

various lobbies intent on beginning or expanding activities on the coast.   

 

The Notification specifies acceptable activities within the limits of four regulated 

coastal zones.  The dual purpose of the Notification was to protect fragile ecosystems and 

at the same time enable planned development, in response to unregulated expansion of 

industrial, commercial and construction activities along the coast.  Recognizing the 

economic, environmental and demographic value of the Indian coastline, the Notification 

brought under the CRZ all “the coastal stretches of seas, bays, estuaries, creeks, rivers 

and backwaters which are influenced by tidal action (in the landward side) up to 500 m 

from the High Tide Line (HTL), and the land between the Low Tide Line (LTL) and the 

HTL.” 

 

Despite its ambitious agenda requiring 13 coastal states to develop their own state 

level Coastal Zone Management Plans (CZMPs), State Coastal Zone Management 

Agencies (SCZMAs) had not submitted their CZMPs until the Supreme Court ordered 

them to do so in 1996, four years after the introduction of the CRZ Notification.  Several 

related developments appear to have hindered implementation.   
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1. The inability and unwillingness of state governments to comply given the 

increasing number of lobbies vying for amendments.  Violations of the CRZ have been 

routine with construction activities expanding with the complicity of state governments.  

The proliferation of shrimp farms after the Supreme Court Judgment of 1996 attests to 

this gap between intent and enforcement built into the structure of the CRZ.  CRZ 

stipulations were nevertheless utilized by state governments to prevent the development 

of housing for urban poor populations, intensifying the effort to expropriate lands from 

the poor as in the case of Mumbai’s builder lobby inspired state drive to demolish the 

neighborhoods of the working poor in 2004.16 

 

2. The contradiction between the CRZ Notification’s goals and the policy 

direction of the central government.  During the fifteen years since the introduction of the 

CRZ Notification, coastal India has witnessed a growth in industrial and commercial 

activities, much of it facilitated by various amendments made to the original Notification. 

 

3. While the Notification had ostensibly noble intentions on paper, reflecting 

the influence of a middle-class led NGO effort in the mid to late 1980s, the current uses 

and abuses of the Notification by state actors and powerful commercial interests present 

conflicting choices for coastal communities such as fishers.  When a community-based 

                                                
16 See Mumbai's man-made tsunami, P. Sainath, Counterpunch Magazine, 
http://www.counterpunch.org (Sainath 2005) 
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NGO in Mumbai (Society for the Promotion of Area Resource Centers) challenged the 

central government’s refusal to provide CRZ exceptions to facilitate the upgrading of 

Dharavi slum, the prospect of calling for a revision of the CRZ was considered – and 

rejected (Burra 2003).  The grounds for rejection of this strategy had to do with the 

possibility that such efforts would have unwittingly aided the builder lobby, which sought 

such exceptions itself, paving the way for unregulated construction (and land grabs) 

throughout the city. 

  

 CRZ amendments or tolerated violations served a host of interests including 

hotels and tourism, sand mining, ports, industries, and so on.  Since the turn of the 

millennium, Special Economic Zones (SEZs) entered the fray with efforts underway to 

develop even larger regional clusters of ports, industries, and related infrastructure 

encompassing districts, called Petroleum, Chemical and Petro-Chemical Investment 

Regions (PCPIRs).  Accompanying this shift, and aided by the lack of enforcement 

mechanisms tying intents to practice, the continued defiance of the CRZ's authority was 

sought to be remedied by a World Bank sponsored study by M.S. Swaminathan, a 

scientist associated with the Green Revolution.  The study conducted and released in 

2005 called for a complete revamping of coastal land regulations in favor of a new 

framework of coastal management that removes existing barriers to industrial 

development and other commercial activities.  This study became the basis for the 

Ministry of Environment and Forests (MoEF)'s “draft” Coastal Management Zone 

document in 2007, intended to replace the CRZ.    The proposed CZM did away with 
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ecological protections in areas categorized under CRZ I as 'ecologically sensitive areas,' 

by replacing the 'no development zone' stipulations governing this zone with allowable, 

ambiguously defined development activities determined by the Integrated CZMP.  

Similarly with CRZ II (Areas with more than 50 percent built up space, or with 

municipalities or corporations), and CRZ III (with no development zones up to 200 

meters), the CMZ removes restrictions on development while remaining silent on the 

rights of fisher and other coastal communities.   

 

 A national campaign was mounted by fisher organizations under the leadership of 

the National Fishworkers Forum and its allies, and by 2009 plans were dropped to 

implement the draft.  However the efforts of the MoEF, driven by a host of lobbies eager 

to cash in on the coast continue, with yet another draft issued in 2010, which critics point 

out already contains the same basic logic of the previous one, and provides little 

substantive difference in terms of its removal of CRZ protections.  The ongoing struggle 

to defend the protections provided by the CRZ Notification and oppose the draft CMZ 

has to also be seen in light of the Sethusamudram canal project which despite opposition 

by coastal communities, has continued to proceed, with ports like Nagapattinam already 

engaged in providing repair services to dredgers.  The project, which seeks to create a 

channel through the narrow Palk Straits separating Sri Lanka and India has been widely 

criticized both for its exaggerated benefits and the irreparable damage it will cause in an 

ecologically sensitive zone.  Fishers throughout the east coast will be affected since the 
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area being dredged is the region's most important spawning grounds for a great variety of 

fish, many which migrate into the waters of the Bay of Bengal. 

 

 The Sethusamudram project envisions the growth of Tamil Nadu's coastal ports 

and an increase in the volume and velocity of regional and international trade.  As such 

the region-wide transformation that it anticipates is contingent on radically transforming 

existing patterns of coastal land use.  Thus the dual strategy of removing barriers to the 

entry of multiple commercial and industrial interests alongside the use of deliberately 

ambiguous language regarding the rights of coastal communities such as fishers, 

facilitates the transfer of lands from numerically large but economically weak 

communities, to industrial, commercial or state interests.  Whether this will happen 

simply because laws are being rewritten depends on the political strategies adopted by the 

former.   

 

 In post-tsunami reconstruction as I describe in this study, the intended outcome of 

relocation did not smoothly become fact since the fisher communities of Nagapattinam 

changed the meaning of the “gift” of housing into the accumulation of an asset, and 

continued to retain their coastal lands, in full contradiction of the law.  Both these 

responses have to do with an ethos of autonomy with respect to the state, recognizing that 

the state is merely one more player in a realm of action that also involves localized 

centers of power, including the village community.  Moreover, there is yet another player 

in this field of power that commands authority comparable to, though distinct from the 
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state.  The non-governmental organization became an increasingly important part of 

social life in many marginalized communities since the 1980s.  In Nagapattinam, the 

most well-known organization working with fisher communities is SNEHA.  Its unique 

role in post-tsunami reconstruction is described in detail later in this study, but here I 

chart the history of its engagement with the region's fisher communities. 

 

SNEHA (SOCIAL NEEDS EMPOWERMENT HUMANE AWARENESS) 
 
 SNEHA's work with Nagapattinam's fishing community goes back to 1984 when 

P.Christy, the founder and director first approached nearby Karaikalmedu's newly formed 

Mathar Sangam (women's empowerment collective) and offered to help strengthen it .17  

Just a year before his arrival, women in Karaikalmedu had decided to form a Sangam at 

the urging of local officials for the purpose of providing a platform to more effectively 

articulate demands on the local administration.  According to Indrani, a veteran leader of 

the Sangam from that period, making demands on the state involved first and foremost 

recognizing  that people actually were entitled to something called “rights” (“urimaigal”), 

which most directly translated into specific actions and services of the government that 

were being withheld simply because they neither knew about them nor how to effectively 

demand them.  Most importantly, according to her, women felt that they could not 

                                                
17 This account of SNEHA's history draws upon interviews with SNEHA staff including Indrani 
(Karaikalmedu), Dr. Kumaravelu, Vanaja, S. Rajendran, and Shankar (Nagapattinam), as well as R. 
Revathi, a Nagapattinam resident who worked closely with the organization in post-tsunami relief and 
rehabilitation.  It also extensively utilizes information from SNEHA's annual reports (1996-1999), and 
reports on the organization's impact on women in the fisher community (See A. Sharma 2007), campaign 
documents of CASI (CASI 2004). 
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effectively demand these rights as individuals or isolated groups, but only as an 

organization.  The initial focus of this Sangam was to utilize its collective power to 

intervene on behalf of women facing domestic violence or abuse.  The patriarchal  

Pattinavar community in Karaikalmedu was taken by surprise at first, but could do 

nothing to stop the Sangam from establishing itself within the village, and soon linking 

up with other women in adjacent Kilinjalmedu, Kottucherrymedu, Kasakudimedu, 

Akkampettai, Kalikuppam, Chinoorpettai and Mandapathoor, villages to the north.  

Elected leaders of village sangams formed themselves into Federations and within a few 

years there were federations across Karaikal and Nagapattinam mobilizing the fishing 

communities of the region around a range of common issues and concerns. 

 

 Over the next two decades, SNEHA established itself as the most successful 

organizer of women in the fishing community, with Sangams spread throughout the 

length of Nagapattinam and Karaikal's long coastline.  With a two-fold mission including 

on the one hand a social agenda to empower women socially and economically, and on 

the other a sectoral agenda to defend the economic interests of the artisanal fishing 

community, the organization marked a unique space for itself in the region.  Additionally 

SNEHA organized children, especially working children into Sangams, and sought better 

terms for their labor as well as protections and rights as children.  SNEHA's mass base 

however remains centered in its women's Sangams.  Reorganized as "Self Help Groups" 

in the early 1990s, primarily to take advantage of new credit programs linking such 
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entities to banks, SNEHA Sangams have grown from 20 in 1985 to 638 in 2008, with 

about 11,565 members.  SNEHA's leaders point out that its turn to microcredit has in fact 

strengthened the commitment of the Sangams to become more forceful on both the social 

and sectoral fronts.  Thus even as SNEHA Sangams expanded their microcredit 

programs, registering impressive savings throughout the two districts, they 

simultaneously succeeded in pushing local administrations to install street lamps, 

introduce bus services, and improve access to drinking water, and expanded efforts to 

address women's oppression within the Pattanavar community.  These latter efforts 

included cases involving violence against women in which Sangams took the initiative to 

demand punishment against powerful men, successfully diminishing the impunity that 

such acts often enjoyed under the umbrella of patriarchal panchayats.   

 

 Indrani recounted the initial resistance put up by the village panchayat, but noted 

that the attitude of men towards Sangams underwent a transformation when women took 

on 'sectoral' issues and rapidly won some significant victories for the fishing communities 

of the region.  In 1991 SNEHA Sangams led by Karaikalmedu intervened forcefully 

against a PNCB/ONCB (Para/Ortho Nitro-Chloro-Benzene, an intermediary compound 

used in the manufacture of commercial chemical products) manufacturing plant operated 

by Kothari Sugars and Chemicals located in Vanjore near the Karaikal-Nagapattinam 

border (SNEHA 1998).  The plant located on the coast had dumped effluents into the 

water adjacent to the villages of Vanjore, where fishers and agriculturalists reported 
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illnesses.  Unhappy with the local administration's disinterested response to their initial 

appeals, SNEHA's Sangams launched a campaign and successfully persuaded the 

Karaikal Collector to demand that the company commit to instituting effluent treatment 

facilities.  More dramatic instances of direct confrontation included a protest that 

involved blocking Nagapattinam's railroad track.  Men and women sat on the track with 

the men in front and the women behind them.  As the train approached, Indrani recounts 

that the men with some hesitation got up and walked away while the women refused to 

budge.  The train screeched to a halt within yards of the women and then, women rose up 

and shouted slogans with redoubled effort, while most of the men were simply stunned 

into silence, some later joining the women.  

 The persistent push to defend the rights of artisanal fishing economic interests by 

Sangams, and the success with which credit became accessible to households through 

kulus, shifted perceptions favorably, enabling widespread support for the leadership of 

SNEHA and its ally LAFTI (Land and Freedom for Tillers, which organized affected 

agricultural workers and small farmers, particularly Dalits), in mass mobilizations against 

shrimp farms in the mid-1990s.  The alliance was extremely significant especially in light 

of persistent social discrimination faced by Dalits, even at the hands of fishers.  The anti-

shrimp farm mobilizations of the 1990s earned SNEHA a reputation as a committed 

defender of the fishing communities of Nagapattinam and Karaikal, with its Sangams 

engaging in a vibrant politics that ranged from mass rallies and demonstrations to direct 

action.  Women and men courted arrest, endured beatings and villages were threatened by 
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an alliance of shrimp farm operators, local administration, police and company-hired 

thugs for a period of about five years until a landmark ruling by the Supreme Court of 

India in 1996 shifted the tide in favor of coastal communities, and against the shrimp 

industry. 

Shrimp farms intervention 
 As described earlier, World Bank funded industrial shrimp farms proliferated 

along Nagapattinam and Karaikal's coastline through the 1990s. These farms posed a 

direct threat to coastal communities by taking over vast chunks of coastal space, blocking 

access to the sea, and polluting the sea water and fresh water sources with toxic effluents. 

When challenged by coastal communities, the shrimp farm operators resorted to brute 

force. Fishing communities were targeted with physical violence and harassment by hired 

hands on shrimp farms and the police. With the realization that the shrimp farm agenda 

enjoyed the support of the state machinery, the fishing communities began mobilizing 

with the agricultural community to organize massive political mobilizations directly 

challenging the state with road blockades (marials), rallies (porattams), and civil 

disobedience.  At the helm of this mobilization was CASI (Campaign against Shrimp 

Industries), an initiative of SNEHA in collaboration with a dozen local, regional, and 

national organizations.  The movement scored its biggest success when in 1996 the 

Supreme Court issued a directive supporting the appeal made by S. Jaganathan, the leader 

of LAFTI and upheld the enforcement of CRZ (Coastal Regulation Zone) rules against 

the shrimp industry (India).  Shrimp farms close to the sea were to be dismantled and new 
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expansion of existing shrimp farms prohibited.  Despite this victory shrimp farms 

continued to proliferate largely due to the lack of interest on the part of State government 

officials, in enforcing the demands of the Supreme Court judgment.  Yet this victory in 

the highest court of the land earned for SNEHA stature as a major representative of the 

interests of the region's fishing communities.  Veterans of shrimp farm struggles in 

Sirkazhi's Pudukuppam and Thallampettai villages recall the events with pride and 

contrast the solidarities achieved then with the present situation.  Women in Pudukuppam 

were at the forefront of the village's struggle against a massive shrimp farm owned by 

Sriram, a major aquaculture company, developed adjacent to the village's southern 

boundary, polluting fresh water sources with effluents, and physically preventing access 

to areas used for parking and landing boats.  Among actions undertaken by local women 

was the destruction of fencing put up by the farm.  By 2004, the organization registered a 

steady increase in membership in its women's Sangams continuing its work with women 

and children, and aiding in the creation of a fishworker union, while also acting on the 

'sectoral' front increasingly on the regional and national level.  As a convening member of 

the Coastal Action Network (CAN) an alliance of NGOs and fisher organizations, 

SNEHA frequently represents the interests Nagapattinam and Karaikal's artisanal fisher 

communities, and also works within regional and national alliances to draw attention to, 

and mobilize actions against threats posed by radical changes in coastal regulations.  I 

detailed these changes in the previous section. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
 This chapter's purpose was to present a historical background to the fisher 

communities of Nagapattinam as they contended with various challenges posed by state-

led economic development agendas.  Tracing the geographical rootedness of Pattanavar 

societies in Nagapattinam, I examined this rootedness in terms of its socio-cultural, 

economic and historical aspects, and provided a summary of the distinct features of the 

artisanal fisher economy and its relationship to the wider political economy of fishing.  

Two important challenges facing fishers in the district described by scholars as “blue 

revolutions,” represented two distinct orientations of state-led development. The first was 

geared towards a national program of technological and technical modernization devoted 

to increasing yields of marine produce by fishers, while the second driven by an export 

oriented model of commercial aquaculture tied to a neliberal economic dispensation.  In 

the 1980s, the entry into the region of SNEHA, an NGO pursuing a “social movement” 

form of engagement, assisted fishers in defending their coastal lands from the ravages of 

proliferating shrimp farms.  While the results of the struggle were partial, the history of 

SNEHA's work with fisher communities provides us with a useful basis to examine how 

in post-tsunami reconstruction, this organization took on a distinctly engaged approach to 

aid fishers in the defense of their coastal lands.  In considering the motivations and 

actions driving state-led development policies, I compared the outcomes of trawler 

fishing and shrimp aquaculture, and by tracing the trajectory of the CRZ Notification and 

the still contested substitution of this regulatory framework by the CMZ.   
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 Fisher society enjoys a degree of autonomy in relation to other terrestrially bound 

socio-economic groups on account of its presence at the literal outreaches of the state's 

terrestrial sovereignty.  Historically, communities engaged in fishing have been 

constructed by sovereigns as both marginal and troublesome subjects, and fishers in 

Nagapattinam and Karaikal went from being subjects of economic development (planned 

development era), to impediments to growth (shrimp farms, aquaculture).  Expecting that 

they would become pliant humanitarian subjects, as will be described in the following 

chapters, many NGOs engaged in post-tsunami reconstruction, failed to adequately 

understand or care for this sense of autonomy, and its rootedness in a sense of place.  

SNEHA acted differently, familiar with this sense of autonomy and place that fisher 

communities shared and valued.  Grounded in an older form of humanitarianism with a 

dual focus on pushing for internal democratization particularly in response to the 

subordination and devaluation of the labor and social power of women, and on the 

defense of land rights as the basis for interventions on behalf of fishers locally and 

nationally, the organization was able to act as a distinct type of NGO, straddling both 

civil society and political society, a characteristic that I will engage with in subsequent 

chapters in the context of post-tsunami reconstruction. 
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Chapter 2: 'Build back better' – the political economy of post-tsunami 
reconstruction 

INTRODUCTION 
    
 The primary goal of this chapter is to chart the the post-tsunami reconstruction 

process as it emerged through state and multilateral institutional policy initiatives in early 

2005.  The reconstruction agenda sponsored by the World Bank, institutionalized a 

division between economic development and humanitarian aid.  This distinction paved 

the way for a program that consisted on the one hand of infrastructural projects such as 

port and harbor expansion and construction, while relegating housing construction to an 

NGO-led effort designed to facilitate the relocation of fisher communities from the coast 

to inland sites selected and procured for the purpose by the government.  By presenting 

the 'tsunami house' as a gift, NGOs not only foregrounded their interventions in terms of 

compassion and generosity, but crucially enabled the alienation of land by tacitly or 

actively supporting the government's requirement that eligibility for housing be 

predicated on the relinquishing of all claims on coastal land and properties.  As such the 

NGO gift of housing to fisher communities also served as a means to transfer coastal land 

to the state government. The implications of this aspect of the NGO gift will be 

considered in Chapter 7.  Here I examine three developments pertinent to the emergence 

of disaster capitalism in Nagapattinam: first, the making of policy at the central and state 

levels, which from an early stage presented reconstruction as an act of improving rather 

than replacing the built environment of the affected communities.  This 'improvement' 

should be seen in the light of how planners and their multilateral allies over the years 
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have constructed the goals and priorities of economic development along lines of a 

neoliberal restructuring devoted to liberalization, privatization and globalization.   

 
 Secondly, the unprecedented role of NGOs as the primary party responsible for 

constructing and delivering houses to thousands of mostly fisher beneficiaries throughout 

the coastal districts of the state.  Despite winning the consent of recipients to obtain 

housing at the cost of giving up claims on the coast, the humanitarian imperative did not 

succeed in preventing recipients from acting autonomously in deciding to view houses as 

assets, and return to the coast in large numbers, as did happen in the case of Kallar village 

which will be discussed in Chapter 5.  This was prompted largely by the difficulties of 

distance imposed by relocation to a site six kilometers inland, but also had much to do 

with the nature of housing, particularly its structural features.  While chapters 4 through 6 

help shed light on how fishers deployed a variety of tactics to act upon their own 

interpretations of what the 'tsunami house' meant to them, this chapter ends with a 

summary of the general difficulties associated with post-tsunami housing, across the 

district and adjacent Karaikal.  The survey of housing towards the end of the chapter 

helps locate the question of the NGO gift within the domain of a gift economy in which 

the gift bears not only the requirement of sacrifice (coastal land), but also is itself flawed 

in multiple ways that persuade its recipients to re-evaluate the terms of the relationships 

underwriting the gift – with the NGO, the state, and centered on a sense of community 

and place. 
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NAGAPATTINAM AND THE TSUNAMI 

 
 On the 26th of December 2004, at 6:28:53 AM IST, an undersea megathrust 

earthquake measuring between 9.1 and 9.3 on the Richter scale occurred off the coast of 

Sumatra.18  With unprecedented magnitude the quake lasted several minutes during 

which a north-south fault line extending over 1600 kilometers tore through the 

subduction zone separating the Indian and Burmese tectonic plates at the Sunda Trench.  

The resulting slippage and rupture along the fault line raised the sea floor by up to 15 

meters and subsequently displaced enormous volumes of water that gained strength as 

devastating tsunamis that hurtled towards the region's landmasses in a generally East-

West direction.  While catastrophic tidal waves hit the west coast of Sumatra and nearby 

Indian administered Andaman and Nicobar Islands within minutes of the quake, it took at 

least two hours for the Tsunami waves to reach the shores of the Indian mainland.   

 

The total death toll from the 2004 Tsunami was estimated between 184,168 to 

230,210.  In India the states of Tamil Nadu, Pondicherry, Andhra Pradesh and Kerala 

were directly impacted, with Nagapattinam district in Tamil Nadu suffering the greatest 

proportion of deaths and destruction.  While the Indian death toll from the Tsunami is 

estimated at between 10,000 and 12,000, Nagapattinam suffered about 6,000 deaths. 

 

                                                
18 Data compiled from reports by the Department of Ocean Development (2005), American Society 
of Civil Engineers (American Society of Civil Engineers 2005) , and NCRC. 
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 In addition to the extensive loss of lives, villages along the coast suffered the 

destruction of houses and infrastructure, and fisher households lost property including 

boats and fishing gear such as engines, nets, and ice boxes which are typically stored on 

the beach.  Harbor based trawlers in Nagapattinam and Pazhayar were damaged or 

destroyed by the force of the tidal waves.  The towns and villages of the district and 

contiguous Karaikal district of Pondicherry suffered damage and destruction of crucial 

infrastructure necessary for fishing such as harbors and landing centers, while river 

mouths used extensively by some fishing villages as waterways were silted.  Agricultural 

lands in this productive Cauvery Delta region were also damaged extensively due to the 

incursion of seawater and resulting salination of the soil, and silting of canals and tanks.  

In other parts of the district coastal aquaculture operations were virtually wiped out, or 

suffered crippling damage.   

 

 Once on land the velocity and destructive power of the water diminished 

drastically, so it was the region's coastal fishing communities that bore the brunt of the 

Tsunami's tidal waves.  Death tolls and destruction of housing and property were 

extensive in the coastal fishing villages of Akkarapettai, Keechankuppam, Aryanattutheru 

and to a lesser degree in Kallar and Samanthampettai.  The damage and destruction 

though extensive was not total except in particular parts of villages where vulnerabilities 

resulted from a combination of proximity to the water, low lying land, poor construction 

of habitations and the timing of the tidal waves' landfall.  Thus in Kallar which sits atop a 
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dune, while the northern street bears the scars of the Tsunami's deadly force with dozens 

of destroyed houses many of which were brick and mortar based government sanctioned 

houses from the early 1990s, parts of the village on the elevated sections of the dune were 

untouched.  In Aryanattutheru while houses close to the waterfront were completely or 

partially destroyed, houses about hundred meters inland were safe.  Keechankuppam and 

Akkarapettai located on low lying land close to river mouths suffered the greatest losses, 

particularly to their seafront houses but also elsewhere within the village.   

Two Nagapattinam households and their experience of the Tsunami 
 
 At about 8:30 AM on December 26th, Masilamani, his wife Punitha and their 

children – five year old Sanjai and three year old Shivaranjani were just beginning their 

morning routines when the first wave struck Aryanattutheru village located directly 

adjacent to the northern boundaries of Nagapattinam Port.  Within minutes their small 

thatched house was destroyed and Masilamani who had been outside was dragged by the 

churning rubble-filled waters towards a drainage ditch that had opened up several 

hundred meters away close to the Port's waterway.  Only later when he regained 

consciousness and managed to painfully pull himself out of the rubble did he realize what 

had happened – Punitha survived with some injuries but their two little children did not.  

The couple recount the morning they lost Sanjai and Shivaranjani with anguish.  The next 

year was spent in a temporary shelter where they decided to have another child.  Like 

hundreds of women in Nagapattinam who lost children to the Tsunami, Punitha 

underwent a fallopian tube recanalization procedure and was able to conceive after a few 
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months.  The couple had Ramya in the temporary shelter and decided to return and 

rebuild their old house.  The Tsunami not only deeply scarred their lives, but also 

reestablished a strong bond to the space they still call home having faced down 

government threats of eviction. 

 Locals recalled that there were two waves with the second one striking just after 

the waters from the first receded back into the sea.  Several accounts of the waves 

described them as a black wall rising to the height of half a coconut tree, about 20 feet.  

Despite the prevalence of death and destruction there were also miraculous moments as 

for instance in the case of a man who couldn't stop his wife being washed away by the 

ferocious wave, only to be able to grab her hand and rescue her as the churning waters 

receded back towards the sea.  Masilamani's neighbor Kuppuraj was out at sea on a 

mechanized boat that morning.  He recalled that the sea seemed different and that the 

boat was violently jolted briefly by fast moving waves.  Kuppuraj and his fellow crew 

members huddled on their boat as it rose and fell steeply several times in waters about 

three kilometers away from land.   Realizing that something was amiss they headed home 

earlier than planned.  Tsunami wave heights increase dramatically as they approach land 

since shallower waters drastically reduce their velocity which results in sudden increases 

in amplitude (wave height) to make up for the loss of energy.  Thus while craft far out at 

sea generally remain safe since much of the movement in the water happens deeper from 

the surface, the waves' destructive capacities increase dramatically as they get closer to 

land because the water movement is concentrated closer to the surface.  Having returned 
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safely to the harbor, Kuppuraj could not believe the sight that awaited him – boats lying 

on top of the bridge across the Kaduvayur river, houses smashed to pieces, wailing 

groups of people desperately clawing through rubble to search for their loved ones.  

Hurrying home he was immensely relieved to find that his house, located about 30 meters 

from Masilamani's was only partially damaged and his wife, three sons and two 

daughters were safe and accounted for.  They had all run westward along the street 

towards the Oosimatha koil, a church that serves Aryanattutheru's substantial Christian 

population.   

 

 In the northern part of Ariyanattuthu, Muthu and his wife got out of the churning 

waters by clinging on to debris, only to find that their oldest son was missing.  After 

searching for him through the morning they assumed the worst.  Yet, after two days of 

grieving the young nine year old showed up suddenly, returning from Thiruvarur, a town 

west of Nagapattinam.  Terrified by what was happening around him, he had run as far as 

he could and joined caravans of people heading away from Nagapattinam.  Muthu and his 

wife recounted this young boy's determination to get out of harm's way with a mix of 

pride and relief.  Both families moved to new houses in Mahalakshminagar, one of three 

relocation sites for Aryanattutheru's residents.  Kuppuraj and Masilamani still retain their 

old houses, while Muthu gave up trying to rebuild his destroyed house. 
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THE IMMEDIATE AFTERMATH 
 The 'first responders' in Nagapattinam were community members themselves, 

often organized by local Panchayats.  While being criticized for engaging in 

discriminatory practices, by denying or thwarting the distribution of relief supplies to 

women headed households, or to Dalit families for instance, some scholars view 

Panchayats as being tested and durable institutions that command legitimacy within 

Pattanavar fisher society (Bavinck 2008).  With assistance from a steady stream of 

volunteers, several affiliated to active NGOs, the early stage of the relief process handled 

the extremely difficult task of finding survivors, retrieving and disposing bodies, often of 

known persons, and finding means to help those who survived with immediate needs of 

food, clothing and temporary shelter.  In Kallar, residents recounted carrying out the 

heartbreaking task of retrieving bodies of men, women and children and burying them in 

a mass grave along the western slope of the main dune on which the village is located.  

Arumugam recalls that this work was undertaken by the villagers themselves without any 

outside assistance, and he broke down remembering how the whole area reeked with the 

stench of dead bodies making it impossible for him and his fellow survivors to eat or 

even think about eating for days.  The bodies of several women were found trapped 

within thorny bushes along the southern boundaries of the village and survivors had to 

sometimes painfully extricate such bodies of their loved ones and neighbors with their 

bare hands.  In Nagapattinam and nearby Nagore local institutions such as temples, 

mosques, dargahs, churches and schools threw open their gates and provided food and 

shelter to survivors.  In this there was no religious discrimination, a remarkable 
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achievement despite the fact that Nagapattinam's coastal communities share a unique 

history of syncretic religious and cultural practices.  A week later a trickle of NGO 

representatives turned into a gradual stream, and government officials also began to make 

a greater effort to reach parts of the district that had been completely cut off.  

Organizations such as SNEHA with its headquarters in Nagapattinam swung into action 

and dispatched its staff to contact village coordinators to begin assessing the damage and 

mobilizing resources towards supplying relief materials and support. 

 

 By early January relief efforts quickly shifted into a focus on rehabilitation since 

large numbers of people needed to be housed while plans for reconstruction took shape.  

Three related developments characterized this transition that set the stage for post-

Tsunami reconstruction.  The massive entry of external NGOs in the district resulted in 

competition for operational space that undermined relief efforts and resulted in an 

initiative by two NGOs, SNEHA and SIFFS, the former locally based in Nagapattinam 

since the 1980s and the latter with its base in Kerala, to set up an 'NGO Coordination 

Center' which became operational on the 1st of January, 2005.  While these two 

organizations worked closely with the district administration to organize relief efforts, the 

Tamil Nadu state government decided to establish a formal basis for the involvement of 

NGOs in the reconstruction process that was expected to commence once relief and 

temporary rehabilitation needs were met.  At the same time the Central Government set 

up an “Inter-ministerial Core Group” within the Planning Commission announced the 
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“Rajiv Gandhi Rehabilitation Package” which included Rs. 2347 crore for Tamil Nadu, 

and commenced negotiations with the World Bank, ADB and UN for long term 

reconstruction financing (Singh 2005).  The World Bank, ADB and UN then undertook a 

“Joint Assessment Mission” to assess damages in all Tsunami-affected states of India, 

and provided estimates for reconstruction and recovery (United Nations et al 2005).    

The terms of reference used in this “JAM” served as the basis for subsequent loan and 

grant agreements signed between these multilateral institutions and the Governments of 

India and Tamil Nadu.  In the following section I will summarize the development of the 

post-Tsunami reconstruction process in terms of state, NGO and multilateral institutional 

initiatives, highlighting the specific ways in which collaboration was institutionalized and 

carried out despite contradictions and conflicts particularly with respect to the locational 

interests of the affected fishing communities. 

 

THE PLANNING COMMISSION'S “INTER-MINISTERIAL CORE GROUP” 

 The Indian Prime Minister directed the Planning Commission by the 13th of 

January, 2005 to convene an Inter-Ministerial Core Group (IMCG) to commence 

assessing and planning post-Tsunami relief, rehabilitation and long-term reconstruction in 

all the affected states.  At this stage three major decisions were taken that would shape the 

developments of the next few months:  

• First, despite the India government's refusal of international assistance for 

immediate relief it was decided that long-term reconstruction would require 
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assistance from multilateral institutions specifically the World Bank, Asian 

Development Bank and the United Nations. Bilateral assistance was also welcome 

but only if routed through the multilateral institutions, as was the case of 

assistance from the Japan Fund.   

• Second, the Planning Commission's estimated cost of restoring the livelihood 

needs of fishing communities, specifically boats and fishing gear replacement, 

was almost entirely provided for in the Central Government's short-term 

rehabilitation package, while permanent housing and infrastructure heads were 

largely left to be addressed through recourse to multilateral institutional financing.   

• Third, the Central Government's effort to negotiate multilateral financing for 

long-term reconstruction was articulated in terms of upgrading instead of merely 

replacing losses to infrastructure.  This justified on the one hand the inflow of 

credit that far exceeded actual losses from multilateral institutions, and on the 

other hand provided an opportunity to push for the reorganization of coastal 

space.19 

  

                                                
19 A host of multilateral organizations including UNICEF, ILO, UNDP, and the FAO issued public 
statements and even titled reports with the phrase “Build Back Better,” an idea that now permeates the 
discourse of multilaterals, NGOs and governments in post disaster interventions worldwide including the 
Pakistan and Haiti earthquakes in 2005 and 2010 respectively. 
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Figure 2.1 Planning Commission (Inter-Ministerial Core Group) Estimates for 
Comprehensive post-Tsunami Reconstructiuon. [Amounts in INR Crores: 1 
Crore = 10 million]. 

 

The Planning Commission made an initial estimate of Rs. 9,420.25 crores for a 

comprehensive post Tsunami recovery plan, of which Rs. 4,084.79 crore (41.38%) was 

expected to be allotted to Tamil Nadu, the worst affected state.20  For immediate relief 

and rehabilitation needs the Central Government released a fund called the “Rajiv Gandhi 

Rehabilitation Package (RGRP)” which amounted to Rs. 3,644.05 crores (37% of the 

estimated cost of reconstruction).  Despite an allocation of Rs. 752.30 crores for 
                                                
20 1 crore=10 million 
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permanent housing which was unused for reasons that will be addressed shortly, the 

RGRP was essentially introduced to provide for immediate short-term needs including 

construction of temporary shelters, sustenance allowance and relief employment. 

Table 2.1 Planning Commission estimates compared to RGRP allocations 

(in INR crores, 1 crore=10 million) 
 

Planning Commission Estimate 
Rajiv Gandhi Rehabilitation 

Package 

Livelihood 1519.42 1199.85 

Housing  3298.71 752.3 

Infrastructure 3773.53 528.09 

  

 In the above table the Planning Commission's estimate for Livelihoods 

(Agriculture, Fisheries and Social Welfare Programs) amounts to Rs. 1,519.42 crores.  

The RGRP provided Rs. 1,199.85 under the “Assistance to Fishermen” component, as a 

subsidy/loan package earmarked for fishermen, for the repair and purchase of 

replacements for a variety of boats and nets.  If we include the RGRP's Agriculture and 

Animal Husbandry component, it raises the “Livelihood” portion of the RGRP's entire 

budget to Rs. 1,499.34 crores, or 98.67% of the Planning Commission's allocation for 

“Livelihoods.”  This amount is far closer to the original “Livelihood” estimate than either 

the Permanent Housing or Infrastructure heads.  In the latter two cases the RGRP only 
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provides 22.8% and 13.99% of the Planning Commission's estimated total costs.  Thus 

the Central Government included financing for livelihoods within the framework of 

short-term relief and rehabilitation while housing and infrastructure were relegated to 

long-term reconstruction for which multilateral financing was sought. 

 

 Overall the Planning Commission's estimate for permanent housing and its 

associated infrastructure was 3,298.71 crores (35%), which by itself was higher than the 

entire RGRP fund.  “Medium/long-term reconstruction” referring to ports, jetties, power 

and communications, tourism and social infrastructure was estimated to cost 3773.53 

crores (40%).  These two heads amounting to 75% of the entire Planning Commission 

estimate for comprehensive post-Tsunami reconstruction eventually constituted the bulk 

of World Bank and ADB financing.  For Tamil Nadu the World Bank financed 

Emergency Tsunami Reconstruction Program (ETRP) allocated 84% of its $423 million 

credit to permanent housing, while the ADB financed Tsunami Emergency Assistance 

Program (TEAP) allocated 64.5% of its total loan/grant package of $143 million to 

infrastructure.  However even as the state and its multilateral partners were negotiating 

the details of reconstruction, the state government of Tamil Nadu initiated an 

unprecedented “public-private partnership” scheme to incorporate NGOs into the 

reconstruction process.  As a result, by late 2005 neither the relatively small RGRP fund 

for housing nor the World Bank's substantially larger allocation were deployed for 

permanent housing construction since NGOs entered into agreements with the state 
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government through district administrations to undertake permanent housing construction 

with their own resources. 

Disaster as opportunity 
 
 As part of an effort to finalize an agreement with the multilateral creditor, the 

Planning Commission in a presentation to a High Level Coordination Meeting of the 

Asian Development Bank in Manila on March 18th declared as its vision: “Convert the 

disaster into an opportunity to create upgraded modern infrastructure – both physical 

and social – to improve quality of life .”21  The Prime Minister Dr. Manmohan Singh 

noted in his statement on post-Tsunami efforts of the government, that the Inter-

Ministerial Core Group was created under the Planning Commission's mandate because 

the “Government of India believe that this terrible calamity has also left in its wake an 

opportunity to put in place a level of infrastructure and services in the affected areas of a 

level which would be far higher than that destroyed by the Tsunami.”  That the mandate 

for developing an agenda for reconstruction was assigned to the Planning Commission is 

significant especially since this institution has shed its moorings in the post-independence 

era of planned state-led development with all its social welfare aims, and has whole-

heartedly led the intensification of neoliberal reforms.  Explaining the shift in its 9th five-

year plan from a public sector orientation towards the post “structural adjustment 

policies” era in the 1990s, the Commission's website notes:  

                                                
21 Presentation by K.S. Sidhu, Chief Coordinator for Tsunami Rehabilitation Program, Planning 
Commission if India, at a 'High Level Coordination Meeting' held in Manila, Philippines, March 18th, 2005 
(Tsunami Rehabilitation Program 2005) .  
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For the first eight Plans the emphasis was on a growing public sector with 
massive investments in basic and heavy industries, but since the launch of the 
Ninth Plan in 1997, the emphasis on the public sector has become less 
pronounced and the current thinking on planning in the country, in general, is 
that it should increasingly be of an indicative nature.22 

 

 As an important vestige of the post-independence era in which the Nehruvian 

state sought to emulate Soviet state-led planning but also with the assistance and 

guidance of such capitalist institutions as the Ford Foundation and the US Agency for 

International Development, the Planning Commission's role in guiding the policy choices 

of the state has undergone a significant shift since 1991 (Murti 1967; Hess 2010).  Not 

coincidentally, the leading figures in the Commission are also identified as the key 

proponents of neoliberal policies.  The current Chairman of the Planning Commission, 

traditionally the Prime Minister, remains Dr. Manmohan Singh, while the Deputy 

Chairmanship since 2004 is held by Montek Singh Ahluwalia, former Director of the 

Independent Evaluation Office of the International Monetary Fund (IMF), who also was 

Chief of Public Finance Division and later Chief of Income Distribution Division at the 

Development Research Center at the World Bank's Washington, D.C. offices through the 

1970s.  Mr. Ahluwalia is a leading proponent of neoliberal reforms in India since the 

early 1990s and is considered one of the most powerful decision makers in the country.  

The following comparison of two five year plans released by the Planning Commission – 

one in 1951 and the second in 1997 show how far the Commission has shifted in 

                                                
22 Planning Commission website 
http://planningcommission.nic.in/aboutus/history/index.php?about=aboutbdy.htm Accessed 04/09/2010 
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orientation from a planned and centrally led development model, to one that both 

presumes and anticipates the dominance of private investment as the means to achieve 

infrastructure development. The following example pertains to the development of ports. 

 

 The First Five-Year Plan of 1951 states that the “quantum of the Government 

assistance will be reduced to the extent that the port authorities can raise loans in the 

open market as in the past (Planning Commission 1951: ch. 39 Section 3.54).”  However 

it also warns that such recourse to outside financing is limited since “there is a limit 

beyond which the port authorities cannot increase charges for services rendered in order 

to enable them to pay interest on loans.”  Therefore the main sources of financing remain 

the use of existing reserves, increasing port charges where possible, and direct central 

assistance. The private sector remains marginal and unpromising, and major ports are 

described as “non-profit making, self-financing undertakings.”  In comparison, the Ninth 

Five-Year Plan released in 1997, announces the corporatization of ports to help ease 

access to market loans through the use of port assets as collateral, and 'Joint Ventures' in 

order “to attract new technology, introduce better managerial practices, expedite 

implementation of schemes, foster strategic alliances with minor ports for creation of 

optimal port infrastructure and enhance the confidence levels of the private sector in the 

funding of ports (Planning Commission 1997: ch 7 section 7.1.191)”  The overall goal of 

port development is to make ports function better in a “market economy.”  The 
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significance of this shift will be examined in detail when considering the impact of the 

post-tsunami expansion of Nagapattinam Port on Ariyanattutheru village in Chapter 7. 

 

 Thus the focus on “opportunity” in the aftermath of the Tsunami has to be seen in 

the light of this orientation of the Planning Commission under the leadership of 

Manmohan Singh and Ahluwalia.  Moreover the implicit meaning of the term was also 

reflected later in the phrase “build back better” used frequently in World Bank, UN and 

NGO communications.  The World Bank financed Emergency Tsunami Reconstruction 

Project (ETRP)'s official documents frequently asserted that specific initiatives 

undertaken under the project's rubric will lead to improvements in things as diverse as 

fish catch prices, sanitation, water supply, coastal resource management, health care 

services, disaster preparedness, enforcement of CRZ (Coastal Regulation Zone) 

provisions, and so on.  Notably, the ETRP's Project implementation plan also claimed that 

particular components would improve relations between 'different stakeholders such as 

fishermen, agriculturalists and industries (Government of Tamil Nadu, World Bank 2005, 

187). (World Bank, Government of Tamil Nadu 2005, 187).'  Yet despite this discourse 

of overall improvement of the lives and livelihoods of coastal communities, the ETRP's 

project plan follows the recommendations of its predecessor, the Joint Assessment 

Mission Report (JAM), which devalued the economic needs of small producers like 

artisanal fishers by declaring as irrelevant, their contribution to the state's overall GDP.  

This devaluation facilitated the relegation of livelihood related needs to temporary 'short' 
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and 'medium' terms under the rubric of humanitarianism, which in turn worked alongside 

the state government's 'public private partnership' arrangement with NGOs that brought 

the latter into an institutional relationship with the state as primary executors of the 

permanent housing construction component of post-tsunami reconstruction.   

Devaluing artisanal fishing – Multilateral JAM and the ETRP 
 
 The post-Tsunami reconstruction agenda intensified the neoliberal devaluation of 

artisanal fishing by disregarding economic development needs of the fishing community, 

and promoting instead a lop-sided ‘humanitarian’ agenda centred on relocation to ‘free’ 

housing.  In the immediate aftermath of the Tsunami, the World Bank, Asian 

Development Bank and the United Nations carried out a “Joint Assessment Mission” 

(JAM) which sought to provide a summary of damages and losses resulting from the 

Tsunami, and outline a short and medium term plan of recovery (United Nations et al. 

2005). This report created the framework for the Emergency Tsunami Reconstruction 

Project (ETRP) of the World Bank and the Tsunami Emergency Assistance Program 

(TEAP) of the Asian Development Bank, that together advanced a large-scale plan of 

reconstruction that policy makers insisted was designed to ‘build back better’ and not 

merely to restore the region to its former condition. 

 

The definitional schema deployed by the Joint Assessment Mission's report is 

instructive. The economy is delimited at four levels: first regional specificity: the coastal 

economy is not “well integrated” into the “overall economy” and thus neither a “key 
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driver of growth” since there is no “major industry located in the coastal districts.”  

Second sectoral specificity: the fisheries sector contributes “a mere 0.6 percent” to the 

state’s GSDP, and as such, the Tsunami’s impact on this sector did not affect Tamil 

Nadu’s “economy.” Third, sectoral generality: “fishermen, vendors, small entrepreneurs 

and agriculturalists” do not contribute to the state’s revenues since they belong to the 

informal sector.  A fourth delimiting assumption informing the World Bank’s vision of 

the “economy” is in the claim that “natural-resource” based activities are on a long-term 

declining path.  Fishing is in trouble due to declining fish catch while agriculture’s 

problems stem from water scarcity.  Thus even though these activities may need to be 

“supported” on humanitarian grounds because they provide “subsistence,” they cannot be 

deemed to belong to any long-term vision of the “overall economy.”  

 

The JAM Report also pointed out that “marginal impact in the short run on the 

balance of payments can be expected to the extent that shrimp exports and coastal 

tourism are hit (United Nations et al. 2005:44).”  Thus the crux of the distinction between 

those activities privileged to belong to the “economy” and those that are not important to 

the “economy” lies in their relative importance for the Gross Domestic Product and the 

Balance of Payments. This definitional strategy set the stage for how the institutional 

apparatus of reconstruction took shape – supporting activities that advance the cause of 

the GDP and BOP while relegating the needs and interests of those that do not to the 

World Bank’s  ‘humanitarianism’ which involves support for artisanal fishing on a 

temporary, short to medium term basis, while the long term goal is to promote vocational 
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transformation, alternative livelihoods, and diversification of activities towards 

“sustainable” alternatives (United Nations et al. 2005:70-72; World Bank 2005:19, 102-

108, 214). 

 

ETRP – 'REVAMPING FISHERIES' THROUGH RELOCATION OF FISHERS. 

 The Emergency Tsunami Reconstruction Program (ETRP) and Tsunami 

Emergency Assistance Program (TEAP) were loan/grant initiatives of the World Bank 

and the Asian Development Bank in agreement with the Government of Tamil Nadu.  A 

third initiative of the United Nations' International Fund for Agricultural Development 

(IFAD) called the “Post-Tsunami Sustainable Livelihoods Programme for the Coastal 

Communities of Tamil Nadu” became operational only in late 2008.  The ETRP credit 

agreement between the World Bank and the state government of Tamil Nadu was signed 

on May 5th, 2005 and declared as its goals the reconstruction of housing and 

infrastructure with hazard resistant features, a review of existing livelihoods of coastal 

communities and the reduction of vulnerability on a sustainable basis.  With government 

initiatives covering the bulk of short-term relief needs of affected fishing populations, 

particularly with regard to asset replacement and compensation for losses, the ETRP's 

focus shifted to “revamping the entire fisheries sector,” housing construction, 

infrastructure, and coastal protection measures such as bioshields.  Similarly, the entry of 

NGOs in a big way shifted the focus away from housing construction, leaving funds for a 

later use that will be described below. 
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 While medium-term objectives centered on 'revamping' the fisheries sector, the 

ETRP's long-term focus in this regard centered on financing housing construction, 

repairing damaged public infrastructure, and expanding protection measures such as 

bioshields through coastal afforestation.  Comparing the ETRP's Project Implementation 

Plan to developments in Nagapattinam however reveal that these seemingly exclusive 

projects actually often worked in conjunction with each other impacting affected 

communities adversely.  In Chapter 3 I examine the way the construction of 

Nagapattinam fishing harbor, which was supposed to be part of the ETRP's plan to 

'revamp the entire fisheries sector,' intensified the effects of relocation on residents of 

Keechankuppam village, and enforced the rationale separating the needs of the fishing 

community from those of the real beneficiaries of the new harbor – commercial fishing 

interests on the one hand and various interests anticipating expanded import-export 

operations through the ADB funded expansion of adjacent Nagapattinam Port.  Part of the 

process of constructing the fishing harbor involved the demolition of Keechankuppam 

Bridge, an action that was conducted against the wishes of the fishing populations of the 

village and its southern neighbors.  The ETRP's process of 'building back better' therefore 

involved significant destruction as the utility of a bridge for artisanal fishing communities 

was deemed unimportant in comparison to the promises of GDP growth embodied in a 

fishing harbor and port. 
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Vulnerability and Housing – Tsunami model as regional model  

 As the ETRP's final implementation plan was being negotiated, Project 

Implementation Documents (PIDs) of the World Bank indicate that the housing 

component increased proportionately and absolutely between March and April 2005 

(World Bank 2005b).  This is a notable development given that NGO-led housing 

reconstruction had already been codified through G.O.s 25 and later 172 (see next 

section) between January and March.  The ETRP/TEAP Project Director explained that 

the housing component was retained despite the fact that it was entirely handed over to 

NGOs through MoUs as per G.O. 25, because officials were in doubt as to the ability and 

willingness of NGOs to meet their obligations in the long-run (C.V. Sankar Interview 

06/04/2008).  Funding cycles, donor interest, and a range of obligations that stretched 

beyond the needs of the state's coastal population, convinced some officials that after 

initial enthusiasm, NGO efforts may be expected to become problematic over time.  By 

May 2005 only two NGOs had signed MoUs with the District Collectorate in 

Nagapattinam, and others were being reminded to do so by the NGO Coordination and 

Resource Center (NCRC).  While this reveals a certain degree of prescience in planning, 

it does not altogether explain why the ETRP's housing component substantially increased 

at roughly the same period.  At the 'concept' stage in mid-March, the ETRP was 

envisioned to cover the construction of 140,000 houses throughout the Tamil Nadu coast 

at a total cost of $338 million, which works out to about 65 percent of the total ETRP 

fund.  However by April 8th, as negotiations with the Tamil Nadu government were 
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underway, a 'negotiations stage' PID shows that the allocation for housing was raised to 

$596.8 million, or about 89 percent.   

 

 In both stages the total number of houses and the anticipated infrastructural costs 

remained the same.  Going by these figures, the cost per house would amount in the first 

layout to about Rs. 106,228, while in the second layout to about Rs. 187,565.  Evidently 

the estimated cost per unit was increased in order to bring it in line with the government's 

stipulation laid out in Government Order 172 (G.O.172) on March 30th, that each house 

would require a sum of 150,000 (ie. 1.5 lakhs) (Government of Tamil Nadu 2005b).  This 

estimate was made against 130,000 houses, with a total cost of Rs. 19.5 billion (1,950 

Crores).  Importantly, while G.O. 172 states that “substantial assistance” for construction 

will be provided by the Government of India and the World Bank, it also notes later 

under “Other General Guidelines” that the government would prefer that NGOs and other 

private parties bear the costs of construction and repair “with their own money.”  Thus it 

would seem that negotiations around the ETRP's housing component were predicated on 

the assumption that NGO involvement in housing may be unreliable and therefore require 

government intervention. 

 

 Despite the fact that NGOs undertook the bulk of post-tsunami housing 

construction, leaving the ETRP's housing fund unused, by 2007 a new component  was 

added to the ETRP titled 'Vulnerability Reduction of Coastal Communities' (VRCC) that 
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sought to utilize the ETRP's unused housing fund for a state-wide coastal housing 

construction project (Government of Tamil Nadu 2007; 2007b).23  Close to 35,000 houses 

were identified as 'vulnerable' throughout the state through a series of surveys.  The 

criteria for 'vulnerability' now centered on structural features ranging from fully thatched 

houses with mud walls to brick and mortar houses with any kind of roof, and any 

government financed house determined to be older than ten years in the beginning of 

2006.  Despite some concessions due to non-availability of land, VRCC's housing model 

follows the criteria adopted for post-tsunami housing in general, especially those that 

require relinquishment of existing habitats as a condition for eligibility to houses in new 

locations.  On the face of it this extension of housing for marginalized communities along 

the coast into a long-term program appears to be a welcome initiative.  However two 

implications need to be considered.  First, by solidifying the basis on which tsunami 

housing was executed, VRCC makes it more difficult for communities to assert control 

over coastal lands.  Second, the meaning of the term vulnerability has been transformed 

considerably from its reference point in the experiences of communities that survived the 

tsunami, to one centered on the physical structure of existing houses.  In effect, the state 

now declares houses vulnerable and offers relocation to new houses as a solution to 

vulnerability, shifting the focus away from housing as a democratic entitlement if not a 

right. 

  

                                                
23 See also (The Hindu 2007)  
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THE TSUNAMI EMERGENCY ASSISTANCE PROGRAM (TEAP)   

 The TEAP was the second important initiative linking the states of Tamil Nadu 

and Kerala to post-tsunami reconstruction financing by the Asian Development Bank 

(henceforth ADB) (Asian Development Bank 2005a; 2005b).  The TEAP consisted of two 

streams of financing, a loan component and a grant. 

 

Table 2.2 TEAP financing – Loan/Grant components 

 Implemented 
on 

Total Amount 
to Tamil Nadu Loan Grant 

Tsunami 
Emergency 
Assistance 
Program 

05/12/05 $143.75 million 67.55 million 76.20 million 
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Table 2.3 TEAP Loan/Grant breakdown 

Loan: $67.55 million Grant: 76.20 million 
• Transportation:  

 Roads and Bridges (9.10) 
 Ports and Harbors (17.70) 

• Rural & Municipal 
Infrastructure 

 Other infrastructure (municipal 
roads, drainage canals, public 
buildings, small-scale fishing 
landing, processing, marketing 
facilities and community 
centers, power line network and 
distribution transformers. (8.0) 

 Village roads, drainage canals, 
public buildings like panchayat 
offices (32.75)  

• Livelihoods (SHG based capacity 
building, microenterprises, 
productive asset replacement except 
housing, skills training, risk 
mitigation initiatives, community 
infrastructure reconstruction) 
(49.99) 

• Rural & Municipal 
Infrastructure 

 Water Supply and Sanitation 
(restoration and upgrading of 
water supply, sanitation, 
awareness campaigns, 
institutional support for surveys, 
studies, disaster resistant design, 
construction quality control and 
community participation.) 
(23.0) 

• Capacity Building 
 Consulting services (2.21) 
 Incremental administration 

costs. (1.0) 
 

 

 A brief examination of TEAP financing shows that the loan component includes 

the substantial bulk of physical infrastructural projects, while the grant component mostly 

finances interventions under the 'Livelihood' category within affected communities.  

These latter set of initiatives were directed towards the promotion of Self Help Groups 

(SHGs) as in the case of the 'Livelihoods' head, or to focus on studies and surveys 

alongside some interventions directed towards improvement of water and sanitation 
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facilities, and limited infrastructural projects, as in the case of the other two heads. Even 

as the JAM and the ETRP devalued artisanal fishing by reducing the needs of artisanal 

fishers to short term, humanitarian needs that fall outside the 'economy,' the TEAP's 

financing pattern shows a similar tendency to separate the economic from the 

humanitarian.  Its Financing Agreement with the Government of India begins with this 

statement: 

 

The main objective of the Project is to support in the efforts of Tamil Nadu and 
Kerala to accelerate economic growth and poverty alleviation in the Tsunami 
affected areas of the two States by assisting in the restoration of livelihoods, 
especially of the poor, and complementary rehabilitation and reconstruction of 
damaged public infrastructure (Asian Development Bank 2005a).  
 

 The presumed distinction between 'economic growth' and 'poverty alleviation' 

drives and justifies the ADB's response to the challenge of reconstruction.  As the above 

table shows, the bulk of infrastructure reconstruction is financed by the loan component, 

tied as it is to a long-term payment schedule (2005a: 11-12).  It can therefore be expected 

that the loan component constitutes an investment in the long-term infrastructural 

development of the region, while the grant component addresses primarily (though not 

exclusively) the humanitarian and therefore short-term goals of livelihood restoration, but 

more crucially the strengthening of SHGs as the primary means of achieving these ends.  

Contrary to the complementarity assumed to exist between the livelihood needs of 

artisanal fishers and the types of infrastructural projects financed to promote 'economic 

growth,' the TEAP financed Nagapattinam Port expansion project and the related World 
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Bank finances Fishing Harbor project led to the displacement of Ariyanattutheru village's 

artisanal fishing population and intensified the pressure on Keechankuppam's residents to 

relocate, as described in detail in Chapters 3 and 4.  Infrastructure projects constitute only 

30 percent of the Grant component, and even these include sub-projects directed towards 

“awareness campaigns, institutional support for surveys, studies, disaster resistant design, 

construction quality control and community participation.”  In conclusion, the TEAP's 

financing of post-tsunami reconstruction reveals on the one hand a strong emphasis on 

loan-financed infrastructure reconstruction, with the distinction between economic 

growth and poverty alleviation roughly following the distinction between projects 

financed by a loan component, and therefore a long-term region-wide investment on the 

one hand, and projects pertaining to 'livelihood restoration' which significantly help 

strengthen the neoliberal logic of transferring the burden of livelihood security to 

marginalized populations through the requirement that activities be channeled through 

SHGs. 

 

GOVERNMENT ORDER 25 - “PUBLIC PRIVATE PARTNERSHIP”  

 On the 13th of January, 2005, barely two weeks after the Tsunami, the Tamil Nadu 

state government issued Government Order 25, which laid out the framework for the 

government's intended approach to the post-relief and rehabilitation reconstruction 

process.  The Order stated:  
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“Many non-Government organisations, voluntary agencies, corporate houses, 
charities, public and private sector enterprises etc have been in contact with the 
State Government to participate for the permanent relocation and rehabilitation 
of people affected by this calamity (Government of Tamil Nadu 2005c).” 
 

 The Order stipulated norms and standards for the dimensions and quality of 

housing to be built, cost per unit, and called on interested NGOs to sign Memoranda of 

Understanding with District Collectors.  The only explicit reference to location is 

contained in an annexure which states to interested NGOs, that land for construction “will 

be provided by Government.”  While it is true that state institutions were overwhelmed 

by the proliferation of various NGOs and voluntary organizations clamoring to play a 

part in post-disaster efforts, the state government's strategic positioning of itself as a mere 

facilitator of 'participation' by non-governmental organizations provided cover for the 

separation of the question of housing from that of location.  G.O. 25 is also remarkable in 

that it presents reconstruction as a comprehensive set of objectives that preferably 

includes not only housing but also “livelihood rehabilitation, community infrastructure 

such as roads, water supply, schools, health facilities, noon meal center etc.”  In future 

G.O.s the state government expanded the range of NGO activities to include the 

construction of “Schools, Child welfare Centres, Hospitals, Primary Health Centres, 

Community Centres, Vocational Training Centres, etc. (Government of Tamil Nadu 

2005d).” 

 

 The process for assigning contracts to interested NGOs is as follows: the 

interested organization chooses a habitation to work with consisting of at least fifty 
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households, prepares a proposal with the aid of a “facilitating and/or technical support 

organization with good credentials,” which is then presented to the District Collector, 

who will then scrutinize and decide on allowing or rejecting the project, and negotiating 

minor changes in costs.  If a proposal is approved, it is then passed on to the relevant 

village Panchayat for “passing a resolution approving the same.”  Following approval of 

the Panchayat, the NGO then prepares a detailed Project Report providing comprehensive 

details of the entire package including technical details.  At this point, a district level 

committee headed by the Collector will sign off on the project, the NGO signs a 

“Memorandum of Understanding” with the Collector, and work may commence.  

Notably, the Committee “may nominate a third party agency” to audit quality 

compliance.   

 

 At least two important accountability gaps can be identified in the process.  First, 

working with a “facilitating and/or technical support organization” is optional and not 

mandatory.  This meant that there was no consistent manner in which NGOs established 

relationships with contractors, engineers and those with the technical skills required for 

large-scale construction projects.  As a result, most NGOs found themselves having to 

independently negotiate deals with local and regionally available contractors leading to 

various problems in construction quality that they had little control over.  This was 

compounded by the absence of the “third party agency” to audit quality of work.24  It is 

                                                
24 NCRC was expected to play the role of a “third party agency” but failed to do so as its mandate 
was reduced to information collection and production as I explain in chapter 6. 
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notable that the Order uses language that suggests both of these important processes are 

not mandatory, but voluntary.  It is unclear whether this was intentional given the 

possible difficulties in ensuring that NGOs used partners with “good credentials,” or that 

the complications arising from negative reports by an auditing agency may add 

undesirable burdens on the government, or whether this was entirely inadvertent.  There 

is significant evidence to show that the lack of transparency at the NGO-contractor level 

worked in tandem with the lack of transparency at the NGO-government level to make 

the process of housing reconstruction unaccountable to the intended recipients. 

 

 G.O. 25 was an unprecedented step for a state government, and revealed in its 

language the consensus driving the government's decision-makers with regard to 

institutionalizing the relationship between NGOs and the state in an effort to transform 

the region's geography.  The particular niche of humanitarianism that NGOs filled 

coupled with the fact that they brought to the relationship an independent source of 

unlimited funds, made them reliable partners in the triumvirate of state-multilateral 

agency-NGO nexus.  At the heart of this relationship between state and the NGO 

however remains the crucial strategic imperative of the state, namely separating the 

locational needs of intended beneficiaries from the purview of the NGO executors of 

housing construction.  Through this G.O. NGOs were expected to act as service providers 

on contract with the state government, with the crucial difference being the fact that they 

brought their own funds, a factor that restricted the ability of the government to hold 

them accountable in the same manner private contractors could be held accountable. 
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G.O. 172 – PARAMETERS GOVERNING (RE/DIS)LOCATION 

 If G.O. 25 could be seen as crucial to the establishment of an institutional basis 

for the emerging 'public private partnership' between the state government and NGOs, an 

Order issued in late March provided the rationale for the government's intention to  

relocate coastal communities to inland sites identified and procured for NGOs.  

Government Order 172 issued by the Tamil Nadu state government on March 30th, 2005 

laid out the specific rules governing relocation of coastal communities (Government of 

Tamil Nadu 2005b).  As a government document, this Order is perhaps the single most 

contentious in terms of its far-reaching impacts and the sweeping changes embodied 

within its framework.  Invoking the Coastal Regulation Zone Notification of 1991, the 

G.O. categorizes existing housing in terms of absolute distances from the 'high-tide line' 

or HTL, and quality of housing, and stipulates reconstruction contingent upon reducing 

proximity to the sea. 

 

Table 2.4 Categorization used in GO 172 

Distance from HTL 0-200 meters 
200-500 meters 
500 meters and beyond 

Type of house Kutcha (built with locally available 
materials, often requiring frequent repairs) 
Pucca (brick and mortar built houses)  
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 Generally poorer households in fishing villages live closer to the sea in Kutcha 

houses while the more affluent households tend to live in a variety of semi-Pucca 

(concrete walls with thatched or tiled roofs, etc.) or Pucca houses in safer parts of the 

village, usually away from the shore and on elevated locations.  G.O. 172's framework 

for reconstruction is as follows: 

 

Table 2.5 G.O.172 distance criteria 

Location 
in  meters Type Condition of house Eligible for 

0-200 m 
Kutcha 
or 
Pucca 

Fully damaged: No construction of 
new houses permitted * 

New house beyond 200 
meters 

Partially damaged:  No government 
assistance for repairs 
Undamaged: can get a new house or 
stay 

200-500 m 
&  
> 500 m 

Kutcha 

Fully damaged: if unwilling to move, 
reconstructed in situ  

New house beyond 500 
meters 

Partially damaged: if unwilling to 
move, repaired in situ  

Pucca 

Fully damaged:  if unwilling to move, 
reconstructed in situ  
Partially damaged: Government 
assistance for repairs based on graded 
scale  

* The Order states: “As per the Coastal Regulation Zone notifications, only repair of 
structures authorized prior to 1991 is permissible and no new construction is possible.” 
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 At first glance the above framework seems like a nuanced approach to the issue of 

reducing vulnerabilities associated with proximity and quality of housing.  However a 

closer examination of the Order indicates that the onus of relocation disproportionately 

falls on poorer households.  For the 0-200 meter category the Order, citing the CRZ 

Notification of 1991 claims that only “repair of structures authorized prior to 1991 is 

permissible and no new construction is possible.”  This claim is problematic because the 

CRZ also provided exceptions for “customary” and “traditional” uses by coastal 

communities, and Kutcha houses would certainly fall under such a general category.  

Additionally, the requirement that structures be “authorized prior to 1991” blatantly 

disregards the de facto as opposed to de jure nature of property conventions governing 

housing in marginalized populations such as the artisanal fishing communities of 

Nagapattinam.  Very few structures would qualify for the simple reason that in general 

housing is an often locally negotiated state of affairs often straddling state claims and 

customary claims.  Invariably a great many households in coastal fishing communities 

live in houses constructed on what is legally speaking state-owned Poromboke land.    

Even if a household were able to produce evidence of authorization before 1991, the 

Order denies government support for needed repairs, leaving such residents to fend for 

themselves.  The only way out for households in this 0-200 category is therefore to accept 

a new house in a location identified by the government.  While requiring proof of prior 

authorization and denying assistance for repairs constitute the coercive part of the 

government's strategy, the offer of a new house for even those residents whose houses 
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within the 0-200 meter category were undamaged represents its intentions as benign and 

generous. 

 

 The most contentious part of G.O. 172 however was the requirement that 

households accepting new housing give up all rights to their old habitations and legally 

hand over those properties to the government.  The lands thus given up would be entered 

into a “Prohibitory Order Book” to ensure that it will remain in the hands of the 

government and not transferred.  While stating this there is no other guarantee provided 

that the land would remain available to the original fishing community for its livelihood 

needs though not for constructing residences.  This requirement confirmed suspicions 

already rife that new housing was being used to lure the fishing communities of the state 

out of their coastal settlements.  Nagapattinam's District Collector even went so far as to 

threaten criminalization of and legal action against anticipated efforts to retain old houses 

by recipients of new housing  and urged NGOs to “explain” the Government Order's 

stipulations in this specific regard to communities who seemed to be “unable to 

understand GOs properly.”25 

 

 Significant deviations from the framework presented in this Order characterized 

housing construction.  First, NGOs that undertook housing construction expressed an 

unwillingness from an early stage to construct individual in situ houses for two reasons.  

                                                
25 See NCC Consultative Workshop Meeting Minutes 5.4.05 (NCRC 2005a) , Shelter Advisory Group 
Meeting Minutes 11.8.05 (NCRC 2005b) , and Review of Permanent Shelter Minutes with the Collector  
20.07.05 (NCRC 2005b) . 
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Due to the rising estimated costs of construction (from an initial 1.5 lakhs (! 

lakh=100,000) per unit to 2 lakhs over the period of two years), NGOs were under 

pressure to utilize their resources more efficiently.  This meant that housing construction 

in a single site proved to be preferable to multiple in situ sites.  Secondly, in situ 

construction required demolition of the damaged or destroyed remains of the previous 

structure and substantial cleaning up of the site before construction could commence.  

This added to the financial burden of NGOs and hence was only undertaken by a few 

well-funded NGOs such as World Vision in Akkarapettai.  Additionally demolition also 

raised legal issues that the NGOs were unequipped to deal with, and repairs or retrofitting 

of damaged houses involved substantial involvement in individual structure and site-

specific issues that they were reluctant to undertake.  As a result, in addition to tacit 

alignment with the administration on G.O.172, NGO involvement in housing 

construction provided additional impetus to relocation and supported the goals of 

G.O.172. 

 

 Secondly, the so-called “two house theory” which even SIFFS publicly 

discouraged and disavowed, became a de facto aspect of reconstruction in Nagapattinam.  

This development may be attributed to several reasons including primarily locational 

needs of the artisanal fishing community, but also structural limitations of new housing 

which in the interests of providing “equal” housing for all resulted in squeezing 

households with as many as 7 or 9 members into the same 350 square foot structures as 

those of 2 members.  Interviews conducted over the course of a survey of 43 coastal 
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fishing villages in Nagapattinam and adjacent Karaikal, indicate that fishermen and 

women are unequivocally opposed to G.O. 172's requirement that they relinquish claims 

on the coast.  Most interviewees stated that proximity to the coast was non-negotiable, 

and that faced with an ultimatum they would gladly give up their new houses and remain 

on the coast.  However even arriving at this question required explaining to interviewees 

what G.O.172 meant.  For one, nobody had heard of the order itself, only that they were 

generally being asked to leave the coast by the government.  The most direct manner in 

which the order presented itself to fisher households was through pattas (legal titles) that 

contained language explicitly articulating its conditions.  In some cases NGOs 

incorporated the intent of the order and even cited the Order in documents presented to 

intended recipients (World Vision engaged in this practice as described in Chapter 5).  

However not everybody had received pattas since the issuing of these documents took 

inordinate amounts of time, often held up for reasons that neither recipients nor their 

panchayat leaders knew.  In some cases individuals used materials that looked like 

official documents, including symbolic NGO letters of ownership with recipient names, 

as pattas, even conducting proscribed transactions such as the sale of a tsunami house.  

 

RELOCATION AND ITS CONTOURS 
 
 A survey of relocation among fisher communities spread across Nagapattinam 

and adjacent Karaikal districts revealed some general patterns.  This study was conducted 

between Kallar village, the southernmost fisher hamlet of Nagapattinam Taluk and 
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Pazhayar located at the district's border with adjacent Cuddalore.  Forty two fisher 

villages and their new relocation sites were mapped using a GPS unit.  In addition five 

newly constructed Dalit villages were also studied.  The data recorded included: 

1. Road distance from the entrance to the new location to the village entrance. 

2. Distance from the eastern-most house to the coast (area where boats and nets are 

typically parked and stored). 

3. Distances to fish market/harbor – these measures were not recorded in cases 

where the village itself is the primary site of boat launching/landing and fish 

buying/selling. 

4. NGO details – Housing, other activities, current status 

5. Housing details: Structural features: Septic tanks, sanitation, water supply, 

electricity costs, site drainage, insurance, house patta status, house tax 

6. Locational features: significant characteristics (shrimp farm, industry, tourism, 

etc.), roads and pavements, street lighting   

  

 I summarize below the findings of this study in terms of distance, the status of 

continued involvement of NGOs, and housing. 

1. Distance and location 
 

 I measured road distances based on the most common daily transport route taken 

by residents in each of the new resettlement sites.  These distances vary considerably 

from the figures calculated by NCRC.  For instance, according to the NCRC the distance 
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from Kallar's new settlement in Papa Koil to the village and to the sea is 2.0 km and 2.25 

km respectively (NCRC 2008).  However by road along the most commonly used route, 

the distance from the entrance of the new settlement to the entrance of Kallar village is 

6.11 km.  The linear distance (straight-line) to the sea is 2.67 km.  Road distance between 

the new settlement and the village provides a far more accurate measure of the impact of 

relocation than does linear distance.  I measured distances from new settlements to 

villages, livelihood centers such as the harbor or fish markets, by road using a motorcycle 

odometer correlated with GPS waypoints.  I determined linear distances from the new 

settlement to the coast by recording a waypoint for the easternmost house in the new 

settlement and using that to measure distance to the coast with GPS software. 

 

 Based on road distance, the most distant relocation site in the study was the new 

settlement for Kallar (6.1 km from the village), adjacent to a shrimp farm in Papa Koil, 

an agricultural village.  Details of this village's experience with relocation are provided in 

Chapter 5.  Similarly, and in close proximity were forty Dalit households from 

Akkaraipettai's Thideerkuppam neighborhood.  Resettled 6 kilometers away from their 

original homes and places of work (as diesel loaders or in construction in Nagapattinam 

harbor and Akkaraipettai), the community's men and women faced hardships traveling to 

and from their places of work.  Distant relocation was most pronounced in urban areas 

such as Nagapattinam, or where there were other uses of land as for example shrimp 

farms in the case of a site built for Savadikuppam located 0.45 km west of the village.   
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 In several rural areas new locations were built significantly close to or even 

adjacent to the village.  Nine cases of new sites built this way all fall in Tarangambadi 

and Sirkali Taluks: Chandrapadi, Thallampettai, Chinnamedu, Vanagiri, Poompuhar, 

Naickerkuppam, Melmoovarkarai, Tirumullaivasal and Madavamedu.  While they all 

share some general features including the availability and use of contiguous lands owned 

either by villages or prominent families, Thallampettai refused to relocate westwards, 

having once been relocated to their present site which is already 550 meters from the 

coast.  16 new sites are located at a distance of 1 to 6 km, while 25 at a distance of 0.1 to 

1 kilometer from villages.  Both in terms of road distance and straight-line distances from 

the coast new sites in Nagapattinam taluk account for the greatest distances  

(Akkarapettai's Dalits and Kallar's fishers in Papakoil, Ariyanattutheru's fishers in 

Andanapettai, another agricultural village to the west of Nagapattinam town).  This latter 

village's relocation involved a trifurcation into three distant locations, the impacts of 

which are detailed in Chapter 5.   

Table 2.6 Distance as a result of relocation for Ariyanattuteru's three new sites (in km). 

 Sawariyarkoil Andanapettai Mahalakshminagar 

Village 2.6 3.52 4.5 

Market 2.28 2.48 4.18 

Harbor 3.6 (women) 
3.8 (men) 

2.8 (women)  
3.0 (men) 

5.07 (women)  
5.27 (men) 
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A snapshot of relocation in Nagapattinam Taluk 
 

 Of the seven fishing villages in the Taluk, all but two were relocated to one large 

contiguous site each, the two exceptions being Ariyanattutheru and Pattinacherry.  

Ariyanattutheru's residents were relocated to three sites considerably distant from each 

other and from the village.  Pattinacherry's residents obtained new housing in 

Pannangudi, about 1.95 kilometers from the village, and a second site to the south located 

2.48 kilometers from the village.  The table below details the villages, their relocation 

sites, number of households relocated and measured road distances from the original 

village.   

Table 2.7 Relocation in Nagapattinam Taluk's fisher villages 

Name 

Po
pu

la
tio

n Relocation site Number of 
households 

Distance from 
village in km. 

Status 

Kallar 990 Papa Koil 
“New Kallar” 

240 6.11 Occupied  
temporarily 

Akkarapettai 9589 Rolling Mill 
“Tata Nagar” 

768 1.49 Occupied 

Keechankuppam 3760 Boatyard 
“Vyaasar 
Nagar” 

248 1.37 Incomplete 

Ariyanattutheru 4203 Andanapettai 222 3.52 Occupied 

Sawariyarkoil 285 2.6 Partially 
occupied 

Mahalakshmin
agar 

210 4.5 Partially 
occupied 
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Table 2.7 Relocation in Nagapattinam Taluk's fisher villages 

Nambiyarnagar 6122 “Suryanagar” 60 2.43 Abandoned 

Sawariyarkoil 892 1.1 Partially 
occupied 

Samanthampettai 2189 Adjacent 340 Negligible Occupied 

Pattinacherry 5275 Pannangudi 225 1.95 Occupied 

  Mel/Keezh-
Pattinacherry 

640 2.48 Occupied 

  

The satellite image below provides a snapshot of the above data.  The dark 

polygons correspond to the sites of the villages, while the light polygons represent 

relocated sites.  Perimeters in each case were determined using GPS tracking on the 

ground, and matching resulting tracks to satellite imagery. 
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Figure 2.2 Snapshot of relocation in Nagapattinam Taluk.  Google Earth December 2009. 
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2. NGOs and current status: 
 

 A wide range of NGOs had built houses for residents of villages considered in this 

study.  Several big NGOs dominated housing construction taking on the construction of 

large numbers of houses.  These included World Vision, TMSSS, Amritanandamayee 

Mutt.  In many villages multiple NGOs were each responsible for clusters of houses.  The 

construction of these were in different stages of completion, and in some cases 

incompletion.  One new site for 84 households in Madathakuppam had seen little success 

even after four different contractors were hired consecutively for the project by the NGO 

Global Hope Foundation.  Often residents in new sites noted that even when 

representatives of NGOs came to inspect houses, they noted down people's complaints, 

promised to follow up and never returned. 

 

 The vast majority of NGOs had left Nagapattinam by late 2007.  In most villages 

people expressed the view that complaints about housing could not be addressed to NGO 

representatives because they simply were not around anymore.  In a few sites where 

housing was being constructed, especially in Karaikal district, there were staff involved 

in planning and working with contractors.  Those NGOs that continued to remain 

involved with the fisher and Dalit communities already worked with them prior to the 

tsunami.  These include SIFFS, ROSA, and AREDS for example.  A primary school 

building built by the USAID funded Project Concern International in Thirumullaivasal 

was locked up and remained unused even while staff traveled to its northern neighbors 
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collecting equipment they had once donated, and the organization prepared to bring even 

its AIDS assistance programs to a close. 

 

3. Problems with housing 
 

 One dominant feature of the post-Tsunami reconstruction agenda was the desire 

to include entire villages within the ambit of relocated housing, and not just affected 

households.  The official intention behind this approach was to preserve the integrity of 

communities and avoid fragmentation.   It was also assumed that since residents saw 

houses from an early stage as an asset, providing as many of them as possible would be a 

good thing.  As noted in Chapter 2, Government Order 172 deployed a combination of 

diktat and skewed apportionment of assistance leaving residents living closer to the sea 

little choice but to accept new housing.  The central demand of G.O. 172 was for 

recipients of new houses to relinquish to the government, claims on land and houses in 

the old location.  G.O.25 codified the state-NGO relationship with the caveat that all new 

houses were to be built on lands acquired by the government, leaving location outside the 

purview of NGOs.  

 

 The general pattern was for district officials to identify, negotiate and obtain land 

for construction.  The process of obtaining the consent of residents for new housing went 

through the mediation of village leaders or Block level officials and the NGOs involved.  

NGOs commenced building houses, and upon completion, district officials handed over 
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house assignments and finally keys to recipients.  Houses were allotted through lots in 

most cases but in some cases they were allotted on the basis of existing neighborhoods 

(not in Nagapattinam Taluk though). The cost per house was Rs. 1.5 lakh (1 Lakh = 

100,000), estimated in early 2005, and subsequently revised upwards by up to 1 lakh on 

account of increased material costs.  This proved to be a problem for NGOs undertaking 

housing construction since their budgets had to be revised over time even as donor 

interest and support diminished.   

 

 Below is a summary of problems associated with Tsunami housing categorized 

along lines of Locational, Structural and political-legal issues.  The sites described in 

Chapters 3, 4 and 5 represent particular combinations of some or several of these 

problems, with one or two issues dominating the others.  These problems will also be 

considered in light of the particularities of the original locational, structural and political-

legal characteristics of each village.  While several aspects of relocation affected whole 

communities, impacts were experienced differently.  Within the fishing community, 

women and and members of poorer households faced greater challenges and often were 

more outspoken in their criticism of relocation. 

Locational issues 
a. The housing complex is located far away from the village, a particularly 

important consideration for communities that still considered their village 
the center of their economic, social and cultural life. 

b. The housing complex is located far away from livelihood centers, markets, 
hospitals, schools, and other services. 
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c. The housing complex is located on land that is low lying, lacking in fresh 
water, or located near structures, settlements, economic activities or 
geographical features that pose additional challenges. 

d. Location in an area where they have to compete with already established 
non-fishing communities for vital resources, state benefits and cultural 
acceptance. 

e. Location in an area where it is difficult to obtain basic necessities such as 
fuel or fiber, required especially for lower income households. 

Structural issues 
a. The housing complex has design features that lack common spaces, 

adequate inter-house space for privacy, spaces for various activities such 
as net storage, fish drying, recreational spaces; the cultural values 
embedded in the housing complex design are not consistent with the needs 
of fishing communities. 

b. Space issues: houses are designed to be identical in design and dimensions 
without consideration for household size. Thus families of 7 members and 
families of 2 members both contend with the same type of house. 

c. Structural defects: 
i. Elevation issues, waterlogging, problems arising from the presence 

of other economic activities such as shrimp farms, industries, etc. 
ii. Poor quality walls, banisters, lack of roof tiling, roof 

damage leading to water leakage, cracking parts (floors, walls, 
doors, load-bearing structures), cheap, easily damaged materials 
used for doors and windows 

iii. Water, Sewage, electricity – connections for first two are 
either nonexistent, incomplete or present with problems, in some 
cases for the third there have to be improvisations due to 
inadequate/incomplete supply. 

iv. Sanitation: 
1.Lack of water connections to individual toilets/bathrooms  
2.Septic tanks nonexistent, or where present inadequate due to small 

size, quality of installation, inappropriate for location especially 
where waterlogging is common. 

Political-legal issues 
d. Status of ownership:  

i. Misunderstanding what is a patta: The majority of recipients who 
have moved into new settlements have not received “pattas” or 
house titles. In several cases, recipients received document packets 
from the relevant NGO and assumed these included the Patta, 
safely storing them as they would any valuable legal documents. 
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However upon inspection, such packets did not include Pattas, but 
various documents printed by the NGO that have no legal value. In 
some cases residents believed particular documents to be Pattas 
which turned out to be no more than the NGO’s “certificate” of 
ownership, again a legally useless piece of paper. 

ii. Where Pattas were available, they included the central 
demand of G.O. 172 with regard to tying acceptance of new 
housing with the relinquishment of original de facto properties. 

iii. Specific prohibitions on the rent or sale of houses prevent 
people from exercising their judgment on how best to use their 
new assets. 

e. Redress mechanisms:  
i. A persistent problem with relocated housing was the lack of 

redress mechanisms. Residents in Keechankuppam approached 
their traditional panchayats, who in turn approached the NGO or 
collectorate’s Tsunami rehabilitation officer. Even if the Panchayat 
or the collectorate contacted the NGO, the latter made promises 
and set new deadlines, or cited the lack of funds.  One common 
outcome of these failed redress mechanisms was that after 
persistent complaints from the community and its Panchayat, the 
collectorate announced a government intervention albeit with its 
own timelines, budgetary constraints and dependencies. 

ii. Once relocated, communities have a difficult time 
ascertaining the role and limitations on the authority of traditional 
panchayats. Relocated settlements fall within the domain of 
existing official panchayats or municipalities, thereby complicating 
the situation further since communities invariably have very little 
political power within these structures, and must compete with 
other non-fishing communities. 

 

 Survey of economic impact of relocation on household income, expenditure 
and credit. 

 
 This survey focused on determining the impact of relocation on household 

income, expenditure and credit practices in the new housing sites of five of Nagapattinam 

Taluk's fisher villages: Kallar, Akkarapettai, Keechankuppam, Ariyanattutheru, and 

Nambiyarnagar.  With the help of research assistants I administered survey 
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questionnaires to 174 households:  30 households in each of the four villages that had 

single main sites for new housing, and 18 households in each of Ariyanattutheru 's three 

sites.  Each stratified sample set included 15 fish vendors (women), 10 fishworkers (men 

who may provide labor on either or on trawlers, or own fiber boats or kattumarams), and 

5 housewives.  The rationale for the distribution's emphasis on women, was that as key 

players in the circulatory and exchange aspects of fish work, as well as daily household 

expenditure decisions, women would be better informed about economic matters than 

men. 

 Survey findings: 
 
 The household economic surveys conducted reveal that a large number of 

households are indebted.  This may be on account of a variety of decisions to obtain 

credit from either moneylenders or Self-Helf Groups (SHGs), but health expenses were 

most frequently cited.  In Keechankuppam's “Vyasar Nagar” for example, 16 respondents 

reported borrowing for medical, 12 for educational and 6 for livelihood related expenses.  

In the same sample 19 households reported borrowing from SHGs, while 13 reported 

borrowing from moneylenders, and 10 from banks.  Notably even when loans were 

obtained from banks they were mostly availed of alongside other borrowings from SHGs 

or moneylenders, never exclusively.  Most bank borrowing was also based on placing 

household jewelry as security.  The pattern of borrowing indicates heavy indebtedness to 

multiple entities such as banks, SHGs and moneylenders.  Secondly data shows that 

borrowing is geared primarily towards basic medical or educational needs.  In terms of 
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everyday expenses, all sites reported increases in costs of maintenance (house tax, 

electricity and water), and in the case of Kallar and Ariyanattutheru's new sites, 

respondents cited the additional expense of transportation.  Maintenance sometimes also 

included expenditure for repairs or modifications due to structural flaws or limitations, 

and some households added these contingent expenses that sometimes necessitated 

borrowing.  In New Kallar, at least 10/30 respondents noted that they took loans to meet 

expenses related to maintaining themselves in their new locations.   

 

 It has been pointed out that indebtedness among fisher communities is an endemic 

problem, a facet that should make existing intensifications not as significant as they 

would seem.  However affected fishers often complained about facing greater difficulties 

in meeting up with existing debt obligations and having less room to maneuver given the 

combined effects of relocation and existing debt.  What is significant as an established 

fact is that households affected by relocation have had a net increase in debt after 

accepting the NGO gift of housing.  What was promised as a free gift has in fact turned 

out to be something that carries with it operational and maintenance costs, mostly on 

account of shoddy construction, locational features and distance, in addition to the costs 

incurred in relinquishing rights to the coast. 

DISCUSSION 

 The institutional framing of post-tsunami reconstruction not only sheds light on 

the actual processes that unfolded and their contradictions over the next four years, but 
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also on the ways in which powerful entities identified here as the state, multilateral 

institutions and NGOs were cast together in a collaborative discursive and practical field, 

in which reconstruction was framed as a dual process of building the 'economy' on the 

one hand and providing succor and hope to the victims of the disaster on the other.  By 

delineating in discourse the economic from the humanitarian needs of the region, the 

collaborative efforts of the World Bank, UNDP, ADB, state and central governments 

sought to achieve in practice a set of outcomes that ensured the acceleration of neoliberal 

policies through the expansion of commercial fishing, and the transformation of 

Nagapattinam port into a more well integrated participant in a regional and global 

economy driven by the imperatives of capital accumulation.   

 

 The tsunami thus served as an opportunity for planners (state and multilaterals 

primarily) to mobilize the discourse of vulnerability and enforce a respatialization of the 

coast, by simultaneously presenting 'free' housing as an incentive to poor fishing 

households, and using the language and threat of coercive power to discourage fishing 

communities from seeking to challenge the terms of relocation.  In this regard the work of 

NGOs became central to the process, as purveyors of humanitarianism and disinterested 

benefactors, but also as apolitical service delivery entities charged with simply providing 

houses without considering the deleterious impacts of relocation on their intended 

beneficiaries.  Finally, the general features of post-tsunami housing reconstruction 

suggest that there has been a concerted effort to push fisher communities inland.  The 

pattern is more pronounced in areas where there is a direct correlation between relocation 



 157 

and infrastructural projects framed under the rubric of economic development.  The 

manner in which relocation was sought to be executed, through the intermediary role of 

NGOs, produced dysfunctional outcomes that not only added the burdens of structural 

and locational problems to beneficiaries of new housing but as a result also encouraged 

them to reconsider relocation and return to the coast.   

 

 Thus this chapter described how the framing of reconstruction as a dual process 

consisting of an economic development and a humanitarian agenda paved the way for the 

involvement of NGOs as providers of the gift of housing.  The house as a gift became 

crucial to win consent to relinquish claims over the coast among beneficiaries.  Yet the 

outcomes of new housing left much to be desired in terms of structural and locational 

problems, compounded by the intensification of debt, which together served as an 

impetus for fisher households to reconsider their obligations to the NGO and state in 

regards to housing.  As future chapters will show, each site targeted for relocation 

demonstrated a variety of responses, shaped largely by the ability of fisher households to 

return and rebuild on the coast. 

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND ITS HUMANITARIAN SUBJECTS 
 
 The coast remains a highly contested space primarily between small producers 

and other marginalized populations dependent on marine and coastal resources for their 

livelihoods on the one hand, and state or private infrastructural, industrial, tourism 

interests on the other.  Over the past few decades the World Bank played a leading role in 
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advancing the cause of shrimp aquaculture throughout Nagapattinam and Karaikal, while 

the ADB planned for investment in the expansion of ports throughout India.  At the same 

time these institutions have also developed close connections with arms of the state such 

as the Planning Commission, with representatives participating in 'Consultative 

Committees' overseeing the formulation of the Five Year Plan in 2004 (Ghosh 2004).  

While shrimp aquaculture has receded as the major threat to coastal fishing communities, 

the post-tsunami reconstruction processes predicated on relocation of these communities 

from the source of their livelihoods represents a far more insidious threat.  In addition to 

and in coordination with infrastructural projects like ports in the region, industrial 

clusters concentrated in Karaikal, but also in Cuddalore district to the north, are viewed 

by planners in Tamil Nadu and Pondicherry, as parts of a regional industrial hub.  

Alongside a growing interest in expanding public-private partnerships in offshore oil and 

gas exploration, these industries that include plastics and industrial chemicals, will 

receive a boost from the opening of Karaikal Port, a private port built by the Marg Group 

with international financing.26 

 

 In 2008 the government of Tamil Nadu submitted a proposal for a Petroleum, 

Chemical and Petrochemical Investment Region (PCPIR), spanning an area covering the 

southern and northern Taluks of Cuddalore and Nagapattinam districts respectively.27  

The proposal has not yet been approved, but the intentions of the government are clearly 

                                                
26 See (The Hindu 2008)  
27 See (The Financial Express 2008)  
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for a regional industrial expansion driven by anticipated increases in petroleum refining 

capacities, power production, and the expansion of a regional network of ports (and their 

further decentralization and privatization) and associated infrastructure.  Combined with 

this is the ongoing dredging of the Sethusamudram Shipping Canal between India and Sri 

Lanka that was initiated after the tsunami, and resisted unsuccessfully by the beleaguered 

coastal communities of Tamil Nadu.  The project is expected to increase the volume of 

shipping in the region, and Nagapattinam Port is seen as an important hub in a chain of 

ports that could stand to gain from this increase.28  The continued support of the World 

Bank for the Coastal Zone Management Notification is also reflected in its ETRP project 

plan which lists the creation of CZMPs as vital to a regional coastal regulatory 

framework. 

 

 
 

CONCLUSION 
  
 Despite the scale of plans and processes underway to respatialize the coast in 

accordance with neoliberal priorities, post-tsunami reconstruction in Nagapattinam 

presents a picture of processes that are no only incomplete but complicated by the facts of 

their implementation.  If relocation were intended to spur an emptying of the coast of its 

artisanal fisher population in order to make way for ports, harbors, industries, beaches, 

parks and so on, that intention has been frustrated to a large degree by the very processes 
                                                
28 According to Captain Anbarasan, Port Officer for Nagapattinam, port facilities were already being 
utilized for the repair of dredgers operating in the canal project (Interview 07/04/2008). 
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that were set in motion to achieve it.  I described in this chapter the NGO-led housing 

construction agenda as central to understanding how the 'public private partnership' 

developed within the framework of the ETRP, though first articulated in G.O. 25.  NGOs 

produced dysfunctional outcomes primarily because of the limits set by the state to their 

mandate with regard to the locational and hence economic needs of the fishing 

community, but their work also revealed fundamental contradictions between the 'service 

delivery' model and the humanitarian impulse which it drew upon, and the 'politically 

engaged' model which very few NGOs actively promoted in defense of fisher interests.   

 

 Moreover, as will be argued in detail in Chapter 7, the humanitarian imperative, 

resting on the delivery of housing as a 'gift' bore with it the central consequence of 

demanding not only the gratitude and appreciation of its beneficiaries, but also in tacit 

and sometimes active ways, required the compliance of beneficiaries with the state's 

eligibility demand, namely the giving up of all claims to the coast.  Thus in a very 

important sense, the NGO gift, though presented as arising out of benevolence and 

generosity, conveyed to its recipients a fundamental element of “bad faith” that in effect 

reinforced the impulses driving their own responses to relocation.   

 

 By asserting their autonomy through defiance, subversion or by negotiating the 

terms by which their relationship to the land was being sought to be transformed, 

recipients of new housing redrew the terms of engagement, and in the process at least 

partially discarded the humanitarian subjectivity that reconstruction sought to impose 
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upon them.  The willingness and ability of fisher communities to defy the state has often 

been held as a sign of their stereotypical status as dangerous outliers who traverse 

boundaries routinely and whose livelihood depends on being mobile in spaces where 

even the state is unsure.  Kalpana Ram notes in the case of fishers in Kerala, that the 

ability to sustain livelihoods in their own villages is one reason why they are able to 

exercise significant autonomy in deciding where to work (locally or in distant harbors) 

and under what conditions (share system or wage labor) (Ram 1991, 126).   

 

 What Ram describes as the prevailing partial proletarianization of fishers, 

whereby they are neither “totally divested of the means of production or, at least, of 

access to it,” thereby “not totally at the mercy of” boat owners, significantly enables 

fishers to exercise autonomy in decision making with regard to locational preference.  

Thus despite the necessity for these fishers to seek employment in large fishing harbors 

for extended periods of time can be weighed against that of remaining at home and 

attending to social needs.  This sense of  autonomy also underlies the views of fishers 

who decided to retain both their new houses and return to their coastal homes in post-

tsunami Nagapattinam.  Here the economic necessity of being close to the shore and the 

centers of communal social life, outweighed the demands of the NGO delivered gift of 

free housing.   

 

 By examining three related episodes of relocation in Nagapattinam taluk, I will 

now turn towards the terrain where the gift economy of NGO humanitarianism engaged 
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with the varied responses of recipients, many of whom asserted a different view of the 

gift, and made autonomous decisions regarding residence.  But in doing so, this gift 

economy also worked alongside the expansion of Nagapattinam port and the construction 

of a new harbor, both of which sharply reduced the abilities of fishers to retain access to 

their home villages on the coast.  The discursive separation of humanitarian aid and 

economic development produced a practical context where a mutually constitutive 

relationship emerged between seemingly disparate processes: harbor construction 

necessitated the destruction of a crucial bridge linking Keechankuppam to Nagapattinam 

town and reinforced as a result the already negative experiences of relocation for 

residents.  Yet despite the added pressures Keechankuppam's residents sought to fashion 

their own solutions including the introduction of a ferry service run by the village, 

ironically returning the village to an older form of connectivity that once prompted an 

earlier generation of fishers to mobilize themselves to demand a new bridge, the very 

bridge that had been demolished. 
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Chapter 3: Keechankuppam: (un)bridging the future  

 
 In this chapter I will examine how Keechankuppam village's experience of 

relocation to a new housing complex was affected by the World Bank funded 

construction of a new fishing harbor.   The fishing harbor project necessitated the 

destruction of the almost six-decade old Keechankuppam Bridge, cutting off the village 

and its southern neighbors from Nagapattinam town. The simultaneity of these two 

processes – infrastructural development and relocation to new NGO-delivered housing – 

exemplifies the mutually constitutive character of reconstruction's economic development 

and humanitarian aid agendas.  While new housing was intended to serve as an incentive 

to move, the destruction of the bridge reduced the abilities of residents to consider 

returning to, or staying in Keechankuppam.  I examine the role of Sewa Bharati, the NGO 

responsible for housing construction for the village, and its unsuccessful efforts to 

establish grounds for its particular form of politics among the village's residents.   

 

 I conclude with a discussion of how the spatial reordering around the construction 

of the fishing harbor is facilitated by violently replacing a popular priority once built as 

part of a developmental vision of national connectivity, with one driven by the velocity 

and volume needs of global capitalism.  Fishers, once subjects of development were 

recast as subjects of humanitarianism. The village's inability to mount a challenge to the 

bridge demolition delineates the boundaries of fisher political action.  While the terms of 

humanitarianism can be negotiated, economic development projects are out of reach of 
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the localized negotiations characterizing arrangements around housing and reclaiming 

coastal space.  Even the latter is possible and prevalent only when the spatial demands of 

economic development are met. 

 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 As I completed fieldwork four years after the Tsunami of 2004, residents of 

Keechankuppam, a fishing hamlet located directly south of Nagapattinam town along the 

southern bank of the Kaduvayar river's mouth, without exception complained that their 

condition was now far worse than it was prior to the tsunami.  Housing construction 

predicated on relocation pushed many households into inland locations adding the burden 

of distance and the need to expend meager incomes on maintenance costs.  They were 

supposed to have been empowered by post-Tsunami reconstruction with a new sense of 

“ownership” and responsibility for brick and mortar “modern” houses built for them by 

NGOs.  Simultaneously reconstruction also involved the expansion of Nagapattinam Port, 

the construction of a fishing harbor, and the related demolition of the main bridge 

connecting Keechankuppam village to Nagapattinam town.  Neither a substitute elevated 

bridge (begun before the tsunami), nor the anticipated completion of a new fishing harbor 

provided residents of Keechankuppam and the neighboring villages to the south provide 

grounds for optimism, since in effect life for artisanal fishers became more difficult – 

distance, the anticipated expansion of commercial fishing, and the spatial reorderings 

implicit in these changes worsened their “quality of life.”   
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 In this chapter I examine the mutual constitution of two processes – economic 

development and humanitarian aid – and show how their strategic distinction as two 

separate processes (see Introduction) enabled spatial reorderings that would not have 

been possible otherwise.  By mutual constitution, I focus on how infrastructure 

development and relocated housing presupposed, justified and reinforced each other, as 

the humanitarian prerogative of providing respite from risk worked in conjunction with 

the economic developmental logic of recreating spatial relations in favor of the velocity 

and volume needs of existing and anticipated capital accumulation.  Cast as subjects of 

humanitarian aid, Nagapattinam's fisher households qualified for free housing and NGO-

delivered 'gifts' while they were expected to sacrifice in exchange, their access and claims 

to coastal land.  At the same time, the broad vision of infrastructural development driving 

post-tsunami reconstruction's economic development agenda centered on processes that 

anticipated a profound transformation in the relationship between artisanal fishers and 

their lands, resources and livelihoods.  It demanded a respatialization of relationships 

whereby the requirements of commercial fishing, global trade and industrial expansion 

took precedence over the needs of artisanal fishing.  Hence relocation was justified as a 

humanitarian prerogative intended for humanitarian subjects, primarily on the grounds 

that new housing would be better and safer than housing on the original sites in 

Keechankuppam, now seen an a space of risk on account of its proximity to the sea.  

Where Keechankuppam's experience differed from that of the most other fishing villages 
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in Nagapattinam was in the relative inability of this village's residents to reassert claims 

on the coast by simply returning and rebuilding or repairing homes.  The ability of fisher 

households to respond to the challenges posed by relocation by re-establishing claims to 

the coast or to even maintain organic ties to the village was greatly limited by the 

destruction of Keechankuppam bridge, an act that was in itself also justified by the 

argument that due to the impending relocation of the village, the bridge would be 

rendered unnecessary.  Hence bridge demolition reinforced the logic of relocation for 

many households. 

 In this mutually constituted manner, post-tsunami reconstruction advanced the 

logic of neoliberal accumulation via humanitarianism.  By simultaneously deploying 

notions of risk and progress, the state through its NGO partners sought to radically alter 

its relationship to the fishing communities of the district.  As described in Chapter 1, the 

current economic marginalization of artisanal fishers derives to no small extent from the 

increasing reconceptualization of coastal stretches as spaces of untapped economic 

potential – from tourism, shrimp aquaculture and commercial fishing infrastructure, to 

industrial development tied to anticipated expansions of international trade and 

investment, ports, special economic zones and regional petrochemical complexes.   

 The role of NGOs in providing new housing on lands identified and procured for 

the purpose by the state and its local branches, effectively set limits on any forms of 

engagement with questions of land, location and the rights of fishers.  However, there 

were other limits on NGO activities as well, including their ability to advance their own 



 167 

forms of antipolitics, as we shall see in this chapter with the NGO responsible for 

building new housing for Keechankuppam, Sewa Bharati, the service wing of the Hindu 

chauvinist RSS.  These limits succeeded in thwarting efforts to “Hinduize” 

Keechankuppam only because of the active opposition of the fishing community in this 

regard, and the crucial intervention of SNEHA, both as a constituent of NCRC, and 

because of its presence within Keechankuppam through its 'Kulus' (Women's self help 

groups) and fishworker union (Vanga Kadal Meen Thozilalar Sangam).  The 

organization's role in quietly defying state efforts to relocate fishers by enabling 

households to repair and rebuild houses in Keechankuppam alongside other villages in 

the district, stands out in stark contrast with the work of most NGOs and is discussed at 

length in Chapter 6.   

 In its mutual constitution with the economic development priorities driving bridge 

demolition, fishing harbor construction, and port expansion, humanitarian aid became an 

apolitical exercise in service-delivery.  Recipients accepted housing like in the rest of 

Nagapattinam, not on the stated grounds of safety and risk, but on the basis of perceiving 

these structures and the benefits attached to them (state recognition of ownership being 

one central feature), as assets.  More significantly, Keechankuppam's residents found it 

harder to return, and therefore the second reason why those that chose to remain in their 

new houses despite myriad structural and locational deficiencies, did so because of the 

loss of locational advantages in Keechankuppam resulting from the demolition of their 

bridge.  Hence the response of people to relocation in this case centered on questions of 
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connectivity, with a proposal for reintroducing a ferry service, an ironic outcome of post-

tsunami reconstruction.  The destruction of popular priorities such as the Keechankuppam 

bridge on behalf of priorities driven by the needs of global accumulation resulted in 

actually bringing back a technology that once been the primary mode of connectivity for 

the village's residents.  The return of the Thoni represents to the village's residents, not a 

return to the past, but one effective way to continue making claims on the coast. 

THE VILLAGE 
 
 With 3,760 residents, Keechankuppam village is flanked to the north by 

Nagapattinam’s harbor, to its west by the backwaters of the Kaduvayar river,and to its 

south by the large and prominent village of Akkarapettai.  The village's death toll of 708 

was very high in proportion to its total population, close to 18%.  Like Akkarapettai, 

Keechankuppam is also a low-lying village which accounts for the destructive effect of 

the Tsunami’s tidal wave on its seaward side.  Here too, like in its southern neighbor, 

many mostly Kucca houses remain abandoned, while immediately inland, residents have 

repaired and rebuilt many houses and continue to live there.  Therefore, despite the heavy 

human and property losses suffered, the village was not totally destroyed.  The NGO 

responsible for building permanent housing for Keechankuppam was Sewa Bharati, the 

service organization of the Hindu chauvinist RSS.  Despite early efforts by the 

organization to pursue its chauvinistic political program, its most significant impact on 

Keechankuppam's post-tsunami experience centers on the quality of housing, and in this, 

Sewa Bharathi fared as badly as most NGOs involved in housing construction. 
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 The new housing settlement for Keechankuppam's relocated households is about 

1.37 kilometers by road from the village, and lies on the northern bank of the Kaduvayar 

River at the site of the old Nagapattinam boatyard.  Initially responsible for constructing 

779 houses, Sewa Bharathi backed out in 2006 from finishing 191, and undertook to 

complete 588 houses. However construction was incomplete as of late-2008 with only a 

section of 248 houses completed and occupied. 191 housing units are to be built by the 

state government’s “Slum Clearance Board” and the remaining 340 houses are in various 

stages of (in)completion four years after the Tsunami.  As housing construction began in 

2005, the reconstruction process's infrastructural agendas also gathered pace.  The TEAP 

and ETRP included significant components devoted to the modification/expansion of 

Nagapattinam Port and the construction of a Fishing Harbor.  The harbor was 

necessitated by the need to 'free up' the port's waterway which was being used as a 

docking space for fishing trawlers and boats, but also in order to aid the expansion of 

commercial trawler fishing and its associated export-oriented trading activities.  A new 

elevated bridge had been under construction before the Tsunami alongside the smaller 

six-decade old bridge connecting Keechankuppam to Nagapattinam town.  The new 

bridge was quickly completed by mid-2005, after which officials decided to destroy the 

smaller six-decade old bridge connecting Keechankuppam to Nagapattinam town.  

Crucially, no efforts were made to demolish this smaller bridge prior to the tsunami since 

it was the main thoroughfare used by Keechankuppam's residents.  Thus relocation 

quickly brought the humanitarian and economic development agendas into a mutually 
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constitutive framework, as recipients of new housing, who had to relinquish claims on the 

coast as a condition for new housing, found returning to the coast much more difficult 

after the demolition of their bridge.  Bridge demolition reinforced the logic of relocation, 

after relocation provided the justification for demolition. 

POST-TSUNAMI INFRASTRUCTURE DEVELOPMENT – NAGAPATTINAM PORT 
 
 Nagapattinam's fishing harbor/port improvement projects were justified as central 

to economic development conceived as part of the recovery process and financed by the 

World Bank and Asian Development Bank (ADB) respectively.  As part of the post-

Tsunami reconstruction agenda these projects played an important role in forcing 

residents of Keechankuppam and Ariyanattutheru to accept new housing.  As described in 

Chapter 1, Nagapattinam Port has a long history as an ancient port – known to ancient 

Greeks as Nikam, one of several emporia on the Chola Mandalam (Coromandel), the port 

became the chief naval center of the Chola Empire as it launched trade and naval forays 

to South East Asia in the mid to late first millennium (Zvelebil 1975; Ray 2003; 

Raychaudhuri 1962; Mukund 1999).  Between the 16th and 19th centuries, Portuguese, 

Dutch, French and eventually British trade and military efforts in the Coromandel 

centered on control of Negapatam, with the naval 'Battle of Negapatam' fought between 

the British and French locked in struggle over the control of North America, in 1782.  

With the emergence of Tuticorin to the south and Madras to the north as the region's 

major ports, Nagapattinam's importance to the British diminished considerably.  Officials 

cite this impressive historical legacy as one reason to pursue the modernization and 
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expansion of the port.  Today the main commodities passing through Nagapattinam Port 

are imported palm oil from South East Asia and cement exported to regional Asian 

markets.  Since the port is shallow, a fleet of barges load and unload cargoes from ships 

anchored out at sea. 

 

 Over the last few decades the port's capabilities saw moderate improvements 

including the upgrading of quays and the construction of tanks by M/s. Foods, Fats and 

Fertilizers for the storage of imported palm oil.  The expansion of trawler fleets over the 

last three decades required docking space that the port provided by default since port 

traffic was minuscule and only consisted of a handful of barges bringing in and 

transporting cargoes to and from ships anchored at sea.  The first barge bringing in palm 

oil in bulk arrived in 1999 and imports have since then seen moderate increases 

necessitating the construction of additional storage tanks, and Foods, Fats and Fertilizers 

continues to be the main importer using the port.  Today the company is a conglomerate 

(called 3F) based in Hyderabad with operations spanning several countries including 

Surinam, and trades in a range of commodities:  

“rice bran, soyabean, sunflower, groundnut , sesame, palm, sal seed, mango kemel, acid 
oils, wax, gums, deoiled meals (extractions), crude distilled and hydrogenated fatty acids, 
oil tractions, stearic acids, glycerine, hydrogenated fats for industrial use, vanaspati / 
shortening, margarine, canned fruits, vegetables, bakery fats, speciality fats for 
manufacturing chocolate, confectionery and cosmetics, natural colours for use in food 
and feed industry, oleo resins and herbal extracts, fabrication and installation of turnkey 
projects for processing of vegetable oils and their derivatives.”29 

                                                
29 Foods, Fats and Fertilisers website: http://www.fff.co.in/food.htm [accessed 09/04/2010] 
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 Other partners in the 3F conglomerate focus on garments, granite, infrastructure 

and energy.  While it may be too early to posit anticipated coordination among various 

branches of the larger corporate entity, it is significant nevertheless that the 3F Group 

runs the single largest operation in Nagapattinam Port.  Of equal significance is the fact 

that the Asian Development Bank's largest single post-Tsunami infrastructure project in 

Nagapattinam district is the repair and expansion of the port.  The Bank earned a bad 

reputation over recent years on account of its promotion of palm oil production in 

Malaysia and Indonesia, primarily through loans to planters, which resulted in serious 

ecological damage and hardships to small-scale agriculturalists. 

http://www.fff.co.in/food.htm  

 

 The ADB-funded expansion of the Nagapattinam port is expected to benefit the 

3F Group by allowing it to increase its imports of palm oil, but it also opens up other 

possibilities pertaining to the anticipated regional role of a range of ports planned for the 

state.   By 2000 the state government embarked on a broad agenda to develop ports with 

the active involvement of private financing (in consultation with multilateral financial 

institutions), and Nagapattinam Port was identified as one of several medium or 

intermediate ports that would be expanded as part of a regional cluster of ports.  Port 

expansion was intended to facilitate the growth of exports and imports easing the burden 

on large ports, and to also serve the needs of the upcoming Sethusamudram canal, and 

those of a planned regional petrochemical complex. 
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FISHING HARBOR 
  

 In the decades preceding the tsunami, trawler fishing was introduced in the region 

as part of  government efforts to modernize marine fishing.  Since trawlers require 

docking space, the port's waterway became a de facto harbor, with a large number of 

trawlers crowding the underutilized docking area.  With the state government's intentions 

to expand the port since 2000, a dedicated fishing harbor located further upstream on the 

Kaduvayar's backwaters became a necessity.   By moving fishing trawlers further 

upstream, the new fishing harbor will “contain” and thereby transform the chaotic 

cohabitation of fishing with a maritime trade that is anticipated to expand significantly 

even if modestly in relation to that of other larger regional ports such as Tuticorin.   

 

 The boundary between port and harbor was marked by the construction of a wall 

directly east of the Nagapattinam Customs Department in mid-2008, and a leading 

Australian engineering firm, SMEC (Snowy Mountains Engineering Corporation) 

conducted a feasibility study in early 2008 that provided details of the area's bathymetry.  

The river mouth in general is heavily silted and shallow as is common in the Cauvery 

delta throughout the region, making dredging a long-term necessity.  In addition the 

adjoining land to the south is marshy and was once filled with mangroves but is now 

barren except for large numbers of temporary structures used by the fisherwomen of 

Keechankuppam for the storage of Karuvad (dried fish), and by backwater fishermen and 
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their children who eke out a subsistence from small fish in the shallow waters.  Fishers 

throughout Nagapattinam and adjacent Karaikal demanded the construction of small 

fishing harbors as a solution to the problem of rough waters damaging or destroying their 

beach-landing craft.  In some parts of Nagapattinam, as for instance in Thallampettai and 

Chinnangudi in Sirkali Taluk, and Karaikal to the north, there are small modifications of 

river mouths to facilitate harbors for docking, launching and landing beach craft.  

However Nagapattinam's fishing harbor is intended primarily for trawlers, although 

beach craft are also increasingly expected to be docked here since many fishers have lost 

open beach space after relocating and deciding not to return to their coastal homes.  

Using open beaches for launching and landing boats has become more difficult also on 

account of the construction of sea walls extending in a north-south direction covering the 

sea-fronts of Ariyanattutheru and Keechankuppam.  These have effectively closed off 

portions of beaches and forced many fishers to seek new landing sites.  For instance 

fishers in both villages increasingly park their boats on new sand banks formed as a result 

of the extension of the port's sea-wall and groin. 

  

 Despite other anticipated uses of the harbor, its construction represents an effort 

to improve the fortunes of trawler fishing and its associated commercial fish trade 

infrastructure.  The construction of the elevated bridge alongside new landing and storage 

facilities serve to address the volume, velocity and quality requirements of large scale 
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commercial fish trade which is primarily export-oriented and dominated by big 

companies such as Nila Seafoods and Diamond Seafoods located in Tuticorin. 

 

 One of the first acts of the harbor expansion project was to commence demolition 

of the Keechankuppam bridge which provided a vital link between the three southern 

fishing villages and the harbor, market and town to the north.  The removal of the bridge 

will facilitate the entry and exit of large trawlers once dredging makes the southern 

backwaters more suitable for larger boats than the beach landing craft that constantly ply 

along its shallow waters.  The immediate beneficiaries of Nagapattinam fishing harbor 

include affluent local and regional trawler owners, many of whom live in Akkarapettai 

south of Keechankuppam, mostly local inland exporters, and regionally prominent big 

seafood export companies based in large port cities such as Tuticorin.  For artisanal 

fishers even small advantages of the new fishing harbor have to be weighed against the 

loss of homes and claims on beach space. 

Mutual constitution of harbor/port expansion and relocation 
 
 It is the simultaneity of these two processes – port expansion and housing 

construction, under the rubrics of economic development and humanitarian aid 

respectively, that is the story of post-tsunami reconstruction.  On the face of it these two 

processes are indeed very distinct.  The port and fishing harbor projects, bridge 

demolition and construction were all conducted with a remarkable degree of efficiency: 
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ADB and World Bank consultation and financing, the engineering consultancy services 

of SMEC, a leading Australian infrastructure development company, a fish storage center 

built by the German Metro-Beisham company, are some of the hallmarks of these 

projects, with visibly impressive results: the port expansion is almost complete, fishing 

harbor dredging is underway,  the new elevated bridge was completed as early as mid-

2005, while the Keechankuppam Bridge was demolished despite opposition from its 

residents, in mid-2008.  Housing construction on the other hand is still incomplete after 

five years.  Leaking roofs, cracked walls, waterlogged land, and the complete lack of 

plumbing and sanitation infrastructure are some of the major structural deficiencies 

characterizing not only Keechankuppam's new relocated housing, but also that of most 

other fishing villages throughout Nagapattinam.  Yet there are important ways in which 

these two processes are not only linked but mutually constitutive.   

 

 First, the rationale for relocation posited that recipients of new houses would be 

safer from extreme seaborne hazards for two reasons: by virtue of living in new houses 

situated away from the beach, and by living in structurally superior new houses with 

disaster-resistant features.  Second, with the anticipated (though incomplete, partial and 

impermanent) move of the village's population into new houses, bridge demolition 

became rationalized on the grounds that people no longer needed the bridge since they 

were expected to live in their new houses.  What the demolition effectively did was to 

encourage people to move by reducing the locational advantage of living in  
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Keechankuppam.  The only alternative for those remaining in the village was to use the 

new elevated bridge.  Third, when it became apparent to many households that new 

houses were inadequate on structural and locational grounds in comparison to alternatives 

in the original site of the village, those who attempted to return and rebuild or find 

alternatives were now faced with the challenge of connectivity resulting from the 

destruction of the old bridge.  For some households this condition proved to be more 

decisive than any other in shaping decisions to adjust to the woefully inadequate 

conditions facing them in the new location, “Vyaasar Nagar,” and to give up, at least 

temporarily, plans to return to and rebuild in Keechankuppam. 

 

 The fishing harbor project was conceived prior to the tsunami but its execution 

became possible as a result of the tsunami.  It necessitated the destruction of the 

Keechankuppam Bridge, which in turn was made possible by starting the relocation of 

the village, and which then created conditions that reinforced the logic of relocation.  At 

the same time the humanitarian aid agenda centered on the 'gift' of a free modern house 

with state recognition and modern amenities encouraged relocation on grounds of safety 

and development.  By encouraging people to move while failing to address the crucial 

issue of people's claims to their space and place, the humanitarian agenda aided the 

economic development agenda and imposed new economic risks on the fishers on 

Keechankuppam, even as the harbor construction anticipated and subsequently reinforced 

the logic of relocation.    
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Figure 3.1 Nagapattinam port and the new fishing harbor, with “Vyaasar Nagar” shaded 
in yellow to the left and Keechankuppam directly south of the port. 

 

SEWA BHARATHI AND 'VYAASAR NAGAR' 
 

 Several prominent NGOs affiliated to various religious institutions and 

movements dominated reconstruction in Nagapattinam taluk.  Among these, World 

Vision, one of the largest and most prominent American Evangelical organizations, Mata 

Amritanandamayee Mutt, a large and influential Hindu sect based in Kerala, TMSSS, the 

service wing of the Roman Catholic Diocese of Thanjavur, along with Sewa Bharati 

(though to a lesser degree than others in this group) undertook the bulk of housing 

construction in at least six of the Taluk's seven fishing villages.  What sets Sewa Bharati 
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apart from the above organizations however is its moorings in the politics of Hindu 

nationalism, through its structural and ideological ties to the Rashtriya Swayamsevak 

Sangh (RSS).  As part of the RSS's “Sangh Parivar” (family), Sewa Bharati actively 

promotes Hindutva (Hindu supremacist ideology primarily represented by the RSS).  

Sewa Bharati's function within the RSS family is to intervene among communities in the 

margins of caste Hindu society, instilling a new politicized Hindu identity constructed in 

antagonism to Muslims and Christians.  Crucially Sewa Bharati's activities include the 

institution of Brahmanical Hindu rituals and cultural practices, replacing a plurality of 

practices that may often include syncretic elements shared across communities.  

Strategically, Sewa Bharati creates the groundwork for the transformation of 

communities hitherto marginalized by Brahmanical Hinduism into electoral 'vote banks' 

as part of the RSS's expanded efforts to improve its fortunes.  Inclusion however is 

tightly circumscribed by the limits of the RSS's Brahmanical moorings and its 

programmatic agenda of establishing a Hindu supremacist state in place of the present 

Indian republic.  This inclusion within the Hindutva fold also works in conjunction with 

ongoing processes of marginalization such as those around present efforts by an alliance 

of domestic and multinational mineral interests with the Indian state (national and several 

state governments) to dislocate Central India's Adivasi communities from their lands.   

 

 The Sangh's engineering of the 2002 genocide in Gujarat was aided immensely by 

the groundwork prepared by organizations like Sewa Bharati among others, in 2001 

(Simpson and Corbridge 2006).  The Gujarat pogrom in February-April 2002 took place 
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little more than a year of the devastating Bhuj earthquake which killed tens of thousands 

and destroyed a large number of villages in the state.  During the reconstruction phase 

following the earthquake the RSS consolidated its power in the state with Sewa Bharati 

and its sister organizations playing a major role, most notably in reorganizing villages as 

exclusively Hindu spaces in new sites, and imposing the ideological agenda of the RSS 

on victims of the disaster.  One important core principle that Sewa Bharati organizes its 

social agenda around is the aggressive opposition to what it and its Hindutva partners 

label as efforts to “convert” or proselytize.  This shapes the uniquely aggressive posture 

that characterizes its social mission.  In areas where the RSS has little or no presence, its 

family of organizations often create the groundwork for its expansion by engaging in 

“social” activities, such as through the institution of so-called Ekal Vidyalayas or “one 

teacher schools,” targeting Adivasi communities.   

 

 Unlike its efforts in Central India, post-tsunami Nagapattinam presented the 

organization with a far more difficult terrain.  Nagapattinam's fishing communities 

proved to be unresponsive to the assumptions and goals of political Hindutva for a variety 

of reasons.  The Dravidian and Dalit movements, the various political manifestations of 

the struggles of lower caste communities to challenge the oppressive characteristics of 

Brahmanical Hinduism in Tamil Nadu for over a hundred years, have a far greater 

influence among marginalized populations in the region.  Brahmanical values and 

practices prevail especially in the social sphere with routine exclusions, discrimination 

and violence practiced against Dalits, despite the gains of the Dravidian movement.  Yet 
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religious life in Nagapattinam centers around a calendrical cycle of rituals conducted for 

several deities including of both local and Brahmanical origins.  Substantial syncretism 

and sharing characterize religious practices with Hindus, Muslims and Christians 

participating in each other's festivities as noted in Chapter 1.  Moreover the Hinduism 

prevalent among Pattanavars is primarily centered around distinct practices with local 

and regional significance.  Shrines to lineage and village deities and a host of others dot 

the coastal landscape, often atop dunes.  The incorporation of Pattanavar religious 

symbolism around the narrative of Athipatha Nayanar, the fisherman who won the 

greatest test of sacrifice set for him by Iraivan (equated with Siva), into the 

Neelayadakshi Temple in Nagapattinam is a case in point.  Here, in the temple devoted to 

Neelayadakshi (Parvati, the consort of Siva), is a shrine for the saint, and the columns of 

the tenth century temple now have colorful paintings with written narration of the story.  

The proximity of a narrative centered around the life of a fisherman with images of fish 

on the walls of the temple's magnificent columns is striking, since Brahmanical mores 

ascribe polluting qualities to both fishermen and the objects of their livelihood.  As 

described in Chapter 1, the Athipatha Nayanar legend is an important part of the fishing 

community's coastal historical geography and establishes the basis for the origin story of 

Nambiyarnagar, the head village of the region's fishing villages, located along the coast 

of Nagapattinam town. 

 

 Hindutva is particularly antagonistic to syncretism since it directly challenges its 

claims that religious communities are self-contained entities that can be only understood 
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in their supposed incompatibilities.  In Nagapattinam however, there was little scope for 

Sewa Bharati to institute Hindutva in a community that reveres Nagore Andavar, the 

Pattanavar name for Qadir Wali, the 13th century Arab Muslim saint whose shrine lies in 

Nagore.  Here, syncretism is perhaps most loudly exemplified in the Khandoori festival, 

pilgrimages by the region's Christian and Hindu communities to the 16th century shrine to 

Arogya Mada ('Our Lady of Good Health') in Velankanni described in Chapter 1.   

 

 Another factor that seems to have deterred efforts by Sewa Bharati was the 

presence of SNEHA.  Sewa Bharati inaugurated its activities in Nagapattinam by almost 

initiating a violent confrontation with fishers affiliated to SNEHA in Keechankuppam.  

Having won over some members of the local Panchayat, the organization set about trying 

to assert territorial rights over the village, a remarkable instance of NGO 'capture.'  

Residents were told that other NGOs were Christian organizations attempting to use the 

disaster in order to “convert” victims.  The insinuation that SNEHA was one such 

organization drew angry protests from residents, especially when Sewa Bharati brought 

in a large number of aggressive 'volunteers' from Kerala affiliated to the RSS and set up a 

checkpoint at the entrance to the village.  Fishers from Akkaraipettai and Ariyanattutheru 

joined in the fray with men readying themselves for an armed confrontation, when a 

timely intervention by an Ariyanattutheru fisherman with ties to the 'Hindu Munnani,' a 

Tamil Nadu affiliate of the Hindutva movement convinced Sewa Bharati to back down.  

While a key member of the Vanga Kadal Meen Thozilalar Sangam (Bay of Bengal 

Fishworkers Union), an affiliate of SNEHA, he espouses both Hindu nationalist themes 
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such as the protection of temples, and also a passionate belief in advancing the struggles 

of fishworkers.  In his view however, he was first and foremost a Meenavar, and what 

Sewa Bharati did was wrong, despite its intentions which he believes to be good. 

 

 Despite some efforts to institute RSS 'Shakhas' to engage children in military 

drills, Sewa Bharati was unable to make much headway with regard to intervention on 

ideological/cultural grounds.  Keechankuppam's residents were perhaps tolerant of the 

organization's antics because their institutionally circumscribed power lay in housing 

construction, and new houses were quickly becoming both necessities for many 

households, and anticipated assets.  As the 'gift giver' in Keechankuppam, Sewa Bharati 

wielded power that more closely resembled that of other NGOs working within the 

institutional limits of G.O.25.  As such it was expected, and sometimes urged to meet 

targets and deadlines, and deliver the 'gift' of the tsunami house, as another NGO 'partner' 

of the state.  Consequently the outcomes of its housing construction efforts also 

resembled those of most other NGOs. 

  

Vyaasar Nagar – the politics of naming, memorialization and transnational 
Hindutva 

 

 The entrance to Keechankuppam's new settlement is through a gateway built by 

Sewa Bharati.  The gateway includes an arch on which the name “Sewa Bharati Tamil 
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Nadu” dominates, with the RSS's map of “Akhand Bharat,” or 'greater India' above it.30  

Below the organization's name, in much smaller letters, are the words “Vyaasar Nagar 

Keechankuppam Nagapattinam.” The map and the large name together signify the 

politics of Sewa Bharati, but also the fact that the organization, like most other NGOs 

involved in post-tsunami reconstruction, carefully nurtures its brand primarily for the 

consumption of its donor communities.  The foundation stone on one of the two pillars of 

the gateway announces the: 

“Handing over of 248 permanent houses 
for the people of Keechankuppam 
at Vyasar Nagar, Nagapattinam 

in the auspicious presence of 
Swamy Sri Gouthamananda Mahraj, 

President, Ramakrishna Mutt, Chennai, 
By 

Shri Mohan Bhagwat, 
General Secretary, Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh 

TO 
Tenkasi Shri S. Jawahar, 

District Collector Nagapattinam 
On 

Thursday, 6th July, 2006 
In association with 

Sewa International, UK a& USA, 
IDRF and other donors.” 

 

 Sewa International, UK, USA and IDRF (India Development Relief Fund) are 

well-known fund-raising fronts of the RSS based in the U.S. and the U.K.  A 2002 report 

by the U.S. based research collective, Campaign to Stop Funding Hate provides detailed 

documentation of the IDRF's ties to the RSS especially as it funneled large amounts of 

                                                
30 'Akhand Bharat' includes in the RSS vision a geographical area spanning all of the subcontinent, 
Burma, and a large portion of Tibet. 
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money collected on behalf of earthquake victims to RSS projects in Gujarat (Campaign to 

Stop Funding Hate 2002).  The report shows that a large amount of money collected by 

the organization ended up in projects that had little to do with relief, rehabilitation and 

reconstruction, and in fact went into supporting the programmatic agendas of the 

Hindutva movement, without the knowledge of donors.  These organizations are 

registered as non-profits in the U.S. or U.K., and Sewa International (USA) actually came 

into existence as an organization only after the tsunami, its website registered on the 28th 

of December, 2004, barely two days after the tsunami.31  Revealing the extent to which 

these fronts often morph into each other, the IDRF, Sewa Bharati and Sewa International 

reported identical lists of items disbursed, houses built and so on on each of their 

websites in the weeks and months following the tsunami. 

 

 The transnational networks of Hindutva operative in the reconstruction process 

conducted on behalf of Keechankuppam village, tie the expectations and anxieties of 

expatriate donor communities to the programmatic agendas of organized Hindutva.  

Despite the often undisguised association of these networks with Hindutva, their work is 

translated into the discourse of humanitarianism, albeit in terms of “Sewa” and “duty to 

motherland.”32  These themes are shared among transnational votaries of Hindutva and 

dovetail with many of the themes associated with the nationalist imaginaries of a 

globalizing Indian middle-class.  Expatriate Indians of Hindu persuasion in the U.S. for 

                                                
31 The Whois Database provides details about website registration histories.  
http://whois.domaintools.com/sewausa.org  
32 See banner on http://www.idrf.org  
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instance, attend RSS 'shakhas' and engage in “seva” activities in U.S. cities, cultivating 

identities that become legible in the context of U.S. multiculturalism, even as they take 

great pride in a modern, militarized and aggressive Indian state, most notably in the 

context of its persistent conflicts with Pakistan.  This association between an aggressive 

and increasingly transnational Hindu identity and the transformation of an older ethos of 

Gandhian India into one that values “strategic” military ties with the U.S. and Israel, 

came to the fore during the five year rule (1999-2004) of the BJP-led NDA government.  

For U.S. based votaries of Hindutva, the glaring contradiction between pursuing 

Hindutva under the guise of multiculturalism in the U.S. while financially supporting 

RSS activities that violently negate the idea of pluralism in India, was rendered invisible 

by recourse to narratives of “Sewa” and “duty to motherland” but also to discourses of 

citizenship and membership within U.S. society as a distinct cultural minority.        

 

 In sum, Sewa Bharati's work in Keechankuppam was supported by financial 

networks that have been carefully cultivated by the Sangh Parivar over several years, and 

that straddle multiple locations where populations with disposable incomes exchange 

generosity for cultural capital that ironically provides the means to achieving 

incorporation within U.S. multiculturalism, even as their generosity advances the project 

of weakening and demolishing the bases upon which the ideas and practices of 

multiculturalism manifest themselves in India. 
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 Sewa Bharati's actual impact on Nagapattinam however was far more modest than 

its leaders may have envisioned.  With the combined effects of a population relatively 

unresponsive to Hindutva as an ideological motivation, the presence of an active, 

politicized consciousness mobilized by the likes of SNEHA, but also rooted in the legacy 

of the Dravidian movement and the related struggles of lower castes and Dalits against 

Brahmanical power, and the lack of an institutionally supportive environment for its 

project (as for instance in the case of Gujarat, where the state machinery in the hands of 

the BJP government served as a foothold for various RSS organizations to operate), Sewa 

Bharati had to settle for a much more limited role.  It in effect had to act like and remain 

another 'partner' of the state nudged along the way by the NCRC to meet deadlines, 

achieve targets and provide updates on the process of delivering the service of housing.  

Sewa Bharati's representatives were notably absent from most NCRC meetings and even 

within the NGO community remained aloof given their relative inability to pursue 

politics in Nagapattinam.   

Quality of housing  
 

Project Status: 
Prime land of 10 acres has allotted (sic) 
by Government of Tamil Nadu. In this 
land we proposed to construct 300 
permanent houses....Land for the 
remaining 500 houses will be allotted 
soon. We propose to build these 800 
permanent houses with Community Hall, 
School, Hospital, Playground, Shopping 
Complex, Vocational training center, 
Fish Market & Temple (IDRF 2005, 13). 
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 Of the above list of proposed projects by Sewa Bharati's U.S.-based funding 

affiliate, only housing survived the process of reconstruction, and only barely.  The list is 

still remarkable for the manner in which it combines both the perceived necessities of 

Keechankuppam's fishing community (permanent houses, community hall, fish market, 

temple) with both the older trappings of modernity such as a school and hospital but also 

new additions such as a shopping complex and vocational training center.  The vision is 

that of a self-contained, independent community that lives, works, exchanges, learns, 

heals, plays, gains new skills, and buys commodities for consumption in one self-

contained place.  Whereas Nagapattinam's fishing communities have long demanded 

better access to educational and health facilities and resources, the idea of a shopping 

complex is more attuned to middle class urban sensibilities than to the needs and 

requirements of the fishing community, especially given its ties to local and regional 

markets and fish trade networks.  Be that as it may, the above excerpt of an IDRF report 

from 2005 goes to show how NGOs envisioned their work as being a project intended to 

recreate village community in new terms, with substantial infusions of modernity – from 

shopping complexes and playgrounds, to vocational training centers, the 'gift' found its 

locus in the permanent house, its infrastructural features including running water, 

electricity, and urban architecture. 

 

 'Vyasar Nagar's' houses are actually individual units in two-storeyed buildings 

consisting of four units each.  The only other case of two-storeyed buildings for Tsunami 
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affected recipients among the 43 villages considered in this dissertation is in the nearby 

“Tata Nagar” complex for Akkaraipettai's relocated fishing households.  In both these 

cases relocation included the additional challenge of living in houses built atop one 

another, as residents described it.  In Keechankuppam and Akkarapettai there are of  

course a few two-storeyed houses, but these typically belong to more affluent households 

that usually occupy the whole building with extended families.  With four entire 

households of different sizes living in individual units within one structure, each unit 

separated by a single wall and ceiling, Keechankuppam's relocated residents faced a 

distinct set of problems in addition to structural defects and those posed by relocation. 

 

 Pavunammal is a fish vendor who lives in a ground-floor unit in the new location.  

Her husband Thangavel is a fishworker who goes to sea as part of a crew on a fiber-boat 

launched from the village about thrice a week.  Their combined monthly income of about 

Rs.1000 (best month estimate) is barely sufficient to cover regular household expenses 

and educational expenses for their children.  Since moving to the new house they have 

had to also spend a significant portion of their monthly income on transportation, 

especially for Pavunammal who buys fish from the Keechankuppam shore and sells in 

Nagapattinam fish market.  In addition, since the complex only has water brought in by 

tanks financed by the Panchayat, Pavunammal and Thangavel have had to spend some of 

their income on meeting daily drinking water needs.  They have no assets to their name, 

and are repaying a Rs. 5000 loan to a Self-Help Group (SHG) affiliated to SNEHA, that 
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Pavunammal belongs to.  Along with their neighbors they noted several problems with 

their house that point to severe structural defects in the entire complex.   

 

 The biggest problem arises from the complete lack of sanitation in the complex.  

Sewa Bharathi refused to install septic tanks claiming that it was the responsibility of the 

government to do so.  Thus bathrooms have drainage pipes that direct drainage into pits 

in the ground, an arrangement that very quickly became unusable, and which in the first 

few weeks resulted in several conflicts within the settlement.  An additional problem was 

that drain pipes from upper units were poorly installed and frequently leaked into the 

walls of ground-floor houses.  Within a few months residents simply stopped using 

attached bathrooms, and a marshy stretch of land directly behind the complex became a 

defacto communal toilet.  Pavunammal's views on this arrangement echoed the views 

expressed by many other women in the community, as well as those of women in other 

relocated communities.  The lack of sanitation disproportionately affects women and 

neither the government nor NGOs adequately took the needs of women into 

consideration.  This area is used by men round-the-clock and women only late in the 

evening and early in the morning.  Conventions governing the use of communal spaces 

for this purpose broke down since spatially the area is limited and does not offer much 

privacy.  The marshy stretches close to the waters of this so-called 'prime land,' are 

already treacherous because of unstable soil.  In stark contrast to the seashore there is no 

natural removal or decomposition of excreta by the surf and salt and the area has become 

a health hazard to the community.  Residents living close to the waters complained of 
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headaches and inability to spend long hours in their houses due to the constant stench, not 

to speak of having no sense of privacy.  Children fell ill frequently from exposure to 

standing water, and swarms of mosquitoes lingered in the area making an already bad 

situation worse.   

 

 The quality of construction was so poor that water leaked through ceilings that 

lacked the protective cover of roof tiles, and walls dripped water during rains.  In 

addition, houses became extremely hot and unlivable, a situation more severe for those 

living in upper units than for those on the ground-floor.  Sewa Bharathi did not construct 

drains to carry out rainwater, and the community fashioned some temporary solutions 

including earthen drains, and sandbagged parts of the complex where water logging is a 

constant problem.   In early 2008 Sewa Bharathi organized a communal event involving 

the visit of a representative of the RSS, and requested the community to host a vegetarian 

meal for him and a group of dignitaries.  Keechankuppam's leaders saw this as an 

opportunity to persuade the visitors to install septic tanks and improve the condition of 

the complex.  According to several residents who witnessed the proceedings, the event 

was merely a self-congratulatory effort by the organization, with visitors politely refusing 

to reconsider their earlier refusal to undertake any further work in the settlement.  They 

also made it a point to remind their hosts that the organization is proud of its work for 

“Hindus” and that residents should be thankful.  An additional point made about the need 

to become responsible and self-reliant was also remembered by some interviewees with 

unmistakable anger.  Bitterness with the NGO was rife in the settlement weeks later, and 
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residents concluded that the organization represented opportunistic outsiders who left 

them in the lurch and did not care for them.  Using the same tactic as other NGOs 

engaged in housing construction, Sewa Bharati representatives deflected questions and 

concerns by individuals or even the panchayat, referring complainants to the district 

administration.  By late 2008 the state government's Slum Clearance Board indicated its 

intention to build internal roads and to install septic tanks and related infrastructure, a 

promise it has yet to keep. 

 Local perceptions of Sewa Bharati, the NGO 
 
 In conversations with residents of the new settlement I was quite frequently struck 

by their relative lack of concern for the particulars of the organization that ostensibly 

worked for their benefit.  This is true in a general sense: NGOs are thought of as “Thondu 

Nirvanam (Nirvanangal – plural, 'volunteer organizations'),” and generally considered 

outsiders with good intentions, but no doubt with sources of power that are quite far 

removed from scrutiny.  Also by perceiving them through the lenses of benevolence and 

compassion, contrasted with the cold and often distant operations of state power, 

Nagapattinam's fishing communities assumed that they all belonged to a broadly singular 

group.   

 

 This perception went a long way in instilling a sense of awe on the one hand and a 

discernible distrust on the other hand, the latter becoming more evident once promised 

projects failed to materialize in a satisfactory manner, and as NGOs became quickly seen 
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as sources of assets and could be manipulated.  With Sewa Bharathi however the 

organization's idiosyncrasies became evident from early on, and Keechankuppam's 

residents recognized its sectarian outlook from the relief and rehabilitation stage in early 

January 2005 as recounted here.  When the first residents moved into the new settlement, 

Sewa Bharathi officials explicitly instructed their beneficiaries that they should not allow 

any Muslims or Christians inside the settlement, since the village was supposed to be 

only for Hindus.  This was consistent with the organization's approach in Gujarat where 

'Hindu only' villages were built for communities with complex histories of mutual 

accommodation and sometimes syncretic and shared practices.  As I conversed with a 

small group by the entrance to the new settlement one day in late October 2007, a 

fisherman explained how the village had always had a small handful of residents who 

were not Hindus – there were supposedly two Muslim families who lived amongst them, 

and these two families had also relocated to the new settlement.  He explained: “we 

agreed to their demand to not let any Muslims into the village, what were we supposed to 

do? But of course we are not going to do anything like that. We don't discriminate, they 

(the Muslim families) are our oor kaaranga (people of our village) also. They live with 

us.”  I did not pursue this story any further since it did not seem appropriate to draw any 

attention to this issue from Sewa Bharathi which continued to maintain an office in a 

large house in the town's old bus stand area, and one at the outskirts of Andanapettai, a 

small agricultural village that became one new site for Ariyanattutheru's relocated 

households.  A small team of local staff remains mainly to help arrange for routine 

meetings and camps mostly on serving and training a small core group of supporters most  
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Figure 3.2 On any day, the bridge was always bustling with pedestrians and small 
vehicular traffic between Keechankuppam, Akkarapettai and Kallar to the 
south, and Nagapattinam town to the north. November 2007. 

 
of whom belong to Nagapattinam town.  According to a security guard who watches over 

their property, most individuals who spend a few days at a time in this house come from 

other parts of Tamil Nadu and India.  There are few locals who are involved in their 

Shakhas or political meetings.  Hindutva has little resonance with the coastal 

communities of Nagapattinam and it appears at least for now that the organization's 

efforts to use the Tsunami to make a grand entry into the region failed. 
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(UN)BRIDGING THE FUTURE 
 

 For residents of the new settlement, particularly fishworkers, fish vendors and 

schoolchildren, distance from livelihood sites, markets, services, and schools, posed a 

major problem.  A large number of fishermen would walk everyday towards the harbor 

area and depending on whether they worked on trawlers or on smaller beach-landing 

boats, they either stopped at the harbor or walked further south and crossed a small bridge 

that linked Nagapattinam to Keechankuppam.  This bridge was built as a result of 

demands made by the fishing communities of the Kaduvayar's southern banks in the early 

1950s, and served as a lifeline to livelihoods, markets, schools, hospitals and services.  It 

was heavily damaged by the Tsunami, primarily because of several large boats being 

lifted and smashed against it.  However residents and the village's leaders insisted that the 

bridge was well within range of being repaired, since its pillars and much of its structure 

remained unscathed.  Locals insisted that its strength had something to do with the fact 

that it was built by the “Vallakkaaran,” (“white man”) a reference to the British era, 

despite the fact that it was indeed built and completed after independence.  In 2004 

construction of an elevated bridge began with the intention of replacing the old bridge.  

There was a tacit understanding at that point that the old bridge was to be demolished, but 

it was not articulated as such since the existing bridge provided a vital link to 

Keechankuppam and Akkarapettai and talk of demolition could have provoked resistance 

from the fishing communities of these two villages.   
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 According to a 2000 news report on ongoing feasibility studies, two purposes 

were to be served by the new bridge: access to the “two fishing hamlets” presumably 

Keechankuppam and Akkarapettai, and the building of a fishing harbor (Narayanan 

2000).  Nagapattinam port was to become a potential fisheries export hub through the 

active involvement of entrepreneurs who would buy fish from the hamlets by accessing 

these hamlets via the new bridge, process or store them in new facilities developed for the 

purpose and export them from the port.  The new bridge was completed in 2005 and 

became a busy thoroughfare linking Nagapattinam to the southern parts of the district.  

Trucks, buses, and large numbers of private vehicles began to ply the route while the 

fishing community continued using the old bridge.  Residents noted that the new bridge 

helped ease congestion by drawing away larger vehicles especially those heading 

southwards beyond Nagapattinam Taluk, leaving the old bridge to smaller vehicles and 

Keechankuppam, Akkarapettai and Kallar pedestrians. 

 

 Till early 2008 residents of Keechankuppam and Akkarapettai, including those 

who had relocated to new sites in the “Boatyard area (Vyasar Nagar)” and “Tata Nagar” 

could be seen constantly plying the old bridge.  In early 2008 the Panchayat of 

Keechankuppam demanded that the administration cease plans to demolish the bridge 

since it was vital to the everyday lives of the village's residents.  These demands were 

ignored however and the administration proceeded to make plans to carry out the 

demolition.  When the Panchayat threatened to obtain a stay order, the administration 

acted quickly and surreptitiously attempted to demolish the bridge on a Saturday night in 
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late March.  The timing was intended to prevent the possibility of residents obtaining a 

stay order from the high court which was closed for the weekend.  Charges were planted 

by policemen on the pillars of the bridge and explosions shattered the calmness of the 

night awakening thousands of residents and passersby.  The result was less than 

impressive though, since the bridge remained almost intact despite the massive 

explosions, while one policeman involved in the demolition sustained serious injuries 

after he was hit by shrapnel.   But the damage was done, and the administration, despite 

loud protests from the village Panchayat, commenced the long and arduous process of 

demolishing the bridge with the use of mechanical drills and a team of manual laborers 

over several months.   
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Figure 3.3 School children returning from school on the elevated bridge, alongside fast-
moving traffic. This is the only route left for residents of the three southern 
fishing villages. June 2008. 

 

 The problem of distance between the new settlement and the village was 

significantly compounded by the demolition of Keechankuppam bridge. Residents were 

now forced to use the new elevated bridge, a high-rise thoroughfare used by fast-moving 

small and large vehicles plying between Nagapattinam and the southern parts of the 

district.  Now fishworkers, fish vendors, particularly head-loaders, schoolchildren and 
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others walk on this bridge or struggle uphill on bicycles with loads everyday dodging 

trucks, cars, buses and other traffic. 

 

 

Figure 3.4 Remnants of the Keechankuppam Bridge being removed in preparation for 
dredging. June 2008.  

 
 The fishing harbor project in effect made living in Keechankuppam difficult for 

its residents, and many who contemplated returning to the village a year before the 

demolition decided to wait until feasible connectivity with the village was resolved.  The 

Panchayat leader of the village suggested starting a ferry service to make it easier 
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especially for women fish vendors and school children to avoid the strain of climbing the 

bridge meant for vehicles, and navigating the road especially when traffic is heavy in the 

mornings and early evenings, at the same time that children go to and return from school.  

The irony of this suggestion did not escape him as he also recounted during that 

conversation that he too remembered a time when men, women and young children from 

Keechankuppam awaited the thoni to ferry them across the river to schools, markets, 

hospitals and the urban promises of Nagapattinam town. The old bridge that was 

demolished represented something so radically different from the new “monstrosity” that 

glared at them on the day it was inaugurated.  It resulted from a demand by people for the 

needs of people, unlike the new bridge that today strengthens the dynamic towards 

pushing Kechankuppam's fishing community into shoddy houses in swampy backwaters 

away from their beloved village.  

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT PRIORITIES 
  
 Panchayat leader Rajendiran Nattar is a respected man in Kechankuppam, but also 

among the wider fishing community in the taluk.   He is a long-time supporter of the 

Congress Party and takes great pride in recounting the greatness of Kamaraj, the first 

Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu and national president of the party from 1963.  His home is 

modest, a side entrance leading into a front room which serves as his office, and for a 

Panchayatar, he is surprisingly modest in his personal habits, riding his bicycle through 

the village like hundreds of other ordinary residents of Keechankuppam.  No longer an 
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active fisherman, the Panchayatar now owns and operates with his wife a convenience 

store from the part his house that faces the main street running through the village.   

 

 In June 2008 the National Fishworkers Forum, the apex body of a vast federation 

of fishworker organizations throughout India,  held a rally in Nambiyarnagar as part of a 

nationwide coastal 'yatra' demanding an end to efforts by the government of India to 

impose a new set of laws under a proposed 'Coastal Management Zone' legislation.  The 

Panchayatar gave a stirring speech urging fishers to take a united stand against efforts to 

displace them from the coast.  In interviews he spoke passionately about the collectorate's 

complete lack of engagement with the village leaders.  He also lamented the loss of 

solidarities among the villages, especially what he described as the opportunism of 

Akkarapettai's leaders who firmly identified themselves with the interests of wealthy 

trawler owners.  In his view, more than anything else, these divisions did more to damage 

the capacities of Nagapattinam's fishing communities to resist efforts to relocate them. 

 

 It was Panchayatar Rajendiran who suggested reintroducing a Thoni service to 

help the fishing communities south of the Kaduvayar, given the lack of proper 

connectivity with Nagapattinam after the demolition of the old bridge.  He recalled the 

night when the bridge was destroyed with anger, both at the fact that the action destroyed 

a vital link for the village, but also because it reminded him and his community that their 

leaders had little power to stop the far more powerful machinery of the state from 



 202 

enacting its will over and above the demands and desires of ordinary fishermen and 

women.  The Panchayatar associates the construction of the bridge with the heyday of 

Kamaraj, when in his view, the honesty of leaders enjoined them to reach out and 

respond to the needs of ordinary people.  The people needed a bridge to go to schools, 

markets, hospitals and so on, made demands of the government, which then eventually 

built it for them.  The construction of golden pasts characterized by responsible 

governance is not uncommon in popular discourse throughout Nagapattinam, the most 

common association being for instance between the popular former cinema icon turned 

populist leader M.G.Ramachandran and the many benefits the state's fishing communities 

enjoyed during his years as Chief Minister of the state.  

 The past: between perceptions and reality 
 
 Without downplaying the shortcomings of such nostalgia, it may be pertinent to 

see it from a different angle.  References to a better past say less about the past than they 

actually do about the present.  Trouillot (1995) notes for instance that all constructions of 

the past become significant only because they matter in the present.  What nostalgia 

speaks to in post-Tsunami Nagapattinam is the contradistinction of those imagined pasts 

with the present order.  The Panchayatar is of course correct in placing the present 

situation in its correct context, as an era in which popular demands routinely fall on deaf 

ears, as in the case of the demolition of Keechankuppam's bridge.  Yet, the 

responsiveness of decision-makers to the needs of populations in the decade following 

independence alluded to in such nostalgia, may be attributed not so much to the personal 
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qualities or inclinations of specific leaders, but to the broad developmentalist vision 

taking hold in the early years after independence.  It is of course also true that the same 

developmentalist vision also brought about and imposed changes that were neither 

responsive nor beneficial to populations throughout India.  Nevertheless, the fact that 

Keechankuppam's bridge was completed in 1952 by the government will always stand as 

a stark reminder to the fishing communities of another era when the state appeared to be 

responsive to popular demands. 

 Connectivity and nation-building – roads and bridges as a developmental 
problem. 

 

 In the aftermath of colonial rule one of the top developmental priorities for the 

new administrators of India was the need to better integrate the rural and urban expanses 

of the country through infrastructure projects.  The immediate goal of increasing 

agricultural output (foodgrains and fertilizers for instance) was intended to decrease 

dependence on imports, and the need for building more roads and associated 

infrastructure was seen as linked to this anticipated increase (Planning Commission 

1951).  Roads were seen as the necessary means of linking producers to markets and 

services.  In a broader sense, increasing connectivity within the country was deemed a 

necessary task for the goal of nation-building.  The Keechankuppam bridge, built in the 

early years of independent India can be seen in the light of this motivation, as serving a 

two-fold purpose.  On the one hand to enable easier access for villages south of the 

Kaduvayar to access the markets and services of Nagapattinam town, but to also foster a 
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sense of belonging to a new social reality in which access to the town signified 

membership in a new and larger political identity.  It is not insignificant that the struggle 

for the bridge was led by Kallar's K.K. Ratnavel.  Keechankuppam bridge connected the 

southern fishing villages to the fish markets and urban consumers of Nagapattinam, and 

through local road transportation, access to nearby markets in adjacent towns such as 

Tiruvarur.  It also enabled easier access to fishing villages north of the Kaduvayar, 

schools, hospitals, administrative offices, stores, temples, and entertainment.  In this, the 

bridge served the purpose of better integrating the fishing communities south of the 

Kaduvayar into a wider regional community even as it made it easier to maintain existing 

kinship and communal ties to adjacent fishing villages.  Roads represented for the fishing 

communities of Nagapattinam an alternative to the coastal thoroughfare “Kallaram” 

frequently used for transportation even in the present.  Older residents in several villages 

remember times when they used to travel long distances along the beaches of 

Nagapattinam, often encountering pilgrims heading to and from Velankanni from as far 

north as Orissa.   

 
 The postcolonial planning state envisioned roads as concrete necessities of nation 

building, by aiding and expanding agricultural production, integrating “important” 

villages with marketing and administrative centers, and linking of state and village roads 

into the “arterial” national networks (Planning Commission 1951, 31).  Keechankuppam 

bridge became a reality during the development decades when at least sometimes state 

agendas coincided with popular needs.     For as critics of the developmental state remind 
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us, this was also an era when planned mega-projects such as large dams necessitated the 

sacrifice of the needs of some populations for the benefit of others.  Small farmers lost 

lands and resources while commercial agriculture benefited from large dams throughout 

India for instance.  In the Narmada river valley in central India Adivasi populations were 

systematically displaced in large numbers from their lands in order to make way for the 

Sardar Sarovar  Project (Whitehead 2010) .  These projects implicitly and explicitly 

conveyed  understandings of affected populations as primitive others, whose livelihoods 

and ways of life could only be ameliorated or radically transformed, never sanctioned or 

supported by the demands of modernity (Escobar 1995).  Development projects thus 

provided cover for the alienation and transfer of resources and land through the 

deployment of discourses of modernization. 

 

 Yet these processes did not produce the same results everywhere.  In the era of the 

development state some sites were more central to the state's development agendas than 

others.  In Thanjavur district, which Nagapattinam was administratively part of, greater 

emphasis was put on increasing agricultural yields, than on modernizing fisheries.  

Trawlers were introduced here later than they were in Kerala.  The Nagapattinam port 

was not considered important enough to expand, and fisheries received less support as an 

economic activity since the Fisheries department also shifted its attentions in the 1990s 

from development activities towards the welfare of fishers (Bavinck 2001, 284-287). 
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 The post-1990s vision of economic growth predicated upon neoliberal 

globalization returned a focus on the possibilities inhering within Nagapattinam port.  

The renewed orientation towards imports and exports also brought with it demands for 

speed and volume to access and service local and global markets, and the logic for a 

wider infrastructural transformation emerged in early 2000.33  The port was used by the 

British to operate steamships till the 1940s but became less important compared to larger 

deep-water ports like Tuticorin to the south and Madras to the north.  The low volume of 

commodities imported and exported combined with the structural limits imposed by the 

shallow draught offered by the port meant that the port's vessels were mostly a few 

barges servicing ships docked out at sea, and smaller boats belonging to fishermen.  With 

the introduction of fishing trawlers in the east coast, Nagapattinam port witnessed a 

sudden increase in traffic in the 1980s as local fishermen and those residing in the 

region's many fishing villages invested in them and used the port as a harbor and 

dockyard.  The increasing number of trawlers marked a significant change for fishing 

communities as they now became increasingly dependent on ports and harbors as sites of 

labor.  The fishing harbor idea emerged since it became clear that any renewed use of the 

Nagapattinam port would require a resolution to the 'problem' of fishing trawlers utilizing 

the same space meant for barges and transport boats plying between anchored ships and 

the docks.  The new elevated bridge therefore became a necessary part of the construction 

of the fishing harbor in order to ease the use of Nagapattinam port by fishing trawlers.  In 

addition, the new bridge increases the velocity and volume of commercial fish that can be 

                                                
33 Tamil Nadu plans expansion of minor ports, Indian Express, 01/31/2000. Accessed 11/09/2010. 
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transported across the Kaduvayar and therefore makes it easier for fish processing and 

export industries to benefit. 

The uneven terrain of accumulation by dispossession 
 
 Harvey (1989, 106-108) notes that in the era of flexible capital accumulation 

greater competition spurs capitalists to focus increasingly on small differences in 

locational advantages.  In order to attract investment local powers might also seek to 

transform places into sites of investment.  As competition increases among sites vying for 

investment, the differences between them become heightened, and result in 'uneven 

development.'  Thus even as capital flows are eased with privatization and liberalization, 

accumulation requires the continued differentiation of sites, and can produce 

“fragmentation” and “insecurity” as investment and capitalist development are contingent 

on factors that can easily shift.  The development of Nagapattinam Port can also be seen 

in the context of this expanded terrain of competition.  In 2000 when the state 

government was considering building a fishing harbor in Nagapattinam, the ADB 

announced that it would begin cutting back on loans to governments for the development 

of ports, and called on governments to increase their dependence on private-sector 

investment and financing.  Financing would be restricted to those areas that were less 

likely to be commercially viable.  With a turn towards the private-sector for financing, 

state governments increasingly view ports as crucial to attracting investment.   
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 It is as a result of this shift that the Karaikal deep water port was built about six 

kilometers to the north of Nagapattinam.  With plans underway to open a container 

terminal, the competitive edge that this port has over its southern neighbor also includes 

its close proximity to a small petrochemical industrial belt stretching along the coast in 

the southern part of the district bordering Nagapattinam.  In addition there are also plans 

to set up a “Special Economic Zone” where labor laws will be inapplicable in factories 

and workshops expected to crop up.  Yet Nagapattinam Port's officer Captain Anbarasan 

was optimistic in 2008 that the port can compete with its neighbor because it can offer 

lower labor costs (Interview 2008).  Thus the port's development with ADB financing is 

in effect not as remarkable an event as far as capital accumulation is concerned given the 

competition, but its operation will include pressures to keep wages low in response.  

Moreover the goods passing through the port are directed towards regional and rural 

markets making it less likely that it would compete directly for the traffic serviced 

through its northern neighbor.  In short, Nagapattinam port's modernization is directed 

towards the anticipation of future investment, and not a direct response to the demands of 

capital.  Yet the unevenness characterizing the spatial articulation of capital's geographic 

development is also shaped by the manner in which people respond to threats to their 

control of land and resources.  As calls for more ports and related activities increase from 

the state government and private interests, the coastal land required for such purposes 

will involve increased conflicts with fisher populations.  This is why the humanitarian aid 

aspect of post-tsunami reconstruction is significant.  It worked to smooth the transition 

from dispossession to relocation.   



 209 

CONCLUSION 
 

 In Keechankuppam humanitarianism provided cover for the planned destruction 

of the bridge and despite the enormity of the loss, protests were insufficient to prevent the 

outcome, thanks in no small part to the gift of housing.  Yet even the housing gift could 

not successfully dissuade fishers from reimagining ways to maintain their connectedness 

to the coast, as they considered reintroducing a Thoni ferry service, or continued living in 

Keechankuppam.  Humanitarian aid sought to create disciplined bodies but could not do 

more than deliver assets of questionable worth, and leave.  Despite actions such as efforts 

to return, repair or rebuild in the village, the fact that Keechankuppam's fishers could not 

respond effectively to demolition of the bridge is also significant from the point of view 

of how and when power is negotiated in such contexts.  Here fishers could not negotiate 

terms with the state's local representatives as in cases considered in the following two 

chapters.  The reason for this could be identified with the hierarchical structures through 

which state power is mediated.  Part of the reason cited why even organizations like 

SNEHA could not do anything about the bridge's demolition was that it was a state and 

central government level project and decisions taken were out of the reach of local 

organizing.  The port and harbor are important sites of anticipated investment, and their 

construction is of a qualitatively different nature than the construction of houses.  With 

the latter substantial leeway exists between the intent and its outcomes, and involves tacit 

adjustments between fishers and the local levels of the state.  Fishers signed agreements 

to relinquish coastal properties but still claimed them, or put their new houses to 
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proscribed uses.  They may continue to park their boats on beach space that is technically 

within the Port's jurisdiction.  The qualitative difference between what have been 

described here as the outcomes of economic development and humanitarian aid reflects 

the logic driving their mutual constitution.  Fishers were to be humanitarian subjects, a 

problem of governance, while ports and harbors and their promoters and beneficiaries the 

real subjects of economic development in post-tsunami Nagapattinam. 
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Chapter 4: Ariyanattutheru – fragmentation, relocation and resistance 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 Ariyanattutheru, an occupationally heterogeneous fisher village politically 

fragmented in the aftermath of the tsunami, was relocated to three distant sites.  Based on 

the experiences of residents of Ariyanattutheru with the tsunami, relocation and new 

houses, as well as efforts to sustain themselves in their new sites, acts of defiance, 

maneuver, and resistance to relocation, this chapter brings to the fore, fisher politics in 

post-tsunami Nagapattinam.  In order to make sense of the wider significance of these 

acts, I consider how responses to relocation took the shape of reasserting an autonomous 

fisher subjectivity that anticipated engagement with the state as fishers and not as 

humanitarian subjects.  Fisher political society in Nagapattinam engages with the state in 

ways that sharply diverge from the humanitarian focus on legality and responsibility.  

Actions that connote illegality and “bad faith” to NGOs, as for instance reneging on the 

condition of relinquishing coastal claims, are viewed as legitimate strategies in defense of 

fisher interests.  Reclaiming space through sacralization, using or threatening the direct 

use of force, and suicide, represents some such practices evidenced in 2008.  In contrast 

to the envisioned respatialization of the coast, individual and collective actions by fishers 

succeeded in at least partially redrawing the map of reconstruction by reiterating the 

centrality of their locational interests despite the strategic goals of economic development 

and the palliative efforts of humanitarian aid. 
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AN 'URBAN' FISHING VILLAGE 
 

 With a population of 4203, Ariyanattutheru lies adjacent to the northern boundary 

of the Nagapattinam port, and is flanked by the port-harbor road to its west.  Also known 

as Nagai Ariyanattutheru, the name is unlike that of any other village in Nagapattinam 

since refers to a street implying that the village exists within a larger urban space.  In fact 

villages such as Tarangambadi to the north and Velankanni to the south have streets 

called “Ariyanattutheru,” the name “Ariya Nattar” suggesting a self-referential 

association with the Sanskritic tradition by the Pattanavar fishing caste.  The village itself 

may have a long history of association with Nagapattinam as a provider of fish and 

maritime services to the town's residents, as did various coastal villages in the 

Coromandal, but at least in the recent past served as a source of seasonal or occasional 

labor to the port.  In recent years Ariyanattutheru's residents also took up work in various 

fishing and non-fishing related work in Nagapattinam including as mechanics, 

technicians working with various fishing related gear, or as part of the semi-urban 

workforce in the town's small service sector.  As noted earlier, the use of the term 

“village” for Ariyanattutheru is in keeping with how the community of fishers view their 

collective self-identity.  While a part of the community lives in pakka houses on paved 

streets running parallel to the beach, a large cluster of houses extend towards the beach 

that are Kacca or semi-permanent houses.  The fishers who live in pakka houses view 

themselves and those that live in clusters of Kacca houses together as constituting the 
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fisher community of Ariyanattutheru, and refer to it as such in relation to the other fisher 

villages of Nagapattinam. 

 

 Prior to the Tsunami the boundary between the village and the area contiguous to 

the port was demarcated only by the end of houses and the beginning of an open space 

used for unloading and transporting goods west of the northern breakwater.  

Nagapattinam port is officially categorized as an 'intermediate' or 'minor' port falling 

within the jurisdiction of the Tamil Nadu Maritime Board (TNMB) constituted in 1997.  

India's major ports are controlled centrally while minor and intermediate ports fall under 

the jurisdiction of state level 'Maritime Boards.'  Due to its shallow draft the port handles 

cargo transported to and from ships anchored at sea by barges.  Ariyanattutheru's 

residents frequently provided labor for work on barges for unloading and transporting 

palm oil, and could easily access the port area by walking southward across the loading 

area where barges are docked.  Additionally fishworkers could walk easily to their 

mechanized fishing boats docked in proximity to barges and other vessels of the port, and 

some fishworkers their docked small fiber boats or Kattumarams in the port's waterway.  

Following the tsunami  the TNMB with assistance from the Asian Development Bank's 

'Tsunami Emergency Assistance Program' (TEAP) commenced repairs on damaged 

sections of the port's compound (perimeter) wall and extended the northern section of the 

wall towards the water's edge effectively blocking off access to the port area from the 

north.  The boundary demarcation agenda also included laying claims to part of 
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Ariyanattutheru's beach-front and residents were told that the southern part of the village 

close to the sea was destined to become part of the port's expansion plans. 

 

 Construction of a rubble-mound sea-wall also commenced in 2007, connecting 

the port's newly built  northern breakwater (also of 'rubble-mound' design) and extending 

northwards to eventually block almost the entire seaward side of the village by mid-2008.  

A similar extension of a sea wall would begin in mid-2008 from the southern boundary 

wall of the port threatening to similarly block part of the seaward side of Keechankuppam 

village.  With the vast majority of fishermen in the village using the beach to launch, land 

and park their boats, nets and accessories, this extension of the sea-wall further pushed 

them to consider giving up claims on their homes and moving to inland housing that most 

of them had already accepted on paper.  By meeting the new wall extension, the sea-wall 

completely blocked off access to the port area to Ariyanattutheru's residents except for a 

few who routinely braved a climb over the boulders of the wall to get to fishing boats.  

Even this became impossible by late 2008 when the perimeter wall was extended to run 

alongside the sea-wall and armed with barbed wire fencing.   

 

 The authorities also announced plans to breach the new eastern perimeter wall at 

one point in order to build a gate, and a road running through the area occupied by the 

village's southern-most houses, and remnants of those damaged or destroyed by the 

tsunami.  The road construction began in mid-2008, after involving a protracted process 

of negotiation at the center of which was one household of Ariyanattutheru.  Along with a 
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small cluster of households in the southern part of Ariyanattutheru this household began 

attempts to defy the insurmountable odds stacked against them, and actually managed to 

stave off eviction much to the surprise of even their most sympathetic allies. 

 

  Ariyanattutheru's residents were provided three sites for relocation and the 

community split up among these three sites – Andanapettai, Sawariyarkoil, and 

Mahalakshminagar, all of which were significantly more removed from the urban locale 

of Nagapattinam town's center than Ariyanattutheru.  In this case the problems of 

relocation were compounded by inherent weaknesses in the political leadership of the 

village, a situation attributable to three related factors: the occupational heterogeneity of 

the village with a significant number of residents engaging in non-fishing activities, the 

locational proximity to the urban center of Nagapattinam town and more importantly, its 

direct adjacency to Nagapattinam port, the modernization of which accelerated the spatial 

reconfiguration of the village's southern beach resulting in the forced relocation of the 

area's residents. 

 

 An ongoing crisis within the Panchayat intensified after the Tsunami, and 

contributed to weakening the village’s ability to bargain with the state with regards to 

relocation. As a result, Aryanattutheru’s residents were relocated to three different sites 

spread around Nagapattinam: Andanapettai (222), which is close to Papparkoil, 

Sawariyarkoil (285), and Mahalakshminagar (210), bordering Samanthampettai village. 

About 328 people lost their lives in Aryanattutheru, with much of the destruction of the 
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village on the seaward side up to 200 meters inland. Significantly, about half the village’s 

residents are Christians affiliated to the St. Lourdes Church, locally known as the 

Oosimadha Koil, which runs a school and social services including a daycare facility.  

The NGO responsible for construction of new housing for Aryanattutheru was the 

Thanjavur Multi Purpose Social Service Society (TMSSS) the service wing of the 

Thanjavur Catholic Diocese.  The three new housing settlements noted above have been 

constructed by the TMSSS and have similar structural issues, though slightly different 

locational concerns. Housing lacks roof tiles, and structural weaknesses are evidenced by 

cracks and extensive water damage. This was observed even before residents moved into 

the houses in the case of Andanapettai and Sawariyarkoil. Septic tank construction was 

incomplete as residents began to move in and its installation has been slow and beset with 

problems. Later houses being built in Sowriyarkoil have above ground shared septic 

tanks which do not appear likely to significantly reduce the problems inherent in the 

original underground single-unit ones.   

 

 In addition, relocated residents consider Andanapettai, Mahalakshminagar and 

Sawariyakoil to be relatively more rural than Aryanattutheru. In terms of road distance to 

the village and livelihood centers, Andanapettai is farthest, followed by 

Mahalakshminagar and Sawariyarkoil.  Mahalakshminagar is the closest to the coast in 

comparison to the other two, and its residents have begun laying claim to the beach space 

adjacent by about half a kilometer from the settlement. Andanapettai and Sowriyarkoil 

have serious waterlogging problems due to poor soil conditions. Andanapettai is low 
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lying and is flanked on its north by a raised earthen culvert that holds a railway track, and 

split in two by a raised road that is to be extended into the Velankanni highway. 

Residents have to climb up to this soon to be highway road to cross it and get to the other 

part of the village. 

A LEADER IN A TEMPORARY SHELTER 
 
 In late October 2007 I met with Jayaraman, the Panchayat president of 

Ariyanattutheru.  I had approached the temporary shelter complex in front of Oosi Matha 

Koil, a Catholic church that serves Ariyanattutheru, and begun conversations with some 

individuals who out of curiosity approached me.  Across the road and alongside the 

Nagapattinam port's wall was a water pipe in front of which several young boys were 

bathing and women taking turns fetching water in plastic pots.  It was Ayuda Puja, an 

annual festival that involves the ritual cleansing and purification of all articles of work, 

and the sharing of pori (puffed rice) with neighbors and visitors.  A group of young men 

approached an older man standing on the flat stone slabs covering the drain that encircles 

the temporary shelter and reverentially offered him some pori.  I approached him and 

introduced myself, after which he offered me some pori from his full palm, and invited 

me into his 'tent' as individual units in the temporary shelters are referred to.  Jayaraman 

was in his late fifties or early sixties, and from the way in which others addressed him, it 

was clear that he commanded respect and exuded the authority of a Panchayatar.  By late 

October, the residents of Ariyanattutheru had been housed in this temporary shelter for 

over two and a half years.  Each 'tent' is 80 square feet with a door and no windows.  Due 
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to the quality of materials used, the shelters became unbearably hot in the unforgiving 

heat of Nagapattinam's long summer, and leaked water when it rained.  Most of the 

residents spent a lot of time outside the shelters often sitting in the shade of a large tree 

across the road or at the sites of their old houses along the beach in Ariyanattutheru, 

which is only a few minutes away by foot.  A water tanker provided regular water to the 

community while additional water was obtained from a pipe located along the port wall, 

and electricity was freely provided to all residents. 

 

 Jayaraman is a fishworker and does not own a boat.  He was offered a boat by 

NGOs after the Tsunami but claims to have declined it.  Instead he works from the harbor 

on a trawler and goes out to   sea several times a week, leaving at 3:00 am and returning 

by 6:00 am, with the catch being divided up into shares and sold to women fish vendors 

who take them to the market.  Looking around inside his tent, I could see that great care 

had been taken to convert the tiny space into a home.  Six people lived in this 'tent.'  A 

desk, dresser and two chairs were the only pieces of furniture, and everything was 

arranged neatly and placed along and against the walls.  Two fans (donated by an NGO) 

were switched on, one for each of us and our conversation continued.  The walls were 

adorned with numerous pictures of deities, but also with large images of Buddha and 

Ambedkar, which took me by surprise since these are typically Dalit icons.  Jayaram's 

sons are both fishworkers and he did not seem concerned about them not having pursued 

an education beyond high school.  His view of the situation facing the community after 

the Tsunami was mixed.  On the one hand he lamented the fact that Ariyanattutheru was 
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being radically reshaped by relocation since the Nagapattinam port project required land 

that constituted the village's sea-front.  However he seemed resigned to the government's 

demands that residents living in the clusters of houses near the sea-front had no choice 

but to vacate.  That section of the village was being “cleaned up” and there was little they 

could do about it.  At the same time Jayaraman also pointed out that the village would 

stand together on the issue of location and try and retain at least a portion of its sea-front 

despite the odds.  Fishing was already a difficult activity after the Tsunami and crews had 

to work harder to obtain catches.  Schools had shifted from their typical locations as had 

currents.  Relocation for the village was being finalized and for several reasons the 

village was being split into three new sites, all at substantial distances from 

Ariyanattutheru.  Jayaraman seemed resigned about this eventuality though he insisted 

that the community would still be united, a claim that betrayed at least a little bit of 

bravado as I was to discover over the course of the next several months. 

THE VILLAGE FRACTURED AND SPLIT 
 

 Ariyanattutheru is significant as a fishing village on several counts.  It is the most 

urbanized of the fishing villages of Nagapattinam Taluk on account of its location within 

the central part of Nagapattinam town bordering the port and close to the town's central 

market area.  Its residents are mostly engaged in fishing or fishing-related activities but a 

significant proportion also engage in various manual and service activities in 

Nagapattinam town.  Ariyanattutheru literally means the “street” of the Arya Nattars, a 

reference to fishermen particularly of the Pattanavar sub-caste.  However, a significant 



 220 

portion of the village's residents are non-Pattanavar Christian fishermen.  The village is 

characterized by a de facto division into a predominantly Hindu Pattanavar southern part 

and a northern part with mostly Christian fishermen.  Residents from both sides of the 

divide noted that relations between the communities have always been cordial, with the 

Pattanavar panchayat playing a major role in decision-making for the whole community.  

The Christian members of the community have their own prominent households and rely 

on two churches that serve them – the St. Lourdes Church, known as Oosimadha Koil, 

and the St. Anthony's Church, known as Andonikoil.  Occupationally the Christian 

section of the village is more heterogeneous than the Hindu section, with a large number 

of residents working in restaurants or as mechanics in Nagapattinam. 

 

 Several residents of Ariyanattutheru complained that their interests had been 

poorly represented by the Panchayat, and Jayaraman in particular came in for a lot of 

criticism in conversations that were remarkably candid.  A series of developments after 

the Tsunami led to the fracturing of the Panchayat's reputation in the village.  According 

to several residents, a temple fund had been collected and maintained by the Panchayat.  

The individual charged with keeping the money claimed that it was lost in the Tsunami.  

Amidst recriminations around lost temple funds, the Panchayat became embroiled in 

conflicts over the distribution of relief aid, and later in building lists of households to 

establish eligibility for new housing.   
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 Competition between powerful members of the community resulted in further 

diminishing the reputation of the Panchayat.  One prominent individual with strong ties to 

the AIADMK party reportedly attempted to inflate claims for himself and his family.  

Some fishers claimed that this individual sought to obtain no less than twenty three 

houses for himself and members of his family, several of whom had never lived in 

Ariyanattutheru.  Jayaraman thwarted this attempt and ensured that he ended up with no 

houses at all, but then won little praise for his efforts since he himself allegedly secured 

about seven houses using the same tactic.  Such competitive behavior also resulted in 

residents attempting to win favor by aligning with sections of the village's prominent 

households, and as a result several households ended up losing while others gained at 

their expense.  One common refrain heard from residents was that those without houses 

obtained houses while those who had houses received none.  While it is no doubt 

significant that households with meager living arrangements ranging from rented portions 

of multi-tenement houses to kutcha houses all became eligible for new permanent houses, 

it was also true that a large number of recipients included some who lived in mostly 

undamaged houses but also those who had never lived in the village but who got added to 

lists prepared by the Panchayat.   

RAJA MARIADASAN 
 
 In this context Raja Mariadasan, the oldest son of a prominent Christian 

household in the northern part of the village came up with a list of Christian households 

and approached the district authorities with the support of the local church leaders with a 
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plan to allocate separate housing for the Christians of the village.  The effort was 

motivated by a sense of helplessness shared by many of the fisher households in the 

Hindu part of the village as well, but it floundered because of the blatantly communal 

implications of its intended goals.  The proposed transition from a defacto segregation 

that was never strictly demarcated, between the communities towards one in which these 

distinctions characterizing the village would have been physically redrawn into two 

different relocated sites was unacceptable to the collectorate, uncomfortable to church 

representatives and also to some of the Christian and Hindu residents themselves.  

Mariadasan himself pointed to the failure in terms of being unable to overcome the 

corruption of the Panchayat, and not as a failure of any form of communal assertion.  

Thus the final decisions on relocation were made on the basis of lists presented to the 

collectorate by the Panchayat but with some interventions by the NGO Coordination 

Center and NGOs including the TMSSS. 

 

 In addition to fishing Raja works as a mechanic specializing in outboard boat 

engines.  His decision to become a mechanic was spurred by the NGO TMSSS's practice 

of providing one boat for groups of five individuals.  The other four individuals assigned 

to be co-owners of the boat were poorly skilled and he did not feel comfortable having to 

rely on them for his living.  Fishing crews work together sometimes over several years, 

but even if they only have worked together over shorter periods of time, members tend to 

be drawn from family or acquaintance networks on the basis of known skill levels and 

competence.  Team-effort is required not only to ensure success in fishing trips but also 
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safety, and as such team members are expected to be trustworthy and reliable especially 

in the event of emergencies.  Raja considered this to be particularly important since he 

had barely escaped with his life in the Tsunami, a fate that many of his friends and 

extended family members unfortunately did not share.   

 

 Raja's uncle is a full time fisherman who goes out to sea regularly as part of a 

crew from the harbor.  However he also along with Raja and other kin still use the shore 

seine method to collect some varieties of fish nearer to the village shore.  On one 

occasion they placed nets far out into the sea, at least 500 meters with floating balls 

marking the placement of nets.  When they eventually decided to haul in the catch in the 

evening, Raja, his uncle and a team of relatives and neighbors worked together on 

Kattumarams and by hand to literally drag in the nets, now heavy and unyielding with 

catch.  This method is thought to be very old, predating the use of Kattumarams.  Raja is 

also skilled at catching crabs, and often works alone carefully placing nets in a roughly 

square spread extending about 50 meters out into the sea and held in place by poles.  The 

nets were typically set out in the morning and by evening Raja swam out several times to 

check if there were sufficient quantities of crabs caught in them or to adjust them or the 

poles that hold them in place.  While he waited he would sit in a small tent erected in 

front of the site of their former home with his wife, often engaging with clients requiring 

his services as a diesel engine mechanic.  Occasionally these clients included seasonal 

visitors from other fishing villages in the north, some from villages as far away as 
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Poompuhar in Sirkali Taluk who typically stayed as guests and had to provide a portion 

of their catch to the village, usually by working in partnership with a local fisherman.   

 

 Despite being a mechanic Raja saw himself first and foremost as a fisher and a 

member of the Ariyanattutheru fishing community.  He did not drink but smoked beedis, 

preferring a brand he pointed out can only be bought at the Nagai bus stand.  As the son 

of a prominent Christian household in the village he considered himself a natural 

representative and spokesperson for the community, and was circumspect in his 

evaluation of individuals in the village.  His close friend Murugesh also survived the 

Tsunami without losses to his immediate family.  One son reportedly climbed atop a steel 

cupboard as the waters rose while another fled to Tiruvarur with the large crowds that did 

the same only to return to the shocked relief of his parents days later.  Murugesh works 

on a trawler and goes to sea at least twice a week for about two days at a time.  His 

trawler often plies in Sri Lankan waters because fish stocks are less heavily exploited 

there.  According to him Sri Lankan Navy boats often harass Tamil fishermen, showing 

scant regard for specificities of national identity and echoing the regionally common 

perspective that Tamil fishermen are precisely that, and citizens of their particular nations 

only as a secondary fact associated with having to deal with the state and the wider non-

fishing communities around them.  Harassment can sometimes turn deadly and the Sri 

Lankan Navy personnel may kill fishermen and throw their bodies in the sea.  But more 

typically, Murugesh noted that they demanded a portion of the catch, often seeking prized 

conch shells and the like that the relatively unperturbed sea bed off the island sometimes 
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yields.  Such conch shells have been known to fetch amounts ranging from Rs. 500 to Rs. 

150,000, the amount depending on the right channels to wealthy foreign buyers. 

MEMORIES OF UNHEEDED WARNINGS  

 On the morning of the Tsunami four dogs ran up to the shore and howled 

continuously for several minutes in unison.  For the fishermen of Ariyanattutheru dogs 

barking facing the sea typically signifies the arrival of large schools of Kilachi Meen 

(Whiting or Smelt).  These fish move in schools of about two hundred each close to the 

shore in early spring, where dogs can easily identify their scent.  Sensing that these 

schools were nearby and a big catch could be had, but at the same time a little confused 

by the howling, several fishermen came out to stand by the beach.  Another story told by 

Raja is said to have occurred in Velankanni, famous pilgrimage site of the St. Lourdes 

'Our Lady of Good Health' church originally built by the Portuguese in the 17th century.  

Appropriately enough, local histories of the Tsunami now include a story of the strange 

appearance of a hitherto unknown woman who walked around the village holding a child 

in her arms, weeping and warning residents to get out of harm's way, and then 

disappearing along with all those who died as a result of not heeding her warnings.  Raja 

also once narrated a similar story about a Hindu priest in nearby Nambiarnagar village, 

who warned devotees at his temple early on the 26th of December, 2004, that the whole 

village was about to be destroyed by the sea.  This latter story was narrated by Raja with 

the same sense of awe that characterized his telling of the Velankanni mother and child 

story.  Both seemed to convey to him the understanding that the Tsunami was in 
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retrospect perfectly predestined – in terms that made sense to members of both religious 

persuasions in the village.  However in all three stories told by Raja, there is a sense that 

those for whom the signs were intended, failed to recognize or mis-recognized the signs.   

 

 Thus trusting their time-tested understandings of the sea and its resources, some 

fishermen prepared to haul in anticipated bounties of Kilachi Meen, even though the sign 

was markedly different, with dogs howling rather than barking.  In Velankanni and 

Nambiarnagar, neither the sudden appearance of the mother and child nor the 

unprecedented warnings of the temple priest achieved their intended effects.  The 

enormous tragedy that befell his community was in other words a lesson about engrossed 

inattentiveness, the tragic irony of which highlighted his style of story-telling – a 

characteristic blend of utter seriousness and deprecating humor.  On several other issues 

pertaining to the village, its corrupt Panchayat, and the anticipated travails of relocation, 

Raja offered perspectives that conveyed this mixture of critique and irony, seriousness 

and humor, with a candor only available to one self-confident in his abilities as a leader, 

spokesman, witness and enraged victim. 

 

 Raja's immediate and extended family lived in several houses ranging from a 

pucca two-storey house where his parents continued to live after the Tsunami, to thatched 

katcha houses that he and several relatives lived in along the beach, and which were 

destroyed by the Tsunami.  On the morning of the 26th, Raja heard a commotion and his 

friend Murugesh came running in screaming “the sea's coming!”  Within minutes the 
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wave gushed in, rose up and swirled violently lifting the house off its meager foundation.  

Holding on to the bamboo beams that held up his thatched roof, Raja desperately tried to 

find some footing on a cupboard, but soon the mud walls crumbled and the whole frame 

of the house was swept away sideways by the unrelenting force of the waters.  The entire 

frame smashed into and became wedged between a trio of coconut trees several yards to 

the south of the house's original location.  Raja received injuries to his head but regained 

his composure and began desperately punching at the roof material held in place by the 

bamboo beams that his tiring arms held on to.  With barely enough room left to breathe 

he succeeded in breaking a hole through the thatch, climbed out onto the roof and quickly 

leaped up to the safety of one of the coconut trees that had saved his life.  Here he waited 

until the waters receded, after which he worked with the rest of the village's survivors 

extricating the dead, rescuing the living, and searching for the missing amidst destruction 

unlike anything he had ever imagined.   

 

 The three trees that saved his life survived the ordeal and continued to provide a 

shady space for those who frequently spent part of their days by the beach near the sites 

of their destroyed homes as they awaited completion of permanent houses in one of the 

three distant locations – Andanapettai, Sowariyarkoil, or Mahalakshminagar.  It is in the 

sandy shade of these trees that conversations with Raja, his friends and neighbors 

revealed the painful sense of loss that this community of fishers contended with as they 

contemplated and resigned themselves to relocation and the dispersal that it inevitably 

implied. 
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Andanapettai  
 At a distance of 3.52 kilometers from Ariyanattutheru, Andanapettai is 

predominantly an agricultural village.  The most striking feature of the land where 

Ariyanattutheru's new settlement was built is that it is low-lying with clayey and uneven 

soil.  The settlement is split in two portions with 111 housing units each, by an 

embankment on which a new extension to the Velankanni highway is being constructed.  

This north-south dividing line is liked to an embankment running in an east-west 

direction on which the recently completed 'meter-gauge' railway line has been built.  At 

the foot of this embankment runs a gutter for rain water runoff.  By February of 2008 

only a handful of households had begun moving to this new location.  This expanded by 

March and April into a steady stream as more households moved in, mostly those who 

had been living in two horribly crowded 'temporary' shelters in Nagapattinam for more 

than three years.  Most new residents noted that they were relieved to be finally offered 

an opportunity to leave those crowded spaces with little or no sanitation.  However they 

very quickly began to notice several problems that made life quite difficult in 

Andanapettai. 

 

 Victor, his wife and three sons moved into their new house in Andanapettai in the 

middle of February.  He originally lived in Ariyanattutheru's northern cluster and despite 

several members of his family being fishermen, claimed that he never could muster the 

courage to work in fishing.  Moreover he suffers from acute varicose veins and is usually 
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in a lot of pain while standing for long periods of time.  He worked at a restaurant called 

Saravana Bhavan in the Nagapattinam bus stand area and specialized in making tea and 

coffee, and occasionally as a cook or server.  His thatched house in Ariyanattutheru had 

been damaged beyond repair along with a push cart that he owned and used to sell 

prepared snacks in the area.  He said his requests for assistance from TMSSS and other 

NGOs were unsuccessful since he was not a fisherman, and so he took work in the 

restaurant starting as a server and then becoming a cook and tea/coffee specialist.  Having 

just moved to Andanapettai from the temporary shelter in the Kadambadi 'tent' as the 

largest temporary shelter in the Kadambadi area of Nagapattinam was known, Victor and 

his sons were quite pleased with their new house, despite noting that there were several 

structural and infrastructural problems.  By mid March the problems became worse as the 

family attempted to settle in and make a home out of their house.  Electrical sockets had 

to be installed as the NGO had simply left wires sticking out of walls.  Parts of the 

kitchen simply broke off due to poor quality of work, and there were visible cracks in the 

walls, steps and floors of the house.  These had already been there before they moved in, 

and looked like they only got worse when heavy rains hit Nagapattinam between March 

11th and 12th. 

 

 One particularly distressing problem for women was sanitation.  Those living on 

the western edges close to adjacent agricultural lands were in a relatively better situation 

with regard to finding common areas for sanitary needs, while others in parts of the 

settlement had to explore the area before finding safe areas.  As noted earlier in the case 
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of fuel gathering, the process of identifying areas to use for sanitary needs involves 

navigating boundaries that are not always clear.  People attend to personal sanitary needs 

with a heightened sense of being vulnerable to natural and social intrusions.  On the 

coast, men tended to let down their guard and it is common to see men of various ages 

openly defecating close to the water on the beach.  Women's sanitation needs are more 

strictly regulated and therefore restricted to particular times of the day such as dusk or 

dawn, and spaces such as protected groves or fields with adequate vegetative cover.  This 

spatial and temporal basis for regulating daily bodily needs has to be renegotiated in 

contexts where both the ecology and social surroundings are radically different.  

Especially so in settlements, where the promise of private toilets resulted in structures 

that did not function, given the absence of infrastructure.  In addition, using adjacent 

fields as toilets opens up the real danger of transgressing boundaries and inviting conflict 

as it nearly happened in Andanapettai.  Women from the first few households who had 

just begun moving into new houses in Andanapettai were enraged about how the 

government could expect them to live there without taking into consideration the lack of 

sanitation.  The local authorities had promised that septic tanks and infrastructure for 

indoor plumbing and running water would be completed after they moved in.  How did 

they imagine they would live there for even one day without knowing how their daily 

bodily needs would be met?  District officials and NCRC representatives suggested that 

relocated fishers ought to be patient, the former even stating that since they were in any 

case not used to toilets, managing without them should not be a problem. 
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Sawariyarkoil 
 

 St. Xavier's church in the Vellipalayam area of Nagapattinam is known locally as 

'Sawariyarkoil.'  Large swathes of land behind the church were used for the construction 

of 285 units for households from Ariyanattutheru and 892 units for Nambiyarnagar.  By 

mid-2008 only about half the houses for the former and not more than a quarter for the 

latter village were occupied.  In addition to the distance from Ariyanattutheru (2.6 km) 

and livelihood centers such as the harbor (3.6 km for women fish traders and 3.82 km for 

male fishworkers) or the Nagai fish market (2.28 km), many of the problems faced by 

new residents were similar to those faced by residents of Andanapettai's new settlement.  

The area was low-lying, adjacent to agricultural fields, with clayey soil that easily 

waterlogged.  For Ariyanattutheru's residents, moving to Sawariyarkoil (and 

Andanapettai, though less with Mahalakshminagar) was an experience in de-urbanization 

since it was for all practical purposes a very rural setting: fields to the west, the main road 

about a kilometer to the east, and adjacent communities of predominantly Dalit 

agricultural laborers.  This area like Andanapettai marks the sharply distinct eastern 

edges of the agriculturally rich Cauvery delta plains as it gives way within a few 

kilometers to the Neithal or coastal geographic zone.  Significantly, the 285 housing units 

allotted to Ariyanattutheru residents blend into a larger cluster of 892 houses built for 

Nambiyarnagar by World Vision, the same NGO that built houses for Kallar in Papa 

Koil.   
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 Houses in Sawariyarkoil have the same structural problems that their counterparts 

in Andanapettai do: materials of poor quality were used resulting in cracks in walls, 

ceilings and water damage of plaster and walls.  Since there are no roof tiles, houses 

become unbearably hot on sunny summer days and leaky on rainy days.  Since the houses 

are built on land that was not elevated prior to construction, waterlogging is a serious 

problem with residents having to wade through knee deep water for days risking 

mosquito borne ailments that are quite common under such conditions.  Residents also 

expressed fears that some of the structures may not last too many years since they are 

already showing signs of damage within few months of occupation.  In fact during my 

study of housing construction in Andanapettai and Sawariyarkoil, visible damage was 

already part of several houses months before they were handed over to new residents (see 

Appendix 1). 

The aftermath of March 2008 rains – a survey 
 
 Heavy rains in early March 2008 exposed several inherent weaknesses in housing 

construction throughout Nagapattinam.  Andanapettai and Sawariyarkoil had only been 

sparsely occupied when residents experienced several structural and locational problems 

that to date have at best only been partially addressed.  A survey of these houses was 

conducted in February 2008 before they began to be occupied, and even then there were 

visible signs of water damage to walls, ranging from plaster damage to long cracks that 

indicated structural weakness.  The soil is clayey and very uneven, and in Andanapettai 

the result of recent digging to support construction of the highway extension embankment 
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splitting the village in two.  After the rains of March 12th, a survey of the sites revealed 

serious waterlogging, more visible signs of water damage and wetness of the plaster on 

walls.  Roof leakage was reported by several residents and rain water had leaked in 

through window and door frames as well.  The consequences of not adding roof tiles 

were clearly visible with dampening of walls and dripping water from ceilings. 

 

 The decision to not include roof-tiles resulted from pressures to reduce costs since 

estimates went up from their initial 1.5 lakhs per house to figures ranging from 2.0 to 2.5 

lakhs per house.  These figures varied also depending on whom one asked – contractors 

provided different estimates from NGO representatives and government officials.  The 

construction process itself was effectively a chain of contracts between the NGO and the 

final executors of each part of the housing construction project, with contractors and sub-

contractors often being changed due to non-fulfillment of contractual obligations.  

Residents in Andanapettai and Sawariyarkoil noted that water quality was not tested for 

salinity during the curing process that requires soaking freshly applied mortar in water.  

Thus it is highly likely that Tsunami housing construction in these two sites was 

completed with the use of sub-standard materials and untested water, resulting in 

structural problems for residents already contending with the locational problems posed 

by the low-lying land with clayey soil that does not allow water to percolate into the 

ground easily.  Weeks after the rains of March 11th and 12th, the two settlements were 

covered with stagnant pools of water that quickly became fertile sites for mosquitoes.  

Walking through this settlement was possible only by wading through ankle-deep slush 
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and mosquito infested pools of water for weeks after the rains of early March.  Several 

residents reported that their children fell ill for several days that month and sorely 

regretted their decision to move to the location.  Attempts to involve the Panchayat in 

getting the NGO TMSSS to address their problems went no further than repeated 

meetings and verbal assurances, a situation that could not have fared worse since the 

Panchayat itself was discredited and fragmented.  In Sawaraiyarkoil the still incomplete 

adjacent settlement for Nambiyarnagar's residents built by World Vision also revealed 

poor construction quality and shared the same set of problems posed by waterlogging as 

the photographs in Appendix 1 illustrate. 

 

 The rains of early March, 2008 exposed the worst flaws of the houses built by 

TMSSS as it also did those built by World Vision.  Many residents in Andanapettai and 

Sawariyarkoil began talking about finding ways to return to Ariyanattutheru since this 

place was virtually unlivable even after a relatively minor episode of unseasonal heavy 

rains.  Despite all its flaws, Ariyanattutheru's soil like most coastal soils easily absorbed 

water and these communities had never experienced living with such severe waterlogging 

prior to moving away from the coast.  The already difficult conditions of living in 

structurally weak houses in an agricultural environment 2.5 to 3.5 kilometers from the 

village were severely compounded by the experience of the effects of waterlogging.  

While clayey soil is one aspect of the problem, the low-lying land could have been 

elevated prior to construction of houses.  This approach was quite successfully 

undertaken by the South Indian Federation of Fishermen Societies (SIFFS) in 



 235 

Tarangambadi village, but both TMSSS and World Vision left the task of elevation for 

the government which began work after the completion of construction and the 

occupation of houses.  At the very least the houses should have been built at a significant 

elevation in order to facilitate elevation of the ground surrounding them.  In stark contrast 

to the inefficiency of these two NGOs, the state government's own Slum Clearance Board 

(TNSCB) took over the construction of 51 units since TMSSS could not, and as 

evidenced during construction, these houses were built at a significant elevation without 

any visible signs of structural weaknesses.  Elevation of the ground around them will now 

be possible since the floor level of thee houses are already at about 3 feet from the 

ground.  These houses also have roof tiles. 

  

 The clayey soil does not absorb water well and as such available ground water 

reservoirs are difficult to identify in these areas.  In Andanapettai, Victor attempted over 

several months to resolve the problem of water by investing in a ground-water pump for 

his household.  He only succeeded in pumping up slush and gave up after a few weeks, 

resigning himself and his family to the unpredictable schedule of water delivered through 

a handful of communal taps shared by the whole settlement.  When available, water 

quality was not as bad as it was in nearby “New” Kallar but residents still felt that it was 

neither healthy nor pleasant to drink.  Besides, its intermittent availability made it very 

difficult to plan daily sanitation needs, a problem that once again as in the case of Kallar's 

new settlement, disproportionately affected women.  The last of the three sites of 

relocation for Ariyanattutheru's residents is Mahalaksminagar, where despite several 
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common problems associated with new housing, the community embarked on a bold 

effort to re-establish themselves as a fishing village.  In the following section I begin with 

a consideration of developments in this new site, and evaluate the possibilities and 

constraints shaping popular attempts to reassert claims on the coast by the fishing 

communities of Nagapattinam. 

Mahalakshminagar – a fishing village reborn 
 
 Of all three new sites for Ariyanattutheru's residents, Mahalakshminagar is the 

closest to the coast and borders the southern edges of a settlement built for the residents 

of Samanthanpettai.  Between the settlement and the coast is a stretch of Casuarina 

groves stretching for about half a kilometer, which serves the fuel needs of the 

community, and within weeks of the settlement being occupied, small groups of women 

collecting firewood from the groves became a common sight.  The groves also served as a 

place that women could use for their sanitation needs.  Residents moved into the 

settlement between late March and April of 2008, and within weeks began laying claim to 

the beach on the other side of the Casuarina grove.  Within a few days a few 

Kattumarams were parked on the beach, following which fiber boats, nets, ice boxes and 

outboard engines appeared in larger numbers.  By mid-May, Aryanattutheru's newly 

resettled residents in Mahalakshminagar converted the beach-front and part of its 

adjoining Casuarina grove into something that resembles the typical eastern face of most 

coastal fishing villages of Nagapattinam, except for the fact that their houses lie behind 

the groves at a distance of about 570 meters. 
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 Like most fishing villages in Nagapattinam district, Ariyanattutheru has a 

significant number of beach-landed craft including Kattumarams and fiber boats, or 

Maruti boats as they are referred to locally.  These craft are typically parked on beaches 

along with nets, outboard motor engines, and iceboxes, the chief advantage of proximity 

to the village being the ability to ensure safety of boats and gear.  A good part of daily life 

is spent on the beach and as such there are always people from the village aware of 

events such as the entry of outsiders into the spaces where boats and gear are parked.  

Outsiders from the area generally avoid directly encroaching upon spaces in front of 

fishing villages and encourage visitors to do the same suggesting that fishermen are 

violent and unpredictable and would try to accost those who wander into their beaches.  

This latent fear of the supposedly violent character of the fisherman stands in stark 

contrast to the self-image of fishermen which centers on a combination of self-confidence 

and rootedness in community life.  Nevertheless such views of fishermen by outsiders 

tend to inadvertently help establish and maintain the boundaries of fishing communities.  

Thus spatial claims by fishing communities involve the translation of physical cues into 

social statements that non-fishing locals recognize and respect.  For households that rely 

on beach-landed craft, relocation inland imposed the additional burden of having to find 

ways to ensure that their parked boats and gear remain safe during their long absences 

from the beaches.  This issue is at least partially resolved for the residents of 

Mahalaksminagar for three important reasons. 
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 First, the adjacent beach space is at least for the time-being empty and 

uncontested.  About half a kilometer to the south hugging the northern boundaries of 

Nambiyarnagar, the most important fishing village in all of Nagapattinam district, lies the 

site of what local authorities hope would become the center of the town's beach tourism.  

Presently small groups of beach revelers come from the Nagai region or occasionally 

include visitors heading to popular pilgrimage sites like Velankanni or Nagore.   and 

Secondly, Mahalakshminagar's eastern boundary hugs a large and deep Casuarina grove 

that was planted over twenty years ago.  Thus when 210 households were allotted new 

houses in Mahalakshminagar, it was a matter of weeks before this beach space was 

claimed and a new fishing village's first de facto use of the land established when the 

hitherto empty beach and a portion of the Casuarina grove facing the beach began to be 

used for parking a small cluster of boats and fishing gear.  Over a few months more boats 

appeared and now this part of the Nagai beach has in effect become the beachfront of 

Mahalakshminagar, Ariyanattutheru's third splinter. 
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Figure 4.1 Mahalakshminagar houses on left built by TMSSS. On the beach to the right 
are parked boats and gear, marking the (re)claimed beach space of 
Ariyanattutheru’s relocated fishers. 

 

 With this overt act of laying claim to open beach, which also involved utilizing 

part of the Casuarina grove for net drying/mending, storage needs, Ariyanattutheru's 

relocated residents took the initiative and created a new set of conditions instead of 

fighting a defensive battle for their original homes.  Among those who now launch boats 

from the new beach, Peter, a soft-spoken fisherman pointed to the parked boats with 

obvious pleasure, and recounted how difficult it had been to travel all the way across 

town in order to reach the harbor, where many of the boats of Ariyanattutheru have since 

been docked.  Shrugging off the issue of illegality and possible repercussions from the 
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local authorities and possibly the forest department, he was more interested in sharing his 

views on how the Casuarina grove could better accommodate the storage needs of the 

fishers, or his optimism about the new village reconstituting a Panchayat receiving help 

from the Panchayat of neighboring Samanthampettai to the immediate north.  The state 

was not forgotten, but its power was now back on the familiar turf of that gray area where 

fishers could engage with it as fishers.    

RESISTANCE – POLITICAL SOCIETY 
 
 In considering how fisher communities engaged politically with the state on the 

issue of location several examples abound of both collective and individual actions.  In 

this section I begin by considering how the use and threat of collective political actions 

shaped the localized negotiations of power between fisher communities and the state.  

Such strategies work in specific contexts and are shaped by particularities and 

contingencies, but also coexist alongside other strategies that involve nurturing 

relationships with local level officials.  Finally I examine how individual households and 

communities deploy the sacralization of space in asserting spatio-temporal claims over 

coastal lands.  What emerges in considering these various types of responses, especially 

when taken together with the attitudes informing the translation of the humanitarian gift 

of housing into an asset, is that fishers reiterate their preference to engage with the state 

as fisher subjects, and not as humanitarian subjects.  The humanitarian gift economy 

which seeks to bind them within a structure of compliance if not consent, precludes such 

forms of autonomous action and instead offers its own ethical and moral demands.  Yet, 
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the house, like the beach or the temporary shelter, become sites around which the conduct 

of politics remains about (re)negotiating power with the state – as fisher subjects.   

 

 Partha Chatterjee describes 'political society' as that realm of political practices 

associated with populations, as distinct from citizens (Chatterjee 2004).  Politics from the 

point of view of the state involves viewing and devising strategies to govern populations 

as manageable quanta of votes (political parties and electoral politics) or as categories of 

governance (community, caste, etc.).  In trying to achieve this the state confronts a host 

of political practices rooted in and constitutive of communal, caste, class and gendered 

power structures.  The strategic alliances achieved, nurtured, and recreated in the practice 

of politics shape the nature of those politics often in unpredictable ways.  What political 

society reveals however is that there is no seamless mediation of power, but rather a 

complex and often unpredictable set of arrangements that reflect the real balances of 

power between the state and localized power centers. 

 

 Civil society on the other hand is the realm where citizenship is considered more 

important.  Exercised through the practice of civic responsibility and adherence to the 

institutions and practices of the state, civil society is sometimes indistinguishable from 

bourgeois society.  In post-tsunami Nagapattinam, civil society's greatest champions were 

NGOs, and the model of civic engagement they brought to bear was one that included at 

its core, tacit and sometimes active acquiescence with the prerogatives of the state and its 

multilateral backers.  The actions of Nagapattinam's fishers considered in this section, 
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worked outside the domain of civil society and adhered to communal norms, expectations 

and significances, in engagements with the local levels of the state.  In doing so fishers 

also frequently overturned the basic presumption of civil society, that the rule of law is 

sacrosanct.   Hence notably in the instances described below, where the state and local 

communities renegotiated power, NGOs were conspicuously absent as interlocutors 

between state and communities.  I consider the practical ramifications of this conception 

of 'political society' and 'civil society' in detail when I examine the role of NGOs in 

Chapter 6. 

Kadambadi tent – a suicide  
   
 
 Despite cordial relations with village leaders, district administrators fear 

collective responses from communities.  In March 2008 a young fisher Palanivel burned 

himself in front of workmen readying the demolition of his temporary shelter at the 

behest of the local administration.  Having not yet received keys to a new house built by 

TMSSS, he had tried to convince workmen not to demolish his temporary home, and 

when they proceeded to do so, doused himself with kerosene and set fire to himself in 

front of them.  He died later that evening in Nagapattinam hospital and there were rumors 

that Ariyanattutheru's fishers might hold a rally at the Collectorate.   At the hospital after 

Palaivel died I asked his half-brother Kuppuraj if the collector knew.  His response was 

“avara? escape ayitaar” (oh he? He escaped).  The DRO? “Avarum escape ayitaar.” (He 

too escaped).  Describing the rumored departure of the two officials as an escape does not 

necessarily mean that the fishers intended to do harm to either of them although tempers 
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were high.  It says something about the way in which Ariyaattutheru's fishers viewed 

themselves in relation to the officials, not as aggrieved subjects of their authority but as 

wronged equals.   

 

 Little came to pass immediately but what happened next suggests that sometimes 

at the local level state power has little choice but to negotiate with those it governs.  On 

the basis of the collector's authority the widow and family of the victim were not evicted 

and all further demolitions in 'Kadambadi tent' as the temporary shelter was called, 

ceased until residents were ready to leave after receiving keys to new houses.  At least 

thee theories circulated in Nagapattinam about the tragedy.  The first was that the college 

which owned the land had originally offered it to the government for use as a temporary 

shelter with a time limit of six months, and so had begun pressuring the local 

administration now since it had been more than three years.  The second (perhaps also 

connected to the first) was that contractors wanted to dismantle and sell shelter 

materials.34  The third theory was that the young man was drunk and angry with his wife, 

and the contractors were just there at the wrong time when he snapped.  All three theories 

taken together provide a picture of how people like Palanivel are positioned socially and 

economically.  At the interstices of the powerful machinations of the district 

administration, a prominent landlord (the college) and contractors deployed by the 

administration, fishers are also seen as violent and unpredictable.  Acts like Palanivel's 

                                                
34 Ariyanattutheru's relocated residents had to buy these back from contractors even though they 
were told they owned all the materials used in their temporary shelters. 
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dramatic suicide confirmed for many of Nagapattinam's non-fishers what they already 

assume they know about fishers.  Yet it was the fear of a collective reprisal that caused a 

retreat on the part of the state.  At its local level, the state had to hold back the college, 

the contractors and itself and yield some space back to the fishers.    

 

 What the above episode also reveals is that there is an intimate connection 

between what is viewed as an individual sacrifice and collective politics.  The fishers of 

Ariyanattutheru did not seek redress through law but threatened collective action.  

Whatever the actual reasons for his dramatic act, fishers pointed out that none of this 

would have happened were it not for the efforts of the authorities to demolish the 

temporary living spaces where hundreds of households lived for three years.  Palanivel 

sought to defend his family's right to keep a shelter by placing his burning his body 

between them and the state.  Witnesses described the spectacle of the burning man 

running towards the horrified work crew, which scattered and left the scene immediately.  

In many interviews I was struck by frequent references to dousing oneself with kerosene 

and setting oneself on fire as an ultimate form of protest.  What Palanivel's suicide 

suggests is that such a dramatic act imbues the claims made by fishers with incontestable 

moral power, forcing the the state (at its local levels), to reorient priorities even if 

temporarily.  The same strategies can also be used in contradictory ways as the next two 

examples will show.  If collective political action can be used to renegotiate terms with 

the state, it can also be used to renegotiate these terms by recourse to threatening action 

against other marginalized communities. 
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“Suryanagar” and the Dalits of “Indiranagar” 
 
 Sixty four fisher households from Nambiyarnagar had been settled in a complex 

built by the Ramakrishna Mutt and the EeNadu Newspaper company (a 'private-private' 

partnership between a major religious sect and the leading newspaper in Andhra 

Pradesh).  The cluster of houses were among the worst NGO-built houses in 

Nagapattinam.  Built hastily before most of the other housing projects in the district, they 

violated basic structural requirements.  These multi-unit structures with individual units 

separated by common walls had no sewage system (no working toilets or bathrooms), bad 

drainage, and poor water supply from shared outlets.  In addition, a range of structural 

problems presented dangers including instances of walls and bannisters breaking apart 

resulting in injuries.35  Civil engineers consulted suggested that a combination of factors 

may have contributed to the shoddy construction.  Cement and sand are supposed to be 

mixed in specific proportions,36 and the sand and water used for mixing free of salt.  In 

order to cut costs, sometimes these requirements may have been skirted, resulting in 

structures that are easily corroded by the rainy, saline and humid environment of 

Nagapattinam.  Residents reported receiving assurances and invitations to receive 

blessings from the NGO's spiritual leaders, in response to complaints.  In April 2007 the 

leaders of Suryanagar with their Panchayat superiors in Nambiyarnagar, warned that the 

                                                
35 One individual was asleep near the wall separating the bedroom from the front hall when it 
partially collapsed on him, resulting in multiple injuries including the loss of a finger. 
36 The minimum cement to sand ratio allowed is 1:6 parts.  Typically concrete mixes consist of 
cement, sand and an aggregate such as crushed stone. The ratio here is 1:1.5:3 parts, while the required 
ratio of water to cement (w/c) is set at 2:5 parts for coastal areas (Revenue Administration, Disaster 
Management & Mitigation Department 2005, 20-21). 
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community would abandon the site and return to  the village to rebuild.  This action 

resulted in the collectorate allotting new houses in Sowariyarkoil, a site further inland 

being built by World Vision, though these were not expected to be complete for a few 

months.  Shortly thereafter the entire community returned to Nambiyarnagar, to rebuild 

their houses at their original sites or through alternative arrangements.   

 

 The administration's expectation was that households will relocate to the new site 

once it is ready for occupation, but fishers who rebuilt on the coast had other ideas.  They 

were less inclined to give up their newly built houses, even if these were kucca structures 

built with locally available materials, since they invested time, effort and money.  

Moreover they also had to weigh the costs of living more than a kilometer inland against 

the benefits of present sites on the coast.  Suryanagar was abandoned once it was 

guaranteed that the state acknowledged the need for a viable alternative housing plan for 

its erstwhile residents.  This success involved the threat of political action, which if 

carried out would have presented difficulties for the district administration.  Yet the same 

action carried out after the new housing was promised did not provoke any response.  In 

effect the state at this local level had to both negotiate with Nambiyarnagar's fishers and 

accept their tacit defiance.   

 

 However there was another angle to this story that also revealed how tenuous 

fisher political society's orientation can be.  If on the one hand the threat of mass action 

can be used to renegotiate terms with the state, it can also very easily be used to assert 
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fisher interests against those of weaker communities, particularly in the case of 

Suryanagar, Dalits.  Suryanagar's fishers would often complain that while they had to put 

up with shoddy housing, new houses in Sowariyarkoil were being given to those who 

never had houses to begin with.  This was commonly cited by residents in other adjacent 

villages as well, and points to a tension between views of housing as compensation and 

on the other hand, as an entitlement due from the state as part of a progressive vision of 

redistribution.  In late 2007, the Collectorate assigned about thirty four houses for Dalit 

households from Nambiyarnagar.  The cluster of houses allotted were at the entrance to 

the settlement that extended westward for a kilometer inland.  While for Dalit recipients 

this was a magnanimous act they attributed to the Collector Tenkasi Jawahar,  for 

Nambiyarnagar's fisher households that lived in Kadambadi tent (the temporary shelter 

noted earlier), and Suryanagar, this was seen as an injustice.  In their view, with more 

than 800 households, their needs far outweighed those of Dalits.  Moreover they argued, 

these Dalit households were not involved in fishing but provided services within 

Nambiyarnagar, or engaged in trades as barbers, and only some of them actually lived 

there.  Some of Suryanagar's fishers referred to Dalits as “cheri” people (“slum” people, a 

derogatory reference to the squalid conditions many Dalits are forced to live in), while 

others were less spiteful.     

 

 The Dalits of “Indiranagar” as their section of the new settlement was called, were 

extremely fearful of Nambiyarnagar's fishers, and noted increased hostility.  Many of 

them worked in construction now and did not want to go back to the village.  However 
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they were unanimous about keeping their new houses, despite structural problems (no 

roof tiles, cracking walls).  For Saroja, a widowed mother with two children, distance 

made life difficult since she still worked odd jobs in Nambiyarnagar, but having a house 

of her own was better than having to rent one.  For many Dalits, as it was for many 

fishers, this was the first opportunity to own brick and mortar houses with legal titles.  In 

June 2007, Nambiyarnagar's fishers launched a campaign to demand the transfer of 

houses from the Dalits, blocking the main roads and carrying out a rally.  Police arrived 

at Indiranagar in defense of the Dalit men, women and children who gathered outside 

along with some officials from the district administration.  Saktivel, a spokesperson for 

the Dalits said that fishers had threatened to march towards Indiranagar and forcibly evict 

the thirty four households.  When asked whether the Collectorate knew about this, he 

responded that the Collector himself had come to the village and literally begged the 

community to accept new housing elsewhere in Sowariyarkoil.  He wanted to avoid a 

confrontation with the fishers of Nambiyarnagar at any cost, even if it meant having to go 

back on his promise to Dalits that they would be protected.  No violent incidents occurred 

but the “Mariyal” (road blockade) prompted the district to expedite reallocation of houses 

and Dalits in Indiranagar had to agree to move further inland where new houses were just 

being completed.   

 

 That the Collector was put in this situation speaks to the ability of fishers to wield 

collective power and modify the authority of the state.  Yet it also points to the 

contradictory nature of fisher political society.  The fishers of Nambiyarnagar did not 
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threaten to fight the state directly but sought to overturn its authority by threatening to 

use violence against Dalit households that had benefited from the state's actions.  In this 

the Collectorate's actions were first driven by a progressive agenda to empower Dalits, 

but later this position was modified to their detriment.  Despite the fact that fisher 

communities can exhibit regressive practices and attitudes towards Dalits as was 

evidenced in the distribution of relief materials for instance, local specificities shaped 

actions in complex ways that also need to be considered.  The cluster of houses given 

originally to Dalits were at the entrance, and therefore the easternmost of all the houses.  

Nambiyarnagar wanted its residents to get these houses not only because they needed 

houses, but also because they were closer to the main road and therefore easier for fishers 

heading back and forth from the village and harbor areas.  Secondly, Dalits of 

Nambiyarnagar were indeed a heterogeneous community that included both residents and 

itinerant service providers and labor.37  Those that lived in the village did so in different 

parts of the village and despite the fact that they were recognized as non-fishers and 

Dalits, there was no part of the village that was identified as a spatially bounded center of 

a distinct Dalit community.  Inadvertently the collectorate's progressive intentions served 

to reinscribe fisher-Dalit relations along new lines.  The new housing settlement was 

marked by a distinct Dalit neighborhood in the cluster at the entrance, while the rest of 

the clusters making up the settlement were intended for fishers.  By late June, 

Nambiyarnagar's fishers had moved into these vacated houses while Dalits receded to a 

                                                
37 Based on interviews with SNEHA staff, and confirmed with residents of Indiranagar. 
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portion of the western section, bordering agricultural fields.  Peace was maintained, and 

so were the inequalities shaping relationships between two marginalized communities. 

Tiruvizha and 'insurance policy' 
 

 If the relationship between the local levels of the state and fisher political society 

is characterized on the one hand by the use of the above tactics, it is also shaped and 

nurtured during important cyclical events as for instance by participation of state officials 

in village festivals.  At the annual 'Tiruvizha' of May 2008, (a week-long temple 

dedication festival held throughout Tamil Nadu) in Nambiyarnagar, the head village of 

all of Nagapattinam and Karaikal's fishing villages, the same DRO (District Revenue 

Officer for Relief and Rehabilitation) Mr. Kandasamy was honored as Chief Guest for 

one of the several nights of festivities.  It was an ironic choice since the DRO was not 

seen very favorably by fishers.  He had fled Nagapattinam with his superior after the 

tragic death of Palanivel the fisher from Ariyanattutheru, and had defended the 

administration's actions later.  In addition 'Tsunami' Kandasamy as some derisively called 

him, had just been recently married, so in the conventional sense, was a young man 

despite his official authority.   

 

 As he was being honored on stage, the DRO could not control his joy and 

announced with a shaking voice that this was the best event that he and his wife (on the 

dais by his side) had ever attended, and profusely thanked his hosts, and the thousands of 

fishers gathered on the beaches that night, for their generosity. There was a thunderous 



 251 

roar of applause, and some revelers swore that the official had in fact shed tears, 

overwhelmed by the massive show of hospitality.  The next day fishers in Nambiyarnagar 

joked that they had won him over, so there was little to fear from the local administration.  

This was as one fisher put it, their 'insurance policy.'  Whether this turned out to be true 

or not is unclear since the DRO cannot overrule the power of the Maritime Board or the 

Port Department, since his role in reconstruction is largely symbolic.  But it goes to show 

that fisher political society, in its engagements with the state also takes proactive steps to 

bring local officials into its own domains of engagement.  Thus while local level state 

officials are sometimes forced to pull back and concede power, they simultaneously are 

also enjoined to demonstrate goodwill through participation.  Kandasamy was essentially 

the recipient of a gift from fisher political society.38  Any future actions by him that 

contradicted the goodwill expressed at the Tiruvizha, was automatically destined to also 

become a violation of Nambiyarnagar's hospitality. 

 

 By July 2008, the Collector Tenkasi Jawahar was transferred by the state 

government, and a new Collector appointed.  Many believed that the transfer resulted 

from negative media coverage of the Palanivel's suicide and shoddy housing in 

Suryanagar.  The new collector reportedly assured fishers in Nambiyarnagar and 

Ariyanattutheru that no evictions would be carried out. 

 

                                                
38 I develop this argument concerning the 'gift' in Chapter 7 
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MASILAMANI AND PUNITHA 
 

 Since they rebuilt their destroyed house close to the port wall in 2005, Masilamani 

and Punitha faced several efforts by government officials to convince them to leave or 

face forcible eviction.  With the village fragmented politically, SNEHA was unable to 

extend forms of support for housing construction in the manner that it was able to for 

other villages like Kallar.  The couple met with the organization's coordinators, but there 

was little that could be done for them since the land on which their house stood was being 

claimed by the port managed by the Tamil Nadu Maritime Board, and was well within 

the 0-200 meter line within which G.O.172 explicitly denied reconstruction support.  

While the latter condition did not prevent the organization from providing support in 

other villages, Ariyanattutheru's fractious politics proved to be too much for SNEHA to 

contend with when so many other communities in the district needed support. 

 

 The manner in which the couple staved off relocation and continue to live in their 

house to this day is remarkable for several reasons.  First, even the most committed local 

ally of the fishing community SNEHA was unable to help them, despite coordinators 

insisting that in the eventuality of any effort by the government to evict them, there 

would be mobilizations. Second, the land on which they live is so close to the port wall 

that even many of their sympathetic neighbors felt pessimistic about the chances for 

avoiding eviction.  Thirdly, the combined weight of the port authorities (TNMB), the 

district collectorate, and other government agencies charged with construction of the 
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road, would have been more than sufficient to coerce a single or even small group of 

households.  Fourth, many neighbors concluded that all was lost when the port's 

expansion included the extension of the rubble mound sea wall to cover the entire 

beachfront of Ariyanattutheru, the clearest visible sign that the authorities intended to 

make it impossible for people to park and launch boats from the village. 

The subtle politics of resistance 
 
 In 2006 Masilamani and Punitha used government compensation to build a shrine 

to their two dead children, in the same western portion of their house where the children 

once used to play.  The space of the shrine is markedly different from the rest of the 

house in terms of the materials used, and the care with which everything inside is 

maintained.  In everything from the reverence accorded to the shrine, to the body 

language governing how the couple relate to its inner space, and various other 

characteristics of the shrine, this is a koil.  Whenever government officials approached the 

couple with threats or even money, once offering to move the shrine several meters north 

in exchange for Rs.10,000, they refused.  The space was non-negotiable, since this was 

where their children lived and died. 
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Figure 4.2 Shrine built for Sanjai and Sivaranjani, by their parents Masilamani and 
Punita. October 2007.  

  

 One day in December 2007, government workers installed red flags to mark the 

road being planned right through their house.  Punitha was worried and asked if there was 

anything SNEHA or other organizations could do to stave off this escalation.  Masilamani 

however smiled and offered the following explanation: local officials were putting on a 

show for visiting officials from the Port department, so this was nothing but their effort to 

show their superiors that they were doing their job. As if to prove his point, he waved to a 

young boy playing nearby and asked, “dai, kodi venama da? Itho eduthukko..” (hey, do 



 255 

you want a flag? Here take this..”).  The boy promptly plucked out a flag and happily ran 

away waving it in the wind along the beach.  Masilamani laughed and looked at me.  We 

burst out laughing together, as we noticed how removing the flag made the apparition of 

the impending road disappear, since the flag the boy removed was on a point that marked 

together with preceding flags a path leading directly towards his house. 

 

 Other households also erected shrines and marked the spaces where their 

destroyed houses stood with logs of wood along the perimeters of individual plots, but 

few in the southern section of the village ventured as far as Masilamani and Punitha to 

rebuild and resume lives there on the beach.  A short distance away from their house is 

the house of Kuppuraj, his wife and their five children.  Close family friends, Kuppuraj's 

daughters would often take care of their daughter Ramya, who was born in 2005.  

Kuppuraj is a fishworker who goes out to sea on a trawler launched from the 

Nagapattinam port/harbor roughly twice a week.  While Punitha would often complain 

about her husband not fishing as much as he used to, Kuppuraj was respected locally as a 

hard-working fisherman.  In early 2008 he received keys to his new house in 

Mahalakshminagar, and the family moved there shortly thereafter.  However even though 

they continue to spend most of their time there they still retain their old house and refuse 

to relinquish it despite having acceded to the conditions of G.O.172 on paper.  The 

reasons are fairly obvious since more than structural debilities or locational concerns, the 

sheer spatial limits of the new house make it difficult for Kuppuraj and his family of 

seven to achieve the same levels of comfort available in the old house in Ariyanattutheru. 
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Sacred spaces in perspective  
 
 What Masilamani and Punitha did in order to win a major concession from the 

state was to invoke the sacredness of their lived space.  A brief detour into some 

examples of spatial sacralization by Nagapattinam's fishing communities will help shed 

some light on how the sacred is still charged with potential when it comes to defining 

limits to state and other outside power along the coast.  Savadikuppam village, forty six 

kilometers north of Nagapattinam along the coast is the custodian of an imposing primary 

dune to its south.  The village is flanked to its south and southwest by a massive shrimp 

farm belonging to Bismi, a major aquaculture company in the region. 
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Figure 4.3 Savadikuppam sacred dune bordering Bismi Shrimp Farms 

 
 The location of the sacred dune, adorned with prosopsis growth, is significant 

because its presence marks an inviolable boundary that sharply limits the shrimp farm's 

own eastern boundary.  The clay figurines atop the dune are local deities and their 

retinue, flanked on either side leading to them by warriors on horses along the slope.  

Used for rituals, the dune is a site that fishers from Savadikuppam as well as nearby 

villages to the south revere.  Two aspects of spatial sacralization stand out in this dune.  

First, the figurines are guardians of the dune revered as much for its various sacred 
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properties, as it is marked as an inviolable space.  Second, village elders point to the 

figures and the dune as as having existed since 'adi kalam' (“ancient times”), signifying 

that the spatial claim is infused with a deep sense of temporality. 

 

 Further south of Savadikuppam, between the villages of Kuttiyandiyur, Vellakoil 

and Perumalpettai in Tarangambadi Taluk, there are similar shrines erected on smaller 

dunes which curiously include figurines wearing what look like European attire.  Given 

the Danish and later British colonial presence in Tarangambadi (Tranquebar) since the 

early 17th century, these figurines suggest possible cultural borrowings, or perhaps a form 

of syncretism quite common in the region.  The colonial clothing on these figurines may 

however be seen to constitute a basic claim on a past whose memory is represented – 

these are not just timeless deities but deities whose timelessness can be mediated through 

the temporal.  Elders explain the distinct attire on the figurines not by ascribing anything 

sacred to the European origins of the attire, but by reference to their ancestors having 

been there when the vellakaranga ('white people') were there.  What is in effect 

represented is the claim that the fishing communities of the region were witnesses to the 

deep time that infuses sacralized spaces like dune shrines. 
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Figure 4.4 Figures with 'European' attire in shrine between  

Vellakoil and Perumalpettai, June 2008 

 

 Yet despite the nascent historicity implied in this claim the sacred space of the 

dune is also considered timeless, and its sacredness and power go beyond the physical, 

since as one elder explained, “after all even dunes are made of sand.”  Another village 

elder pointed to inconspicuous looking, yet subtly distinct spaces on the dunes hugging 

the beach, and said “here there are koils that you cannot see but only we can see them.”  

The sacred can never be constrained by history, even if it can lay claim to it.  The shrimp 

farm however added a new dimension to Savadikuppam's relationship to the sacred dune.  
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Its arrival in the 1990s brought all the usual negative effects associated with shrimp 

aquaculture throughout the region, and the village was at the center of struggles against 

the company, with the assistance of SNEHA.  In Thallampettai, further south, a shrimp 

farm destroyed a primary dune atop which the village once stood.  It was the cyclone of 

1977 that convinced battered survivors of this village to accept new housing inland.  

Having left their old village site without guarantees on the status of their land, the shrimp 

farm laid claim to the dune, the remnants of which can be seen now, much reduced and 

without foliage.  In light of such events in the recent past, the significance of the sacred 

dune in Savadikuppam is that sacralization extends to space and time, but also by 

achieving the inviolability of space by laying claim to the deep temporality of space, 

these communities also lay claim to the present. 

 

 Thallampettai's experience represents to its older residents a heeded warning for a 

future that was to witness another attempt by the state and its allies to demand relocation 

to a site even further inland after the tsunami.  This time the village stood firmly against 

any efforts by the state or NGOs to cajole residents to consider moving.    The ever-

present threat of alienation and eviction posed by powerful interests often in alliance with 

the state shapes the strong sense of attachment to coastal space in these villages.  In 

nearby Karaikal's coast, bioshields planted under the rubric of the World Bank financed 

ETRP were parted and a pathway made to allow the deities and guardians of a temple to 

maintain their vigil over the sea.  The pathway is also used for ritual purposes, and as a 

shortcut to and from the beach by residents of the adjacent fishing villages of 
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Kottucherrymedu and Kasakudymedu.  In this case the sacralization of space resulted in 

authorities having to negotiate the project's physical contours with the villages. 

 

 It is in this rich context of practices – sacralizing space and time/memory – that 

we can see how Masilamani and Punitha's actions are imbued with locally recognizable 

significances.  The Koil to their children was more powerful than any other argument in 

convincing authorities to negotiate their power.  They now became guardians of the Koil 

and also guardians of the beach.  Many relocated residents knew about their struggle and 

sympathized with them, some even noting that their success in keeping their house 

emboldened them to not give up what remained of their own houses. 

Sacred spatio-temporality as strategy? 
 
 The construction of the port road commenced in early 2008, and after some 

negotiations, Masilamani agreed to remove the section of his house that extended north 

and included a fenced entrance and the main bedroom.  This enabled the road to be 

extended without affecting the shrine and the rest of the house which have an east-west 

orientation.  What took place next speaks volumes about the sheer tenacity and genius of 

a couple who were not too long ago reduced to nothing.  Since the road extended in an 

east-west direction, Masilamani immediately began constructing an extension to his 

house in the parallel direction eastwards.  The extension, in addition to compensating for 

lost living space, and a kitchen area also served another purpose as I was to learn.  Weeks 

earlier neighborhood gossip circulated that the couple had become extravagant with their 
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spending.  Sure enough they had purchased a television and a new refrigerator with loans, 

but their friends deemed these to be unnecessary additions for a family struggling to 

protect itself from forced eviction, the threat of which cannot be assumed to have 

disappeared.  Punitha was blamed as the one responsible for goading her husband into 

these decisions.  When a few weeks later the new extension was built within a few days 

by Masilamani, Punitha explained their plan.  With the road construction workers around, 

and the expectation that trucks would ply the completed road soon, the couple had 

decided to make part of the eastward extension of the house into a storefront.  Workers 

need water, preferably cold water, hence the fridge, and they need beedis, cigarettes, 

betel, and so on.  Punitha also planned to begin cooking snacks in the new kitchen being 

built. 

 

 The sacralization of space and the memory of their children enabled them to lay 

claim to the present, but no sooner had they done this, than they began the process of 

laying claim to their future.  These were profound acts of resistance, the audacity of 

which was best captured by the perfect simultaneity of two processes in July 2008.  Even 

as construction workers toiled on the road, laying out and leveling cement right in front 

of the new, truncated entrance to the house, the eastern extension of the house was being 

busily completed by Masilamani, hammering planks together, tying coir rope knots on 

joints, and carefully setting up thatch above a completed roof frame.  The ADB financed 

Nagapattinam port was being expanded and capital being assured future profits, while 

Ariyanattutheru's survivors extended their own claim on the future.  The path to this for 
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Masilamani and Punitha was through claiming space and the present by sacralizing it 

through memory, the past.  In fact, the future already began making its presence felt as 

construction workers routinely came to their doors to buy beedis, cigarettes, betel, and 

cool, refrigerated water. 

CONCLUSION 
 
 While location, distance and the dysfunctional characteristics of relocated housing 

remain central issues, this chapter followed the ways in which Nagapattinam Port's 

expansion worked in conjunction with the relocation of Ariyanattutheru village's 

residents to three distant sites away from the coast.  I showed how despite a similar 

mutual constitution of processes discursively disjointed as economic development and 

humanitarian aid, residents attempted to renegotiate the terms under which their physical 

relationship to the coast was being coercively transformed.  The gift of free housing was 

aided by a combination of factors including the fragmentation of the village's Panchayat, 

and residents were dispersed to three distant locations, two of which were significantly 

inland.  The result of relocation however was not entirely one-sided with a few 

households continuing to retain coastal homes while utilizing their new houses for a 

variety of purposes.  Among strategies used by fishers to establish and reinforce claims 

on land is the use of sacred symbolism.  By rejecting the terms governing eligibility for 

the humanitarian gift of a free house, namely loss of the coast, one household established 

a sacred basis to resist eviction.  Memorializing their dead children with a shrine, this 

household redrew the terms of post-tsunami reconstruction by effectively daring the state 
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to act, and thereby won a major concession.  This act and others that took place in 2008 

describe a terrain of fisher political society attuned to engagements with the state that 

may traverse the bounds of legality and civic responsibility, but which also recenter the 

economic interests of fishers in the process by demanding access and recognition of 

rights to the coast. 
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Chapter 5: Kallar – relocation attempted and rejected 

 

 In this chapter I contrast the housing strategies of two major NGOs in 

Nagapattinam – World Vision and SNEHA, and examine through the experiences of 

relocation by Kallar's residents the challenges that eventually led them to abandon their 

distant “New Kallar” houses and return to the coast.  In contrast to World Vision's 

“service delivery” approach that paid scant attention to the implications of relocation for 

fishers, SNEHA's approach placed the locational interests of fishers at the center.  An 

examination of the substantive differences in providing for the housing needs of Kallar's 

residents, between these two NGOs, sets the stage for a detailed exploration of the 

involvement of NGOs in reconstruction in the following chapter. 

INTRODUCTION 
 

 As described in Chapter 3, in the early years following independence fishers of 

Keechankuppam, Akkaraikuppam and Kallar petitioned local authorities in Nagapattinam 

to build a bridge across the Kaduvayar River.  Among those who led that movement was 

a young man from Kallar who had earned a reputation as a 'freedom fighter' in the anti-

colonial struggle.  The Keechankuppam Bridge became a reality by 1953 and for the first 

time made possible direct access to Nagapattinam town for people of the coastal villages 

to the south of the Kaduvayar.  In early 2008 even as this bridge was being demolished 

by the state fisheries department as part of the World Bank funded fishing harbor project, 
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houses in “New Kallar,” a housing complex built by the NGO World Vision  were being 

locked up in increasing numbers.  Residents had begun returning to Kallar, unwilling to 

tolerate the difficulties of living 6 kilometers from the village in an inland location 

adjacent to a shrimp farm. 

 

 The villages directly affected by the Nagapattinam port/harbor expansion are 

Keechankuppam and Ariyanattutheru, those indirectly affected include Kallar and 

Akkarapettai south of Keechankuppam, and Nambiyarnagar north of Ariyanattutheru.  

Beyond the direct or indirect impacts of the post-Tsunami port/harbor expansion, there 

are important reasons why relocation worked differently for different villages in the same 

cluster.  In the case of Kallar, most of the relocated residents decided to return to their 

village once living in their far-off relocation site in problem-ridden houses became 

untenable.  The decision was relatively uncomplicated since Kallar itself remains outside 

the immediate range of large-scale infrastructural changes, and the spatial bounds of the 

village are not presently challenged by such projects.   

KALLAR 
 
 With 990 residents, Kallar is located atop a dune about a kilometer south of 

Akkarapettai. While there were about 123 deaths due to the Tsunami, houses on top of 

the dune and those behind it were relatively undamaged. The majority of the destruction 

and damage was on the northern part of the village along a U-shaped road that provides 

access to the beach, and in the 0-200 meter range.  In terms of its location, Kallar is the 
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most rural of all of Nagapattinam Taluk's fishing villages located close to the agricultural 

village of Poignallur.  

 

  The village's relative distance from sites of major post-Tsunami infrastructural 

projects helped residents respond effectively to the problems of relocation by gradually, 

and then in larger numbers simply returning to the village having determined other uses 

for their new houses in Papa Koil.  In addition the imposition of the burden of distance 

made it difficult for residents to find ways to adapt to relocation, and as such became a 

“push” factor encouraging their return to the village.  At least 240 households in this 

relatively small and homogeneous community accepted housing in faraway Papa Koil, 

attempted to live there, and almost entirely gave up, returning to Kallar and rebuilding or 

taking up new residences in the village by late 2008 a few months after I concluded 

fieldwork in Nagapattinam.  A consideration of Kallar's problems helps highlight the 

manner in which relocation failed to address the central problems facing the fishing 

community vis a vis livelihood and location.  It is also significant that Kallar's residents 

were instrumental in the construction of the bridge linking Keechankuppam with 

Nagapattinam town in the early 1950s, and today have to face the same challenges of 

using the new elevated bridge as the residents of Keechankuppam.  
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World Vision's housing strategy 
 

 Kallar’s relocation site, consisting of 240 houses is located in PapaKoil, about 6 

kilometers by road from the village, flanked by shrimp farms to its east, north and south, 

and the Velankanni highway to its west. It was built by World Vision and completed in 

early 2007.  Most of the residents were artisanal fishers and vendors, or worked on 

mechanized boats.  One household operated a grocery store from a modified house facing 

the highway.  As a relatively small and homogeneous community, “New Kallar” 

maintained strong ties to Kallar and remained the center of community life.  Most 

residents frequently traveled back and forth to the village even when not engaged in fish 

work.  Most residents interviewed noted that World Vision's engagement with the 

community ended as soon as housing was completed in 2007.  Even when its staff 

negotiated details of the housing complex with the panchayat there were few 

opportunities for people to discuss details, especially of the location chosen.  Not only 

was it considered undesirable because of distance, but with the presence of huge shrimp 

farms along its eastern and northern perimeters, the site seemed unrealistic to many.  

Since government officials insisted that alternative land was unavailable, and with many 

residents desperate for housing, a decision was taken by the panchayat to accept “New 

Kallar” in distant Papakoil.  Those whose houses were destroyed by the tsunami lived in 

temporary shelters constructed along the western edge of the village, and those who 

wished to were not permitted to rebuild their houses by officials citing G.O.172's 

restrictions. 
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 Located in Kodambakkam, Chennai, World Vision's India office is an imposing 

building towering above the entire neighborhood.  The multi-storey building is glitzy, 

with bluish glass giving it the appearance more of an IT corporation than an NGO 

dedicated to “families and communities living in poverty and injustice.”  World Vision is 

in fact a powerful institution, with a worldwide presence.  According to its own annual 

report, it raised $2.6 billion in cash and kind, and “served” more than 100 million people 

in 98 countries of the world in 2008.  Entering the compound through massive gates with 

very well manicured foliage all along the perimeter wall that surrounds the building, I 

was stopped by a uniformed security guard as I tried to walk up the steps and to the 

entrance.  I turned around and noticed that there was a checkpost just inside the 

compound that I had missed.  The guard asked me to follow him to the checkpost, and 

after a minute of questioning, got on a phone for confirmation about my appointment 

with Mr. Jayanth Vincent director of Media Relations.  In a few seconds I was asked to 

walk towards the entrance, and as I did so the door was unlocked by remote, and I walked 

into what looked like a very nicely maintained lobby.   

 

 The cooling effect of entering the air-conditioned building was refreshing, but a 

little unnerving as well since the inside was so starkly different from the bustling, 

teeming, Kodambakkam neighborhood outside sweltering in the June heat.  The entrance 

door locked behind me, and the receptionist waved a hand asking me to approach her 

station, sign in and provide some more details, after which I had to sit and wait for a few 
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minutes.  The door near the receptionist opened shortly thereafter and Jayanth Vincent 

greeted me. After handshakes and introductions, he led me inside, but not before getting a 

“Visitor” tag for me to wear.  The inner door locked behind us as I entered what looked 

like a very busy cluster of cubicles – the sounds of keyboards being tapped incessantly, 

phones ringing, conversations, well-dressed people walking around with stacks of paper 

or individual files in hand – this could well have been an office belonging to WIPRO or 

Microsoft.  Each cubicle was tagged with a specific geographical region marking the 

organization's national and global presence.  This was definitely not a bit player in the 

world of philanthropy.  I was ushered into a conference room where I then waited for Mr. 

Vincent to return with his colleague Franklin Joseph, Director of Humanitarian and 

Emergency Affairs, who had been in Nagapattinam during the early phase of 

rehabilitation. 

 

 In addition to Kallar, World Vision also undertook the construction of new 

housing complexes with 892 units for Nambiyarnagar in Sowariyarkoil and 200 units for 

Akkarapettai-Thideerkuppam.  World Vision's housing strategy exemplified the 

disconnect between the “service delivery” model and a consideration of the locational 

needs of fisher communities.  Six kilometers by road, “New Kallar” is flanked by shrimp 

farms in a predominantly agricultural village.  Kallar's relocated residents found it 

extremely difficult to cope with the burdens of increased distance and structural features 

and deficiencies such as smaller living space, poor roofing, lack of adequate sanitation 
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and drainage infrastructure, problem of water quality, and the close proximity to shrimp 

farms.  By moving back to the village in larger numbers by mid-2008, Kallar's residents 

were in effect endorsing what may well represent a monumental failure of World Vision's 

“service delivery” model.  Yet the two senior spokespersons for the organization 

provided a very positive assessment that highlighted accomplishments and attributed all 

flaws to outside factors.  It was an exercise in public relations.  The organization had 

committed to build 5,800 houses as part of its post-Tsunami intervention in Tamil Nadu, 

and had completed all of them.  Starting with relief activities including the building of 

temporary shelters, and then integrating this work within a broader scheme of 

development and advocacy work, World Vision quickly brought to bear its vast 

international experience in post-disaster relief and rehabilitation work.  The Bam 

earthquake in Iran for instance had taught it that rehabilitation solutions had to include 

“child-friendly spaces,” or that the use of particulate board as a building material for 

temporary shelters is preferable since these boards can then be used by people for other 

purposes including extension of their new houses. 

 

 As a constituent member of the SPHERE Project, an initiative that began in 1998 

around the establishment of a “Humanitarian Charter and Minimum Standards in Disaster 

Response,” World Vision's post-disaster interventions therefore represents a commitment 

to international standards informed by years of experience in a wide range of contexts.  

Guided by a body of best practices arrived at by a group that includes some of the world's 



 272 

largest relief agencies such as Action Aid, CARE, CARITAS and OXFAM, the 

organization's work is representative of the approach adopted by the conglomerate of 

funding agencies, NGOs, academics, government and extra-national bodies.  Since they 

seek to ensure that “all possible steps be should taken to alleviate human suffering arising 

out of conflict and, ... that those affected by disaster have a right to life with dignity and 

therefore a right to assistance (emphasis added),” international NGOs like World Vision 

see themselves as global players engaged in the delivery of “assistance” 39  As such their 

own assessments of accomplishments are grounded in a “service delivery” model that 

concerns itself primarily with the number and spread of discrete social goods delivered.  

As part of its tsunami reconstruction work, World Vision undertook the construction of 

5,800 houses and 3,500 temporary shelters (2,000 in the Andamans).   

 

 The strategy for post-disaster relief and rehabilitation was described under three 

phases: a seven-day response phase, which involves the identification and provision of 

shelter, a thirty-day phase, which involves provision of food, clothing, and other 

immediate needs, a 3-month phase during which temporary shelters are constructed, 

following which is the “permanent shelter” construction phase.  Criteria considered 

absolutely central to World Vision's model of housing include the provision of “child 

friendly” spaces, uniformity in design and quality specifications, conformity with 

government requirements, and timely completion. 

                                                
39 SPHERE website: http://www.sphereproject.org/content/view/229/232/lang,english/  
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 With no pre-tsunami presence in Nagapattinam its programs were temporary in 

focus and engagement with beneficiaries had all but ceased by late 2007, with only 

“awareness training” on “environment, health, garbage disposal and toilet usage” being 

conducted by the two remaining field staff, Selvakumari and Manoharan.  In addition 

these two individuals also worked with adolescent girls on the need to pursue an 

education, raising awareness on children's rights, and “informing villagers about 

government schemes.”  Both of them hold diplomas in Civil Engineering and were 

assigned the task of monitoring housing construction in addition to other miscellaneous 

activities as noted above.   The extent of their involvement within the villages of Kallar, 

Akkarapettai, Nambiyarnagar was quite difficult to ascertain since their work usually 

involved lecturing to small groups with materials provided by World Vision.  Residents 

interviewed in all three villages pointed out that they found little use for lectures about 

sanitation since the organization had not installed adequate sanitation infrastructure in 

their new tsunami houses.   

 

 In addition the general view on these efforts among fishers was that workshops 

pertaining to skills training would be preferable to lectures on sanitation or government 

schemes.  These interventions however served to sustain the impression that the 

organization still maintained a presence in Nagapattinam, with Selvakumari and 

Manoharan tasked with monitoring construction in Sowariyarkoil (housing was 
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incomplete till late 2008), and conducting periodic workshops for the small groups they 

could draw together in Kallar and Nambiyarnagar.  The gap separating these local staff 

and the organization's Chennai officers also reveals aspects of the division of labor 

prevalent in NGO operations.  Leaders generally tend to be English speaking, educated, 

middle class individuals, while lower level staff, particularly those charged with serving 

as a regular interface with communities often are educated individuals from small towns 

who often only speak Tamil.  As holders of Civil Engineering Diplomas, World Vision's 

local representatives acted as temporary inspectors at construction sites briefly directing 

contractors and workmen, relaying information, recording observations, and so on.  To 

them World vision was an employer and they had a job to do.  When asked about the 

issue of relocation, Manoharan noted without hesitation that it was simply a law and 

order problem that could be resolved by cutting off the electricity to the village.  His 

colleague was much less sure about such methods but shared some of the disconnect.  

Interestingly at its local levels, the organization's requirements that only Christians may 

be employed are often skirted, with some local staff suggesting that employees frequently 

feign Christian identity in order to work for the NGO.  In contrast to the tacit acceptance 

of such ambiguities at the local level, the head office's spokespersons proudly assert their 

Christian orientation and describe their work as a “calling” from “God.” 

 

 World Vision hired consultants and architects to determine the design 

specifications for houses based on its Memorandum of Understanding with the state 
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government.  After the design was finalized, the process of construction began with 

negotiations between the World Vision head office in Chennai and contractors.  

Contractors then in consultation with World Vision's Technical Advisor, Operations 

Manager and Financial Manager commenced work.  At this 'execution' stage site 

engineers worked with contractors to ensure that quantitative and qualitative criteria for 

materials and design were met.  In addition to site engineers, at least two individuals 

worked as site supervisors reporting back to the head office periodically and consulting 

with them on the process and progress of work.  World vision initially used eighteen 

contractors but two left because they charged higher rates than anticipated, nine site 

engineers and two supervisors.  Thus at the outset, the organization's involvement in 

construction was primarily through hiring contractors, engineers and local staff to 

monitor and report progress.  Major decisions were left to the Chennai office's 

managerial and other senior staff.  Contractors and the labor that they brought for 

construction were shared with other NGOs such as TMSSS, which undertook 

construction of houses for Ariyanattutheru's residents adjacent to World Vision's 

Sawariyarkoil site for “New” Nambiyarnagar.  At no stage of the construction process 

were beneficiaries consulted for structural or design ideas, or was their participation 

sought in the process of construction.   

 

 The organization won the praise of the District Collector for its “transparent 

system” in housing allotment using a lottery.   These efforts were reportedly aided by 
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district officials who along with Village Administrative Officer (VAO) engaged in 

consultations with the Panchayat to determine a strategy for allotment.  However during 

this same process in Nambiyarnagar, World Vision assisted by the District administration 

officials and the VAO cajoled residents to sign a form that it produced which explicitly 

makes acceptance of a new house conditional on the relinquishment of rights over old 

houses and lands on the coast.  A copy of this document was obtained by SNEHA and 

clearly shows that World Vision acted beyond its mandate as a “service delivery” 

organization and actively encouraged its beneficiaries to accept the terms of the 

government as laid out in G.O.172.  That this process was undertaken with assistance of 

district officials is also significant since World Vision was subsequently held up as an 

example by the Collector, who asked that other NGOs emulate its approach.  In the 

following section I draw on accounts of everyday life in “New Kallar” and highlight 

some of the key challenges that encouraged residents to begin moving back to Kallar 

from about mid-2008. 
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LIFE IN “NEW KALLAR” 

 

 

Figure 5.1 “New Kallar” built by World Vision at a distance of 6 Km inland from Kallar. 
Google Earth. October 22, 2009. 

 

 As the satellite image of New Kallar shows, the cluster of 240 houses is 

surrounded on its east, south and partially on its northern boundaries by shrimp farms.  

To its west is the Velankanni Highway.  Houses were built in tightly arranged rows with 

the back portions of adjacent rows facing each other.  There are few communal spaces 

available in the vicinity and during the period when more than a hundred households 
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lived at the site, much of the community's social life nevertheless remained centered in 

Kallar. 

 

 Kannimuthu and Pandaribai are an old couple who moved into a new house in late 

2007.  The Tsunami killed their oldest son, only daughter and daughter-in-law (their 

second son's wife).  Their second son remarried and was alloted a separate house in the 

same complex.  Their third son suffered a long period of depression, underwent psycho-

social counseling and is currently pursuing plans to work abroad, possibly in Singapore 

or the Gulf, with the help of a Bangalore-based NGO.  Kannimuthu owns a fiber boat and 

goes out to sea with a crew of three typically at 3 A.M. and returns to shore at about 10 

A.M.  Pandaribai is a fish vendor whose daily business begins with a trip to Kallar beach 

where she buys fish from boats that return typically from mid-morning to about noon, 

carries her head-load to Nagapattinam harbor for sale to fish auctioneers or to the fish 

market for sale to other vendors or local customers and returns home in the evening.  

Theirs is among the poorer households of Kallar with a monthly income of about Rs. 

1,200 in a good season.   

 

 A six kilometer auto-rickshaw ride to the village costs Rs.20, and since they both 

leave at different times of the morning and return at different times in the day, they would 

have to spend on average Rs.80 a day just for transportation.  In comparison, the Kallar-

harbor auto-rickshaw charge used to be just Rs.2 when they lived in the village, and even 

this small amount was expended only occasionally since the harbor is relatively within 
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walking distance of Kallar.  Now Pandaribai usually walks the 2 kilometers from Kallar 

to the Nagai harbor, and other sale points such as the fish market which is a further 2 

kilometers from the harbor.  Before leaving in the morning, she usually prepares some 

food for her husband who returns by late afternoon.  After selling the day's head-load, 

Pandaribai walks to the Nagai market where she purchases groceries for the household, 

takes an auto-rickshaw back home, where she then commences a grueling evening of 

cooking, cleaning, and domestic work.  It is only after the night's meal is prepared that 

she has any time to rest, though resting time often includes watching over her grandchild, 

for whom she routinely purchases candy or fruit in the marketplace on her way home.  

Kannimuthu spends a good portion of the evenings resting and recuperating before 

preparing for another trip back to the coast in the wee hours of the morning.   

 

 He feels that owners and operators of small boats have a much harder time than 

those who work on harbor-based trawlers.  On days when he does not go fishing, 

Kannimuthu spends time in Kallar where they still retain their old partially damaged 

house.  Here he stores nets that he repairs and prepares for the next round of fishing.  

When they lived in Kallar, Pandaribai used to help with this task, but now it is more 

difficult since doing so involves leaving her new house unattended.   

Finding fuel in “New” Kallar 
 

 One major problem Pandaribai faces is finding fuel for cooking.  In Kallar it was 

always easy for women to find dried Casuarina pods and twigs for firewood in the 
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adjacent brush and uninhabited coastal stretches to the south of the village.  To cook in 

the new house Pandaribai frequently has to walk around searching for scarce brush, and 

often goes to an area adjacent to the new settlement site for another fishing village – 

Ariyanattutheru, in nearby Andanapettai, another predominantly agricultural village.  

Here she must be careful not to be too conspicuous collecting twigs and pods, since this 

scarce resource is also used by the settlement's new residents, as well as the Dalit 

residents of the adjacent settlement.  The task of collecting firewood for cooking involves 

walking a distance of about 0.75 kilometers each way, and requires being discreet while 

carrying back a large and heavy load on her head.  The pressures of firewood collection 

in this new context reveal facets of an important effect of relocation.  Kallar is not only a 

tightly contiguous settlement almost entirely peopled by fisher households, but its spatial 

spread is also unencumbered by the proximity of settlements competing for commonly 

used resources such as firewood.   

 

 To the immediate west of the village is a canal which serves as a boundary 

between the village and Poignallur, an agricultural village with a significant Dalit 

agricultural labor community.  The uninhabited area to the south of the village is 

expansive enough for Kallar's inhabitants to utilize for a variety of purposes including 

fuel collection.  Firewood collection in areas adjacent to fishing villages is a common 

activity engaged in by women, often in small groups.  Officialdom prohibits collection 

from Casuarina groves generally because they fall under the jurisdiction of the Forest 

Department, but it is nevertheless a vital source of fuel for residents.  The Forest 
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Department's enforcers occasionally harass women collecting firewood from Casuarina 

groves near fishing villages and are seen in the same light as the state's other agents such 

as the police – outside agents whose power must be negotiated in the eventuality that it 

cannot be avoided.  Firewood collection is an activity that is often undertaken by small 

groups of women with one member of the party assigned the role of keeping an eye out 

for anybody showing more than a casual interest in their activity.  However in general the 

risk involved in fuel collection from Casuarina groves is considered manageable since it 

mainly involves one known source of trouble, though such encounters result in the loss of 

that day's collection as well as harassment for bribes.  On the other hand inland relocation 

has put women like Pandaribai in precarious and unpredictable situations where the 

search for fuel now involves the dangers of being seen as an encroacher by other 

communities that depend on the same scarce resources inland.   

 

 This shift needs to also be seen in the light of the destabilization experienced by 

small communities like Kallar's fishing community that have had relatively stable 

conceptions of the outside realm.  For Kallar, there are two predominant 'outside' groups 

that delimit the village's geography: to the west is the agricultural village of Poignallur, 

while to the north lies the fishing village of Akkarapettai.  While relations with 

Poignallur's largely Dalit agricultural labor population are circumscribed by the relative 

autonomy of the fishing economy from agriculture, those with Akkarapettai are 

recognized in terms of the broader set of relationships governing the region's fishing 

villages.  The former may involve the engagement of services from Dalits or other caste 
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groups for specific purposes, which involves maintaining boundaries and limits on the 

nature and scope of interaction.  To a small extent fuel-wood collection by Dalit 

agricultural laborers occurs at the outskirts of the recognized boundaries of Kallar to the 

south, but this area is an uninhabited expanse along the coast.  Boundary maintenance 

with Akkarapettai to the north includes understanding the general limits of where boats 

can be parked, nets and other fishing gear stored, and fish drying space utilized.  It also 

involves mutual recognition of two Pattanavar collectivities that share kinship ties and 

membership within the broader complex of Pattanavar villages dotting the coast of 

Nagapattinam district.   

 

 Regulation of marine resources is also a part of the complex web of relationships 

defining membership within the Pattanavar fishing complex, and uneasily coexists 

alongside state regulatory efforts.  In this sense, Kallar's relocated community has had to 

contend with a new domain of relationships where spatial boundaries are being relearned 

often in unforeseen and dangerous ways.  A few weeks before Pandaribai began 

venturing out towards Andanapettai for firewood, an elderly fisherman was accosted by 

guards at the shrimp farm east of the new settlement.  He had attempted to walk along the 

embankments that divide the shrimp ponds and reach the shallow backwaters of the 

Kaduvayar.  Wading along the banks for about two kilometers puts one in the vicinity of 

Akkarapettai, from where a kilometer's walk along the roadside leads to Kallar.  This 

attempt at utilizing an obvious shortcut transgressed private property sensibilities 

enforced by the shrimp farm's guards, and resulted in a shaken old man hobbling back to 
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the new settlement.  This incident set off a storm of protest by Kallar's resettled residents 

who were assured redress, and who weeks later lamented that nothing resulted from the 

local administration's assurances.   

 

 Pandaribai's forays for firewood collection in the vicinity of Andanapettai's 

resettled Ariyanattutheru community now involves having to understand how she as a 

Kallar resident will be seen and treated by fisherwomen of a village with which Kallar 

did not have such a relationship.  The women of the latter village's resettled residents 

indicated that they are sympathetic to their fellow fisher's needs and struggles but the fact 

that Pandaribai continued to maintain as low a profile as possible in collecting firewood 

indicated that nothing can be taken for granted, especially since she is not even sure 

whether or not her actions constitute a recognized transgression.  There were no reports 

of incidents resulting from such activities during the year as Ariyanattutheru's residents 

began their gradual and phased move into their new settlement in Andanapettai. 

Distance, sanitation and the travails of mobility 
 
 On several occasions Kannimuthu and Pandaribai contemplated returning to their 

partially repaired house in Kallar but hesitated to do so.  Everything in that house reminds 

them of the children who died, the trauma remains etched in their faces as they struggle 

to control themselves as they describe their feelings.  Yet Kallar remains their true home, 

a space that represents their center, while they recuperate and come to terms with the 

enormity of their losses and the painful process of recovery.  Kannimuthu recounted how 
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the kaathu (breeze) in Kallar's kadarkarai (beach) has medicinal properties that ensure 

that those living in the vicinity never get sick.  It is common to see older men sometimes 

on the beach in the evenings applying wet mud on injured limbs.  The combination of the 

salty seawater, beach-sand and air is believed to accelerate healing.  Now in faraway 

Papakoil, distant from the healing qualities of the coast, illness is a regular feature.   

 

 Access to healthcare has generally become more difficult for Kallar's poorer 

residents.  While the Nagapattinam General hospital (the main public facility in the 

Taluk) is a short auto-rickshaw ride from Kallar, the distance from the new settlement in 

Papakoil is greater.  For some relatively affluent households relocation has affected 

access to private health options that they depended upon in Nagapattinam, and now they 

increasingly rely on facilities closer to nearby Andanapettai.  In addition the Village 

Health Center (VHC), a government-run facility, that operated in Kallar village was not 

transferred to the new settlement, since the expectation was that residents would utilize 

the VHC operative in Papakoil.  Thus Kallar also lost access to its own VHC as a result 

of relocation. 

 

 During the lean months of the year when fishermen cannot venture out to sea 

(typically between October and December), and during the month and a half period 

during which a state-wide ban on harbor based fishing is in effect (April 15th to May 

31st), poorer fishing households rely upon alternative sources of income including work 

obtained through the National Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (NREGA) initiated 
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by the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) government in 2004.  Guaranteeing one 

hundred days of work per year for one member of each eligible rural household, the 

scheme provides despite various drawbacks, a minimal measure of relief for a small 

proportion of rural households throughout India reeling under the combined pressures of 

neoliberal policies, errant monsoons and enduring deficiencies in state investment and 

assistance.  The hard manual work done by work teams drawn from the village typically 

involves canal de-siltation, digging tanks, or construction, and is remunerated at the rate 

of Rs. 80 per day.  However there is considerable variation in payment depending on a 

variety of informal arrangements between local officials and those charged with 

distributing funds, as a result of which workers often obtain as little as Rs. 60 or Rs. 70 

for a day's labor.   

 

 From 2007 Kallar's resettled residents also undertook work in some projects under 

the NREGA.  Most of those employed thus were women though a few men also signed 

up.  The women complain at times that men feel too proud to “stoop” to such work since 

after all they are fishermen who don't engage in this sort of “demeaning” work.  At the 

same time, some women including Pandaribai find the turn towards this sort of menial 

labor a heartbreaking symptom of the general inability of resettled residents to make ends 

meet.    It is true that women in Kallar also participate in work teams, but the perception 

that the increasing reliance on this supplementary means represents a diminishing of the 

pride and independence associated with fishing, was shared by many men and women 

among the resettled households in Papakoil. 
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Figure 5.2 Pandaribai’s route to and from work, February 2008. 

 

 While Kannimuthu feels no less bitter about relocation than Pandaribai, his 

criticism is more restrained compared to hers.  Perhaps this is because Pandaribai clearly 

performs a wider range of tasks necessary for the maintenance of their household – from 

cooking and cleaning, to fish vending, shopping, firewood collection, and other domestic 

chores such as helping take care of her grandson, husband and the needs of her son and 

daughter.  The effects of distance are felt much more intensely by her than anybody else 

in the household, and as such it is not surprising that she is more vocal about her 

criticism.     
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 As the above map illustrates, Pandaribai travels 6 km by 'auto' or bus to Kallar, 

procures fish just landed there on the beach (F), travels often by foot back towards the 

Nagai "Kade Theru" area where she sells fish at the market (F), purchases supplies at the 

marketplace, and then returns to "New Kallar" late in the afternoon.  The return trip is 

usually by bus if she has heavy loads, or occasionally by foot.  On some days she goes to 

the harbor instead of to the village to buy fish for sale, either through the temporary 

entrance (H), which has subsequently been closed after the harbor wall was completed in 

mid-2008, or the main entrance (H).  At least twice a week she ventures out looking for 

twigs to use as fuel, often to the Andanapettai area (W).  Supplementary grocery 

shopping can be done at Papa Koil, but the best place to shop for most relocated Kallar 

residents remains Nagapattinam's main marketplace, the “Kade Theru” or “Market 

Street.” 

 

 Both Kannimuthu and Pandaribai saw relocation as a process being pushed by the 

government and somewhat unwittingly mediated by World Vision, the NGO that built the 

new settlement.  The process according to them was intended to push them off their land 

in Kallar and hand it over to “outsiders.”  This they recognized most clearly in the 

language of the Patta (title) provided to them by the local authorities.  The Patta is 

notable for several reasons including the fact that ownership is vested in the name of both 

the male and female heads of the household.  In addition it also makes clear that sale or 

renting of the house is explicitly prohibited, and that ownership of the house cannot be 
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transferred.  Only the named joint owners of the house can use it as a legal document 

attesting ownership.  The house could also be used as security on loans of Rs. 10, 20 or 

30,000.  Violations of any of these stipulations could result in the government annulling 

the patta.  The most contentious part of the patta however lies in one of the later 

paragraphs which declares that all claims on the old house and land are henceforth null 

and void, their ownership cannot be transferred to any other party, with the government 

becoming the owner of the land and structures built on it.  Thus even as the patta confers 

formal ownership of housing, it also formalizes the alienation of land and property 

belonging to the recipients in their original village.  Kannimuthu and Pandaribai, like 

thousands of others like themselves have accepted houses in new settlements but remain 

defiant about the explicit requirement that they relinquish their old houses and claims on 

land on the coast.  Examining the patta one evening, Pandaribai read the paragraph 

slowly and became silent when she finished reading it.  Looking straight into my eyes, 

she slowly but very deliberately said, “how could they do this? We who suffered so much 

in the Tsunami, how could they do this to us? I feel like we should have all died in the 

Tsunami instead of this.”  The anger is partly about the prospect of losing Kallar and the 

difficulties resulting from relocation.  But it is also about a lingering sense of betrayal as 

people increasingly felt after relocating to the new settlement that the tragedy that befell 

them was being used in a cynical manner by those who promised to do everything to 

ensure succor and recovery. 

  



 289 

 And distance is only one aspect of relocation that affects households in Kallar.  

The particularities of the location also impose challenges that are not easy to deal with on 

an everyday basis.  The shrimp farms that flank the settlement's eastern edges consist of 

several ponds that are filled with seawater (brackish water) drawn from the Kaduvayar's 

backwaters.  Mixed with shrimp feed and a range of inputs including chemicals and 

antibiotics, the ponds' contents pose a hazard to their surroundings, most importantly by 

polluting groundwater.  Every house was equipped with faucets and overhead water 

tanks, but there were no connections between water mains and individual houses.  Like in 

most post-Tsunami housing complexes, communal water pumps were set up for blocks of 

households to share.  However proximity to the shrimp farm worsened the already low 

quality of water in the area, and Kallar's new settlement received very poor quality water 

with a distinctly salty taste.   This water required boiling before consumption leading 

some residents complained that having to boil water added to the burden of expending 

scarce fuel, and was time-consuming.  Water supply was meager and intermittent and the 

village Panchayat had to frequently arrange for a municipal tanker to provide for the 

settlement's needs.  In contrast, Kallar's water was both abundant and of good quality, 

with residents also availing of a kollam, or rain-fed tank to the south of the village.  

While most of the houses in Kallar did not have overhead tanks or indoor plumbing, they 

nevertheless enjoyed regular access to clean water.  The new settlement's houses were 

equipped with overhead tanks provided by World Vision, but with the lack of water lines 

or indoor plumbing, these tanks and the faucets installed in kitchens and attached 

bathrooms were useless.  In many houses attached bathrooms consisting of two tiny 
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adjacent units, one a toilet and one a bathing room, were converted towards other uses 

including storage and in at least one case adjacent houses belonging to relatives were 

remodeled to connect to each other by getting rid of attached bathrooms, with a portion 

converted into a convenience store. 

 

 The lack of adequate and clean water was cited as a primary reason why many 

residents simply locked up their houses and returned to Kallar where they repaired or 

rebuilt their old houses.  This happened over a year beginning in early 2008.  I recorded 

in one day during the month of March not less than 80 houses that were padlocked.  

Ironically the few residents who remained noted that water supply increased a little when 

there were fewer residents in the settlement.  Alongside poor access to vital resources like 

water and fuel, woefully inadequate sanitation infrastructure exacerbated the burdens of 

relocation.  While faucets in kitchen sinks and attached bathrooms were dysfunctional 

due to the lack of connections between water mains and individual houses, individual 

household drainage emptied into single septic tanks that were rendered useless after about 

a month due to their low capacities and improper installation.  Residents complained 

about the tanks being left in shallow pits, the expense involved in obtaining tank-cleaning 

services frequently, and the intolerable smell of leaky, overflowing tanks and shoddy 

drain pipes.  Thus at the outset the failure of sanitation may be attributed to infrastructural 

inadequacies resulting from discrepancies between government expectations and NGO 

capacities, a widespread feature of post-Tsunami housing construction throughout 

Nagapattinam district.   
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 An additional factor that also needs to be considered is how even at the level of 

design and implementation, sanitation in the new settlement sought to impose what was 

perceived to be a “better” way of organizing the means to address the community's daily 

biological necessities.  It was in a sense inevitably tied to the model of housing pursued 

by the government, that completely ignored existing practices and their dependencies.  

Throughout Nagapattinam's coastal fishing villages, the coast and its unlimited supply of 

seawater serves as a means by which bodily effluents may be discharged and cleaning 

needs met.  With some exceptions, freshwater is also abundant either within the domain 

of the village or in the immediate vicinity.  In addition, the communally recognized needs 

of privacy have also been established through common practices – men and children 

defecate openly at any time of the day or night in the open beaches where the surf 

constantly washes over excreta.  Women's bodily needs on the other hand are regulated 

temporally and spatially by stricter rules of privacy.  Typically women venture out in 

small groups after sunset or just before sunrise to areas that are known to them and never 

encroached by men, often places that provide substantial cover from brush or inside 

Casuarina groves.  Bathing needs are also met in similar ways – men bathe more openly 

and often alone, while women bathe in more sheltered spaces among other women.  In a 

broader sense, it must be noted that most houses in fishing villages do not have spaces for 

toilets or bathrooms.  Excretion as a bodily activity is relegated to spaces distant from 

living areas, and the idea of attached or even adjacent toilets seen as an unhygienic and 
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polluting concept.  Unsurprisingly one of the most common complaints about sanitation 

in new settlements throughout Nagapattinam's fishing villages was about the intolerable 

presence of excrement so close to living spaces. 

 

 Relocation therefore imposed yet another new demand on Kallar's resettled 

fishing community.  They were expected to individualize bodily needs in a manner that 

promised individual privacy at the cost of transgressing their own recognized norms and 

practices of sanitation.  However the fact that sanitation failed to function as planned due 

to infrastructural deficiencies alluded to above led to a different situation whereby 

Kallar's resettled population were forced to find new ways to meet their bodily needs on 

their own.  Finding spaces to use for excretory needs in areas surrounding the new 

settlement has been a process of negotiating the dangers of transgressing hitherto 

unknown boundaries: the shrimp farms to the east and south, a pond adjacent to the 

north-eastern fringes of the settlement, and open brush in adjacent areas all involved 

tentative forays that sometimes resulted in conflicts with outsiders. 

“If you see what sort of a place we live in, you will wonder why on earth did these 
people decide to take these boxes to live in?” - Pandaribai 

 

 The physical layout of Kallar's new settlement is such that houses are arranged as 

parallel rows, each of which consist of two rows of back-to-back houses.  Each house's 

back portion where kitchens and toilets are located face the back portion of houses in 

their adjacent row.  This meant that even if they worked as intended, individual attached 
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bathrooms would provide privacy only in a limited sense.  Women asked for instance, 

how they could be expected to bathe in their bathrooms when men from the other house 

used bathrooms a few feet away.  In addition, given the near-dysfunctional state of septic 

tanks, the back-portions of houses became zones of potential and in some cases actual 

conflict between households.  This further dissuaded even relatively affluent residents 

from attempting to make bathrooms functional.  Together with water, sanitation became 

one central reason why a large number of residents simply locked their houses and 

returned to Kallar between 2008 and 2009.  The houses serve as a storage space, a living 

area for the elderly, a place to stay temporarily when the weather is rough on the coast, 

and increasingly as units to be rented out in full contravention of G.O. 172's stipulation 

against renting.  Those that remain do so only because they have no housing options in 

Kallar, or because their livelihood does not require them to make daily trips to the coast.   

 

 Kalaimani is a fish trader who gave up fishing and the consumption of fish about 

ten years ago after joining the Vallalar sect, a branch of the Tamil Siddhar tradition.  

Kalaimani, his wife Anjali and their two children, a sixteen year old daughter and an 

infant son, moved into Kallar's new settlement in January 2008.  Their house in the 

village sustained damages from the Tsunami and had been repaired with assistance from 

SNEHA.  While both husband and wife have many of the same problems with relocation 

that others in the new settlement do, they do not seem to concerned since they see the 

new house as a secondary space.  Their house in Kallar is still home and they spend 

considerable time there, intending to invest when possible in its renovation and 
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improvement.  Like many other residents of the new settlement, they do not place much 

importance on the fact that they signed the patta that encodes the government's 

requirement that they effectively relinquish all rights to their previous coastal habitation.  

Kalaimani keeps the patta document itself locked safely inside a bureau in their Kallar 

home an action that is ironic but also revealing.  If one of the goals of post-tsunami 

housing was to make people more secure, and if the location, design and structural 

specifications of new houses were to be the guarantor of that security, the place where the 

most valuable objects remained safe was still home in Kallar, not “New Kallar.” 

 

 One case of a household that seemed to be settling in well at the new location is 

that of a relatively affluent family in which the husband is a partial owner of a trawler 

operating off the coast of Jagathapattinam in Pudukottai district.  Arul spends most of the 

year in that village along with hundreds of other fishermen from Nagapattinam because 

fishing is very productive there and the waters not as turbulent during the rough season as 

they are off the coast of Nagapattinam.  This is the same family noted earlier that 

combined its house with that of its neighbor, a brother who also spends most of his time 

in Jagathapattinam.   Approximately once every two months Arul returns home to his 

wife Selvi and their three children.  The trawler was purchased in partnership with family 

members for Rs. 4 lakhs (400,000) a year after the Tsunami, and the family appears to be 

doing well financially.  They were able to spend Rs. 45,000 on floor tiles, and a smaller 

amount on roof tiles.  The floor tiles became necessary since poor construction left all of 

the new settlement's houses with floors that were visibly cracked.  Similarly roof tiling 
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was added since World Vision did not include them, leaving houses sweltering in the 

summer heat or leaking in the rains.  These and other structural problems with housing 

will be considered in detail later in this chapter.  Notably this was the only household 

where roof and floor tiling were being installed by the new owners at their own expense, 

an indicator of its affluence in the community, and the rarity of such 'owner-driven' 

modifications.  The vast majority of households could scarcely meet their daily needs 

leave alone venture into undertaking major expenses like installing roof tiles or floor 

tiles.  Before moving here in 2007, they lived in a fairly large keethu (thatched roof) 

house that was badly damaged in the Tsunami.  In comparison to that house, Selvi liked 

some aspects of the new location better though she did note all the problems alluded to 

above.  For instance, she frequently contrasted the rustic solitude of their coastal home 

with the more “urban” feel of the new house.  The relative affluence of their household 

made it possible for Selvi to be a housewife unlike the vast majority of women in Kallar 

who engage in fish vending.  With most women of the village usually gone for several 

hours each day, her children in school, and her husband gone for much of the year, Selvi 

found life on the coast rather monotonous and boring.  But despite the fact that these 

same conditions prevail at the new location, with women gone for even longer hours on 

account of the added distance, Selvi found living here at least a step closer to an urbane 

lifestyle which made the loneliness qualitatively different.  The same television programs 

are watched now with the added sense of living in a middle class space with attractive 

tiled flooring, a new door, brick and mortar walls and ceiling.  In sharp contrast to most 

of the others in the settlement, Selvi felt that her family could expend more resources on 
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improving their house with indoor plumbing and sanitation.  Hers was one of the handful 

of households that remained in “New” Kallar in mid-2008, with most of the others having 

re-relocated to the village and commenced repairing and rebuilding their homes in 

defiance of G.O.172. 

 

 

Figure 5.3 World Vision House: Cross-section 

 

 The World Vision house has basic features conforming to specifications set by the 

government.  There is a hall with entrances to the bedroom, kitchen and the back portion 

of the house.  Attached to the outside on the top corner is the bathrom/toilet unit.  Each 

measures about 20 square feet.  The room in the lower corner is the main bedroom, 

measuring about 65 square feet.   
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Figure 5.4 World Vision House: Front 

  
 
 
 

SNEHA AND ITS APPROACH TO POST-TSUNAMI HOUSING 
 
 The road trip to Sirkazhi Taluk's northern coastal villages involves a long detour 

through Sirkazhi town, located deep inland, since there is no direct coastal link between 

the south bank of the Vellapallam-Uppanar River, where the fishing villages of 

Keelamovarkarai and Melamovarkarai lie, and its north bank where the large fishing 

village of Thirumullaivasal stretches eastward and northward along the mouth of the river 

and the coast.  Thirumullaivasal is the southernmost village of a cluster that includes 

Koozhaiyar, Thoduvai, Chinnakottaimedu, Kottaimedu, Madavamedu and Pazhayar on 

the banks of the Kollidam, the largest distributary of the Cauvery in Nagapattinam.  This 
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stretch marks the northern edges of Nagapattinam district, and the villages are notably 

distant from each other, separated by vast stretches of beach and Casuarina groves, as 

well as a major shrimp hatchery. 

  

 My first glimpse of SNEHA's involvement with post-tsunami housing was in one 

such trip made to this northern cluster of fisher villages in late 2007.  A senior 

coordinator and civil engineer were tasked with inspecting progress of SNEHA financed 

housing construction/repair projects, ten in each of three villages – Thirumullaivasal, 

Thoduvai and Koozhaiyar.  In each village we first met with local SNEHA Sangam 

coordinators who along with the visitors decided which ten houses among a list of dozens 

they would inspect.  The objective was to ascertain through the inspection of the state of 

construction/repairs whether the amounts of money disbursed by the organization were 

actually being used.   

 

 The individual in whose name funds were disbursed is the woman of the 

household, who of course belongs to the local SNEHA Sangam.  The coordinators 

measured the dimensions of the house, checked the owner’s ration card and electricity 

service numbers to verify house and owner details, the engineer inspected structural 

details, and wrote them down as the owner responded to standard questions about the 

residence – how many rooms, name of spouse, number of residents in the house, and so 
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on.  If there were any discrepancies, the individual was queried and details recorded.  In 

this process it was the local coordinators whose role was central to the interaction, since 

they were simultaneously local residents of the village, and persons who interfaced with 

the outsiders - the senior coordinator and engineer from Nagapattinam town, (and of 

course myself the visitor).  Interactions were of course not always friendly as in the case 

of one man who angrily complained about not receiving enough money to continue 

repairing his house despite repeated requests to SNEHA.  The exchange ended amicably 

with assurances that all outstanding issues will be looked into by the office in 

Nagapattinam and the issue addressed to everybody's satisfaction. 

 

 SNEHA engaged in housing construction knowing fully well that it could not 

directly defy the state government.  Reconstruction of destroyed houses in the 0-200 

meter zone was prohibited by G.O.172, but repairs of such houses could be undertaken 

although without government assistance.  This was the negative incentive that drove 

many poorer households to seek new houses inland leaving their damaged houses on the 

coast.  Thus the organization sought to assist households with funds that could be used 

towards repairs of damaged houses, and by stretching the definition of repair, such 

support could also be directed towards substantial reconstruction of badly damaged, or 

destroyed houses.  Additionally, SNEHA argued that rather than force communities to 

live in crowded, unsanitary temporary shelters while they awaited completion of new 

housing by NGOs, households should be allowed to repair their old houses and allowed 
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to stay there temporarily.  This provided yet another means by which households could 

utilize SNEHA funds to repair, reconstruct or even extend and modify damaged houses 

and remain in their original sites. 

 

 In conjunction with this strategy, SNEHA also established a distinct approach to 

'ownership' that contrasts sharply with the dominant model adopted by NGOs.  Each 

recipient begins the first phase of construction with an initial installment, and upon 

completion of this phase requests the organization to finance the next phase.  With some 

variation, most housing repair/construction projects financed by SNEHA are spread 

across four installments.  For design and construction, individual owners may utilize their 

own contractors and labor, or use recommended contractors.  In most cases, at least part 

of the labor was provided by the owners themselves.  One drawback of this approach to 

'owner-driven' housing was that the pace was slow compared to NGO housing.  However 

an examination of the design specifications, quality and dimensions of these houses 

reveals that SNEHA's approach is far superior in comparison to that adopted by most 

NGOs in Nagapattinam.  In Koozhaiyar, Thoduvai and Thirumullaivasal, SNEHA's 

'owner-driven' projects included a wide range of house styles, dimensions and locations.   
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 In Thoduvai these houses included significantly expanded 'colony' houses,40 the 

walls of which were demolished in order to build extensions, but also smaller single room 

houses built by poorer households.  In general, there were no visible structural defects in 

construction, and the owner appeared satisfied with the overall dimension, design and 

location the planned house. The most common complaint residents related had to do with 

repeatedly requesting and obtaining sufficient funds from the organization at each step.  

SNEHA argues that this is a necessary constraint since it would otherwise be impossible 

to ensure that funds are actually used for building houses and not wasted.  Through its 

core constituency, women members of SNEHA Sangams, the organization disbursed 

funds into communities throughout the coast encouraging them to not only rebuild their 

homes in the way they saw fit, but crucially, sought to ensure thereby that households 

exercised their own judgment about remaining or moving out of their villages. 

 Perhaps it is in Kallar where SNEHA's intervention most visibly challenged the 

logic of relocation, and in the process encouraged relocated residents to return to the 

village from “New Kallar.”  The large grove directly behind the large dune atop which 

the village sits, was purchased for the village by the organization, from owners who 

belonged to some prominent families.  With financial support from SNEHA forty two 

houses were built by owners, mostly from poorer families in the village who married 

after the Tsunami and needed new houses.  The houses, though in various states of 

completion as of late 2008, are nevertheless superior in dimensions and design to any 

                                                
40 Built as part of public housing programs since the 1980s. 
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houses built in Nagapattinam by NGOs.  'Owner-driven' and conforming to the expected 

aesthetic and functional needs of fishing households, these houses have sloping roofs 

with tiling, and floor tiling comparable in quality to those found in some of 

Nagapattinam's wealthier urban localities.  Owners here utilized SNEHA funds but also 

over time used their own incomes in small installments, or obtained loans in order to add 

or embellish design or functional elements, including decorative window frames, door 

panels, and floor tiles.  Each house in Kallar cost SNEHA a minimum total of Rs. 40,000, 

with some variation, while the the government estimated minimum required cost for 

NGO-built housing was Rs. 150,000 in 2005 and increased substantially over the next 

two years. 

 Sundar is a recipient of one of these houses.  The house he was building was still 

incomplete in mid-2008, requiring roofing among other additions.  He and his wife lived 

with his parents in Kallar and were one of the post-tsunami newly-wed couples who were 

allotted houses.  The process of construction was frustrating for Sundar at several stages 

since he had never undertaken such a project.  However he seems satisfied with progress 

and engages casually with work crews, who were mostly from Nagapattinam and 

neighboring Poignallur.  As some of the other houses neared completion, Sundar was 

excited though a little frustrated by the thought of having to work with a tight budget.  

SNEHA's loan increments of Rs.10,000 require recipients to be diligent.  It is common 

for some tasks in the construction process to be completed by recipients with the help of 

their family members or friends.  Many of Sundar's friends have returned to Kallar 
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rebuilding damaged houses.  While most still keep their “New Kallar” houses for the 

'rough season' months, others have rented or sold them.  Several residents who began 

planning to return to Kallar in mid-2008 noted that the sight of new houses built 

contiguous to the village's main dune encouraged them to return since it was clear now 

that the village was there to stay.   

 

Figure 5.5 Kallar Satellite image showing the cluster of new SNEHA financed houses 
under construction, Google Earth June 19, 2009 

 

 As the satellite image of Kallar shows above, the village is spread atop a dune 

with houses clustered in individual plots of varying shapes and sizes.  The groves in the 
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foreground adjacent to the village water tank (Kollam) are used for net mending and as a 

common space for people to relax and socialize.  The large and expansive beach may be 

used for fish drying, but also for parking boats, nets, ice boxes and so on.  It is also where 

Kallar's young men play cricket, with frequent matches played against teams from 

Akkaraipettai and Keechankuppam to the north. The cluster of houses to the center left 

are those built with SNEHA's financing.  In the next and final section I relate the 

experience of an elderly resident of Kallar, perhaps its most famous.  K.K. Ratnavel 

witnessed several major events over almost nice decades, but the two that stand out for 

him are the tsunami and the construction of Keechankuppam bridge in the early 1950s. 

K.K. RATHNAVEL, “SWATANTARA TYAAGI” 
 
 Now in his late eighties, K.K. Ratnavel lives in his ancestral home located on the 

southern part of the western slope of Kallar's dune.  The Tsunami's giant waves did not 

reach the upper levels of the dune, especially on the western slope, and his house like 

many others, was undamaged.  When the waves struck, Ratnavel and his wife who had 

been in their house that morning heard loud noises that sounded to them like “navy” 

explosions.  His wife went out to the edge of the dune on the street they live on, and 

rushed back in terror: the sea had engulfed half the village before them.  Several people 

had been swept away and flung onto the debris of destroyed houses.  Ratnavel recounts 

that he decided at that point that their house was the safest place to remain since in his 

view if the waters went beyond his house there would be no safer place in the vicinity – a 

reasonable assumption since Kallar's dune is the only elevated point in the area.  By 
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around 10 pm that night police and army personnel arrived in the village and asked 

residents to leave immediately.  Ratnavel and his wife went with the rest of the village's 

survivors to a nearby temple where they spent the night, and returned to their home the 

next morning.  Beginning in January 2005 district officials sought to convince him to 

leave the village and relocate to what was then a planned new resettlement site inland.  

The house Ratnavel lives in is a spacious and solid structure with tiled roofing, built by 

his father on land occupied over several generations.  For households like that of 

Ratnavel's, moving to a new house in Papa Koil would mean giving up a significantly 

superior house generously spread out with several rooms, a large courtyard, front porch, 

and so on for a one bedroom 350 square foot unit.  Upon his staunch refusal, the officials 

warned that they would not pay for any repairs, invoking G.O.172.  To this Ratnavel 

responded even more firmly, saying that he desired to die in his ancestral home anyway, 

regardless of whether or not the government wanted to help.  Thus Ratnavel and his wife, 

and two of their sons continued to live in their own house in Kallar, while one son and his 

family lived in the new settlement.  He had wanted his sons to pursue an education and 

go on to non-fishing activities but to his disappointment all three of them decided to 

become fishworkers.  Most of their neighbors also decided not to move to Papa Koil, and 

several other households in the vicinity returned and repaired or rebuilt their houses, 

having given up trying to make it in Papa Koil's “New Kallar” tsunami housing. 

The long journey of a young fisher 
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 Ratnavel stopped fishing when he was a teenager in the late 1930s.  In 1938, 

weary of trying to be a successful fisherman like other young men in Kallar, he  decided 

to join his brother who worked in Singapore as a wireless operator.  Nagapattinam port 

operated passenger ferries to and from various larger ports to the north, and Ratnavel 

found his way eventually via Chennai to British occupied Singapore.  There he worked as 

a petrol salesman and did other odd jobs for about three years settling in with other young 

men in a vibrant Tamil migrant community.  At the crucial juncture of an impending 

invasion by Japan with the onset of the world war, and rising nationalist sentiments, 

Ratnavel recalls the ferment around the nationalist movement, the increasingly militant 

anti-colonial sentiments in the community, and the awe and admiration for the Japanese.  

It is in this context that recruitment for the Indian National Army (Azad Hind Fauj) began 

to attract the imagination of young Tamil workers in Singapore between 1942-43.   

 

 In 1943 Ratnavel recalls how members of the newly formed women's wing, the 

Jhansi Rani Brigade, led by Lakshmi Swaminathan, would hold parades watched 

admiringly by Singapore's Indians.  During one of these parades, Ratnavel recalls that he 

and some of his friends were teased by the women recruits about standing around 

wearing their lungis while women were donning trousers and marching to the frontlines 

in the struggle.  This event motivated him and a group of friends to take the decision that 

they would collectively enlist with the I.N.A., and shortly thereafter Ratnavel became a 

guerrilla in training.  After the Japanese invasion he was recruited into the Hikari Kikan, 

the Japanese occupation's military intelligence unit and served as a liaison representing as 
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he puts it, the armament and supply needs of a group of three hundred guerrillas.  The 

towering figure of Subhash Chandra Bose appears to have been a major source of 

motivation among expatriate Indians and Ratnavel fondly remembers being part of a 

massive audience of I.N.A. guerrillas listening to a stirring address by Bose, in which he 

is said to have reassured Gandhi that the I.N.A. posed no threat to the Congress but only 

wanted to hoist the flag of liberation in Delhi.  The war ended before Ratnavel could see 

active combat and he returned to India after the general repatriation of I.N.A. fighters, 

eventually returning to Kallar in 1948.  With a small pension he opened a general store in 

Nagapattinam. 

THE KEECHANKUPPAM BRIDGE 

 Soon he became involved in efforts by the fishing communities of Kallar, 

Akkaraikuppam (as the now prominent Akkarapettai was then known) and 

Keechankuppam to move the local administration to complete the construction of a 

bridge linking Keechankuppam to Nagapattinam.   As a young school-boy who studied in 

a school run by the Oosi Matha Koil (a Catholic church serving Ariyanattutheru), he 

remembered how the only way to go across the Kaduvayar was by ferry – a thoni  that 

ferried students and adults of Kallar, Akkaraikuppam and Keechankuppam to and from 

schools, markets, health facilities and so on.  Construction of the bridge began as part of 

the British war effort and was abandoned when the war ended in 1945.  In letters home 

and when meeting others arriving from Nagapattinam in Singapore he had frequently 

inquired about the status of the bridge's completion, only to be told that it remained 
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incomplete.  Upon his return in 1948 Ratnavel mobilized the fishing community to 

launch a political campaign that succeeded in moving local authorities to resume and 

complete construction of the bridge by 1952.  The memory of this long-savored victory 

was all the more poignant in 2008 since the Nagapattinam district collectorate was now 

engaged in demolishing that same bridge during the months that I met with Ratnavel.  It 

had been badly damaged during the Tsunami but was still being used by residents of the 

three southern villages.  Construction of a larger bridge had begun prior to the Tsunami 

and was completed in 2005.  Ratnavel viewed the destruction of the Keechankuppam 

bridge that he had helped bring to existence as a telling sign of the times, and laughed it 

off as yet another act of injustice by a society that has lost its moorings.  The demolition 

became especially significant in the context of post-Tsunami reconstruction as it 

intensified the negative consequences of relocation for the three southern fishing villages 

of Nagapattinam Taluk. 

 

 In the present context of Kallar's relocation Ratnavel urged the Panchayat at 

several meetings to not give up the village's autonomous control of its own school.  With 

relocation, the school was shifted to Papa Koil, requiring households that chose to stay 

back in the village, to send their children there on a daily basis.  These included a large 

number of households that received new houses but did not want to move completely to 

the new location.  In addition to the difficulties of distance and transportation, the school 

would now be governed under the broader Papa Koil Panchayat's control, a significant 

loss of political control.  As Ratnavel put it, this meant the real possibility that every 



 309 

request for resources and funds would be subject to the decision-making authority of 

Papa Koil's panchayat and not Kallar's alone.  Ratnavel also urged the Panchayat to 

pursue demands for a road to be built along the backwaters of one of the Kaduvayar's 

drainage channels that flows along the stretch of shrimp farms bordering Kallar's new 

settlement in Papa Koil.  According to his account of this plan, some of the land occupied 

by the shrimp farms could be reclaimed, the banks elevated and a road built on the 

embankment.  This route would significantly reduce travel time to and from the new 

settlement.  However the fact remains that this suggestion by the Panchayat at the urging 

of village elders like Ratnavel earned little more than informal verbal assurances from the 

Collector.  The inability of the Panchayat to do any more on this issue confirmed to 

Ratnavel that it was composed of ineffectual individuals who lacked the will to stand up 

for the village.  At the same time he continues to believe that if people mobilized and 

issued demands to the local administration, officials will respond favorably since after all 

their role is to serve the people.  Today he spends much of the day resting, taking long 

walks by the sea, and meeting visitors.  The roof of his house has become leaky in some 

parts and requires maintenance, but Ratnavel laments that his son is neither responsible 

nor respectful enough of his parents to take charge and do what is necessary to maintain 

the house. 

 

 While an ardent defender of Kallar's right to retain its coastal land, Ratnavel also 

became embroiled in a conflict with an individual in whose name a grove adjacent to the 

western slope of Kallar's dune was donated for the construction of the SNEHA financed 
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houses.  His conflict with the individual stemmed from his claim that the land belonged 

to his mother-in-law and was sold without his consultation.  He filed a claim with the 

Panchayat and demanded some form of compensation for the loss of this land.  The 

conflict remains unresolved to date and residents suggested that the village leadership 

decided that it was going to be too difficult to decide on who was the aggrieved party.  

On the one hand Ratnavel is the most famous and respected resident of the village.  On 

the other hand the forty houses being built for residents represent a concrete effort to 

retain control of the village by building on land owned by its residents regardless of who 

exactly can claim to be the rightful owners.   Moreover beneficiaries are village residents, 

many young couples who after all need housing.  Efforts to remain in the village proved 

to be a good idea for many residents especially when they heard from their relatives in 

“New Kallar” that living there was not as pleasant as they had expected.  When asked 

what he thought about people returning, Ratnavel simply smiled and said, “I told them 

not to go.” 

CONCLUSION 
 
 By considering how the starkly different housing construction agendas of two 

NGOs – World Vision and SNEHA, resulted in very different outcomes, I highlighted the 

specific ways in which the humanitarian imperative fell short of addressing the needs of 

fishers, and achieving the consent of its beneficiaries to the state demand of relocation.  

By identifying key differences in the housing strategies of these two NGOs, whose 

orientations in post-tsunami reconstruction reflected the sharp divide between the vision 
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of the state and its multilateral backers on the one hand, and the interests of the fisher 

population dependent on access to the coast on the other, this chapter also brought to the 

fore the difficult experiences of people who sincerely attempted to make relocation work 

for themselves, but who eventually gave up and returned to the coast.  Kallar's distinct 

experience with relocation was marked by the virtual abandonment of World Vision's 

distant Papakoil housing complex, and fishers returned to the coast putting their tsunami 

houses towards other uses.  The experiences of residents who tried to live in the new 

complex, a veteran leader of the village, and young beneficiaries of SNEHA financed 

houses on the coast, show how the village's rejection of World Vision's humanitarian gift 

was an act of necessity brought about by the inability of its residents to sustain efforts to 

become humanitarian subjects giving up access to the coast and risking the loss of their 

livelihoods.  Despite it being an act of necessity however, this rejection also points to the 

autonomy demonstrated by fishers in deciding what was best for themselves.  If in 

accepting housing from World Vision, they first signed away rights to the coast despite 

SNEHA's advice, two years later fishers re-drew the map of reconstruction by rejecting 

those houses, putting them to other uses, and reclaiming their own space on the coast. 

 

 The chapter also demonstrates the inherent weaknesses of the “service delivery” 

model of World Vision especially in relation to its inability to appreciate the needs and 

motivations of its beneficiaries.  Recipients who accepted new housing viewed 

themselves in relation to their new situation as owners of houses with legal titles, but also 

as owners of assets whose uses could be decided independently by themselves.  The 
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expectation that fishers would become proper humanitarian subjects imbibing values of 

responsibility in exchange for legal recognition, was not grounded in an adequate 

appreciation of the importance of the coast to their beneficiaries.  Neither did World 

Vision demonstrate much understanding about the ability and willingness of their 

beneficiaries to renege on agreements to abandon the coast.  Finally after overestimating 

their abilities to deliver quality housing, or to envision long-term engagements with their 

beneficiaries, many NGOs like World Vision lost a lot of credibility when they could not 

deliver on their promises, discouraging even many of those who tried hard to live in their 

structurally and locationally troublesome houses.  What the chapter also shows through a 

description of SNEHA's housing construction model is that its “owner driven” housing 

assistance attuned to the housing and locational needs of fishers proved to be far superior 

in many ways to the “service delivery” model governing the humanitarian gift of the 

NGO house.  Ultimately for the fishers of Kallar, location proved to be decisive. 
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Chapter 6: Assessing the role of NGOs in post-Tsunami reconstruction 

  

 This chapter assesses the role of NGOs in post-tsunami reconstruction, by asking 

why so many NGOs worked in consort with state objectives to relocate fishers from the 

coast.  Beginning with a consideration of a theoretical framing of civil society and its 

relationship to political society, I examine the NGO-state relationship as it developed in 

the aftermath of the tsunami. The question guiding this chapter is: what were the key 

criteria that distinguished the work of some NGOs from others?  In order to determine 

why the vast majority of NGOs ignored the location-centered interests of the fisher 

communities they worked with, I propose that a dominant 'service delivery' model of 

NGO humanitarian action prevailed and was given shape by the emerging “public 

private” partnership between the state government and NGOs in early 2005.  Centered 

around delivering the gift of housing to recipients in exchange for their consent to 

relocate from the coast, this model required beneficiaries to become disciplined 

humanitarian subjects.  In contrast, the approach of the NGO SNEHA engaged with the 

locational demands of fishers and supported efforts to defend or reclaim the coast.  By 

comparing outcomes of NGO work in post-tsunami housing construction, the chapter 

explores the possibilities, prospects and pitfalls of the field of NGO humanitarian action, 

especially around the issue of the defense of fisher claims on coastal land. 
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UNPACKING "CIVIL SOCIETY." 
 

The state still determines who will provide aid and who will not. The role of civil 
society institutions may be expanding, and the Indian middle classes and non-
resident Indians have provided significant resources, but it is still the state which 
scrutinises civil society, not the other way round.41 

Building a civil society as an answer to the all – embracing power of the state 
used to be a subject hotly debated amongst the NGOs. Now literally and not 
metaphorically the NGOs have formed themselves into civil society.42 

 The first quote is from an article that appeared in a special edition of Forced 

Migration Review, a magazine produced by the Oxford Department of International 

Development's Refugee Studies Center.  It aptly captures several facets of NGO 

perceptions of their expanding role as providers  and benefactors.  First there is the 

underlying expectation that the growing importance of civil society institutions should be 

accompanied by a related reduction in the role of the state from its regulatory and 

monitoring functions. Second significant resources brought in by civil society institutions 

are tied to the generosity of the “Indian middle classes and non-resident Indians.”  Third, 

the state's withdrawal from its monitoring functions should result in it being subjected to 

monitoring by civil society.  The quote above captures the new sense of political 

entitlement shared by many NGOs in India.  It invokes the common notion of the 

“withdrawing state” being replaced by NGOs, but also places that shift in the context of 

the growing economic power of the middle classes (domestic and expatriate), and 

articulates the demand that a civil society under the leadership of this class supersede the 

                                                
41 As noted in a chapter in a special edition of Forced Migration Review (Banerjee and Ray 
Chaudhury 2005)  
42 L.A. Samy, Director of AREDS (Association of Rural Education and Development Service), an 
NGO working on behalf of Dalits.  Tsunami: NGOs and Civil Society, InMotion Magazine, July 17, 2005. 
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sovereignty of the state.  That this shift has not occurred puts the “neoliberal withdrawal 

of the state” hypothesis in doubt, since the Indian state retains its powers over policing 

and controlling the actions of private players such as those identified broadly as civil 

society institutions.  Therefore even if NGOs are engaged in activities financed by their 

independent resources, they function within a domain circumscribed by the state in 

various ways.  In post-Tsunami Tamil Nadu the state's efforts to mobilize NGOs into the 

reconstruction process predominated and circumscribed any sense of independent power 

that these entities asserted or enjoyed.  NGOs could garner their own resources and 

deploy labor for the construction of houses designed by their own architects and 

consultants, but the state government reserved the right to provide acquired land for 

reconstruction, establish criteria for the locational limits that governed construction, and 

set standards for housing quality, design and infrastructure.  As such the role of NGOs in 

reconstruction did not preclude or diminish the power of the state but in fact advanced it.  

At the same time NGOs proved to be strategically useful to the state in particular ways, 

most notably via the representation of their projects as initiatives driven by a 

humanitarian imperative, subsequently helping distance the process of reconstruction 

from structures of accountability. 

 

 However the second quote reminds us that there was a shift, from an 

understanding of civil society as a means to address the overarching power of the state, to 

one in which elitist practices and perceptions become legitimated through the self-
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perception (and self-promotion) of NGOs as 'civil society.'  That the second perspective 

comes from the veteran leader of an NGO is significant, not in the least because it is 

starkly different from the first, and implicitly criticizes the underlying assumptions of the 

role of NGOs as 'civil society.'  Samy goes on to relate that in post-tsunami 

Nagapattinam, most NGOs in fact had no experience with the types of activities 

demanded by the affected populations.  Their representatives merely drew upon their 

immense resources as substitutes for capacities, and set about reorganizing space on the 

expectations of an urban, transnational middle class.  They demanded and received 

services quickly from the local administration and raised the rents of the most affluent 

sections of the town by virtually moving into entire neighborhoods where the town's 

middle classes reside.  These are starkly distinct from what veteran social activists like 

Samy would see as appropriate behavior for NGOs, with values of modesty, simplicity 

and close interaction with their beneficiaries coexisting alongside an actively antagonistic 

orientation towards the stark powers of the state. 

A THEORETICAL FRAMING OF THE NGO-STATE RELATIONSHIP 
 
 Non-governmental Organizations (NGOs) are an important component of 

governance in the present era. Over the last three decades, NGOs have become complex, 

multifaceted entities associated with a breathtaking range of activities that once used to 

be the purview of governments and public institutions.  Scholarship has generally tended 

to view this shift as a negative outcome of neoliberal policies adopted by governments at 

the behest of international finance institutions, most notoriously the International 
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Monetary Fund (IMF), and broadly within the scope of what has come to be known as the 

"Washington Consensus," that commits governments to prioritize globalization of 

production and exchange, liberalization of trade and investment, and the privatization of 

public assets and services (Chandrasekhar and Ghosh 2002).   The shift towards the 

NGO'ization of social functions, predicated on the simultaneous state withdrawal from 

the same, results in two types of outcomes that scholars have tended to emphasize.  One 

perspective identifies in the growing importance of civil society, a key feature of the new 

configuration of power emergent especially after the collapse of the welfare state, in 

which popular democracy is being increasingly replaced by governmentality.  

Substituting political participation with codes of self-regulation, civil society strengthens 

state control through “state effects” (Trouillot 2001), and promotes the depoliticization of 

populations by enjoining them to nurture forms of action centered around self-regulation 

(Sharma 2006; Kamat 2002).  The second perspective on the increasing importance of 

civil society, recognizes and anticipates new, expanded  spaces for democratic life.  Of 

particular importance in this view are emergent forms of politics among hitherto 

marginalized populations, made possible by the expansion of civil society. 

 

 In the first view, as states radically restructure their institutions so as to facilitate 

the entry of private power into domains that were under state control, they do so on two 

fronts simultaneously.  Restructuring involves both the withdrawal of the state from 

investment in both the formal economy (industries, agriculture, infrastructure, etc.) 
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facilitating the entry of private capital, and the simultaneous shift away from social 

functions, such as the provision of services in health, education, welfare and so on.  The 

gaps opened by withdrawal from the latter are filled by private interests increasingly 

dominated by NGOs, which are expected to perform social functions.  These functions 

and their outcomes are now cast as products of charity and goodwill, not as entitlements 

acquired and defended through demands by organized populations from the state.  In 

place of the practices of political society – the domain of politics distinct from and 

constituted in the absence of access to the institutions and practices of civil society – 

where demands can be made in the context of relationships between communities and 

institutions of the state, NGO-delivered social services implicitly require the inculcation 

of disciplinary regimes predicated on individual self-regulation, responsibility and 

independence from the state.  Civil society here is seen as an arena of elite discourses and 

practices, a space where middle class visions of 'autonomous social action' replace 

practical politics (Chatterjee 2004).  Importantly in this view, the challenge of 

governance centered on achieving the goals of sovereignty and citizenship, enjoins the 

deployment of civil society not only as a mode of governance, but as the basis for the 

fundamental categories of rule.  Those that govern therefore make sense of their power 

through the language of individual rights, citizenship, participation and regulated, 

recognized property rights.  They belong to a 'national' community, and 

subordinate/coordinate all other forms of identity to/with the demands of citizenship.  As 

such civil society in this view is not merely an autonomous domain of action contrasted 
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with the state, but is very much a part of the bourgeois vision driving the state's 

adherence to principles of citizenship and property. 

 
 The second perspective on civil society would hold that the opening of alternative 

spaces for social action brought about by the proliferation of NGO initiatives makes it 

possible especially for marginalized populations to advance political agendas that may 

have been previously difficult or impossible.  This perspective does not rule out the 

presence of elitist agendas in civil society initiatives, but calls for a more fine-grained 

look at the actual outcomes of these initiatives as they often inadvertently open spaces for 

new forms of practical politics.  Attempts to provide a general theoretical basis for civil 

society as such have centered on establishing a sharp contrast between the political 

possibilities embodied in institutions and practices governed by principles of free 

association and  democratic decision-making on the one hand, and on the other hand, the 

realm of politics associated with the state – political society, in the sense of institutions 

and practices directed towards the acquisition and management of power (Cohen and 

Arato 1992).  In this view political society whether embodied in the institutional or 

practical prerogatives of elite interests or conversely those of subordinate interests such 

as the working class, invariably results in privileging the pursuit of power over the 

deepening of democracy.  As such, the domain of citizenship, sovereignty constituted 

through the practice of democratic decision-making and communicative action, is seen as 

the best route to advancing possibilities for the expansion of democratic life.  The 

potential of civil society in this conception emerges out of the practical need of societies 
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where the promises of liberal democracy, in the west, or conversely that of socialism in 

authoritarian Stalinist states in Eastern Europe, failed miserably, bringing in their wake 

widespread intensifications of anti-democratic tendencies.  The marginalizations and 

exclusions practiced by these two tendencies served to encourage the growth of popular 

politics identified with civil society, often resulting in social movements of the excluded.  

These movements called for democratization, inclusion and recognition in terms of rights 

and citizenship, and as such became crucial to the development of a vibrant civil society. 

 
 
 Both of the above conceptions of civil society draw upon earlier understandings 

of civil society, particularly as they relate to questions of practical politics.  In the 

following section, I will examine Gramsci's understanding of civil society as one that 

captures at its heart the contradiction between the bourgeois notion of popular 

sovereignty tied to democratic politics on the one hand, and the growing tendency 

towards what scholars following Foucault refer to as governmentality, the subordination 

of popular sovereignty to the instrumental operations of power whereby subjects of 

power internalize and inculcate the logics and expectations of rule.  This discussion will 

conclude with a few theoretical framings that will enable us to proceed onward to a 

detailed consideration of the role of NGOs in post-tsunami Nagapattinam. 

GRAMSCI'S CIVIL SOCIETY 
 
 Civil society in the Gramscian sense represents an arena distinct from the state 

where ruling  class power is reproduced.  It encompasses the institutions and practices 
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that inform the cultural common sense of the social order and as such works closely with 

the state in buttressing and advancing the interests and objectives of the bourgeoisie.  

Gramsci provides a radical break in the Marxist conception of power by expanding the 

locus of class power from the state to a wider set of social institutions.  In this expanded 

view, the liberal conception of state rests on the separation of powers not only between 

the primary “organs of political hegemony” the legislative, judiciary and executive 

branches of the state, but also between the state per se, and its 'political society,' and 

those institutions and practices that serve to “educate” and “assimilate” the masses in 

ways that are seen as appropriate to the emergent socio-economic order, that is, 

capitalism.  Moreover in contrast to the tendency of previous ruling classes to keep their 

ranks closed to intrusion by their social subordinates, the European bourgeoisie was far 

more intent on expanding its class sphere in order to encompass the entire society.  This 

tendency may at once be recognizable in relation to what has been described as the 

inherent tendency of capitalism to encompass and subsume all forms of labor into its own 

logic.   

The bourgeois class poses itself as an organism in continuous movement, capable 
of absorbing the entire society, assimilating it to its own cultural and economic 
level. The entire function of the State has been transformed; the State has become 
an "educator", etc. (Gramsci 1987, 260)  

 Gramsci's expanded conception of power as operating in and from multiple sites 

encompassing the state ('political society') and civil society, derives from a concern with 

understanding the ways in which the (re)production of consent through civil society 

facilitates the operation of class power which is most visibly expressed through the 
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domain of political society.  Through the (re)production of consent, class power ensures 

its continuation and consolidation by shifting part of the task of governance onto 

individual members of society who learn to govern themselves.  This is equated with 

liberalism's realm of “freedom,” where partially self-governing subjects earn the 

appropriate markers of legitimacy required, and learn how to anticipate and partake in the 

discourses and practices of political society.  They become citizen subjects via an ideal 

civil society “in which the individual can govern himself without his self-government 

thereby entering into conflict with political society-but rather becoming its normal 

continuation, its organic complement (1987, 268).” 

 This conception of civil society as an organic complement to the state, whose 

hegemony is a reflection of the dominant class's economic interests, opens up the arena of 

politics beyond the state.  It is precisely because civil society is a domain where power is 

reproduced beyond the state, that it simultaneously becomes an important site of 

contestation and struggle beyond the state.  To Gramsci, this follows from the 

observation that any social class seeking to capture state power first needs to establish its 

“leadership” as a hegemonic class, and this can only be done by decisively defeating the 

existing hegemonic class power embodied in civil society. 

 

  Gramsci's simultaneous reading of civil society both as a site of domination and 

contestation is particularly significant in the present neoliberal context where the growth 
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in importance of NGOs is seen either as a negative development signifying more 

insidious forms of control, or as a realm of possible opportunities for new forms of 

politics.  Civil society in the neoliberal era is constructed by its proponents as a substitute 

for the state, and not as its complement.  As such the middle class in India for instance, 

views civil society as a domain of political participation and social engagement 

unencumbered by the challenges and dangers of the tumultuous domain of politics.  Yet it 

is also profoundly political in the wider sense of the term in that it represents a space 

where particular social and cultural norms and practices gain legitimacy, and hence 

reproduce class power.  In the neoliberal context civil society also represents another 

domain of informed social action, one circumscribed by the ethos of voluntarism and 

humanitarianism.  If the first tendency manifests in such associational bodies as 

'neighborhood associations,' 'Lions Clubs' and so on, the second tendency results in 

initiatives that attempt to address the real or perceived needs of marginalized 

communities.  Such activities create spaces and situations where the 'normality' of social 

inequalities are partially put on hold while a regulated interaction takes place.  This is the 

domain where today's NGO finds its natural habitat.   

 A different conception of civil society focuses on associational relationships, 

including both 'modern' forms like trade unions and cooperatives, but also temple 

committees, caste groups, and so on (de Neve 2005) .  In this wider context, associational 

bodies that make up civil society also span the gamut of social classes and groups ranging 

from the dominant to the subaltern classes, castes and other social collectivities.  Gramsci 
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also recognized this multiplicity, and pointed out that even within the context of multiple 

associations powerful ones dominate others.  Thus a cooperative or union of fishworkers 

may only be able to assert power over a limited arena compared to a more powerful 

association of trawler owners.  In this case the latter may also assert hegemonic control 

over the activities and interests of the former, or put conversely, the former may 

determine that their economic interests could only be achieved by challenging the 

domination of the latter.  Civil society in this conception, despite its obvious 

heterogeneity, still remains a domain of contestation between unequally positioned 

actors. 

 

 The heterogeneity characterizing political society needs to also be considered in 

order to understand the conditions governing organic linkages between associational 

bodies and the state.  The distance separating a central government initiative designed in 

New Delhi from its implementation in rural Nagapattinam is bridged by a chain of 

institutional entities that at the local level are increasingly enmeshed into relationships 

with civil society organizations, especially NGOs.  But these initiatives also are mediated 

by political parties, panchayats, trade unions, and so on, each with their own set of 

organic ties to political society's vertical or horizontal networks.  This gets even more 

complicated when we consider the increasingly prominent role of multilateral or trans-

state institutions such as the World Bank, Asian Development Bank and the UNDP.  

These three institutions finance and plan at the central and state governmental level, but 
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the initiatives they finance and plan, the personnel that are employed in these initiatives, 

and the outcomes of these initiatives are tied to district level political choices, village 

level conflicts over these choices, and familiar patterns of patronage and control.    

 

 Keeping these inherent complexities in mind, we may begin examining NGOs as 

a particular form within the wider set of entities collectively thought of as civil society.  

Following Fisher, I will propose that the specificity of the form is perhaps not as 

important as the fact that the term 'NGO' refers to a heterogeneous collectivity of entities 

that tie together in a wide variety of ways communities, states, corporate foundations, 

international lending institutions, charitable organizations, and relief agencies (Fisher 

1997). Broadly, NGOs are considered to belong to the domain of civil society, because 

they operate on the basis of voluntary participation in the pursuit of shared interests, and 

most significantly through the lack of coercive, disciplinary mechanisms for obtaining 

consent.  Yet a range of factors including their embededdness within wider structures of 

power, organic ties to the state and political institutions, the local, regional, state and 

national political society, profoundly shape the ways in which voluntarism, shared 

interests, and the production of consent manifest in the work of NGOs.  Moreover in the 

aftermath of catastrophic events, such ties are even more rigidly inscribed within 

institutional relationships binding NGOs to the state and multilateral agencies.  The state 

uses its considerable capacities to facilitate networks between its own institutions on the 

one hand and corporate foundations, funding agencies, international lending institutions 
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and governments. Thus the utility of definitional clarity with regard to "civil society" or 

“NGOs” lies not so much in the accurate identification of organizations, but in the actual 

roles of entities including organizations, initiatives, projects and so on, in the work of 

governance, and the political economy.43 

CHATTERJEE'S APPROACH TO THE CIVIL/POLITICAL SOCIETY DISTINCTION 
 
 As even scholars who view it positively acknowledge, civil society is not a given 

everywhere.  Chatterjee points out that in much of the world politics is constituted not by 

the norms and expectations of civil society but through the actions of political society 

(2004).  Communities are embedded within relationships that tie powerful individuals or 

groups, political parties, state bureaucracies, and a host of other entities.  These 

relationships may be tenuous but can enable them to find ways around the limits of state 

power in order to demand and achieve specific objectives.  While strategies used may 

often directly contradict civil society notions of legality and civic responsibility, 

engagements with the state may also involve negotiating tacit arrangements through 

particular allies or sympathetic officials.  In the constitution of political society, the 

central figure of collective identity is not national citizenship but moral community, with 

particular shared attributes and interests.  Seen from the perspective of governance, civil 

society represents the domain of citizenship while those excluded from its reach are 

treated as populations, either as aggregated quanta of votes for political parties, or as 

                                                
43 It is worth keeping in mind that while the category NGO is a part of government discourse and 
even the legal lexicon, NGOs are required to register as one of several bodies called “Trusts,” “Societies” 
and so on.    
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collectivized subjects to be managed for purposes such as development projects, and so 

on.   

 

 Through appeals to moral solidarity, communities assert identities that may or 

may not be recognized by the state, and often these struggles are directed towards 

obtaining official recognition of claims over land or resources.  In this sense political 

society can deepen and profoundly transform the nature of democracy by bringing into 

direct view the needs and demands of populations hitherto excluded from the realm of 

rights.  It is this potential of political society that can be examined in light of the 

democratizing promises of civil society.  In the section below I provide a summary of the 

development of NGO-state relations in the aftermath of the Tsunami, and explore how 

this emergent relationship reflects the tension between what Chatterjee (following 

Foucault) describes as governmentality on the one hand, and the democratizing 

possibilities represented by political society on the other.  I consider this tension 

particularly in light of efforts by Nagapattinam's fishers to retain coastal lands, and the 

substantive differences between key NGOs in relation to these efforts. 

POST TSUNAMI NGO-STATE RELATIONSHIPS IN NAGAPATTINAM 
  

 One of the ways in which NGOs are described in popular discourse is in terms of 

being either insiders or outsiders.  The assumption driving this distinction is that being 

locally connected makes organizations more responsive to people's needs an therefore 
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more effective.  Similarly connectedness is also invoked in the ways NGOs refer to their 

work, not as charity or giving, but as partnering with and supporting communities 

towards self-reliance and independence.  At the heart of these conceptualizations of NGO 

work lies the problem of how a typically small group of individuals with access to 

institutional power and resources, mobility and authority, relate to large numbers of 

marginalized people as “partners” or “facilitators.”  Whether local or non-local, the 

particular ways in which organizations involved in post-Tsunami housing reconstruction 

engaged with the core issue of location had much to do with the history of their prior 

involvement on core issues of governance, specifically the relationship between people 

and the state.  In the following section I chart the trajectory of NGO-state relations as a 

way to probe the question of how to conceptualize organizations like SNEHA.  In order 

to do this I will also describe the rapid evolution of NCRC into a quasi-state body that 

unlike its founder SNEHA, had few direct connections with local communities. 

 

 NCRC's headquarters in Nagapattinam consisted of two large houses in Neithal 

Nagar, an area that includes the bungalows of the Collector, district judge, and other 

members of the town's middle class.  In addition to these two houses NCRC also rented at 

least one additional house for use as a dining space and meeting hall.  A tall 

communications tower loomed above the otherwise sparse landscape, with rows of one 

and two storey houses – some under construction – separated by open land.  This tower 

served as a visual landmark as I trudged my way towards the NCRC frequently through 

slushy mud roads by foot, bicycle and later by motorcycle. One building served as office 
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space while the second one included NCRC's resource center' with two bookshelves 

stacked with offerings on disaster, reconstruction and natural resources related materials 

mostly in English.  In the rainy season this area is quite badly waterlogged, making some 

roads difficult to navigate, but residents here typically have their own means of 

transportation, usually two-wheelers, but also a few cars.  NCRC had a car and jeep at its 

disposal.   

 The pace of activity in the headquarters seemed to be rather light by 2008 

considering the organization's profile as a partner of the district collectorate, and the 

resource center was always empty, making it easy for me to walk in during hours of 

operation and pore through reports, magazines, pamphlets and so on.  Two broad reasons 

were cited by staff for the reduction in the hectic pace of coordination work in 2008.  On 

the one hand the work of NCRC, completely centered on building knowledge resources – 

reports, analyses, recommendations and so on that were public in the sense of being 

available to anybody who wanted to read them, typically in the premises.  Secondly, as 

housing construction progressed, there were regular meetings with updates provided at 

the Collectorate, so activities in the headquarters were minimized to the basic 

requirements of running the organization – book-keeping, communications, meetings and 

so on.  Moreover, separate sections were set up on the upper floor of each building where 

a water bodies/irrigation expert and a housing/shelter expert maintained their respective 

offices.  These two individuals carried out their work of monitoring, assessing, and 

reporting relatively independently.  The area is a short walk away from sites of tsunami 
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housing construction, including an older complex built in 2006 for a handful of 

households from Nambiyarnagar, called 'Suryanagar' and a more recently constructed 

complex for residents of Ariyanattutheru nearby.  None of the residents of these nearby 

neighborhoods had heard about NCRC or knew about their work as a “rehabilitation 

resource center” or the “range of services” provided to “communities and organizations 

engaged in the rehabilitation process.”  When I once asked a shepherd whose more than 

fifty goats crowded into the premises to avoid the rain, if he knew what this organization 

was about, he shrugged and guessed: “NGO?” 

Origins and transformation 
 
 As described in Chapter 1, G.O.25 of January 13th, 2005 articulated the Tamil 

Nadu State Government's intent to create the institutional basis for a “public private 

partnership” with NGOs for what it described then as the “permanent relocation and 

rehabilitation” of those affected by the Tsunami.  In the immediate aftermath of the 

Tsunami local organizations, village members, and outside volunteers present in the area 

engaged in emergency relief activities including the rescue of survivors, emergency 

medical assistance, and the disposal of corpses.  According to community members in 

several fishing villages, the presence of government officials and nongovernmental 

organizations (NGOs) was only noticeable a week after the Tsunami.  The vast number of 

NGOs arrived in Nagapattinam only after a significant amount of relief work was already 

underway, led by members of the devastated communities themselves. 
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FROM “COORDINATION” TO “COORDINATION AND RESOURCE” CENTER. 
 
 In the weeks following the Tsunami, an unprecedented number of NGOs arrived 

in the district. The majority of these organizations had never worked in the district, and 

set about competing with each other for "space."  In the rush for beneficiaries efforts 

were duplicated while many affected communities remained isolated without relief 

supplies.  In one case described in this study, an NGO attempted to deploy its volunteers 

as guards “defending” a village from other NGOs, and almost led to a violent 

confrontation when angry locals intervened and the situation was brought under control.  

In addition, turf battles also involved the dumping of relief materials without 

consideration for actual needs, and the setting up of offices by offering high rents for the 

best surviving houses in the village.  In response and to ensure that all affected 

communities were provided needed relief, two organizations with a long history of 

working with the fishing community began coordinating the activities of NGOs.  The 

NGO Coordination Center (NCC), an initiative of SNEHA (Social Needs Education 

Human Awareness) and SIFFS (South Indian Federation of Fisherman Societies) started 

under a tent at the district collectorate within days of the tsunami.  Community-level 

contacts were mobilized as teams often led by village Sangams or as in the case of 

Karaikalmedu by the Sangam Federation to collect information daily on the specific 

needs of communities to which they were assigned, typically in clusters of relief camps.  

Specific attention was directed to ensuring that the needs of women, children, and 
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marginalized communities were not excluded in the relief process.  These team members 

were provided with motorcycles and mobile phones, and brought back data to the NCC at 

the collectorate everyday. Once particular needs were identified, the collated data was 

made available to NGOs and the District Administration for relief actions. With this 

"three-tier" structure, NCC ensured that relief resources were matched to the actual needs 

of communities and the exclusion of affected persons reduced. It also achieved two 

objectives that were crucial to ensuring a measure of success. By working closely with 

the District Administration, the NCC was able to gain the confidence of the state, and 

avail of its resources. This also helped rein in those NGOs whose eagerness to capture 

"beneficiaries" lay at the source of the chaos in the initial stages of the relief process. 

Differences over relocation 
 
 As the process shifted from immediate relief to rehabilitation in temporary 

shelters, serious questions arose with regard to the long-term status and future of fisher 

villages. The framework announced by the State Government for "non-Government 

organisations, voluntary agencies, corporate houses, charities, public and private sector 

enterprises " to commence "partnering with the State Government for permanent 

relocation and rehabilitation of the affected persons" envisioned a “public private 

partnership” with NGOs that excluded from their purview questions of location. 

 

 Most NGOs remained silent on the question of the fishing community's rights to 

the coast for several reasons.  For one, these organizations' connection to the fishing 
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community was temporary and resulted from the Tsunami. They had little knowledge of 

the intricate socio-economic fabric of artisanal fishing, and the centrality of location to 

the reproduction of that fabric.44  Despite often criticizing it for inefficiency and 

corruption, NGOs depend on maintaining good relations with the state and as such do not 

engage in confrontational politics that would jeopardize their standing.  The issue of 

relocation therefore was seen as a controversial tinderbox and as such better ignored than 

engaged with. Furthermore, NGOs that arrived in Nagapattinam had as their prerogative 

the fulfillment of obligations to their respective donors, centering on particular tasks for 

which they were equipped with skills and/or resources.  One reading of this 

disengagement would be that the focus on tasks at hand precluded any entanglement that 

would jeopardize or complicate their abilities to fulfill them.  In sum, all of the above  

contributed to the political fissures that emerged in the months that followed. 

 

 Several developments contributed to the growing realization that there were 

different agendas at work in the post-disaster rehabilitation process. By mid-January, the 

NCC obtained the support of the UNDP, and became the NGO Coordination and 

Resource Center (NCRC).  This was accompanied by the inclusion of a managerial core 

within the organization that sought to professionalize its operations.  Individuals with 

years of experience working within the milieu of NGO and multilateral agency initiatives 

in various parts of India now became the main interface between NCC and the District 

                                                
44  A notable exception to this trend was the work of PRAXIS, which facilitated the production of 
“Village Level Peoples Plans” that included detailed maps and censuses prepared by volunteers working 
with community members in twenty eight villages of Nagapattinam and Karaikal. 
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Collectorate.  This marked a transition in the organization's operations from direct day to 

day engagement with communities and coordinating the work of NGOs to the role of 

monitoring, collecting and publishing data on the reconstruction process, providing the 

government's technical specifications for construction to NGOs, and regularly consulting 

with the District Collectorate on all matters pertaining to reconstruction.  With this shift 

in emphasis, NCRC's relationship to the District Collectorate strengthened and SNEHA 

gradually reduced its role as an active component, focusing its energies on working 

within the fishing community.   

 

 By mid-February, the World Bank, United Nations and the Asian Development 

Bank had conducted a "Joint Assessment Mission" of the Tsunami-affected areas of India 

and published their findings which called for a "risk-mitigating reconstruction process" to 

become part of the developmental strategies of the district, state and country, and claimed 

that "Seen in this context, disaster can be an opportunity to improve and accelerate the 

entire development process. (JAM Executive Summary)." On March 30th, the State 

Government issued Government Order 172, which codified its intentions to dislocate the 

fishing community from the coast by making the provision of "free" housing conditional 

on the relinquishment of claims on the coast (Government of Tamil Nadu 2005). 

 

 The above three developments were significant to the processes that followed, and 

shed light on why SNEHA remains a tremendously important organization in 

Nagapattinam. First, SNEHA's relationship with NCRC soured just as the latter 
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refashioned itself as a close "partner" of the District Administration and distanced itself 

from engagement with the political contradictions of reconstruction. Secondly, the JAM 

preliminary assessments' tying of the reconstruction process to the development agendas 

of the state completely disregarded the long history of struggles by coastal communities 

against threats posed by these very agendas. Instead of recognizing that the development 

agendas of the state were themselves rooted in profound contradictions that produced 

vulnerabilities, as was the case with the World Bank funded and promoted "blue 

revolution" which seriously threatened Nagapattinam's coastal communities, and spurred 

struggles led by SNEHA and LAFTI in the 1990s, the JAM merely asks that "disaster 

management" become part of the development agenda. Thirdly, SNEHA's early 

apprehensions about the state government's intention to use the Tsunami as an excuse to 

dislocate the fishing community from the coast proved to be vindicated by G.O.172. The 

overall impetus of the official approach to disaster recovery was to separate the question 

of housing from that of location, and thereby legitimate the expropriation of lands in the 

name of addressing vulnerability. 

 

 In October 2005 the District Collector berated SNEHA at a regular meeting with 

NCRC and NGOs, for media comments highlighting concerns with the myriad problems 

of NGO work in Nagapattinam and the impending threat of relocation facing fishing 

communities.  While reprimanding the organization (“working in Nagapattinam district 

since twenty five years ”), and appealing to them “not to criticise and demoralise (sic) the 

good work being done purely for the well-being of the communities in the district,” the 
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collector “instructed” NCRC  “to collect and highlight the evidences of all the work done 

by the NGOs in the district and provide a solution for all such criticism (NCRC 2005).”  

Despite being a temporary initiative brought about by the contingency of the tsunami and 

the efforts of SNEHA and SIFFS, NCRC quickly became a quasi-state body focused on 

producing and collecting information for the state and NGOs.  By late 2007 it became 

BEDROC (Building and Enabling Resilience of Coastal Communities), reorienting its 

knowledge producing functions towards longer term developmental goals and shifting its 

offices to a bungalow adjacent to the mansion of Nagapattinam's High Court Judge in 

Neithalnagar.  In this capacity it still works closely with the Collectorate.  

POST-TSUNAMI NEOLIBERAL DISCIPLINE 
 
 The following item was included in a list of 'General Instructions' at the end of the 

Meeting Minutes of the 'NGO Weekly Review Meeting' convened by the District 

Collector of Nagapattinam.  

 

14. The RDO’s to ensure that the beneficiaries shall not be allowed to enjoy 
relinquished land/house once moved to permanent houses. (NCRC 2007) 
 

 In examining the NGO response to state government initiatives to tie 

reconstruction to relocation, it became apparent that many NGO representatives and staff 

genuinely believed that their efforts were intended to alleviate what they perceived as the 

endemic wretchedness of fishing communities.  Regardless of the fact of relocation new 

houses were brick and mortar structures built in neatly organized clusters just like urban 
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'communities' embodying such modernist values of symmetry and uniformity.  These 

housing clusters were a means by which Nagapattinam's fishing communities were given 

the gift of instant urbanity: each house with its identical living room, bedroom, kitchen 

and attached (though mostly external) toilet/bathroom, a staircase leading upstairs to a 

terrace.  No doubt the benefactors envisioned the use of these new living spaces also for 

purposes such as drying fish, storing nets and so on, but the shift was not only about 

moving to another house, but about moving from a pre-modern existence into modernity 

through the agency of the NGO.  NGO representatives and government officials shared 

the view that new housing required educating beneficiaries about how to become 

responsible “owners” of houses. 

 

 “What would you or I do if something were broken, say a window?” asked the 

NCRC's housing expert, in a gesture of presumed (middle) class solidarity with me.  

After all, members of the English-speaking educated middle class know what it means to 

“take responsibility” for their property.  Part of becoming socialized into any middle class 

ethos involves recognizing this elementary fact: you are the owner, so your property is 

your responsibility.  What prompted this invocation of class solidarity was my question 

regarding the means of redress available to communities struggling with structural 

problems that clearly go beyond the level of basic maintenance.  The idea of “taking 

responsibility” never left our conversation that November afternoon.  Perhaps because it 

had to do with the peculiar type of 'ownership' encoded in the gift received by recipients.  



 338 

On the one hand I was told by the NCRC's representatives that the fishing communities 

of the district were lucky to have such an opportunity to finally 'own' houses.  At the 

same time ownership also meant something quite different since it implied the twin 

requirements of occupation and non-transferability, ostensibly intended to prevent loss of 

these houses to moneylenders, landsharks and so on.  Ownership implied accepting these 

two conditions – that only the male and/or female heads of household in both whose 

names a house was given by the government, and their families will always live in these 

houses, and that they will not transfer their house to anybody either for rent or as a 

property for sale.  Most importantly, responsibility means living up to the agreement with 

the government by not attempting to reclaim lands and properties relinquished by the act 

of accepting new housing.  Thus 'responsibility' at the outset implied working within a set 

of legal limits to ownership. 

 

 However legal limits also means something more than just constraints on 

behavior.  As noted in Chapter 1 much of the coastal land in Tamil Nadu is identified 

officially as Poromboke (state-owned wasteland or land that can be utilized by the state 

when required).  It is on such lands that most settlements of fishing communities exist in 

much of Tamil Nadu's coastline.  It is when the state acts to transform the uses of such 

lands for specific purposes (infrastructural development, commercial exploitation. etc.) 

that it revokes the generally tacit tolerance of such de facto 'transgressions.'  Also as noted 

in Chapter 1, fishing communities by the fact of living in the margins of the habitable 
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spaces of states, and by virtue of being engaged in economic activities within a zone that 

is historically associated with the blurred edges of state sovereignty, the maritime zone, 

have always maintained an ambiguous relationship to states.  Fishermen constantly 

transgress the fixed boundaries associated with terrestrial control of territory, and as such 

remain a problem for the containing and regulating tendencies of states (Gupta and 

Sharma 2008).  Their mobility is harder to regulate on account of their ability to deploy 

intimate knowledge of familiar stretches of the maritime zone, and maintain relationships 

with kin, access to resources and markets bypassing terrestrial routes.  The legal 

limitations imposed on new housing therefore can also be seen in this light, as 

encouraging beneficiaries to move from marginality/transgression to 

responsibility/compliance.  Becoming 'responsible' owners of new houses therefore is 

also about learning to become law-abiding citizens who no longer live on government 

land as perpetual transgressors. 

DEMANDING (AND DEFINING) RESPONSIBILITY  
 
 By imposing limits on the rent, sale or transferability of new houses, recipients' 

ability to treat new houses as assets was sought to constrained.  However since this 

regulated ownership model was accompanied by the caveat that ownership presupposed 

the complete loss of any rights over the coast, it was directed to ostensibly protect the 

ability of owners (and force them) to retain their properties, but more importantly to also 

ensure thereby that no incentives remained for recipients to attempt returning to the coast.  

The new legal recognition of ownership was therefore focused more on ensuring the 



 340 

alienation of coastal lands than it was on elevating the status of recipients of new housing 

from transgressive subjects to legally recognized owners of new housing.  That the model 

also explicitly demanded from recipients that they take responsibility for their new 

houses implied that the terms for this new form of ownership was one that centered on 

individual households and not on the community as a whole.  With this as I will discuss 

shortly, a broken step, a damaged door, a cracked wall, or a leaking roof all indicated 

problems for individual households and not a general problem for which the community 

might make demands on the state.  Responsibility in effect meant individualizing 

problems and thereby dissuading calls for accountability by invoking the elevated status 

of ownership as the point of departure from the politics of agitation vis a vis the state and 

its NGO “partners.”  It fits well with the neoliberal claim that dependence on the state is 

an invitation to inefficiency, waste and corruption, and signifies most of all the lack of an 

independent, self-reliant attitude towards life on the part of the individual subject. 

 

 The second aspect of 'responsibility' involved learning to live within the radically 

different physical space of a new house placed within a cluster of houses, the new 

locality.  Becoming a responsible 'owner' of a new Tsunami house (trans. 'Tsunami 

veedu') demanded a profound change in expectations for people accustomed to living in 

houses, the shapes and dimensions of which varied according to the size of households, 

household incomes, expansions of families through marriage or birth of children and so 

on.  Households with seven members now had to learn how to live within the same one 
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bedroom unit as households with two members.  This compelled beneficiaries to fashion 

various types of arrangements including having some members of the family such as 

boys and young men sleep on rooftops if the weather permitted.  A comparative study of 

new houses and houses in villages is problematic since the latter include structures 

characterized by considerable variability.  During fieldwork I examined small single 

room houses and medium double room kucca houses, and a few large two storey pucca 

houses.  Despite obvious differences in size they all shared some common features that at 

least tentatively suggest a distinct conception of space among households in 

Nagapattinam's fishing communities.  First, while the sheltered structure of a house is no 

doubt the center of each habitation, even small houses are located within larger spaces 

that constitute the total living area of households.  In Nambiyarnagar for instance, some 

of the smallest houses consisting of a single common living space have a fenced area 

surrounding the house where many of the daily activities of households take place.  This 

is where chickens and goats are free to roam around, a useful supplementary source of 

income and food for many poorer households.  Cooking is typically an outside activity 

often in a covered extension to the back of the main structure with stoves built into the 

ground with firewood as fuel.  Several activities take place in this expanded space, men 

can be seen shaving, or women grooming daughters or sisters, and clothes being washed 

and hung to dry.  In addition this is also a useful space for drying fish, assembling and 

repairing nets and so on.  In short a significant proportion of daily activities is conducted 

outside the main structure, but still within what is locally understood as the domain of the 

house. 
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 In stark contrast, the Tsunami house,45 over and above the implications of its 

emphasis on uniformity and symmetry, and the spatial limits (325-400 sq feet), imposes a 

sharp distinction between inside and outside centered on effectively fusing the entire 

living space into the structure of the house.   The outside is now a space where densely 

packed rows of houses provide little opportunity for the types of activities described 

above.  It is an outside that requires the household to leave behind its autonomy at its 

doorstep.  In short there is no intimate outside where the familiar activities of daily life 

can be conducted.  Tellingly many of the district's relocated poorer households 

complained about the lack of space to keep their goats or chickens.  This shift towards a 

form of spatial urbanity makes new demands on relocated households.  Responsibility as 

'owners' now means on the one hand relearning the spatial limits to household autonomy, 

and on the other hand, renegotiating social life under conditions where the sudden loss of 

the intimate outside often results in new types of social conflicts.   

 

 In some new sites conflicts arose when waste water from one house flowed into 

the back portion of closely adjacent house (New Kallar, Andanapettai, Vyasar Nagar).  

Neighbors complained about common walls being the cause of conflicts since 

conversations within households could be overheard through walls (Suryanagar, Tata 

Nagar, Vyasarnagar).  In the case of Ariyanattutheru's trifurcation into three distant sites 

                                                
45 See Illustrations of the World Vision house in Chapter 5 
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the change into spatial urbanity involved an ironic reversal.  Moving from the urban 

environs of Nagapattinam's port and harbor area to the fringes of agricultural villages 

involved learning how to live in a new ecological zone amidst rice fields and negotiate 

social spaces with agricultural communities.  Residents in Mahalakshminagar complained 

about having to now live in a “kaadu” or forest, instead of Ariyanattutheru, within 

minutes of Nagapattinam's center.  The disciplinary force of relocation was however 

seriously undermined by the dysfunctional outcomes of NGO led housing construction. 

DYSFUNCTIONAL OUTCOMES 
 
 While the 'gift' of housing proved to be crucial to the relocation effort, NGO-built 

housing throughout Nagapattinam was beset by a large number of structural problems.  

Roofs leaked since almost all NGOs declined to add roof-tiling into their construction 

budgets.  In some cases as in Keechankuppam, the NGO refused to install leech pits or 

septic tanks, resulting in bathrooms remaining completely useless due to lack of drainage.  

Cracked walls, broken staircases, badly damaged doors and windows, roofs with large 

cracks that revealed sandy substandard materials and poor construction practices, and 

damp or leaking walls, were commonplace throughout the district's new housing sites.  

Residents at these places periodically approached their Panchayats who conveyed 

complaints to the District Collector, who in turn requested the responsible NGO to 

intervene.  With most NGOs having closed down operations in Nagapattinam by late 

2007, only a small handful retained staff that oversaw the final stages of construction.  

However NGO representatives were all but absent once recipients of new housing moved 
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into their new homes, and remained unreachable to communities once problems became 

evident.46  There were no clear processes for obtaining redress since there were no 

structures of accountability in place binding the NGO to be responsive to needs arising 

from its own inadequate efforts.  The MoU signed between the NGO and its “partner” the 

state government, bound the NGO to completion of construction tasks, and in some 

instances the government intervened when deadlines and targets were flagrantly ignored 

and if the NGO seemed completely unresponsive to repeated requests by the collector.  

Thus NGOs were somewhat more accountable to the government than they were to their 

beneficiary communities. 

 

 While structural problems dominated the concerns of residents in most new 

settlements, the loss of locational advantages of living on the coast was an equally (if not 

more) crucial factor driving the decision by so many households to retain or rebuild 

properties on the coast even while retaining new houses.  Distance from the coast was a 

major problem for many relocated communities, as was described in the case of Kallar.  

There, residents simply relocated back to the coast and locked up or rented out their new 

houses in 'New Kallar.'  Some of these arrangements involved transfers to residents from 

other fishing villages as in the case of a woman from Suryanagar living in 

Mahalakshminagar as the tenant of an Ariyanattutheru resident.  Beneficiaries from 

Nagapattinam's fishing communities simply decided what they felt was in their best 

                                                
46 This was a trend observed throughout Nagapattinam and Karaikal districts. 
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interests.  In some cases families shifted their elderly and young children to the new site 

while younger fishermen and fisherwomen remained on the coast (Kallar, 

Keechankuppam).  In other cases, fishworkers whose boats were beachcraft 

(Kattumarams or Vallams typically parked on the beachfront of a village) rented the 

coastal houses of those who did not mind living at the new site since it was closer to the 

harbor from where trawlers they worked on were launched (Akkarapettai).  All of these 

responses occurred despite stern reminders by the Collector to enforce the requirements 

of G.O.172, particularly with regard to relocation, and the 'two house theory.' 

  

 In addition, as described in previous chapters, problems arising out of structural 

and locational deficiencies added to the financial burden of households, and compelled 

many to rethink strategies including returning to their coastal habitations.  The threat 

posed by relocation to the sustenance of the artisanal fishing economy seems to be the 

single most important factor shaping decisions by households to retain access to coastal 

homes, and in many cases to simply return to the coast.  State policy, by separating 

humanitarian aid from economic development, created the conditions for the failure of 

relocation since relocation centered on providing housing without addressing the needs of 

the fishing community as constituting economic needs, a move that would have meant 

acknowledging the centrality of location (proximity to the coast) to the sustenance of 

artisanal fishing.  Despite repeated formal statements by District Collectors, local 

administration and NGOs, warning against the “two house theory,” the intolerable 
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prospect that fisher households could dare to own two houses, and despite the repeated 

invocations of the spirit and intent of G.O.172, the fishing communities of Nagapattinam 

ascertained what was best for their own needs and made their own choices.  In this they 

neither accepted the terms set for them by the triumvirate nexus of state-multilateral 

agencies-NGOs, nor did they reject outright new housing and relocation as expected by 

some of their allies within the NGO sector.  They offered their tacit compliance to the 

state tentatively and in good faith proportionate to that of the state, decided what was best 

for themselves and continue living today in an expanded zone of “productive ambiguity,” 

to borrow a useful phrase by Gupta and Sharma (2008) used in reference to international 

boundary disputes affecting fishing communities in South Asia.  Their proposal that the 

maritime zone be reconceptualized as a zone of “productive ambiguity” recognizes the 

evident futility of attempting to extend the logic of terrestrial boundaries to the sea, but 

also the fact that this exercise in boundary enforcement casts the necessary (maritime) 

mobilities of artisanal fisher populations as transgressive acts with negative 

consequences. 

SNEHA AS AN NGO  
 
 Walking into SNEHA's office in Nagapattinam first involved finding it in a small 

neighborhood street close to the town center.  A signboard with the organization's name, 

logo and street address hangs over the door.  As is customary in Nagapattinam, 

everybody removes their shoes and sandals at the door before entering.  Along the walls 

in the small courtyard-like space at the entrance are bulletin boards that convey what the 
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organization is all about: several posters on the rights of children share space with flyers 

listing demands against proposed plans by the government to open the coast for 

commercial exploitation, and also some newspaper cuttings of items relevant to the local 

and national political, social and economic interests that the organization engages with – 

initiatives defending the rights of women and children, critiques of multinational 

corporate excesses like those of Coca Cola, and so on.  The office is a large house 

converted into two floors of work space.  Much of the work involves keeping track of 

SNEHA's various activities in Nagapattinam and Karaikal, including its core focus on 

women's Sangams, children's schools, and housing assistance.  The staff inside sit at 

individual tables, some shared by more than one individual.  The décor is minimal, with 

few posters or calendars, and some cupboards and bookshelves along the walls.  The pace 

of work is intense, with occasional breaks for tea or greeting and welcoming visitors.  

Men and women fishers, some with Kulus or Sangams, or others availing of particular 

services from SNEHA frequent the office.   

 

  A staircase leads upstairs to the Director's office as well as another room with 

workspaces for more staff and coordinators.  On the wall along the staircase is a framed 

photograph of P. Christy, the organization's founder who died in early 2004, six months 

before the Tsunami.  His wife Jesuratinam is the current director of the organization, and 

it is to her that staff deferentially refer to as “Madam,” which like “Sir” has become a 

localized part of Tamil.  One innocuous poster visible from the entrance bluntly declares: 
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“This office is a secular space. No religious images, tones or functions allowed.”  

Accordingly there are no religious symbols, calendars, or pictures in the office.  SNEHA 

also rents portions of houses in the same street where a documentation center/library, 

SNEHA's fishworkers union (Vanga Kadal Meen Thozhilalar Sangam – the Bay of 

Bengal Fishworkers Union), office and a residence hall for visitors are located.  Despite 

its twenty five year presence in Nagapattinam, the organization maintains a low profile 

with little public advertisement of its presence or work.   

 Yet its name is recognized by the fishing community throughout the district's far 

flung coastal villages, especially among women who are members of the organization's 

SHGs.  One woman in Sirkali taluk's Vanagiri village affectionately described the 

organization as “Namma Sneha” (“our Sneha”).  Older women in Pudukuppam village 

described themselves as long-term Sneha kulu members and recounted their own 

participation in anti-shrimp farm mobilizations in the 1990s.  There were also critics of 

SNEHA in the fisher communities.  In Thallampettai village, Sirkazhi taluk an elderly 

veteran of SNEHA's 1990s mobilizations lamented that the organization had forgotten 

“us.”  Interestingly, he insisted that “we” had “created” SNEHA in the course of fighting 

shrimp farms, a statement suggesting that at one time the organization more closely 

resembled a movement than an NGO.  Similarly, in Ariyanattutheru SNEHA came in for 

some criticism on account of its inability to prevent the relocation of households, and in 

Akkarapettai its fisher union members faulted it for not standing up to the powerful 

mechanized boat owners of that village.  I discuss this latter episode and what it can tell 
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us about the possibilities and constraints facing organizations like SNEHA towards the 

end of this chapter. 

 SNEHA's financing is primarily through funding agencies such as the Swiss Red 

Cross, Christian Aid and until recently Action Aid.  Thus at one level it is an NGO 

simply by virtue of its dependence on western funding agencies.  Through the NCC effort 

in early 2005, SNEHA worked closely with the district collectorate in the initial stages of 

relief and rehabilitation.  The district administration knew of the organization's reputation 

as a representative of fishing community with a long presence in the region.  Over the 

years SNEHA had taken the local administration to task on a variety of issues, most 

notably around the proliferation of shrimp farms in Nagapattinam and Karaikal, and what 

generally are described by the organization's representatives as practices of “destructive 

development.”  As described in Chapter 1, SNEHA like many organizations in India 

grew within a context shaped by the negative outcomes of state-led developmental 

initiatives.  As such its engagements within fisher communities centered on rights 

threatened or denied by the state and powerful interests.  Initial forays into the fisher 

community involved convincing women that they did indeed have rights particularly 

rights to receive fairer returns for their labor, and rights pertaining to their subordinate 

social status within patriarchal Pattanavar society.  Simultaneously, through its 'sectoral' 

focus SNEHA brought land and resource claims and struggles into a domain of rights 

based activism that included both legal interventions and direct actions.  This was most 

clearly evidenced in struggles against shrimp farms in the 1990s.  In the section that 
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follows, I will present an account of SNEHA's strategies in response to post-Tsunami 

efforts by the state government to relocate fishing communities from the coast.  The goal 

is to determine how particular characteristics of SNEHA's engagement relate to its 

ambiguous location straddling both domains of civil society vis a vis NGOs, and fisher 

political society. 

POST-TSUNAMI HOUSING 
 
 The losses suffered by the fishing communities of Nagapattinam and Karaikal 

were also direct losses for SNEHA.  As a grassroots organization with a substantial 

membership the organization was also well-placed to coordinate the response to the 

Tsunami as described earlier.  The shift away from working closely with the local 

administration despite being a founding member of NCRC can be seen in light of the 

inherent tension between being two approaches to non-governmental work, that we may 

describe as:  

1) a service-delivery model of development wherein NGOs work closely with the 

state guided by values of efficiency and transparency, while remaining aloof from 

the political implications of their work. 

2) a 'movement' model of development, which presupposes engagement with the 

state in terms of facilitating the articulation of demands by a politically mobilized 

population. 
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 The first approach obviously found favor with the administration and NCRC 

moved the engagement with the state in the direction of ensuring that the service delivery 

approach was efficient and transparent.  At regular meetings held in the District 

Collectorate, NCRC's representatives discussed minute details of construction with 

government officials and NGOs, noting delays, discrepancies, successes and failures, 

even as SNEHA withdrew from its participation in these meetings and resumed its work 

within the fishing communities.  The difference between NCRC and SNEHA on the issue 

of housing construction is alluded to in the words of a representative of the former: 

“We believe in engagement with the government, they believe in standing outside 
and shouting slogans.” 
 

 SNEHA's approach to housing construction, as detailed in the previous chapter 

was of course much more complex than that.  The organization recognized early on in the 

process that there was a glaring contradiction in the government's agenda between the 

intention to facilitate the provision of housing on the one hand, and the economic 

interests of the intended beneficiaries on the other.  Its coordinators also recognized the 

clear danger of alienating the fishing community by openly advocating rejection of new 

housing, since after all these were primarily seen, especially after the initial shock of the 

Tsunami wore off, as real, tangible, and potentially valuable assets.  Communities were 

racked with conflicts over housing lists, as some individuals sought to inflate claims and 

corner more houses than they were entitled to, providing NCRC yet another avenue to 

practice its increasingly efficient audit culture.  The collectorate relied upon NGOs to 

verify housing lists within communities, before signing off on them and approving the 
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exact number of houses to be built and NCRC coordinated these activities.  Moreover, the 

unprecedented entry of a large number of NGOs with lots of resources placed SNEHA at 

a distinct disadvantage and some NGOs simply attempted to buy their way into 

communities in efforts to sidestep its ongoing efforts. 

 

 In Thirumullaivasal (Sirkazhi Taluk), USAID supported Project Concern 

International (PCI) built a school with a playground directly across a building housing 

SNEHA's 'Balwadi' (daycare) and primary school.  After construction was complete, 

village residents recounted how PCI staff handed out sweets to children attending 

SNEHA's school in order to entice them into their new building.  In the face of such 

efforts, SNEHA's chief strength, its organic ties to the community prevailed even as PCI's 

operations in Thirumullaivasal, like its overall operations in Nagapattinam district ended.  

Officials of the organization noted that USAID's funding ceased in 2007, and further 

appeals resulted in some limited funding for another year during which time many 

initiatives introduced by the organization were brought to a halt including 'alternative 

livelihood programs' such as 'arecanut plate making.'  Perhaps most strikingly, PCI's 

Director revealed in interviews that the organization's free HIV medication program was 

also scheduled to be closed due to dwindling funds, with the anticipation that some local 

'sister' organizations would take over the responsibility of continuing support for 

dependent patients.  The organization shifted its offices from a large house in the most 
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affluent part of Nagapattinam town to a smaller house, as it wound down operations in 

mid-2008. 

Evaluating housing 
 
 NGO-built housing projects were constantly evaluated by the local administration 

through NCRC, in terms of the quantity of work completed, stages of construction 

achieved, and timeliness of completion of each stage.  Each stage of the process was 

meticulously recorded at NCRC meetings with the Collector, with the latter regularly 

goading NGO representatives to ensure that specific dates be seen as absolute deadlines 

for completion.  Part of the reason for this focus on timeliness was the symbolic value 

accorded to specific dates, such as the first or second anniversary of the Tsunami.  Yet, 

NGO-built housing continued into 2009, delayed by a range of factors including the 

problem of sustaining donor interest and thereby funding for projects that were fast losing 

their symbolic power as momentous acts of humanitarianism four years after the disaster.  

NCRC's reports on housing however did not include any systematic study of quality 

based on the views of those living in these houses.  The bulk of their reporting work 

involved recording and updating specifics about particular stages of construction, 

problems encountered, resolutions needed and so on, a very practically oriented task 

orientation.  Yet when Suryanagar's residents abandoned their site nearby, due to 

unlivable conditions prevailing there in March 2008, NCRC was unaware of the event.   
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 NGO-built housing lacked in quality for several reasons already noted in this 

study including rising costs, and the preference for managing processes from afar through 

local representatives and contractors.  Despite the rhetoric about “working with the 

community” the service-delivery model adopted by most NGOs worked on the basis of a 

fundamental separation between client and provider.  The idea that the intended 'client' 

play a role in the process of construction could not be reconciled with the separation tied 

to the organizational structure of construction – the NGO-engineer-contractor-labor 

chain.  The rare example of actually engaging recipients in the process of selecting 

designs was in Tarangambadi and Chinnangudi where SIFFS constructed four prototypes 

for each households to choose from.  The idea of tying participation to the provision of 

labor was enunciated in the World Bank's initial planning documents (World Bank 2005, 

5-6).  NGO housing construction however did not include participation, and some NGOs 

and contractors complained that recipients of new housing failed to participate in the 

activity of water-curing, a crucial step required to strengthen mortar once it has been set.  

The work of curing involves splashing water and on set pillars, as well as setting up small 

mud bunds along the perimeter of rectangular floors or ceilings and filling the resulting 

enclosure with water so that the floor or ceiling can soak.  The reason provided by 

fishermen for not participating in this process centers on first the distance between new 

house sites and their villages or temporary shelter sites, and the fact that they are usually 

too exhausted or busy to provide additional labor for such tasks.  Several fishers 

questioned the logic of expecting such tasks from them when they had no expertise in 

construction. 
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 An additional factor contributing to problems with NGO-built housing was the 

mental distance separating the NGO from the construction process.  Contrary to the 

presumed professional acumen brought to the process, NGOs found it difficult to grasp 

localized nuances and subtleties of processes involving the exchange of commodities and 

labor in the construction process.  In some sites contractors subcontracted to others in 

order to make a profit with arrangements remaining out of reach or understanding by the 

NGO who financed the process from one distant end of the chain.  In Madathakuppam 

village several contractors took on and then abandoned work on houses, and those that 

were completed were of very poor quality.  Labor contracting was yet another domain 

that NGOs by and large remained aloof from, relying instead on contractors.  In this case 

NGOs were effectively shielded from the task of deploying outside labor utilizing 

practices common to the construction industry.  NGO funded housing construction sites 

in effect resembled any other construction sites, with lowly paid workers hailing from 

various parts of Tamil Nadu (Thanjavur, Madurai for instance in the case of Sewa 

Bharathi's Keechankuppam site, and TMSSS's Mahalakshminagar site respectively), or 

even from distant Chhattisgarh, Bihar and West Bengal as in the case of the construction 

site of the NGO SOS in the Neithalnagar area of Nagapattinam town.  Yet there were also 

cases of houses built with remarkable efficiency.  NGOs like the Mata 

Amritanandamayee Mutt brought in their own contractors, laborers and machinery, and 

with completed large clusters of houses in short time, though similar structural problems 
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were faced by beneficiaries in Samanthanpettai as in other NGO built housing 

complexes. 

Local/Outsider versus quality of engagement 
 To return to the question of local versus outsider in light of the above discussion, 

there were some NGOs engaged in housing construction that had a long presence in 

Nagapattinam such as the Thanjavur Multipurpose Social Service Society (TMSSS), the 

social service arm of the Thanjavur Catholic Diocese.  This organization works closely 

with communities in Nagapattinam district through its religious and educational 

institutions, running churches, hospitals, schools and orphanages.  Much of its activities 

are centered in Nagapattinam and Velankanni towns, the former in the area of the 

Lourdes Church and St. Anthony's school (adjacent to the fishing village of 

Ariyanattutheru), and in the vicinity of the famous Arokia Matha (“Our Lady of Good 

Health”) Church which traces its roots back to Portuguese founders in the mid 17th 

century, and is one of the most important pilgrimage sites for South Indian Catholicism.47  

Yet despite its history of a local presence, TMSSS's role in post-tsunami housing 

construction resembled that of most outside NGOs than it did the work of SNEHA.  The 

organization undertook housing construction for several villages, most notably 

Ariyanattutheru, where a large proportion of fisher households is Christian.  The village's 

relocation in three distant sites constitutes a rarity in the district, and as detailed earlier in 

this dissertation, houses were beset with multiple locational and quality issues.  TMSSS 

                                                
47 Predominantly a fishing village, Velankanni's church which was originally built in the 17th century 
draws pilgrims from all religious communities, as described earlier in Chapter 2.  Nagapattinam's parish 
was first established in 1662 at the tail end of a century of Portuguese presence. 
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adopted a 'service delivery' approach to housing construction and did not engage with the 

locational concerns of its beneficiaries in any significant way, and eventually more 

closely resembled other NGOs such as World Vision, than SNEHA in its work as a 

“partner” with the government. 

 

 Thus the local versus outsider distinction does not help adequately explain the 

difference in outcomes, particularly on the issue of location and its implications for post-

tsunami neoliberal governance.  What did shape the difference in outcome was the 

quality of the intervention, its relationship to the real as opposed to imputed or assumed 

needs of beneficiaries, and here SNEHA stood out for the simple reason that its 

intervention flowed from its organic political ties to the communities it worked with.  The 

organization did not attempt to mount a show of defiance against the state, but on the 

contrary worked meticulously with its members in each village, encouraging them to 

reconsider the allures of 'free' housing by offering viable alternatives that included at their 

core, the real possibility of retaining the coast for the villages that sustained the lives of 

the fishing communities of Nagapattinam.  It is here that the difference in outcome 

reveals the distinction between the NGO 'service delivery' model and SNEHA's engaged 

'movement' approach. 
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 In order to ascertain the implications of specific organizational features for the 

quality of intervention, the evidence points to at least four.  First, SNEHA's strength 

within the fishing community derives from seeing the community as a constituency, and 

not as a collective of beneficiaries as NGOs such as TMSSS tended to do.  The down side 

of this approach was that people who did not belong to a SNEHA Sangam felt left out 

from the organization's support structures, although this could be easily addressed by 

joining one.  Secondly, the emphasis on retaining a dual focus on social and sectoral 

interventions enabled the organization to simultaneously act like an NGO, establishing 

the NCRC for instance, by facilitating microcredit, educational facilities and so on, but 

also as an organization committed to a social movement model of intervention, with its 

dual focus of social and sectoral engagement.  Thirdly, and this is perhaps due to the 

geographical and historical particularities of its location, SNEHA has had to rearticulate 

its engagement with the fishing community in light of the state's intentions to transform 

the coast into a zone of neoliberal economic development.  No longer limited to fighting 

shrimp farms, industries or tourism, the organization views the coast today as a key zone 

of regional and nation-wide political struggles pitting communities of small and 

marginalized producers against the combined might of state and corporate interests 

supported directly on the one hand by multilateral agencies (representing the interests of 

global capital), and tacitly on the other by the depoliticizing tendencies of NGOs.  In light 

of this third characteristic, SNEHA is a leading constituent and convener of the 'Coastal 

Action Network,' a nation-wide coalition of organizations politically committed to 

defending the interests of coastal populations against the neoliberal onslaught.  It also 
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works closely with the National Fishworkers Forum (NFF), India's largest federation of 

fishworker trade unions, and the key political platform for the defense of the rights of 

fisher communities, as well as SIFFS, the largest federation of fisher cooperative 

societies in South India. 

CIVIL OR POLITICAL SOCIETY? 
 
 SNEHA's distinct role in post-tsunami reconstruction can perhaps be better 

assessed in terms of how its politics relate not only to civil society, as described above, 

but also to the political society of Nagapattinam.  By nurturing long-term relationships 

with village communities through the crucial role of women Sangam members and 

leaders, as well as close relations with Panchayat leaders despite the latter's patriarchal 

anxieties as noted earlier, its strategies are closely attuned and responsive to political 

dynamics in the villages.  In addition to its sectoral and social work, SNEHA also 

operates a law center devoted to using legal means to obtain redress for a host of 

problems relating to land and access to state benefits.  Its work as an NGO may therefore 

reflect adherence to a notion of civil society, but as its unambiguous recourse to 

challenging the state's intentions using a host of strategies including those that directly 

flout civil society notions suggests, its relationship to political society is also significant.  

If fisher households flouted the requirements of G.O.172. in a variety of ways, SNEHA's 

arrangements with village communities to aid the building of houses on the coast, worked 

alongside and in coordination with their desires and demands, often providing direction 

to strategies, but sometimes lending support to strategies deployed within communities as 
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well.  In this, multiple networks including ties to local leaders, contractors and suppliers 

worked alongside the nurturing of cordial ties with administrative officials. 

 

 Despite G.O.172 coastal villages do not face immediate threats of eviction thanks 

in no small part to the reluctance of officials to enforce the law.  Thus tacit violations and 

transgressions become normalized and part of what would constitute the real existing 

terrain of political life, despite the official anchoring of land use in legality.  Chatterjee 

(2004, 74) points out: “Even where social relations are not, or have not yet been, molded 

into the proper forms of civil society, the state must nonetheless maintain the fiction that, 

in the constitution of its sovereignty, all citizens belong to civil society, and are, by virtue 

of that legally constructed fact, equal subjects of the law.”  The fiction not only helps 

sustain the relationships that facilitate these exceptions but also leaves open the 

possibility of enforcement when political calculations afford the radical transformation of 

land uses. 

 

 
 The successful retention of coastal lands without significant loss except in some 

cases may not be permanent.  The lands on the coast are still largely defined legally as 

poromboke land and occupation by fisher communities may only be tolerated until 

another major impetus for relocation emerges.  But by facilitating the creation of physical 

'facts on the ground' and the resulting renewal of coastal fishing community life, SNEHA 
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also helped sustain engagements with the state on fundamental questions of deepening 

democracy.  As such its engagements enabled the elevation of the demands of artisanal 

fishers into the domain of state-recognized coastal land and marine resource rights.  In 

2009 SNEHA as a constituent of the nationwide Coastal Action Network successfully 

moved the Ministry of Environment and Forests to reject a draft proposal for Coastal 

Management Zone legislation.   

 Key to this struggle was the recognition that the proposed changes to coastal 

regulation would effectively remove all existing protections to the lands and livelihood 

interests of artisanal fishers.  The idea of customary use, protected under the existing 

regulatory framework (CRZ), is in fact a formal recognition of what are in effect a host of 

informal arrangements.  Fisher villages on coastal stretches defined as poromboke land 

by the state could still exist because their habitations constituted customary use.  The 

'productive ambiguity' of the term allows for the sort of leeway required in the context of 

struggles by political society.  Joining a host of other similar struggles over recognition of 

collective land and resource claims, and in defense against the predatory urges of an 

aggressively neoliberal state,  coastal fisher communities may well seek to change the 

ways in which property and citizenship are understood, deepening democracy in ways 

that civil society proponents anticipate. 

PRACTICAL OR STRATEGIC LIMITS? 
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 However there are also important ambiguities in this relationship.  For one, 

SNEHA's ties to fisher communities coexist on the same terrain of alliances and shifts 

that involve political parties.  As noted in Chapter 1, fisher villages typically articulate 

their spatial autonomy by keeping out visible symbols of the state.  Until recently 

political party banners and posters were kept out of village limits although individuals 

often participate in political parties.  After the tsunami these exclusions were eased to 

some extent and party symbolism is more visible than before especially among powerful 

families in some villages. 

 The AIADMK (the second most powerful Dravidian party led by former Chief 

Minister J.Jayalalitha) was popular among the coastal communities in Nagapattinam until 

the Assembly Elections of 2006 when an alliance of the DMK with the CPI(M) 

(Communist Party of India-Marxist) won all six seats (Nagapattinam, Vedaranyam, 

Kuttalam, Mayiladuturai, Poompuhar and Sirkazhi) in the district.  Many locals note that 

the epicenter of this shift was a tumultuous struggle between organized fishworkers and 

the rich and powerful trawler owners of Akkarapettai.  The AIADMK candidate running 

for the Nagapattinam seat was one K.A. Jayapal, owner of the Govindammal Diesel 

Centre located near the harbor, which provides fuel for boats, and a fleet of oil tanker 

trucks.  Within Akkaraipettai, Jayapal is seen as a close ally of powerful trawler owners 

who increasingly dominated the panchayat until the tsunami.  As Kalaimani, a fishworker 

leader in the village notes, a struggle between trawlers and small artisanal fishers was 

already underway in the village.  Akkaraipettai is directly south of Keechankuppam, and 
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within walking distance of the harbor/port area, where most of its mechanized boats are 

docked.   

 Prior to the establishment of SNEHA's Vanga Kadal Meen Thozilalar Sangam 

(Bay of Bengal Fishworkers Union) in 2005, Akkaraipettai's fishworkers had established 

themselves as the Akkaraipettai Visaipadagu Kattumara Meenpidi Thozilalar Sangam 

(Akkaraipettai Motorized Boat and Kattumaram Fishworkers Union).  The union was 

supported by SNEHA, and its core members launched a campaign after the tsunami to 

unseat the owner-dominated panchayat.  Mostly young men in comparison to the boat 

owners and their allies, they were seen as upstarts by both the powerful men of the 

village and by local government officials.  What sparked tensions in the aftermath of the 

tsunami was the perceived corruption of panchayat members in regards to the distribution 

of aid.  As described in the case of Ariyanattutheru, prominent men in the village tried to 

corner more houses for themselves by including multiple and even non-resident family 

members on beneficiary lists prepared for the government and NGOs by the panchayat.  

Kalaimani, one of the leaders of the union briefly became a Panchayat member following 

an election in which the tide shifted in favor of the young upstarts. 

 

 However this did not resolve the crisis since the boat owners continued to wield 

substantial social and economic power, especially through their well-nurtured 

connections with local officials.  Kalaimani stated that government officials frequently 
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approached the union requesting that they not intensify the conflict through 

demonstrations or direct actions.  With the primary issue being the equitable distribution 

of relief materials, the focus shifted temporarily from questions of labor and ownership to 

one of honesty and accountability.  Nevertheless, the young upstarts continue to pressure 

the powerful men of Akkaraipettai on the rights of fishworkers.  Today Kalaimani lives 

in Tatanagar, the housing colony built by the service wing of Tata, the leading Indian 

multinational corporation.   

 In his view, the high point in the struggle was when the initial solidarities 

developed on the basis of SNEHA's support, opened the way for direct actions – 

demonstrations, blockades and so on.  In this phase – roughly two years preceding the 

tsunami – the increasing proletarianization of fishwork combined with the continued 

marginalization of artisanal fishing was leading to the formation of alliances based on 

multiple social relations of production.  Artisanal fishers, mechanized boat workers, Dalit 

diesel loaders, and women fish vendors were being amalgamated into an alliance against 

the boat owners, patriarchal panchayats, and the state.  Kalaimani notes that while he has 

tremendous respect for SNEHA, he is critical of several aspects of its post-tsunami work.  

Firstly he laments the shift away from direct action which he partly attributes to the 

organization's inability to mount challenges against the entrenched power of the owners.  

Secondly, he ties this shift to a broader limitation in the organization's vision regarding 

the fisher community.  He pointedly notes that despite the fact that SNEHA's 

organizational apparatus includes Dalits and women from the fisher community, few men 
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fishers work within its administrative apparatus – Kumaravelu is the only coordinator 

from the community.  SNEHA's coordinators however point out that this second 

limitation has to do with the general aloofness men display towards SNEHA's women-

centered modes of intervention.  On the first question there is greater agreement, though 

on different grounds.  What Kalaimani views as the timidity of the organization in taking 

on the owners of Akkaraipettai, is more likely a strategic limitation of SNEHA's political 

engagement.  Taking on the patriarchal social power of panchayats, the state and private 

interests is qualitatively different from engaging with economically powerful fishers.  

With the latter the organization's abilities are sharply circumscribed by the alliances and 

linkages developed between such power groups within the fisher community and patrons 

within the state's local and wider apparatus. 

 

 In the Assembly Election of 2006, Akkaraipettai's fishers mobilized the village 

against Jayapal using a discourse of struggle between fishworker rights and the 

commercial ambitions of owners.  The role of the owner-dominated panchayat in the 

aftermath of the tsunami was frequently highlighted and through campaigning around 

fishworker and Dalit solidarity, Kalaimani's union succeeded in thwarting Jayapal's 

efforts to win Nagapattinam's Assembly seat.  The election was won by V. Marimuthu of 

the CPI(M), a party with a long history of support among agricultural communities in 

Nagapattinam.  Despite the popularity of the AIADMK among fisher communities, the 

predominance of agricultural communities in Nagapattinam tilted the balance of power 
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towards the party of choice for agricultural workers and small farmers in the region, the 

CPI(M).  Between 1977 and 2006, the party won five of eight assembly elections, and 

remains popular despite the presence of the DMK and AIADMK.  In fact Akkaraipettai's 

fishworkers mobilized as a block against the AIADMK and its candidate Jayapal more 

than they did for the opposing alliance between the DMK and the CPI(M).    

 Despite its long history in the region as a party of the working class, the CPI(M) 

(and the CPI) have attempted over the years to make inroads into the fisher communities 

but often on single-issue platforms such as the problems faced by Nagapattinam fishers 

as they traverse maritime boundaries and face violent actions by the Sri Lankan navy.  At 

huge rallies organized in 2008 by the party in Nagapattinam, speakers spoke vociferously 

about this important issue, but as one of  “national” importance, while studiously 

avoiding issues such as ongoing efforts to dislocate fishers from the coast, the 

Sethusamudram Canal, and so on.  During and after the 2006 elections the tussle between 

Akkaraipettai's fishworkers and owners continued, with an attempt made to set fire to 

Jayapal's diesel station in 2007 leading to criminal charges against some of the union's 

members.  This aspect of politics remains a feature of fisher political society and cannot 

easily be reconciled with the urgings and expectations of civil society.  While SNEHA's 

coordinators and local members continue to expand membership in the union, their 

engagements cannot cross the line of legality like participants within fisher political 

society. 
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CONCLUSION 
 

 The primary goal of this chapter was to bring some clarity to the question of why 

most NGOs in post-tsunami Nagapattinam acted in close consort with the state on the 

issue of relocation.  In order to understand the relationship between NGOs and the state 

in terms of the tension between civil and political society, I distinguished between two 

types of approaches that characterized NGO efforts in reconstruction: one, a 'service-

delivery' model focused on the professional delivery of the humanitarian 'gift' and the 

other a 'movement' model of intervention cognizant of and engaged with the political 

implications of reconstruction.  Framing the differences between these two tendencies in 

relation to the distinction drawn in the literature between civil society and political 

society, I described the disciplinary strategies undergirding the humanitarian gift of the 

house.  The production of consent by NGOs like World Vision also presumed a 

humanitarian subjectivity that required recipients of houses to adopt specific bodily and 

mental dispensations that clashed with their own sensibilities regarding living space.  

Three types of NGOs were described: the quasi-state NGO NCRC, which was originally 

a SNEHA initiative, World Vision, a 'service delivery' NGO, and SNEHA. By 

highlighting their substantive differences in relation to the needs and actions of fisher 

political society, I concluded that SNEHA's ability to straddle both domains of civil and 

political society enabled it to chart a distinct course of action supportive of the coastal 

claims of fishers as evidenced in post-tsunami reconstruction. 
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Chapter 7: From gift to surplus value – the reproductive concerns of 
humanitarianism 

 
  This chapter will consider how the humanitarian gift economy draws together 

NGOs and recipients in a relationship centered on the accumulation of symbolic capital.  

At the heart of the humanitarian imperative is the problem of how the NGO reproduces 

itself as an entity.  I examine the process by which NGO humanitarianism rests on the 

one hand on conveying 'gifts' from donors to recipients, thereby “receiving” in exchange, 

the compliance of recipients to the requirement of alienation of coastal land.  Secondly, I 

examine NGO 'gift giving' in terms of the transformation of symbolic capital derived 

from humanitarian work into economic capital required to facilitate the continuation of 

this work.  In exploring the accumulation of symbolic capital, I engage with the question 

of the subjectivity of humanitarian work, how do NGO staff and workers view their role 

within the humanitarian gift economy?  I show how NGO workers find themselves 

having to navigate the need to seek employment in an area with few opportunities for 

clerical or professional work, and the demands of NGOs for a particular form of affective 

labor conducive to the production of symbolic capital.  I show how NGOs labor practices 

involve the use of the idea of commitment to extract more than what an employee gets 

paid for, and as such propose that this sense of commitment underlies the affective labor 

required in humanitarian work.  The humanitarian gift economy presupposes therefore 

multiple levels of appropriation, mobilizing humanitarian workers to produce gifts on the 

one hand, and symbolic value through the representation and auditing of the transfer of 
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these gifts to recipients on the other.  In the final section I examine the ways in which the 

meanings of houses and boats, given as gifts, were appropriated and modified to suit 

purposes other than those intended by donors.  I conclude by noting that such effects and 

their transformations by recipients have to be seen in light of ongoing struggles for 

coastal lands, more appropriately in the terrain of fisher political society. 

 

INTRODUCTION  
 
 Whether described in terms of a “calling,” “seva” or “service” NGO 

humanitarianism is seen by its practitioners as embodying traits of universal compassion 

and selfless effort.  Each act of NGO humanitarianism is viewed in terms of its ability to 

“make a difference,” to bring succor to the suffering, help to the helpless and hope to the 

hopeless.  This understanding not only permeates the perspectives of NGO staff and 

representatives, but also shapes the public image of NGOs as organizations driven by 

virtuosity unconcerned with self-interest.  Locally people refer to NGO work as “Sevai,” 

or service, but yet NGOs are simultaneously recognized as powerful entities with access 

to resources, often from sources that are not clearly understood.  This dual characteristic 

– of engaging in service without expecting something in return, and simultaneously being 

able to do so because of access to resources – lies at the heart of how NGO 

humanitarianism is viewed and experienced.  It affords a unique type of power to NGO 

representatives in terms of their perceived status as voluntarily committed persons who 

care for the wellbeing of those they serve, and as powerful individuals who carry all the 
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marks of power – access to monetary and material resources, but also an 'official' 

personal demeanor, knowledge of English, access to forms of knowledge associated with 

the state, moral resources such as a particular sensitivity to the wellbeing of the most 

marginalized, a heightened sense of universality in their actions, and so on.  This peculiar 

moral-political (ethical-economic) creature that the NGO stands for, is at once distinct 

from the state which presents a well-defined set of expectations in any of its actions, or 

from a community-based organization which acts at least partially on the basis of the 

decisions of its constituents. 

 

 In the previous chapter I considered the conditions that influence the ways in 

which NGOs responded to the crucial question of relocation.  In this chapter I will focus 

on the NGO as an entity within a global field intricately connected in a variety of ways to 

other entities in structurally discernible relationships.  An elaboration of these 

relationships will help address what I consider to be the second characteristic of NGO 

work in contemporary neoliberal governance.  If on the one hand we define the first 

domain of NGO work as centering on the sites of humanitarian action – the 'impact' zones 

– we could define the second domain of NGO work as centering on the crucial arena of 

the donor communities that make humanitarian action possible.  However this exercise 

will require taking into account that NGOs are not only 'service delivery' mechanisms vis 

a vis neoliberal governance  with depoliticizing effects and so on, but also entities that 

harness in consort with a vast array of related entities globalized discourses of 
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'compassion' to aggressively integrate disparate regions into a global domain of 

humanitarian work.  I argue in this chapter that the humanitarian imperative is productive 

in a very particular way that has to do with the fundamental challenge that faces NGOs – 

the challenge of reproduction.  As such, the task in this chapter is to tentatively outline a 

theoretical approach to understanding NGOs in terms of their location and dynamics 

within a global field of accumulation, in order to appreciate their productive role in local 

and global neoliberal governance. 

THE GIFT OF HUMANITARIANISM  
 

In every society, alongside those things which circulate, which move about, there 
must be fixed points, points which anchor the social relations and the collective 
and individual identities: it is these which allow the practice of exchange and 
which set its limits (Godelier 1999, 161).  

 In order to examine the role played by the humanitarian imperative in supporting 

the goals of neoliberal governance, the nature of the NGO's activity requires analytical 

clarification.  Humanitarianism centers on a form of giving without expecting something 

in exchange: the act of giving is considered a powerful moment in which the normal rules 

of exchange are suspended, and in a way overcome.  A useful concept that has engaged 

anthropological research for over a century is that of the 'gift,' most famously associated 

with the pioneering work of Marcel Mauss early in the twentieth century.  Mauss's 

concern centered on the universal phenomenon of gift exchange wherein the act of giving 

simultaneously generates and anticipates an obligation to give back.  Crucially, what 

motivates and thereby obligates giving is the fact that giving creates obligations (Godelier 
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1999, 15).  Despite considerable variation in the patterns that these obligations take – 

from returning either the same gift, or other objects and services, or acknowledgements 

of obligations within patron-client relationships,  gift exchange remains rooted in a basic 

formulation: there is an obligatory act of giving which generates obligations in the 

recipient, who then is bound by those obligations to reciprocate appropriately to the 

recipient's gift.  Giving and receiving the gift produces a sense of solidarity on the one 

hand between giver and recipient, but also on the other hand reinforces a relationship of 

superiority since the recipient is now obligated to the giver in some form or fashion.   

 Mauss explained the prevalence of gift exchange in terms of an assumed belief in 

a 'spirit' within the gift object that enjoined circulation of gift objects until it returned to 

its original owner.  Rejecting both Mauss's “spiritual' explanation as well as Levi-

Strauss's critique that the gift giving phenomenon is rooted in a primordial proclivity for 

symbolic behavior, and drawing on Annette Weiner's pioneering work on “things that 

must be kept,” Godelier proposes an alternative view of gift exchange.  There are, 

according to him, two domains in human society: one that involves exchange – from gifts 

to economic transactions, and another that involves keeping things carefully for 

transmission within very specific social groups such as lineages or belief communities.  

These may include sacred objects, wealth and so on but they share the common 

characteristic of being crucial to the power of the giver.  Following this formulation of 

gift exchange we may surmise then that those who have the most to keep have the 

greatest ability to give, and hence can theoretically command the greatest number of 
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obligated recipients.  With the entry of money as a universal equivalent, the gift gradually 

diminished as a means of reproducing social power but today can still be identified in 

contexts where commodities are removed from the realm of monetary exchange and 

'transmitted' as gifts.  We have now a model that can be used to elaborate the workings of 

NGO humanitarianism, keeping in mind that the NGO gift is more tangible than what the 

NGO receives in exchange. 

   

 In applying Mauss's classic study of the gift to the world of the developmental 

NGO, Stirrat and Henkel (1997) highlight the ways in which the seemingly 

‘disinterested’ act of private giving by donors occurs as the starting point in a chain of 

events that ultimately ends in the transformation of the ‘gift’ into something firmly 

entrenched within structures and relationships of power.  The ‘gift’ in its journey from 

giver to recipient becomes an object or service that conveys expectations and demands 

and ultimately the power of the northern NGO over its southern NGO ‘partner.'  More 

importantly, as the gift approaches the final recipient its movement is increasingly 

marked by a “shift towards more and more patronage and control (77)' signifying that its 

'free' character is replaced by prevailing relations of power.  In this study I have refrained 

from deploying a typology that distinguishes between 'northern' and 'southern' or 'Indian' 

and 'western' choosing instead to demonstrate that the question of local/outsider pertains 

less to structural ties and more to the substantive political content of NGO engagement 

within communities.  Nevertheless, the application of Mauss’s classic work is very useful 
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for understanding how gift giving even in the contemporary domain of humanitarianism, 

is not so much an act of exchange between two parties, but a part of a system of exchange 

that underwrites the social relationships which the act reproduces (and presupposes).  The 

‘gift’ given by the NGO to its beneficiaries ultimately reproduces the inequality that 

separates the giver from the recipient even if the former and its donors are driven by the 

virtue of seeking identification with the latter.  Recognizing that in a very fundamental 

sense, charity would not be possible without the existence of poverty, Stirrat and Henkel 

conclude with a reminder that the NGO gift is a recognition that the surplus that makes its 

existence possible depends on the same economic system that produces the poverty that it 

seeks to respond to. 

 The humanitarian imperative in post-disaster reconstruction exemplified the spirit 

of the NGO gift in several ways.  It drew on the theme of identification between the giver 

and recipient: the act of giving served to solidify a bond between them, and was variously 

described in terms pertinent to specific ideological orientations of NGOs.  Thus World 

Vision's representatives described their work in terms of a “calling” to help “the 

unfortunate” who were after all their brothers and sisters.  Sewa Bharathi's volunteers see 

their work as “sewa” or 'selfless service' directed towards the betterment of humanity.  In 

both cases however the underlying identification is also cast in terms of a particular form 

of politics: World Vision's work is tacitly also about furthering the work of “the lord” 

while that of their Hindu counterparts, the true spirit and ideal embodied in Hindutva, the 

doctrine, practice and objective of Hindu supremacist power.  Mata Amritanandamayee 
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Mutt's goal is cast in terms of providing compassion to those who most need it, 

symbolized famously by the characteristic simple “hug” that the leader of this sect is 

reputed to give to devotees.  Despite these lofty ideals however the work of individual 

NGOs also involved efforts by some of their staff to use the situation to their ideological 

advantage: World Vision's staff were accused of handing out bibles along with blankets, 

Sewa Bharathi's staff threatened physical violence when SNEHA affiliated village 

residents attempted to receive supplies from their organization, and Mata 

Amritanandamayee Mutt's housing 'gift' included placing prominent religious symbols on 

houses. 

  These ideals of identification at once mask and reveal the reciprocity that inheres 

in the act of giving.  By receiving the gift, the recipient provides the NGO an intangible 

benefit that becomes translatable in terms specific to itself.  Thus World Vision's 

members see the receipt of their gifts as contributing to Christian ideals of charity thereby 

ensuring benefits of a spiritual sort – good deeds are righteous and add to the individual's 

prospect for salvation.  Similarly TMSSS's activities fit within a structure of meanings 

tied to the Catholic virtue of “loving the unloved” and seeking through engagement with 

the “weak and the lonely” the “love and compassion of God.”  Sewa Bharathi's 

anticipation is perhaps a little more tangible (though with graver implications), with each 

satisfied recipient providing further hope for the goal of Hindutva.  Stirrat and Henkel 

note that a large number of philanthropic initiatives are tied to Christian institutions, 

drawing a direct connection between acts of charity and spiritual salvation.  Yet the NGO 
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receives much more than merely prospects for salvation or furtherance of ideological 

goals, something intangible perhaps, but which more directly pertains to the reproduction 

of NGOs as philanthropic agents within a neoliberal  political economy.  It is to this 

aspect of the NGO gift that I will now turn. 

THE PROBLEM OF REPRODUCTION  
 
 Despite being included within the wider set of associational bodies referred to as 

civil society, NGOs rely upon financial networks of donors which include funding 

agencies, governments, corporations and private donors, and as such are associational in 

a far more qualified sense.  Moreover NGOs are run by paid staff with employment 

contracts that in some cases also include health and life insurance benefits.  Over and 

above the challenge of bringing about “results” and “change” on “the ground” they 

constantly face the necessity to sustain themselves as organizations with adequate funds 

for their programs and operational costs including maintaining offices, hiring staff, and so 

on.  This constant dependence on funds enjoins NGOs to provide evidence of success 

thereby ensuring continuity and viability not only for programs but also as a source of 

employment.  It is this crucial node of the 'gift' process that requires in addition to 

constant and efficient auditing of its resources, the collection and collation of data, 

production of narratives with text, images and videos, and so on, as tangible evidence of 

success.  Let us propose that the value accorded to such tangible evidence is not captured 

by the sum of values put into the process.  Thus the benefits accrued from the prudent 

display of an NGO's 'results' massively surpass the cost of x number of fiber boats 
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distributed to y number of fishermen.  In capitalist production the value of the produced 

commodity carries within it a surplus that exceeds the cost of production (means of 

production + labor power).  In a comparable manner, the value embodied in the “result” 

of NGO gift giving, the non-commodified/fiable social good recognizable and particular 

in its meanings to the donor community, contains within it a value – something that 

produces a rationale for continued funding.  This 'surplus value' is crucial to the 

reproduction of the NGO as a viable entity.  It is embodied in the new house, the boat, 

icebox, sewing machine, handcart, bicycle, and so on, but also the microcredit program, 

computer classes and so on.  But its real existence is in representation that is purely 

instrumental at one level – it seeks its realization as increased funds. 

 Since it is not possible to conceive of this 'surplus value' in terms of money, or 

more precisely following Bourdieu, economic capital, could we consider it as a form of 

symbolic capital (Bourdieu 2001), that is transformed from economic capital (means of 

production + labor power)?  In the reproduction of the NGO as an entity, the reverse 

transformation occurs when the symbolic capital of 'results' increases the value of the 

organization's social capital thereby creating the justification for more funding.  In 

describing the expanded forms of capital, Bourdieu lists two types of symbolic capital – 

social and cultural – that work alongside economic capital, the capital that is understood 

typically as money directed towards production by commanding labor power and the 

means of production (factory, raw materials, etc.).  The purpose of this elaboration is to 

consider the social and cultural bases from which the exercise of power is made possible 
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and reproduced.  Any ruling elite that exercises control over the economic sphere must 

also necessarily control the social and cultural spheres since its reproduction as a 

dominant class/social collectivity depends upon maintaining internal social cohesion (ie. 

as a class/social collectivity) and determining those attributes seen to culturally befit 

access to and control of economic power.  Thus social capital facilitates the ability of a 

member of an elite group to presume, rely and draw upon when necessary, resources 

made possible through relationships with fellow members in a durable network of more 

or less institutionalized relationships (2001, 248).  This is most evident in the ways in 

which individual members of elite social groups who fail can fall back on their ties to 

family and friends in order to retain their position as members, and in order to re-

establish their credibility within the group.  In sum social capital refers to “an aggregate 

of the actual and potential resources” embodied within and available to members of, a 

social network.   

 In thinking about NGO social capital we will have to identify two levels at which 

it becomes operational.  On the one hand at the level of individuals, NGO staff can utilize 

their connections with individuals located in local, regional, national or global networks 

of NGOs.  Thus for instance the Director of Project Concern International's Nagapattinam 

operations felt confident that despite the anticipated end of his NGO's work in the district, 

he would easily find a job “with another NGO.”  Along similar lines, NCRC's housing 

expert previously worked with World Bank development projects  in Kerala before 

arriving in Nagapattinam after the tsunami.  There are of course differences between the 
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social capital available to members of the supervisory and professional classes in 

comparison to their lower level staff.  Individuals in the latter category have access to 

more localized networks that afford them much fewer options for mobility.  Moreover the 

supervisory and professional classes within NGOs are also key decision-makers on such 

things as staff hiring, so social capital here is more firmly tied to actual power.  In 

contrast office staff, drivers, cooks and so on have access to only localized types of social 

networks which invariably involve other wage laborers like themselves.     

 Even among office staff, field coordinators, and so on, the possibilities for 

horizontal mobility among these individuals may be limited based on the type of NGO 

they are affiliated to.  World Vision staff may find it easier to find work in other World 

Vision projects than say SNEHA staff since the former runs operations in several districts 

of Tamil Nadu, several states in India and so on.  Yet at one level, social capital 

effectively captures the ways in which the more powerful retain the ability to exercise a 

horizontal mobility secured against the threat of downward mobility, while it also 

explains how those at the lower rungs of the NGO political economy tend to have less 

certainty in their abilities to achieve similar forms of security. 

 At a second 'institutional' level, social capital for the NGO translates into the 

credibility it enjoys within powerful social networks, primarily the donor community, the 

'community' of NGOs, transnational agencies, state and private capitalist networks and so 

on.  Here credibility is tied to the ability of the NGO to sustain itself as a viable entity, 

and as such an organizational type of social capital must be constantly nurtured, and as I 
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argue here, accumulated through the production of “results.”  In terms of cultural capital 

Bourdieu distinguishes three types that are pertinent to the NGO as an organized body of 

individuals, and as an institution.  The embodied state of cultural capital is manifested in 

the professional skills and personal demeanors of the key decision makers of the 

organization.  Invariably senior staff and decision-makers are English speaking 

individuals whose style and diction indicates both an education in English-medium 

schools, as well as familiarity with the idiomatic 'common-sense' of a more global 

English associated typically with the now increasingly transnationally mobile urban 

middle-classes.   

 Professional expertise and institutional credibility (institutional state of cultural 

capital) gained as a result of long-term investments in education and training suggests 

that such individuals are generally from relatively privileged social classes, or that they 

gained entry into such social classes on account of their long-term efforts to 'cultivate' 

themselves.  Jayanth Vincent of World Vision is also a professional photographer who 

has traveled widely and runs his own website documenting photo-journalistic forays into 

Afghanistan for example.  NCRC's senior staff freely use words like 'synergies' to 

describe their work with multiple organizations and the state.  In fact NCRC's successor 

since 2008 is called BEDROC (Building and Enabling Resilience of Coastal 

Communities), with both the acronym's implicit reference to solidity and permanence, 

and the phrase 'enabling resilience' drawn from transnational discourses of the globalizing 

humanitarian 'community.'  Locals in Nagapattinam who do not read English find the 
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acronym and its expanded form painted on a blue signboard distant and meaningless, and 

mostly shrug it off as an “NGO sign.”  Similarly the singing of “Happy Birthday” in an 

NGO office reflects both access to a particular type of tradition with all its non-local 

insinuations and also access to the appropriate form of consumption of this tradition 

which involves singing together in English and articulating appropriate wishes, in 

English.  Needless to say, those unfamiliar with and visibly distant from the appropriate 

linguistic and non-linguistic acts that such a practice around embodied cultural capital 

requires, also tend to be those who occupy lower rungs in the office hierarchy – Tamil 

speaking local or regional wage workers.   

 Finally, the objectified state of cultural capital is manifested in both owning 

particular physical objects and in learning how to put these objects to appropriate uses 

either through consumption or further transmission.  These are similar to what Godelier 

refers to as “that which is kept” in social relations.  They include important photographs, 

taken for example with powerful individuals, which enable individuals in those 

photographs to lay claims for instance on social capital. 

 Taken as an institution, NGO cultural capital in its embodied state can be 

identified in the technical and professional competencies that the organization has at its 

disposal.  NCRC's highly visible communications tower, its computer servers that operate 

a network of “Village Information Centers” spread across the district are together part of 

the organization's cultural capital in its objectified state, but the skills and competencies 

required to operate these effectively, constitute cultural capital's embodied state.  The 
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institutional state of NGO cultural capital is most apparent in the types of knowledge 

production NCRC engaged in, compiling data and conducting analyses for the local 

administration and monitoring the progress of housing construction for instance.  The 

constant production of knowledge became its primary focus as a “resource” center on 

'best practices,' 'standards' and 'criteria.'  It is important to note here that these constitute 

together the cultural capital of an NGO because they operate within a global field where 

such forms of capital are closely associated with economic capital, that is donor funds. 

 

 In the global domain of donor communities and transnational networks NGO 

cultural capital translates into public image and credibility with the wider body of 'global' 

civil society including funding agencies, other NGOs, financial institutions, states and 

most importantly particular donor communities.  Here such criteria as honest book-

keeping, lower operational costs, efficient utilization of resources, and adherence to the 

ideological and moral requirements of the donor community, are all factors that work 

alongside producing “results” to ensure the accumulation of cultural capital.  The 

organization's credibility thus relies upon developing and nurturing an appropriate self-

image that can serve as the subject of and referent to the “good works” that deserve 

continued support. 

 Thus the NGO here is the subject of social and cultural capital whose 

accumulation becomes the primary fulcrum around which the humanitarian imperative 

manifests in particular projects.  How is NGO social/cultural capital accumulated? For 
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this I will now turn to a familiar and perhaps quite unpopular model to advance the 

argument further, Marx's elaboration of the simple reproduction scheme for money 

capital, the so called Money-Commodity-Money' circuit. 

 The following is not meant to suggest that NGOs are engaged in capitalist 

production.  Since social capital is a form of capital, its circuits may also be presumed to 

at least work in comparable ways to those of economic capital, especially in the context 

of reproductive strategies.  The argument is as follows: 

1) NGOs reproduce themselves in a specific manner that centers on the 

production of a perceived social good.  This is the humanitarian “gift” 

which exists outside the realm of conventional exchange relations. 

2) The gift has both material and symbolic values, with the NGO 

concentrating on the latter more than the former.  In fact it is very 

important for the NGO to record, represent and account for both the gift 

and the act of giving in order to maximize its symbolic value. 

3) The symbolic value produced is directed towards a donor community with 

the goal of exchanging it into money that is then invested back into the 

NGO's activities.   

4) This donor community is institutionally networked into the circuits of 

global capital through channels for corporate and government funds, as 

well as private donations from populations that have disposable incomes. 
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5) The humanitarian imperative thus has a distinct circuit of accumulation (of 

symbolic capital) that works alongside capital accumulation strategies in 

two particular contexts: 

1. As a conduit for funding streams that include disposable incomes 

(private donations), corporate charity, government aid.  Each of these 

may be examined separately.  

2. In specific contexts where strategies of accumulation necessitate the 

mutual constitution of humanitarian aid and economic development as 

in the case of Nagapattinam's post-tsunami reconstruction.  This is 

where the more visible effects of “disaster capitalism” manifest, in the 

conjuncture between bridge demolition, housing relocation, port and 

harbor expansion, and the acceleration of circuits of accumulation (see 

Chapter 3). 

 If we were to represent this in terms of Marx's 'simple reproduction' scheme for 

the circuit of money capital (M-C-M),  

M---C< L
MP ... P … C!---M! 

• M:Profit stream + disposable income stream/institutional funding 

• C:Labor Power + Means of production 

• P:Production 

• C!: Value of C plus an increment manifested in social and cultural capital –  
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• “results”< SC-“NGO community”
CC-“Legitimacy” 

• M!: The value of the social good translating incremental social capital into money 

capital for further investment (donor beneficence arising from perceived “results” 

of process). 

 

Stage 1: Arrival: the agency of money 
 The first stage of the circuit is fairly simple in the sense that it is very similar to 

any other context of production via investment of money capital in commodities used to 

produce other commodities.  NGO funds first arrived for relief and rehabilitation, with a 

combination of both money used for the purchase and distribution of goods, and goods 

transported from other parts of the state, country and world.  The immediate response to 

the relief and rehabilitation needs of affected communities involved a significant amount 

of gifts in kind while the longer-term reconstruction process solely centered on money 

used to purchase commodities, produce goods and provide services.    This was partly 

because donor communities that responded to calls by their NGOs were led to believe 

that since Nagapattinam was a poor 'backward' region, people would be grateful for 

anything they could get, and partly because all productive activities including trade came 

to a standstill for weeks after the tsunami.  Regardless, local accounts attest to a general 

perception that NGOs arrived not only with goods but also with substantial amounts of 

cash.  Locals recounted how a 'velakkaran' ('white man') arrived a week after the tsunami 

with a bag filled with stacks of Rs.500 bills that he began handing out to everybody 
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around him, and how within minutes he was mobbed by hundreds of eager people who 

police had to literally beat away to 'rescue' the visibly shaken and very grateful 'good 

samaritan.'   

 While such episodes speak to a particularly chaotic type of agency represented by 

the sudden influx of large sums of money, it is through the coordination of collection and 

distribution activities that the agency of money becomes operationally efficient.  Village 

'adoption' became a metaphor for the strategic positioning of NGOs as both paternalistic 

care-givers and as entities that 'owned' their 'space' of operations.  'Adoption' territoriality 

inscribed the spatial limits of humanitarianism in the fundamental sense of helping 

coordinate the flows of money, and thereby facilitated the agency of money as it quickly 

was exchanged for needed goods.  In addition, the establishment of a coordinating body 

with SNEHA and SIFFS organizing the NCC in the district collectorate compound 

provided a planning and execution space from which the agency of money could be more 

effectively directed – information on particular needs was collected and presented to 

NGOs who could then decide which needs their resources and expertise could match. 

 

 The initial capital which NGOs brought to bear was often completely out of 

proportion to actual needs or even capacities of the organization on the ground.  This had 

much to do with the media-amplified fervor gripping the world's affluent sections in 

bouts of often competitive giving, with individuals, corporations, neighborhood 

associations, classrooms, schools, and the like collecting and channeling money to 
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international NGOs with the goal of helping those affected by the doubtlessly terrible 

catastrophe.  However NGOs also contributed to the process by inflating the costs of 

relief and rehabilitation followed by reconstruction.  The International Red Cross 

admitted in early 2006 that it raised more than $2.1 billion after aggressively appealing 

for funds using exaggerated assessments of relief needs.  Even after the relief phase was 

over within weeks with massive resources already directed towards the immediate needs 

of affected populations, the IRC continued its appeals with the understanding that funds 

would be directed towards rehabilitation and reconstruction.  However for several reasons 

including its lack of experience in reconstruction activities, the organization simply kept 

the collected funds and remained quiet for about a year before admitting that its fund-

raising efforts were out of proportion to the actual needs on the ground.  Since then the 

main criticism of the IRC's post-tsunami effort is that the organization did not effectively 

fashion a plan to spend the collected money.  The lesson for NGOs is that money 

collected must be put to use and spent.  The idea that an organization collects money to 

be saved is antithetical to the very notion of a humanitarian imperative, which demands 

the constant and efficient translation of money into projects – the use of money to 

purchase goods and services that are distributed to those affected and the efficient 

reporting back of the “results” to the donor community in order to secure their continued 

interest and support.  Put in terms of our model here this involves the constant and 

efficient conversion of money into money capital for the production of symbolic capital 

in the form of “results.” 
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Stage 2: The production of “results”  
 
 SOS Children's Villages of India is an international NGO that specializes in 

building communal spaces where orphans are matched with women who lost their 

children in order to recreate for both a sense of reconnection as families.  These small 

'villages' consist of multiple housing units of very high quality where selected individuals 

reside and avail of a range of services such as education, health and so on provided by the 

NGO.  In Nagapattinam SOS built one such 'village' in the Neithalnagar area, where a 

number of NGOs rented spaces in close proximity to the residences of the town's affluent 

and powerful citizens.  Adjacent to the SOS 'village' almost within yards of its fences 

were the edges of 'Suryanagar' where sixty households from Nambiyarnagar lived in 

barracks-style NGO-built housing that they abandoned in early 2008.  Upon completion 

of the project, SOS planned to enroll a small number of selected children and women 

drawn from multiple villages, but Suryanagar's households knew nothing about its 

programs or whether their children could avail of the facilities coming up right in the 

vicinity.    Many individuals used words like “hotel” or “resort” to describe what they 

thought SOS was engaged in building.  Simultaneously, on the site itself the main offices 

of the NGO are located inside the bungalow that used to be the main structure on the 

property once owned by an affluent local who since then left the country and donated the 

land for this purpose after the tsunami.   
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 Closer to the gated entrance is a crowded cluster of shacks where SOS's 

construction workers reside, rest, and recuperate.  All these workers are from North India, 

mostly from the states of Bihar, but also from Orissa, West Bengal and Jharkhand.  They 

speak Hindi, know almost no Tamil at all and venture out of the SOS construction site 

only for practical needs, and occasional walks to the beach.  As in most construction sites 

throughout the region, entire families lived and worked on site, with only a few mothers 

of very young children staying in and around their houses while husbands worked.  

Contracted by a construction company headquartered in Punjab, these workers had a 

range of experiences working on sites in different parts of India and described their work 

here as building “an orphanage.”  A young mother from Bihar whose husband worked on 

site described her day to day life in terms of multiple levels of alienation:  

“we don't speak Tamil, and don't know what people are saying to us (when we go 
to the market). The work is very difficult especially in the hot weather. These 
houses leak in the rains and are too hot to stay inside during the summer. We are 
afraid to ask the boss for anything because we are very far from our home and 
don't know what we will do if we cannot work.” 
 

 Workers at this site were quite wary of their supervisor (who spoke to them in 

Hindi), and his boss, a bespectacled Tamil engineer representing the company.  

Conversations would suddenly end when either of these two men looked in the direction 

of my interactions with workers, and at one point I was requested not to approach 

workers on site by the supervisor.  In short this SOS construction site resembles any 

typical construction site: construction labor is highly exploited and remains tethered to 

both the tentative character of informal work as well as the fact that by being complete 
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cultural outsiders workers have the added anxieties that cultural isolation brings.  Neither 

the erstwhile residents of Suryanagar nor the workers of this site had anything more to 

say about each other than mutual acknowledgement of their “Hindi kaaranga” or “Tamil 

log” identities, although interviewees noted that they saw each other as commonly 

located poor people in relation to supervisors and NGO staff. 

 

 Throughout Nagapattinam's post-tsunami construction sites it was common to see 

work teams comprised entirely of non-locals drawn from either other parts of Tamil Nadu 

or North India.  This reliance upon imported construction labor flew in the face of earlier 

claims that NGO-led housing construction would utilize local labor.  In fact the World 

Bank had initially proposed that recipients from affected communities take responsibility 

for the entire labor process in housing construction, thereby “earning” their livelihood 

while building houses for themselves.  This of course did not happen and NGOs simply 

worked with contractors who utilized their established networks to procure cheap and 

relatively docile labor from outside, and materials locally and regionally.  Thus in 

housing construction, the production phase, the key task of transforming money capital 

into a finished product, the new 'village', involved purchasing the means of production 

(bringing in materials and machinery) and commanding labor power (downwardly 

flexible cost-wise and politically docile workers), just like in any other capitalist 

production context.  This is how construction sites everywhere in Tamil Nadu look, with 

the appropriation of surplus value from labor power remaining central to the creation of 
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surplus value realized as profit in the sale of the produced commodity.  It is however in 

the next stage of the process, the transformation of the new 'village' into a “result” that 

the actual maximization of value occurs, and here we will have to examine the 

transformation in terms of how “results” embody value in symbolic form.  The trajectory 

here involves something different from the movement from the process of production to 

that of circulation in a commodity market where profits are realized thus completing the 

simple M-C-M' circuit.  The finished “result” embodies the appropriated labor power of 

highly exploited workers no doubt, but it is not a true commodity since its use values are 

subordinated to the logic of the “gift” and it is not in a direct sense expected to be sold for 

a profit.  Government restrictions on the sale and renting of new houses invoked this 

essentially non-commodifiable character of the “gift.”  Yet I will argue that the “result” 

did in fact partially become a commodity when its exchange value required a separation 

of its physical form from its symbolic form.  The domain where its exchange value 

becomes  realized requires it to be transformed, or to follow Bourdieu, transubstantiated 

into symbolic capital. 

 

Stage 3: “Results” become symbolic capital. 
 A curious situation arose in the weeks and months following the tsunami when 

one NGO, Sewa Bharathi began circulating images of its “work” on websites with 

specific details on how many items of relief materials were distributed among affected 

people in Nagapattinam.  Simultaneously Sewa Bharathi's RSS sister organizations also 
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published identical images and figures on their websites.  In each case the images and 

figures were presented as if they were the achievements of the particular organization, so 

for example the India Development and Relief Fund (IDRF) claimed that “its” volunteers 

had distributed x items in village y, with images of “its volunteers” in the field while 

Sewa Bharathi and Sewa USA used the same figures and images to depict the 

achievements of “their” volunteers.  The motivation and ability of these various 

nevertheless related organizations to represent identical data this way captures the crux of 

the third stage of NGO accumulation where the  real  intervention on the ground – the 

produced “result” – becomes symbolic capital.  This process is at once about 

representation and persuasion, and is directed towards audiences far enough removed 

from the domain of intervention that the NGO has great leeway in translating actual 

outcomes into symbolic capital.  Tellingly, no NGO post-tsunami reports acknowledge 

major failures, since each report is designed in such a way as to maximize the symbolic 

value of the NGO's accomplishments. 

Big capitalist donors 
 The movement from symbolic capital to economic capital in terms of actual 

monetary donations has much to do with the existing stock of social capital that an 

organization has at its command.  Consider for example how Project Concern 

International casually describes attendance by its leadership in an event that brought the 

rich and famous together in a “Shootout Golf Tournament” convened by the billionaire 

liquor baron Sidney Frank in an exclusive private country club: 
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Commemorating Sidney Frank 
Sidney Frank (1919-2006) - business leader, golf aficionado, renowned 
philanthropist - was a man who loved to give away his money. For a good cause, 
that is. Within months of selling his corporate interests for $2 billion, Mr. Frank 
had already contributed $170 million to such prestigious institutions as Brown 
University, where he attended for only one year. Shortly before his death in 
January 2006, Business Weekly totaled his giving over the past four years at $200 
million. Project Concern is privileged to be among his beneficiaries.  
                                                                                                         
In February, Mr. Frank hosted the inaugural Sidney Frank Shootout Golf 
Tournament at the Del Mar Country Club. Professionals from various tours 
including the PGA, Nationwide, and Grey Goose Gateway competed for a 
sizeable purse, which was paid to the top three finishers. Guests included Ahmad 
Rashad, Jesse Palmer, Jonathon Kaye, Lee Elder, Craig Stadler, Dennis Haysbert, 
Marcus Allen, and Senator Alfonse D'Amato. 
 
The highlight of the tournament for Project Concern was a $50,000 check 
presentation from Sidney Frank to President and CEO George Guimaraes. Many 
of the golfers also made contributions. Such generosity helps Project Concern do 
what it does best - work in disadvantaged communities around the world to bring 
health and hope to families in need.  
 
Project Concern International (PCI) Annual Report 2005 

 

   While PCI no doubt has at its command a stock of social capital to enable its 

leaders to attend exclusive events such as this and receive large donations from big 

capitalists, it is also the case that the latter 'need' organizations like PCI to channel their 

philanthropic urges, which themselves work within a distinct circuit of accumulation 

whereby the symbolic capital accumulated through philanthropic acts helps secure the 

social and economic basis for the reproduction of economic capital.  It is quite likely that 

the award of $50,000 at the above event was planned and arrived at by mutual 

recognition and consent, signaling a common social and cultural intercourse through 

which the symbolic capital of capitalist philanthropy is accumulated within a mutually 



 394 

beneficial relationship with the (re)production of NGO symbolic capital.  Thus at the 

interface where symbolic capital is transubstantiated into economic capital ($50,000), the 

big capitalist donors who commit this transformation are themselves investing economic 

capital into symbolic capital that will serve to solidify the basis of their social and 

economic power.  PCI recognizes Frank as a “man who loved to give away his money,” 

$50,000 of which enabled it to reinvest in its continued production of symbolic capital 

and hence its own reproduction as a producer of humanitarian symbolic capital.  Thus the 

transubstantiation of symbolic capital into economic capital is simultaneously also a 

transubstantiation of economic capital into symbolic capital. 

 

 If the above example were to be depicted in terms of a circuit of accumulation we 

can see that this interface is in effect an intersection of the circuit of symbolic capital and 

that of economic capital. 

From PCI's perspective this relationship would look like this: 

(C'-C) ----- M 

(C'-C): PCI's accumulated stock of symbolic capital depicted in terms of the 

increment that exceeds the total of values put into production of the “result” 

embodied in and deriving from the humanitarian “gift.” 

M: the money obtained in exchange for a portion of the NGO's symbolic capital 

(C'-C) from affluent donors like Frank. 
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From Frank's perspective this relationship would look like this: 

(M'-M) ----- C 

M'-M: The capitalist's stock of profits, or accumulated surplus value that exceeds 

the total of values put into production of commodities for the market.  This is his 

investible (“disposable”) surplus. 

C: the symbolic capital 'purchased' by Frank with a portion of his accumulated 

profits (M'-M) from the NGO. 

 

 The NGO's symbolic capital (C) needed to obtain money (M) from the capitalist, 

and the symbolic capital (C) 'purchased' by the capitalist by awarding M to the NGO are 

not necessarily the same since each party is accumulating symbolic capital in very 

different contexts meaningful (valued) in distinct even if not entirely unrelated ways.  For 

the NGO, C is accumulated by producing “results” via the agency of the humanitarian 

“gift.”  Its value is directed towards ensuring realization in terms of M, thereby ensuring 

reproduction of the NGO.  The profit-motive in this circuit of accumulation is centered 

on symbolic capital because that is what the NGO primarily accumulates, but its ability to 

reproduce itself as a viable entity enjoins it to accumulate this symbolic capital in order to 

directly transubstantiate a portion of it for M which provides the means for investing in 

further accumulation of C. 
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 On the other hand, the value of the symbolic capital 'purchased' by the capitalist in 

exchange for a portion of his accumulated profits, M, is realized in terms of improving 

the social and cultural position of the capitalist within the context where he accumulates 

profits.  His profit motive is directly tethered to M, and acts of philanthropy are 

investments in deepening the social acceptability and cultural stature of the billionaire 

capitalist who merely “loved to give away his money.”  It is significant that such acts 

occur in contexts where small groups of affluent individuals and public officials share the 

fruits of their social and cultural capital as elites within the capitalist social order, playing 

golf and cavorting together in elite country clubs.  Philanthropy in such contexts is 

primed for its symbolic power as individuals compete with each other in bouts of giving 

that in turn represent nothing more than the need to maximize the symbolic value of the 

act of giving – the transubstantiation of economic capital into social capital. 

 

 In comparison to individual private donors, big capitalists tend to view the 

significance of their acts of giving within a global arena (Micklewright and Wright 2005, 

140-142).  Spectacular gift-giving enables the accumulation of social capital within the 

same global sphere that these individuals view as their domain of capital accumulation.  

Thus the humanitarian gift can be seen here as being constitutive of the process of 

capitalist accumulation, enabling intangible forms of social and cultural power to be 

exercised by big capitalists, for the purpose of ensuring the viability and robustness of 

their primary goal of capital accumulation, and at an even more mundane level to 
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obfuscate their culpability as leading patrons and beneficiaries  of an oppressive global 

social order.  In addition to big capitalist donors however there are at least two additional 

core funding groups that also invest in transubstantiating economic capital into symbolic 

capital. 

Individual private donors 
 For our purposes here we will consider individual private donors as those 

belonging to wage-dependent populations in order to differentiate them from individual 

capitalists.   Aside from the immediate sorts of tangible benefits that accrue to individual 

donors from acts of giving, such as tax breaks, access to benefits such as membership in a 

privileged club, and so on, the practice of charitable giving may be seen as a means to 

accumulate symbolic capital tied to personal beliefs such as the idea that giving ensures 

benefits of a spiritual (heavenly good) or even material sort in the form of a spiritually 

mediated “blessing.”  Individual private donors typically give to charities that cater to 

recipients closer to home than in distant regions of the world, although this varies 

considerably.  Private donors may give more generously in the aftermath of spectacular 

events such as disasters, and one may quite reasonably cite the anecdotal evidence of 

media representation playing a crucial role in shaping perceptions and encouraging 

charitable acts in such contexts.  In addition giving by individuals typically is shaped by 

the ability to see “tangible” results in terms of human stories, and as such programs such 

as financing (“adopting”) individual children through an NGO whereby regular reporting 



 398 

by the organization provides such evidence, tend to find favor with individual donors 

(Micklewright and Wright 2005).   

 

 Typically child-sponsorship programs try to connect the individual donor to the 

recipient through a series of communicative devices meant to elicit as much generosity.  

The child's photographs provide an instant visual cue to the donor that the recipient is a 

real, living person.  However the photographs themselves are carefully selected 

depending on the objective.  World Vision's website for example uses images of children 

looking despondent in its list of eligible children that prospective adopters may consider: 

very few of the children are shown smiling.  Meanwhile the “changed lives” of those 

already sponsored by adopters are alluded to by individual photographs of smiling 

children.  In this list each child is not only smiling, but her or his photograph has been 

carefully prepared in order to highlight the importance of sponsorship – visual cues 

include groomed visages, clothes, stacks of notebooks held by one child, and so on.  The 

website not only lists the benefits of child sponsorship including “education, safe 

drinking water, basic healthcare, food and immunization against killer disease,” but also 

exhorts its audiences to consider sponsoring a child instead of expending money on 

entertainment.48 

 The moral force of this exhortation is at one level a direct allusion to the 

incredible gap that separates those with disposable incomes and those the organization 

                                                
48 World Vision India website: http://www.worldvision.in/?Select+a+Child accessed on 3/21/2010. 
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seeks to serve through sponsorship.  However at another level, this form of exhortation 

also masks two aspects of reality that may help clarify the nature of charitable action in 

such contexts.  First it reinforces the idea that making change is merely about choosing 

between spending on entertainment and sponsoring a child, and presumes that poverty is 

a condition that can be addressed through the righteous agency of affluence, or the 

affluent.  Second, it assumes that disposable income is unproductive until it can take the 

form of a humanitarian gift.  Taking both of these assumptions together we can see how 

the humanitarian gift embodies both the masking of the already existing material 

relationship between donor and recipient, and the structural characteristics of the global 

system of production and exchange that make disposable incomes possible even as they 

reproduce patterns of inequality.  Since we are considering here how the act of giving 

becomes symbolic capital for the individual private donor, it may be useful to consider 

the disposable income of the wage-dependent in relation to another concept, “leisure 

time.”  In societies where the wage-labor economy is a predominant form, the culturally 

sanctioned idea of leisure time serves as a necessary means by which the regenerative and 

reproductive needs of workers may be met (Britton 2004, 139-140).  “Leisure time” is 

predicated on the presence of regulated time, time spent on work in a wage-labor 

economy, and as such is “productively” expended in ways that ensure the reliability of 

labor within the regulated temporal domain of the workplace.  Thus tourism provides a 

space for the consumption of “leisure time” since it provides a break from the ordinary, a 

regulated means by which difference can be consumed.   
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 More generally wage-dependent individual private donors can utilize “leisure 

time” only if they have access to disposable incomes.  So in a sense disposable incomes 

make the consumption of leisure time possible, although this formulation does not take 

account of the prevalence in some contexts, of debt as a means of facilitating 

consumption.  With disposable income considered as that quanta of income left over after 

necessary expenditure for the reproduction of the wage-dependent worker, its expenditure 

whether through “leisure time” or otherwise, may also be seen in this way as productive 

to the process of addressing regenerative and reproductive needs.  For individual private 

donors then, disposable incomes become a means by which their own social needs are 

addressed through a regulated form of consumption, a consumption of difference not too 

different from that which takes place in tourism (Urry 1995), but with additional 

individualized moral and ethical motivations and implications.  Such a form of 

consumption of difference may simultaneously address a deeply-felt psychic need to 

conform to some particular spiritual criterion on the one hand, but may also help by 

regulating humanitarian gift-giving through the agency of NGOs, in the reproduction of 

the wage-dependent class on the other. 

 

 Thus in the case of individual private donors, it may be more accurate to suggest 

that acts of giving involve something quite different from the purchase of symbolic 

capital in exchange for disposable income.  The form that humanitarianism takes in their 
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case is closer to tourism since it involves the regulated expenditure of disposable incomes 

by individuals who despite their relative affluence are ultimately structurally wage-

dependent.  But insofar as acts of giving by wage-dependent individuals serve to aid in 

the reproduction of their own subjectivities as workers, there is some value accruing to 

their employers, particularly in terms of reinforcing their structural and ideological power 

over workers.  Since such a form of consumption requires disposable income, 

dependence on wages and the disciplinary regimes of work will be strengthened.   

 In addition, waged individuals who engage in acts of giving may view these acts 

in terms of a pragmatic politics of action that provides some satisfaction given that they 

seemingly subvert the dominant logic of capitalist accumulation.  The humanitarian gift 

may appear to be subversive to the logic of the market and as such serve as a substitute 

for politics involving politicization of their own subjectivities as workers.  As such we 

may still consider the humanitarian gift-giving practices of waged individual private 

donors as resulting in the accumulation of a form of symbolic capital that accrues not to 

the givers themselves but to their employers who benefit from the above two unintended 

consequences of humanitarian giving. 

Institutional donors 
 Institutional donors include national governments, state-led developmental 

agencies, trans-national institutions such as the World Bank, the United Nations, the 

Asian Development Bank, the various arms and affiliates of the WTO and other supra-

national bodies and so on.  These institutions typically negotiate funding with national 
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governments and through them state and local administrations, but also increasingly 

channel funds to NGOs that work with particular communities.  On account of their roles 

as state, inter-state and extra-state actors, these entities have at their command immense 

resources and legitimacy, which enables them to negotiate with and direct  governments 

to enact particular types of policies.   

 In this dissertation I examined how the distinction between humanitarian aid and 

economic development articulated succinctly in the joint assessment report of the World 

Bank, UN and ADB set the stage for the further marginalization of artisanal fishing in the 

context of post-tsunami reconstruction.  Such policy-level interventions mark these 

entities as crucial intermediaries of the larger power centers of the capitalist world order.  

As such their interest in humanitarianism is at one level completely ensconced within the 

logic of promoting the hegemonic power of global capital, its leading state and extra-state 

allies and formations.  Yet these entities are also notably the loudest proponents of 

humanitarianism, with extensive programs that tie states and NGOs to dense networks of 

funding, planning and programmatic actions as for example through recent efforts  like 

the Hyogo Framework convened by the World Bank, ADB and UNDP in order to 

establish the policy groundwork to make disaster planning central to developmental 

agendas, thereby lending new vigor to developmentalism in particular but to also inject 

neoliberal economic agendas with the fervor of a disaster-led form of developmentalism 

that I identify closely with disaster capitalism in this work. 
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 Despite this overt association with power driving institutional funding, there are 

other ways in which forms of symbolic capital are anticipated and accumulated by these 

entities, that also enable them in various ways to expand their reach and consolidate their 

power on a global scale both spatially and temporally.  For instance take the 

transformation of the World Bank's strategy from a focus on enforcing outright neoliberal 

restructuring through its power over borrowing states, to an approach that appropriates 

discourses that once were used to critique its own policies or which in some cases were 

terms used by radical critics of capitalist power.  One recent instance of this pertains to 

the growing popularization of the concept of 'social capital' itself.  As discussed in this 

chapter, the concept pertains to the abilities of powerful groups to reproduce their power 

through the maintenance and use of extensive social networks that make available forms 

of security against potential risks to their economic capital.  However in the World 

Bank's usage, social capital becomes a way to explain away the persistence of poverty, by 

pointing to the absence of durable networks, the implication being that, instead of seeking 

structural explanations we may find the roots of the problem of social inequality in the 

disparate abilities of groups to build durable social networks (Harriss 2002).  By 

deploying such a model however the World Bank is able to fashion itself as an ally of the 

poor, genuinely dedicated to helping people overcome poverty.  Its programmatic 

initiatives worldwide draw in an increasingly heterogeneous range of participants from 

representatives of government agencies to social activists.  Thus in a sense, as its 

legitimacy among those who used to maintain a suspicious distance, grows, the Bank and 
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other multilateral agents of capital accumulate symbolic capital that can be translated into 

reduced resistance to their strategies. 

 

NGO SUBJECTIVITIES?  
 
 How did NGO staff at the local levels of view this core challenge of their 

organizations to reproduce themselves?  Did they see their work as merely involving the 

production of symbolic value?  Or did they also view their actions and goals in light of 

other criteria?  How did they see themselves in relation to those they sought to benefit?  

These questions will be addressed in this section, keeping in mind that these 

organizations are after all also employers that provide jobs to individuals often from 

similar social and cultural backgrounds as beneficiaries. 

 
 NGOs of the “service delivery” persuasion such as World Vision viewed fisher 

recipients of new housing as troublesome subjects.  While urban decision makers 

expressed views of fishers as “difficult” people to work with, prone to changing their 

minds, being calculative and greedy, and never satisfied, some local representatives of 

the organization viewed them as violent and stubborn people who could be persuaded 

only through force.  Thus for instance World Vision's staff in Nagapattinam opined that 

the only way to get fishers to accept relocation would be for the electricity board to cut 

off their power supply.  Yet between these two poles, the view of the leadership of World 

Vision's reconstruction program, echoed also by NCRC staff, was that fishers could be 
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transformed into responsible citizen subjects if they wanted to.  Presenting the question of 

housing as one of “proper” attitude and honesty, and not one of economic interest, served 

to convince NGOs that their work was indeed made difficult by the intransigence and 

lack of honesty by their beneficiaries, and not because of the problems it posed to them.   

  

 Yet what this also revealed was the studious construction of NGO staff as 

somehow exemplifying all the positive qualities lacked by their beneficiaries.  I briefly 

described some practices under the rubric of cultural capital, and the institutional 

orientation towards an audit culture that dominates NGO staff views of themselves as 

honest, well-intentioned and responsible individuals.  Thus staff at various levels of the 

organization are expected to demonstrate all the qualities required of them within the 

context of a professionalized workspace, where documentation, precision, punctuality, 

attention to detail and instructions, and so on are sacrosanct and crucial to maintaining 

employment.   

 

 This professionalization of the NGO's local operations should also be seen in light 

of emerging practices such as the interview, which shed light on the particular qualities 

considered ideal for employment.  Participating in an interview process to select an 

Assistant Teacher for Vanavil, a local NGO run school serving the needs of the 

Adiyan/Narikurava communities of Nagapattinam, I was struck by how much this push 

for professionalization shaped expectations of candidate qualities and capabilities, and 

revealed a process of subject formation within the NGO apparatus itself that mimics the 
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corporate world but at the same time imposes requirements particular to the humanitarian 

dispensation, namely a benevolent disposition, patience, tolerance, a commitment to the 

organization's ideology and so on.  Among the candidates for the position were two 

finalists – a man and a woman, both of whom were local Tamils with high school 

diplomas and dreams of pursuing higher education.  The interviews first required a quick 

reorganization of the school's main office, a tiny room with three tables arranged along 

walls, bureaus and chairs.  The three tables were joined together and chairs placed behind 

them to enable the interviewers to act as a panel facing the interviewee who was to be 

seated on a chair in front of them.  Candidates were asked to wait outside and called in 

turn, and the panel consisting of two vice principals, and myself, a visiting well-wisher.  I 

was invited at the last moment to participate in this process because the principal who 

was to attend was unable to. 

 

 The two vice principals noted above were very different from each other in terms 

of their socio-economic and cultural backgrounds.  U hailed from Madurai, worked for 

many years as an activist and organizer, and lived in Chennai with her family.  A 

Brahmin by birth she had abandoned the strictures and prejudices of her culture in order 

to devote herself fully to the cause of social change particularly through working with 

mostly Dalit agricultural labor in some of the most backward districts of Tamil Nadu.  

Her access to English and an urban identity contrasted sharply with C, who hailed from 

Tanjavur, and spoke only Tamil.  Belonging to the Kallar caste (distinct from Kallar the 
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village), C was also much younger and less experienced than U, who wielded 

considerable authority in the school.   

  

 While C's lower caste background made her closer to the teachers and staff, 

mostly locals from Nagapattinam and surrounding villages, her relationship to U was 

circumscribed by the latter's ability to engage more directly as equals with the principal 

of the school R, a fellow urbanite with a similar activist background.  Nevertheless 

progressive ideals shaped their interactions as everybody ate together, socialized 

frequently, and worked under a general sense of mutual respect and accommodation.  Yet 

the power differences were clear between U and C, and in the interview, it was U who led 

and made the decisive interventions to guide the process.  In between interviews, U 

would ask C to be more assertive, something that was a challenge for C since she did not 

feel comfortable taking on such a persona among the teachers.  Lack of clarity regarding 

the cultural codes governing appropriate ways to express authority along with a sense of 

unease about being viewed negatively by her friends meant that C could not easily adopt 

the authoritative role being expected of her by the more powerful and assertive vice 

principal.  That this took place under conditions of an unequal relationship underscores 

how differences in perceptions about the nature of NGO work operate along lines of 

power within the hierarchy.  The relatively local and subaltern C viewed her work as 

employment and had to adopt the necessary attitudes and demeanors required of an 

authority-wielding figure like a vice principal, but also has to demonstrate a 

compassionate concern for the primary beneficiaries of the school – its students, whose 



 408 

extreme social marginality placed demands on C and her fellow local staff to constantly 

demonstrate a willingness to act as more than employees of the NGO.  Thus at the behest 

of U, C and her fellow staff had to commit to late night hours and long exhausting 

meetings, underscoring the exploitative internal organization of labor that drives such 

endeavors.  Teachers would silently complain about these practices, with C sometimes 

included in the conversations, but sometimes excluded as well, as they were unsure 

whether to trust her or assume that she had actually decided to view them as subordinates 

requiring management and control rather than as fellow locals tied together by social 

bonds and employment with an NGO.  It is in this fractured terrain that the interviews 

conducted revealed a lot about how NGO humanitarianism constructs subjectivities for 

its own operations. 

 

 The male candidate failed miserably as U intimidated him with a barrage of 

questions that would appear suited to any professional corporate interview.  The 

hypothetical case question that follows the form “What would you do if such and such 

happened?” was posed to the candidate, evoking a blank stare, which only yielded a few 

mumbles when U attempted to coax an answer.  The candidate, a young Nagapattinam 

man with some clerical experience, did not know how to answer such a question, and was 

immediately judged after the interview as being incapable.  In such jobs U argued, one 

must know how to explain what one would do in an emergency.  Extrapolating from this 

dismal inability to respond, U surmised that the candidate was not “dynamic” and 
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“outgoing” and that his demeanor suggested discomfort with women in positions of 

authority.  In stark contrast, the final woman candidate who was interviewed received 

praise during the interview and held her own with remarkable ease despite facing similar 

questions.  Her family operated the ticket sales office for a prominent bus service 

connecting Nagai to Chennai, and her sister often booked orders for the school's principal 

and benefactors as they traveled to and from Nagai.  While the first candidate was 

socially unknown, his successor was well known, and immediately liked.  She got the 

job, though within a year the school decided that her services were not as stellar as 

expected and dismissed her. 

 

 What the above example goes to show is that people positioned differently within 

the NGO have different views on what their work means, both in terms of their 

relationship to those they work with, and their own needs and goals as individuals 

seeking employment opportunities within new spaces opened up by humanitarianism.  

Clear hierarchies are evident even among the more progressively inclined organizations 

and particular forms of discipline have to be navigated by those in the lower rungs 

seeking to remain employed.  A distinct urban bias privileges English speakers who know 

how to engage with, and who are often the only individuals engaging with benefactors or 

their representatives.  The latter are viewed as important guests whose visits become 

events for the school staff to spend long hours cleaning up and making the premises 

“presentable.”  Enhancing the symbolic value of the gift of humanitarianism therefore 
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involves coordinating the labor of unequally positioned actors for whom the reproductive 

concern of the NGO translates into keeping their jobs.  The idea that they work beyond 

the “call of duty” for a humanitarian ideal masks the exploitative practices that shape 

such work, and reveals how humanitarianism's labor practices involve deploying an 

ethical imperative extracting more than wage labor from employees.   

 

 But can we also think of this as a form of affective labor (Hardt and Negri 2005, 

108), common in service economies where work involves substantial interaction?  

Affective labor involves the simultaneous working of bodily and psychological 

disciplines, as for example in smiling with hands folded in greeting at the entrance to a 

hotel, or “serving with a smile” in a restaurant.  It is designed to produce affects in those 

it is directed towards, as for instance satisfaction or comfort in customers or clients.  

Humanitarian work may also be seen to demand a similar disposition whereby ideals of 

care, compassion and virtue guide appropriate attitudes and conduct in work.  Instead of 

customers or clients, humanitarian affective labor produces affective responses in 

beneficiaries, convincing them that the NGO they represent cares.  As a generalized form 

affective labor requires more than particular skills or competency, but also “social skills” 

in ensuring that an employee will be successful in the job.   

  

NGO humanitarianism thus places at the center of its labor practices an ethical 

imperative presuming and engendering an affective form of labor, where manual and 
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mental actions and states are required and encouraged.  Mental dispensations may be 

driven by the ideological idiosyncrasies of particular organizations, as for instance 

religious organizations that require reading work as a sacredly ordained duty directed 

towards spiritual salvation for the self by saving the helpless, and so on.  Here it is 

interesting to note how such orientations are only partially achieved.  For instance since 

occupational structures are heterogeneous even when the organization intends otherwise, 

a Christian organization like World Vision, which requires its staff to be Christian, cannot 

control who works at the lower levels since hiring decisions made there are shaped by 

other dispensations such as kinship, friendship and so on.  Similarly, staff in the ranks 

may harbor frustrations against the requirements of such affective labor and may treat it 

as a formality to be tolerated and not something to be internalized.  Their own 

dissatisfactions as employees conducting humanitarian work may dissuade them from 

doing more than memorizing and performing gestures half-heartedly. 

 

 In this section I explored the subjectivities required of staff and workers in NGOs 

operating in the humanitarian gift economy.  Through an example of a routine interview 

process, I proposed that a significant part of NGO humanitarian work involves the 

adoption of particular dispositions considered appropriate to the task of engaging with 

people in need.  An ethical imperative centered on the idea of commitment shapes 

exploitative labor practices within these organizations, and reproduces hierarchical 

patterns of power and control.  Unsurprisingly powerful decision makers tend to be more 
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committed ideologically to their organization's purpose than those in lower ranks who 

may view their engagements as a form of employment and occupational mobility.  As 

described in this study NGO practices in reconstruction resembled those of construction 

sites or offices, with subcontracted control of lowly waged outside labor characterizing 

construction, and the goals of managerial efficiency and corporatist hierarchical 

structures dominating the latter.  Similarly in the production of symbolic capital, affective 

labor, common and generalized in service economies around the world, is also presumed 

and deployed by NGOs.   Thus disaster capitalism's humanitarian agenda acts not only as 

a tool to win consent among beneficiaries, but also as a tool that organizes alongside the 

general type of manual labor, a particular form of affective labor that enjoins employees 

to adapt to and adopt what are touted as appropriate humanitarian dispensations.  Again, 

this occurs in a grey area in which workers performing affective labor may or may not 

themselves imbibe values of commitment in order to provide more than they are paid for, 

but might in fact be coerced to do so by the very constraints of a job market that offers 

few opportunities for occupation mobility.  In a sense the disciplinary demands of 

humanitarian affective labor within NGO offices perhaps more fully achieves consent 

than the gift economy in its incorporation of beneficiaries does in relocatio sites. 

 

CONSEQUENCES OF THE GIFT 
  
 While the accumulation of symbolic capital takes place through the act and 

symbolic codification of giving, and centers on the giver, I will now consider the ways in 
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which the gift itself becomes something else at the recipient end.  Given my focus in this 

chapter on circulation and the changes that the humanitarian gift goes through, I focus on 

the deployment of the gift for uses other than their intended purposes and not on the fact 

that many households and individual fishers use and benefit from the houses and boats 

they received despite the problems of relocation.  Since many fishers directly flouted the 

requirements of relocation and land relinquishment, it would be useful to consider 

consequences in terms of how the house and boat became part of this process.  After all 

the 'tsunami house' does have value that can be transformed into economic capital, as for 

instance when the gift of the house becomes an asset to be exchanged.   

 

In this section I will consider the possible outcomes of two distinct forms of the 

humanitarian gift in post-tsunami reconstruction.  I consider housing and boats as two 

manifestations of the humanitarian gift that shaped the expectations, perceptions and 

responses of recipients.  Between the two, housing represents a means of consumption 

that is valuable primarily for its use.  Any deviation from its intended use as a means of 

consumption is proscribed by the terms that facilitate the gift.  The second gift, that of the 

boat, can be seen as a means of production since its acceptance is tied directly to the 

expectation that it will be put to use to derive material values.  Interestingly there were no 

restrictions on changing the terms of ownership when it came to boats, as there were for 

houses. 
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Housing: the gift to asset transformation 
 
 As described in this study housing was intended to bestow upon recipients all the 

advantages of brick and mortar modern structures.  By being located in areas far from the 

coast and by being built according to disaster-resistant design principles, housing was 

also intended to provide physical security. Most importantly, especially for a population 

accustomed to being seen as transgressive subjects especially on issues of land and 

habitation, tsunami housing offered legal recognition of ownership.  Yet the housing gift 

did not work out the way it was intended to.  From the early stages the tsunami house 

became seen both as a necessity but also as an asset by recipients.  Since the first task of 

ascertaining who legitimate recipients were required the preparation of lists, village 

leaders and prominent individuals attempted to inflate them with names of family 

members.  In Ariyanattutheru several residents related how a prominent fisher attempted 

to inflate the list being prepared by the panchayat with twenty three recipients almost all 

of whom were relatives living outside Nagapattinam.  This move was exposed by the 

leader of the panchayat who disqualified the perpetrator from eligibility for housing, 

resulting in the individual now living in a rented house.  Nevertheless this leader then 

went on to acquire seven houses for himself.  These practices may easily be viewed as 

“corruption” and since they often resulted in the denial of houses for those who genuinely 

needed them, such a view is indeed justifiable.  World Vision's Jayanth Vincent cites this 

“corruption” as one of the major problems facing the organization as it sought to 

determine how many houses were needed.   
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 What such practices draw on however, are existing modes of mediation between 

state and local social power.  In its individualized form corruption ties relations of 

patronage between locally powerful individuals and their direct subordinates or other less 

powerful individuals on the one hand, to that prevailing between the locally powerful 

individual and the representative of the state at its local level.  Following Robbins' (2000) 

study of corruption in forest resource management in India, we may propose that the 

mediation between local power and the state occurs in a field where social capital is 

being accumulated.  A locally powerful individual can deploy his/her social power in 

order to beat the competition and acquire benefits and enhance that power further.  With 

multiple houses as concrete assets at their disposal, powerful individuals may rent, sell or 

use as security, the same objects that form part of the humanitarian gift economy.   

 

The transformation of the gift into an asset can open up possibilities for 

accumulation, especially if the house is viewed as an exchangable commodity.  The 

rented house can provide additional income and patronage power over renters who often 

are from the same village.  Yet the house can also serve the function of an asset that 

remains a means of consumption, as a secondary space to be used periodically or to house 

family members.  Crucially the transformation of the gift of the house into an asset is an 

act of transgression both in terms of violating the law and the principle of the 

humanitarian gift. 
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Boats: economic benefits and coastal land 
  
 In many ways the provision of boats to fishing villages was an act that rivaled 

housing in terms the sheer numbers involved.  With more than 55,000 craft including 

Kattumarams, fiber and mechanized boats destroyed after the tsunami, the need for 

immediate alternatives were met through The fiber boat (Fiber reinforced Plastic, or FRP) 

became an easy and visible symbol of NGO generosity and many NGOs placed their 

logos or slogans stating facts of their donation on boats.  Giving boats became an easy 

way for NGOs to win legitimacy in villages and in some villages residents simply 

accepted excess boats keeping in mind their value as assets.  The sudden influx of a large 

number of boats however presented a series of problems.  There were often more boats 

than needed by villages and in a context where overfishing has posed a severe problem 

for fishers, many NGOs warned of deleterious outcomes.  With new boats many 

individuals who worked as crew members on other boats, turned to finding new crews for 

their own boats resulting in a shortage of labor.  However access to fiber boats also 

moderately enhanced the status of artisanal fishers especially in relation to owners of 

mechanized boats.  Many Kattumaram owners and those without boats became new 

owners of FRPs.  In terms of the consequences of the gift in this case, some problems 

arose while some benefits accrued to recipients.   

 

 According to a study conducted by NCRC in September 2005, the total number of 

FRP boats had increased dramatically in comparison to Kattumarams and Mechanized 
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Trawlers, increasing both the potential intensity of fishing, and also creating grounds for 

conflicts within villages as fishworkers faced with the prospect of obtaining new boats 

became more assertive and challenged Ur Panchayats (Koriya 2005).  The latter took on 

the role of gatekeepers for relief supplies and apportioned boats according to existing 

norms and patterns of patronage, but fishworkers in Akkarapettai and Nambiyarnagar 

organized as fishworker unions brought about the dissolution of their Panchayats and 

forced concessions from their leaders.  The distribution of boats were influenced heavily 

by competing pressures brought to bear upon NGOs and government officials by 

Panchayats as well as fishworkers, who sought to maximize their gain over and beyond 

what was deemed appropriate or sufficient for them.  Thus the distribution of boats would 

seem to represent a leveling of relations as Panchayats were reconstituted as a result in 

Akkarapettai and Nambiyarnagar, but other factors shaped outcomes rather differently.  

For one, the same report notes that despite distributing boats NGOs failed to provide nets 

of various kinds, resulting in boats remaining idle for months.  Moreover, the leveling 

effect did not happen in a vacuum as in the case of Akkarapettai where the tsunami only 

intensified already existing struggles by fishworkers to challenge the power of their 

trawler-friendly Panchayat. 

 

 Yet taken in the wider context of post-tsunami reconstruction, and despite the 

equalizing effects of the gift of the boat and the house, these have to be weighed against 

the potential loss of coastal lands as a result of the housing agenda that many gift givers 
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undertook.  The meaning of the gift in terms of how it has been deployed for a variety of 

purposes other than those intended would have to also include the simple fact that with so 

many new beach landing craft, the coast became a site spatially marked by the presence 

of large numbers of brightly colored boats alongside Kattumarams.  So many of these 

boats bear the signs and symbols of their NGO givers, which stand out as ironic witnesses 

to this assertion of rights over coastal space, in full defiance of G.O.172.  In the case of 

Ariyanattutheru's Mahalakshminagar site discussed in Chapter 4, the relocated population 

claimed and reordered coastal space close to their new site, parking nets, gear, 

Kattumarams and fiber boats.   

 

 Recipients also subverted the meaning of the gift by viewing houses as 

entitlements.  A frequent complaint throughout Nagapattinam's fisher villages was that 

some households did not receive houses because the NGO was unfair or incompetent.  As 

such the demand for houses sometimes resulted in protests and threats as for instance in 

Nambiyarnagar's Sowariyarkoil site.  Demanding action by NGOs for housing issues, 

despite its futility, reflects this subversion of the meaning of the gift.  In a related sense, 

anticipation of gifts often led people to try and manipulate NGO representatives' 

perceptions.  Thus the meaning of the gift was subverted also by perceiving the gift either 

as an entitlement or as an asset obtained through winning the sympathies of credulous gift 

givers.  In the language of civil society such acts may be seen as conveying bad faith 

through ingratitude or dishonesty.  However, the fact that people perceive gifts differently 
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from how the NGOs conceive them suggests that there are two different ways of thinking 

at work.  The deployment of the NGO gift for purposes other than those intended is 

indicative of the gap separating the discourses that produce the humanitarian gift from the 

attitudes, expectations and motivations of their intended recipients.  It also speaks to the 

immediacy of livelihood needs driving collective acts of normalized defiance.  Most 

importantly the transformation of tsunami houses into assets and the use of boats to claim 

beach space flow from the tacit acknowledgement that the contradiction between the 

interests of fishers and the demands of the state cannot be resolved on the terrain of civil 

society, but in the paralegal domain of political society (Chatterjee 2004, 75).   

CONCLUSION 
 
 The core proposition of this chapter was that humanitarian aid is productive 

beyond its impacts  on beneficiaries.  By its location within the same global political 

economy where the accumulation needs of capital are being pursued, humanitarian aid 

also exhibits patterns of accumulation that reflect specific needs and dependencies tied to 

those of capital.  Anthropological approaches to the study of the 'gift' enables us to view 

the work of humanitarian aid by NGOs as a practice involving seemingly disinterested 

'selfless' giving, which simultaneously enjoins the recipient to accept the terms and 

conditions of the 'gift.'  While the gift masks the fundamental inequalities that make its 

existence possible, I argue that something more than this is going on in humanitarian aid.  

Through a consideration of the idea of 'that which is kept,' I identify the strategy of NGO 
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reproduction within a political economy of symbolic exchange revolving around the 

quest for continued donor funds in exchange for “results.”   

 

 Thus representation of NGO work as “results” becomes the primary source of 

symbolic value in seeking and meeting continued funding needs.  This political economy 

of symbolic exchange I sketched using Marx's  'simple reproduction' scheme for the 

circuit of money capital (M-C-M), and identify “results” as embodying the symbolic 

form of something comparable to surplus value.  I propose that the primary concern 

animating the reproductive needs of humanitarianism is the production of symbolic value 

in this manner, and that this concern extends as much to transnational and domestic 

NGOs as it does to the practices of big capitalists, individual private donors and 

institutional donors such as states or multilateral agencies.   

 

 Yet the accumulation of symbolic value, while being productive to the 

reproductive needs of humanitarianism, also occurs in a field where unequally positioned 

actors within the humanitarian organization experience their work differently.  If those in 

the higher ranks perceive their work as being driven by higher ideals or “callings,” others 

in the lower ranks of the organization may view their work as an opportunity for 

occupational mobility.  Nevertheless these employees are also faced with the constraints 

and demands of doing humanitarian work which involves deploying both skills and 

competencies on the one hand, and affective forms of labor on the other.  The latter 

includes imbibing such qualities as punctuality, a benevolent disposition, and so on but 
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also “social skills” and a commitment to the organization's ideological direction.  Thus 

the accumulation of symbolic capital occurs partly through the deployment of the 

affective labor of humanitarian workers, as they are enjoined to work beyond their 

capacities as employees driven on by the organization's particular ideological variant of 

the humanitarian imperative. 

   

 In the concluding section I considered the consequences of two types of gifts, 

houses and boats, and noted that in both cases, despite the fact that many people did 

benefit from using new houses or boats, the ways in which these gifts were put to use has 

to be seen in light of the ongoing struggle over coastal land.  These uses and the 

arrangements they facilitate may not be legible in the language of civil society and the 

formal conventions governing the humanitarian gift, but they do make sense in the 

domain of fisher political society as both house and boat become part of the arsenal of 

assets bolstering the collective political capital of fisher society. 
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Conclusion  

THE GENERAL AND THE PARTICULAR 
 

 If this study established that there indeed were generalities to the processes of 

reconstruction, it also showed that reconstruction was not so much a story of state 

policies overwhelming the abilities of survivors to defend their own claims over coastal 

lands, but one in which continuities with past histories of struggle in addition to new 

conditions, shaped outcomes as well.  The distance between vision and execution that I 

frequently encountered during the course of my fieldwork, was not necessarily one that 

suggested a confusing heterogeneity of outcomes.  A survey of fisher villages from Kallar 

in Nagapattinam Taluk to Pazhayar in Sirkazhi Taluk, across a distance of 65 kilometers 

(approximately half of the district's coastal stretch) and including Karaikal district's fisher 

villages, shows that housing construction has indeed supported the logic of relocation to 

inland sites.  In addition to the pattern of siting new houses significantly inland, 

especially in semi-urban spaces like Nagapattinam taluk, reconstruction also resulted in a 

general set of problems particularly related to structural and locational issues.  A survey 

of the impact of relocation on household income and expenditure also established that 

relocation imposed new burdens of distance, location and the costs of maintenance of 

new houses.  While these generalities point to outcomes, certain other features of 

relocation need to be considered, as they shed light on the gap between vision and 

execution in governance.  Fisher households that relocated did so by signing away rights 

to the coast in documents that enshrined the state government's intentions to use housing 
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as an attractive offer, rather than as a prerogative of safety and security.  Yet, with few 

exceptions fishers seemed unconcerned with adhering to the letter and spirit of the act of 

signing away coastal rights, and from the point of view of their own decision-making 

calculus viewed new houses as valuable assets that could put it to a variety of uses, many 

proscribed by the government.  In addition throughout Nagapattinam district fishers 

continued living in coastal villages despite obtaining new houses inland, often fulfilling 

the very “two house theory” (one in the village and one new house) that NGOs and state 

officials repeatedly warned against.  In addition, women and men were affected 

differently by relocation, particularly in terms of livelihoods but also the familial and 

intimate domains of social and domestic life.  Simultaneously there were also generalities 

with regard to the ways in which NGOs undertook the task of housing construction as 

one centered on “service delivery” and conveying alongside this an antipolitics grounded 

on separating economic interests from humanitarian needs. 

 

 By examining particularities through case studies of villages in Nagapattinam 

however, I sought to show how the general thrust of the reconstruction effort was 

mediated, contested and negotiated on the ground, not as an all-powerful force but as sets 

of contestable priorities.  The geographical unevenness of development was one factor 

making it easier for Kallar's residents to consider returning to their coastal homes instead 

of continuing to struggle in new houses located six kilometers away.  Meanwhile in 

Keechankuppam to the north, a vital bridge connecting the village to Nagapattinam town 

was demolished as part of the World Bank funded Harbor project.  This made it much 
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more difficult for residents to consider returning to the coast as they now had to compete 

with heavy traffic on a new elevated bridge that was built as a replacement.  The velocity 

and volume needs associated with the anticipated growth of the seafood industry was 

deemed too important to allow the village to keep its bridge.  In Ariyanattutheru, directly 

north of the Nagapattinam port the Asian Development Bank funded expansion of the 

port resulted in weakening the resolve of fishers to continue living on the beachfront.  

Moreover the village's residents were split into three distant relocation sites.  Yet there 

were strategies used by fishers to retain claims on the coast, as exemplified in the act of 

one household in Ariyanattutheru.  By building a shrine to their dead children, victims of 

the tsunami, the family was able to successfully stave off eviction efforts and offers of 

money by local officials, and finally won verbal assurances from the district collector that 

their house would be safe under his charge.  The state could not proceed forcefully since 

the sacralized space was now viewed as a communal reality.  One may suggest 

reasonably that the original blueprint of the port, with a concrete road encompassing the 

area of its new northern entrance, did not include a cluster of fisher houses, scattered 

boats and nets on the beaches in front of its seaward walls.  Meanwhile Ariyanattutheru's 

fishers in Mahalakshminagar, a cluster of about 200 houses close to the shore, reclaimed 

beach space for launching and parking boats, nets and gear – again on state owned, 

poromboke land.  The combination of a fractured panchayat and the relative religious and 

occupational heterogeneity of the community, made it easier for the state to enforce 

relocation, but also made it difficult for NGOs like SNEHA to help finance efforts to 

rebuild on the coast as they were able to do in Kallar and Keechankuppam. 
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 Engagement with the issue of land claims on the coast differentiated the work of 

NGOs in remarkable ways.  If World Vision, the U.S. religious charity built houses for 

Kallar in a site located six kilometers from the village without considering the concerns 

of the fishers about the added burden of distance for the continuation of their livelihoods, 

SNEHA helped residents re-establish claims on the coast by financing in situ construction 

and repairs.  If NGOs are considered an important part of a global civil society, their 

actions on the ground can sometimes also enter into the terrain of political society, that 

domain of politics where the claims, practices and struggles of those excluded from the 

promises of citizenship and civic discourse, engage, negotiate, and sometimes come into 

conflict with the claims of the state.  If de facto realities such as the existence of villages 

built “illegally” on state owned land tell us something, it is that people are never mere 

objects or agents of power.  How relocated populations assert themselves by (re)claiming 

beach space, rebuilding on the coast, or by selling or renting “tsunami houses,” and so on 

reveals the vibrant presence of a domain of politics that is markedly different from one 

built on civil society premises.  These practices can sometimes be radically inclusive as 

for instance in the redefinition of fishworkers by members of SNEHA's fishworker union, 

to include Dalits engaged in a variety of fisheries related activities.  Other times political 

society also exhibits chauvinist characteristics, as for instance when Nambiyarnagar's 

fishers threatened to forcibly evict the village's Dalits seen as unjustifiably occupying 

new houses in Sowariyarkoil.  As several scholars point out, the view that the domain of 

politics is where the actions of the state or capital produce effects or generate resistances 
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cannot account for the ways in which populations assert their own 'claim making' 

practices.  Often in these processes they redefine citizenship in ways that civil society and 

its moorings in private property and legality, cannot fathom.  Shifting the focus to the 

terrain on which subjects engage with sovereigns and produce in this engagement new 

outcomes, one could fruitfully examine how neoliberalism operates or fails not as a 

rumbling juggernaut, but as contestable sets of actions and practices. 

 

FRAMING FISHER POLITICAL SOCIETY 
 
 In regards to framing fisher politics as the domain of fisher political society it 

would be helpful to consider several recent studies of South Indian coastal communities. 

While the emphases of these studies may differ, they share the general view that politics 

involving fisher communities are neither effects of politics from above visa vis the state, 

nor can they be discerned in the presumed conflict between unchanging archaic 

traditional forms and the modern state. On the contrary all three studies briefly 

considered here suggest the potentialities inhering within fisher communities for 

constituting and not merely being constituted by politics from above. 

 
 Bavinck’s analysis of Coromandal fisheries regulation demonstrates how local 

communities themselves are far ahead of the state fisheries department in terms of the 

knowledges and practices they bring to bear especially on issues centered on conflicts 

between artisanal and mechanized fishing (2001). The idea that artisanal fisheries can be 
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“modernized” through the top-down intervention of the state is incapable of explaining 

how the artisanal sector in fact grew by drawing on currents unleashed by the very 

commercialization and mechanization that was intended to displace it on the road to 

modernity. Thus state-subject relationships in the context of post-colonial fisheries policy 

is to be viewed more as a terrain of interaction and exchange, conflict and mutual 

accommodation, and not one of static “traditionals” giving way to the unstoppable power 

of modernity. Such accommodations are of course achieved in tentative ways on grossly 

unequal terms, but emphasize the incomplete and partial character of the relationship 

between state and subject. By proposing that artisanal fishers themselves ought to be the 

primary source of ideas and strategies for a better system of fisheries regulation between 

the three contenders - artisanal fishers, the mechanized sector, and the state - Bavinck’s 

analysis also suggests that regulation and the productive processes of subject formation in 

fisheries are characterized by interactions between distinct domains of politics.  

 

 Kalpana Ram (1991) shows how the expansion of capitalism in fisheries, far from 

being a narrative of the ‘economic’ overpowering and subordinating the ‘cultural,’ in fact 

is itself being produced via the cultural constructions of sexuality within Mukkuvar 

society. The gendered political economy of artisanal fisheries therefore is productive in 

that sense to the development of capitalism in fisheries. At the same time Ram also points 

out that this is not merely about capitalism simply deploying ‘pre-capitalist’ modes into 

its own prerogatives of accumulation. Capitalism, by being transformative beyond the 

strictly economic, influences a host of social relations, and engenders the disciplinary 
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demands of labor by incorporating existing practices. Yet capitalization also produces its 

own dynamics that further entrench the gender contradictions of artisanal fisheries, as for 

instance when wage labor affords forms of mobility for men that it sharply constrains for 

women (236). This study posits that capitalism is constituted in particular ways by the 

very terrain it seeks to supplant, and in doing so, brings to light the centrality of the 

artisanal fishers and their institutions and practices to the particular form that emerges. 

Rather than flattening the domain of “culture” into one of “economy” the capitalization 

of fisheries involves the emergence of distinct forms of labor disciplining that straddle 

the gendered domains and conflicts inhering to caste and class contradictions in 

Mukkuvar social life. Fisher politics therefore cannot be subsumed under the rubric of a 

defensive “traditionalism” just as the entry of mechanization or sand mining cannot be 

assumed to stand in for “modernity.” It is the dialectical constitution of a particular form 

of social and economic life distinct to fisher communities that enjoins a rethinking in 

terms that make it possible to imagine a distinct domain of fisher politics. Here 

autonomous modes of action persist along multiple lines and in relation to multiple 

hegemonic practices, with gender, caste, and religion being central in the case of 

Mukkuvar society. 

 

 Ajanta Subramanian’s study argues that fisher societies do in fact constitute 

themselves as subjects of power (2009). Instead of being viewed as non-moderns or 

premoderns stubbornly standing in the way of full modernity, or as static outcomes of 

state-led projects to modernize fisheries, the focus is on the ability of fishers to chart for 
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themselves a course of politics distinct from and in often fraught conversations with state 

sovereignty. In fact Subramaniam reminds us, “sovereign and subject were cut from the 

same historical cloth,” necessitating a view that sees the constitution of sovereignty as a 

process, and as such something negotiated, contested, tolerated and accommodated, and 

not a historical given. By the same token, the fisher subjectivity that emerges in her 

analysis is anchored in a historical concern with defending space and spatiality as a 

means to advancing demands for rights from the state. Thus fishers engaged with 

linguistic regionalism remaking fisher citizenship in the context of post-colonial national 

politics, defended artisanal fisheries as an economic activity by promoting alternative 

technologies (against state-led mechanization and commercialization of fisheries), and 

constructed fisheries as a problem of managing common property resources. Fisher 

citizenship therefore emerges as a constitution of subjectivity achieved through persistent 

engagement with the state, a process that involved constantly contesting the claims made 

by and on behalf of the state. As such it also presumes a domain of politics distinct from 

that of citizenship and rights as construed by the state. This ‘fisher political society’ is 

therefore both implicated in and autonomous from state power, a domain in which 

(negative) strategies to contest coexist alongside (positive) strategies to rearticulate in 

new terms the meanings and benefits of citizenship - as fishers - in relationship to the 

sovereign power of the state. 

 

 All three of the above works have their distinct emphases, but there are productive 

tensions they each bring to the fore that are instructive for this study. Bavinck notes that 
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fisher “caste panchayats” have a high degree of cohesion, experience and legitimacy 

within fisher communities that places them at an advantage over other institutions in 

representing the interests of fishers to the state, and as more recently argued in the 

aftermath of the tsunami, in playing a central role in coordinating post-tsunami relief 

supplies (2008). While post-tsunami relief and reconstruction witnessed many instances 

of panchayats being involved in amassing supplies and discriminating against women and 

Dalits, they are nevertheless contradictory institutions also capable of demonstrating 

egalitarian practices within fisher society. In the context of regulation for instance, 

panchayats in fact play a more formal role in the formulation of rules, their enforcement 

and dispute resolution in resulting conflicts, since it is the “rank and file” adult male 

members of the village, that is, those who pay taxes and thereby earn the right to fish 

(“Varikkaarar”) whose opinions and actions are central to decisions taken. Importantly in 

this view, the role of “caste panchayats” is crucial in defining the artisanal sea tenture 

system and defending it. Its effectiveness results from its ability to draw upon older 

relationships that enjoy legitimacy among fishers while changing its functioning rapidly 

in response to challenges posed by changes in fisheries, most notably the entry of 

mechanized fishing. Caste panchayats therefore play an important role in defending the 

long-term interests of fisher communities by acting as the primary regulatory bodies, 

whose role is usually superseded by state institutions when matters are unresolvable 

locally or if the issues pertain to something the state would consider a “law and order” 

problem. 
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 Yet these caste panchayats as noted in this study (particularly the case involving 

Akkarapettai’s fishworkers) have also become institutions fraught with conflicts arising 

out of involvement with the mechanized sector itself. In these instances panchayats under 

the sway of powerful mechanized fishing interests have rapidly repositioned themselves 

not as defenders of artisanal fishing and the communities and social orders dependant on 

it, but as promoters and defenders of the very policies that represent threats to artisanal 

fishing. Interestingly in the case noted above, panchayat members accused fishworkers 

opposed to their trawler-friendly dispensations, as being young and impetuous, 

disrespectful of “traditions,” while fishworkers in turn depicted their panchayat as having 

lost sight of their responsibility towards defending the interests and rights of Kattumaram 

and fiber boat artisanal fishers. 

 

 Moreover the view of caste panchayats as having merely changed over time does 

not allow us to recognize them as being modern institutions as well, something 

Subramanian’s approach does well to advance. The “traditional-modern” distinction 

becomes problematic especially in the context of fisheries since as Bavinck’s work 

shows, and as the work of Kurien, Ram and others demonstrate, capitalist modernity in 

the context of fisheries is not about traditional structures giving way to modern ones, but 

about the constitution of a particular type of modernity on an uneven terrain of 

contestation between sovereigns and subjects. Citing Kurien (1985:A77), Ram notes that 

despite the rapid entry of mechanized operations in prawn fishing, exports for most of the 

decade of the 1960s was dominated by artisanal fishers who accounted for 237 tonnes or 
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70% of all prawns exported (Ram 1991:130).  Despite the distinction between artisanal 

and mechanized fishing being represented and understood in terms of technological 

advancement, artisanal fishers have produced for global markets for a long time, and in 

fact do constitute an important source of value for the seafood industry which takes 

advantage of its low production costs and relatively weak bargaining power. I observed 

negotiations between a Nagapattinam-based domestic fish exporter and a group of fishers 

in Chandrapadi village (south of Tarangambadi), in which the negotiator for the company 

set the terms and got his demands met with few concessions much to the chagrin of crew 

members and women headloaders who waited nearby. The persistent complaint is that 

they get low prices for fish because traders threaten to simply move their procurement 

operations to other sites nearby where fishers are eager and desperate to sell off catch. As 

noted in Chapter 1 the nature of the product demands quick disposal since value sharply 

goes down over time from the initial landing of catch. Lacking storage and transportation 

options, artisanal fishers are therefore locked into relations of production with capitalist 

operations, and therefore contribute in no small way to the profitability of export 

companies by being forced to keep the cost of catch extremely low in relation to the final 

exported product. 

 

 Thus in terms of how fisher societies are embedded both within structures of 

power that are “modern” and capitalist, there is ample scope for a rethinking of politics 

that goes beyond the static view of fishers as being one or the other in the traditional-

modern/unchanging-dynamic dichotomies driving both policy and conventional wisdom. 
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Based on how fisher politics emerged in the context of post-tsunami reconstruction, 

especially in relation to the humanitarian imperative and its agents, I proposed in chapters 

4 and 6 that fisher political society characterizes a terrain of action in which fishers 

defend or advance claims, and that those seeking to engage in political solidarity with 

artisanal fishers have to venture albeit uneasily, into this terrain sharply diverging from 

their own moorings in civil society politics. Crucially, this terrain is available to fishers 

since the promises and possibilities of citizenship and rights, central to civil society, are 

out of reach to them. Subramaniam provides a powerful restatement of this facet of 

political society by arguing that fishers do in fact redefine what it means to be citizens 

and subjects of sovereignty by advancing their claims in the terrain of a distinctly fisher 

political society. Political society, consisting of myriad relationships drawing together 

populations, state and non-state sites of power such as the rare NGO described in this 

study therefore constitutes fisher political action in productive ways that directly 

challenge what sovereignty means. Whether it is through defending as a territorial 

question, the sustainability of their long-term interests as fishers, or by redrawing the 

terrain of action in the face of shifting relations of labor and production brought about by 

the entry of capitalization in fisheries, fishers retain the ability to act as fishers primarily 

through political society. 

HUMANITARIAN VERSUS FISHER SUBJECTS 
 
 The humanitarian gift economy rested on the exchange of the gift of housing for 

the formal acceptance by recipients that they would no longer claim land or property on 
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the coast.  In some cases NGOs actually demolished the houses of its recipients to ensure 

that they could not renege on the agreement with the government.  Yet in accepting new 

housing fishers and their families eagerly embarked on attempting to recreate homes and 

communities in their new sites to the extent possible.  Even when they retained access 

and claims to houses on the coast, their efforts to live in new houses demonstrated 

optimism despite myriad problems of structure, location and distance.   

 

 Kuppuraj from Ariyanattutheru, moved his family of seven to Mahalakshminagar 

and despite problems with the small size of their new living space, viewed their house as 

a potential new start months later.  He envisioned saving money over two years in order 

to build a thatched extension on the terrace, a common practice among fishers, which 

outsiders often blandly assume to be a symbol of their “nativizing” modern houses.  Yet 

Kuppuraj also retained his coastal home, and refused to give it up regardless of the 

propriety or legality of his refusal.  This space was their “real” home, and was where 

many of the family's belongings remained.  If at all it would have to be relinquished, that 

would have to happen as a result of a confrontation with the authorities, and not consent.  

Thus alongside efforts to make the best of a new house, fishers also retained claims on 

the coast refusing to give up what they saw as their legitimate rights.  The responses of 

fishers to the humanitarian gift regardless of whether they accepted and stayed in new 

houses or not, reflects moorings in an alternative communal and socio-economic self-
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understanding.  As fishers they navigate the terrain of state sovereignty routinely, but 

positioned at the margins literally and figuratively.   

 

 The post-tsunami humanitarian gift of the house was accepted not according to 

the terms of the exchange (house=relocation), but on the grounds that they as fishers who 

suffered from the tsunami, had a right to housing, but also to location.  This act of “bad 

faith” short circuited the NGO gift economy resulting in the failure to produce the 

massive relocation of the entire fisher population envisioned in the tsunami 

reconstruction plan.  As such the assertion of a fisher subjectivity achieved two things.  

On the one hand it overturned the basis on which the humanitarian gift economy 

premised an exchange based on a hierarchical and paternalistic relationship between 

givers and receivers.  Fishers were obligated to demonstrate gratitude and thereby live by 

the rules of the exchange, but chose to act differently.  In thereby transforming the 

meaning of the gift, fishers reestablished themselves as subjects of a fisher political 

society capable of engaging with the state in the gray terrain of the paralegal where 

signed agreements and sacred laws of the land have to be negotiated by the state with 

populations.  This double move effectively coincided with the virtual disappearance of 

the humanitarian gift bearing NGO in Nagapattinam by 2008. 

 

 The en masse evacuation of “New Kallar” represents the culmination of the 

transformation of the meaning of housing from gift to asset.  Importantly in this instance 
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the tsunami house became and remained a liability so long as fishers used it for its 

intended purpose, and only by reneging on the terms of the gift, were they able to turn 

these houses into assets.  In the humanitarian gift economy, the NGO, its various donors, 

and the state benefited, while the beneficiaries lost what was deemed crucial to their 

livelihoods – the coast.  Only by rejecting its premises and by extricating the gift out of 

its humanitarian meaning were fishers able to reassert their autonomy and reclaim that 

which was sought to be stolen from them.  In sum, the humanitarian gift economy could 

only become favorable to fishers by being subverted, and in order to do this they re-

anchored their modes of action in fisher political society, rejecting humanitarianism as a 

terrain of action. 

 ON THE HORIZON OF POSSIBILITY 
 

 Disaster capitalism as the set of strategies deployed in order to advance the goals 

of capital accumulation in the aftermath of a disaster operates on a terrain that is shaped 

by at least four distinct features.  Following Harvey (2001) capitalism as articulated in 

spatial projects embeds itself in four particular ways reflecting a geographical unevenness 

in development.  Some sites are of considerable value for their locational and other 

strategic values.  Nagapattinam's port and harbor projects exemplify this aspect of 

geographical unevenness, since in their execution there were few concessions granted to 

the other primary form of coastal land use in their vicinity – by fishers of 

Keechankuppam and Ariyanattutheru directly to the south and north respectively.  

Secondly, the existing modes of appropriation underway provide insights into how 
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capitalism's spatial projects may unfold.  Efforts to expand mechanized fishing and the 

scope of the commercial seafood industry, the growth of shrimp farms, plans for a region-

wide petro-chemical complex and so on shaped the ways in which post-tsunami 

reconstruction conceived of the reconfiguration of spatial relations.  A third factor to 

consider is the calculus of new opportunities presented within such an uneven terrain.  In 

this study I have shown how disaster reconstruction through the strategic delineation of 

an economic development and humanitarian aid agenda, used the disaster as an 

opportunity to attempt a primary goal of capital – the mass eviction of fisher communities 

from the coast.   

 

 This effort was only partially successful for two reasons that I engage with in the 

course of describing both the goals and unintended outcomes of NGO-delivered 

humanitarian gift of housing.  First there is the problem of housing construction itself, on 

locational, structural and political-legal grounds: recipients often had no recourse but to 

envision different ways to put these houses to use than those intended for them by the 

state and NGOs.  Secondly, and in a related way, the responses of fisher recipients of 

housing indicate a pre-existing set of orientations towards the demands of governance.  

Here we may consider these responses broadly as consisting of acts of tacit defiance, or 

in some cases as resistance.  Thus prior histories of establishing grounds for making 

claims on coastal land, political practices pertaining to contestation over marine 

resources, and an ongoing sense of engaging with the state as a distinct community 

shaped the ways in which this fourth characteristic of capital's embededdness played out.  
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Here I also argued that NGOs were positioned to not only engage with communities as 

mediators of state power, but in some cases could actually find ways to support the 

efforts of communities to retain de facto claims on land. 

  

 As Subramanian (2009) points out in regards to Kanyakumari's Mukkuvar fisher 

communities, prior histories are extremely important for understanding the dynamics and 

patterns of contemporary fisher politics conceived not as effects of, or barriers to 

modernity but as constitutive processes that can radically alter the meanings of 

citizenship and rights.  Towards this fisher communities deploy existing practices such as 

anchoring claims along lines of caste community.  Moreover fisher political demands 

have to be understood in light of the centrality of the spatial in shaping social and cultural 

life.  The maritime and terrestrial  claims of fisher communities, while represented by 

sympathetic NGOs in terms of livelihood needs and the preservation of “traditional” 

practices, are seen by fishers as non-negotiable bases on which rests their very existence 

as viable communities. 

 

 As noted in my introduction, I find Klein's idea of “shock therapy” or the 

generalized “state of exception” to be limiting to a dialectical understanding of power in 

post-tsunami reconstruction in Nagapattinam (Subramanian 2009, 4, 250).  State power, 

exemplified in projects financed by multilateral institutions and mediated or transmitted 

through NGOs, nevertheless has to navigate both the geographical unevenness of 

development and the spatial claims of fisher communities.  By contesting and remaking 
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spatial relations fishers demonstrate the continuation of processes of establishing rights 

regimes that at the face of it appear to be dysfunctional outcomes of an incomplete 

modernity.  No doubt these practices were limited in some cases as the examples of 

Keechankuppam and Ariyanattutheru demonstrate, but even there we see the persistence 

of efforts to remake the spatial in order to continue the process of engagement with state 

power: the planned reintroduction of a ferry boat service to address the devastated 

connectivity of the southern village serves as a reminder that modernity is as much about 

subjects realigning priorities as it is about the state advancing them. 

 

 One facet of change in Nagapattinam that I wish to devote future attention to is 

the manner in which the processual and emergent character of the political terrain of 

artisanal fishing relates to the neoliberal economic imperatives driving state policies.  If 

legal pluralism, following Bavinck (1998) characterizes the uneasy and often conflict-

ridden coexistence of multiple claim-making practices with regard to the marine resource 

base, the economic domain of commercial fish production driven by export oriented 

prerogatives reveals some facets that challenge the core idea of economic development – 

that the introduction and expansion of new forms of production would supplant pre-

existing forms.  This gap between vision and outcomes was historically 

demonstdiscussrated by the persistence of artisanal fishing as an economic activity 

despite the expansion of mechanized fishing.  However the relationship between these 

two domains are not only conflictual in the sense that they involve competition for the 

same resource base (near shore), but also in some ways integrated into relations of 
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dependency.  Seafood companies use their mobility and flexibility to keep prices down as 

they buy from small scale artisanal fishing operations as was evidenced in several sites in 

Nagapattinam.  This imposes patterns of dependency on artisanal fishers as they seek to 

derive the best prices for discusstheir catch often in competition with each other.  As such 

commercial seafood companies derive a significant proportion of their profit margins by 

maintaining these relationships, and show that rather than supplanting and destroying 

existing modes of production, neoliberal priorities can also incorporate and integrate 

them into productive, albeit unequal relationships.   

  

 With the post-tsunami reconstruction project now having placed at the center of 

its infrastructural agenda the construction of fishing harbors in Nagapattinam, Pazhayar 

and Karaikal, further investigation would reveal how artisanal fishers rework the calculus 

around which they continue to make claims not so much by positioning their economic 

activities as activities destined to a zero-sum game with commercial fishing, but by 

realigning their terrestrial and maritime claim-making practices in light of new challenges 

and opportunities posed by the expansion of commercial fisheries.   

 

 In this light it would be pertinent to conclude with observations made by John 

Kurien with regard to the question of globalization and artisanal fisheries.  Pointing out 

that neoliberal globalization is on a trajectory of destructive excess, Kurien calls for a 

tempering of the expansive dynamics of global market-driven policies through the 

“anchoring role of community” and the “rudder of state policy (Kurien 1998, 37).”  State 
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and community ultimately remain sites where politics are not only contested but can also 

be reshaped to serve ends distinct from those of the rampant “accumulation by 

dispossession” that characterizes contemporary neoliberal globalization, whether in its 

“normal” course, or when operative in the context of disasters.  Towards this the role of 

political society in actively reshaping the meanings of rights and citizenship, often 

against the prescriptions and orientations of civil society, may bring together fishers, non-

fishers, NGOs and state in relationships that can be more productive to the expansion of 

democracy than those that are envisioned under the rubric of agendas founded on a 

radical separation of economic rights from humanitarian needs. 
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