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INTRODUCTION: POLICY, DEBT,
BUSINESS AND CAPITALISM
(AMID ENCROACHING
NEOLIBERALISM)
Donald C. Wood

Although Research in Economic Anthropology (REA) celebrated its 40th birthday in 2018, the publication of the present volume marks a new milestone: the 40th
volume in the series’ long history. In other words, REA has now hit the “big fouro” both in terms of years and volumes. Some might say that it’s all downhill from
40 – for a person, at least. True or not (I vote for the latter), this is certainly not the
case with REA, the longest-running series in the world that is totally devoted to
economic anthropology. There will no doubt be much more to come for REA, if
the contents of the present volume are any indication of the series’ future.
Volume 40 of REA presents 11 papers. Each was individually submitted and
passed a double-blind peer-review process. These represent the latest explorations
in the field into topics of human life, culture, and interest, and can be broadly
grouped into categories of national and international policy, cost and debt, and
business and capitalism, with a final set of two papers on economic theory and
behavior in Brazil. A common underlying theme running through most papers
here is that of the encroachment and effects of (nefarious yet amorphous) neoliberalism on people’s lifeways (see also Part III of Volume 24, and papers in
Volumes 28, 32, and 38 of REA).
First, in Part I of this volume, Raja Swamy explores post-disaster relocation and livelihood issues in Nagapattinam, Tamil Nadu, India. Swamy identifies a situation in which institutionalized inequality is exacerbated by neoliberal
policies that prioritize wealthier populations and separate the traditional users
(custodians, in their view) of the commons from these – the loss of control
over water correlating with a loss of political autonomy (see also papers in
Part I of Volume 30 of REA, and papers in volumes 33, 35, and 36 of the REA).
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Second, Anthony Rausch and Junichiro Koji take a look at Japan’s Hometown
Tax Donation Program, which – some would say – has become a tool used by
the neoliberal national government to pit local communities against one another
in competition for the patronage of people across the country. The overarching
question here is about whether the system can help create a situation of public
participation for the common good with minimal expectations for personal profit,
or perhaps have the opposite effect (in my opinion, the actual effect is closer to
the latter than the former). Third, and rounding out the first set of papers, Emma
Gilberthorpe argues for a need for development planners to take indigenous people’s needs and, moreover, their worldviews, better into account when formulating
policies – an issue that resonates in a number of ways with the essay by Guilherme
Falleiros at the end of the final part of the present volume (see also Part I of
Volume 29, and Part I of Volume 30 of REA).
The next part of the volume, which focuses on cost and debt, also consists of
three papers. In the first of these, Vassily Pigounides empirically investigates the
functions of a revenue management system that was created by a small company
in France. Apparently, fair prices are seen to be quite heavily manipulated, and
fraudulently presented, in order to profit certain parties. Next, Mathias Krabbe
explores an issue of much practical import in the USA today: the accrual of debt
among college students, which tends to create ties of dependence between them
and their families. Rounding out the Part II of the volume is Irene Sabaté Muriel’s
study of the moral economy of mortgage lending and economic reasoning during
Spain’s housing bubble, which popped in 2007, causing considerable social pain
and suffering that transcended lines of occupation and class.
Part III of the volume consists of three papers that share the common distinction of being heavily concerned with business and capitalism (see also papers
in Volume 30 of REA, and Part II of Volume 34 of REA, and also papers in
Volume 36 of REA). First, Ieva Snikersproge examines a worker cooperative ice
cream venture in France – part of a movement that has been held up by many
in recent years as a promising alternative to the conventional capitalist mode of
production (see also Part II of Volume 22 of REA). Importantly, Snikersproge
calls attention to the limitations of the cooperative model as an alternative to the
capitalist mode, and demonstrates the nature and causes of its shortcomings, but
also highlights its potential to contribute – at least to a degree – to the forging
of a true economy of, by, and for the people. Next, Andrés Marroquín pursues a
meta-analytical quantitative approach to answering the question of exactly how
strongly capitalist business proprietors in 18 different Latin American countries
are. In general, not extremely, concludes Marroquín – a message to which many
economic anthropologists, and economists in particular, should pay attention.
Third, Michal Stein and John Vertovec focus on the strategies of relatively weak
and/or peripheralized self-employed people to survive, or perhaps to do more
than simply survive, in situations of economic and social change. True to the
anthropological tradition of meticulous on-site fieldwork, they base their analysis
on many months of recent ethnographic research in the largely tourism-oriented
dance instruction world of Havana, Cuba. The authors find that, in this slowly
transitioning economy, locals participate through idioms of neoliberalism and
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state socialism, in ways that are both gendered and racial, and which involve
questions about the nature of citizenship (see also Part II of Volume 25 of REA
and Part IV of Volume 37 of the REA).
The final part of this volume consists of two novel essays that share a common
concern with economic behavior and theory pertaining specifically to Brazilian
society, culture, and history. First, Sidney Greenfield offers a treatise on a disjunction he sees between two “proper” patterns of behavior – one, globally accepted
democratic moral conduct, and the other, religion-based cultural-historic practices that are rooted in the national worldview. The disjunction gives rise to tension, allegations of corruption, and public scandals. Greenfield’s argument ties
into development planning and implementation concerns, thereby connecting
in several ways to Emma Gilberthorpe’s paper in the first part of this volume.
And last, Guilherme Falleiros presents a creative analysis of the structural shifts
between global capitalism and indigenous lifeways, which echoes the disjunction
between dominant global codes and locally meaningful cultural beliefs explored
in Greenfield’s paper before it (see also papers in Volume 27 of REA). From an
examination of divergences and parallels between Pierre-Joseph Proudhon’s nineteenth-century theories on property and Xavante mythology, relations between
private property and collective ownership are highlighted, in a way that may
remind a reader of Snikersproge’s investigation (this volume) of a collective business venture in Proudhon’s home country of France.
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CHAPTER 1
THE COST OF RELOCATION:
WATER AND FISHERS IN
POST-TSUNAMI NAGAPATTINAM,
SOUTH INDIA*
Raja Swamy

ABSTRACT
This chapter examines the manner in which a disaster-affected population
of artisanal fishers relocated inland to new sites following the Indian Ocean
tsunami of 2004 experienced and adapted to problems of water quality, scarcity, sanitation, and drainage. While numerous studies of conflicts over water
tend to focus on issues of equitable access (see Anand, 2011), this chapter
seeks to link the problem to the contested priorities driving land and resource
use and access. I show how inland relocation negatively impacted households,
making it harder to sustain livelihoods due to distance from the coast, while
imposing new costs including that of commodified and scarce water, locational deficiencies, and the structural weaknesses of new housing. Placed in a
historical context, the problem of water can be seen as an aspect of the longterm problem of ecologically unequal exchange pitting local artisanal fisher
communities against an aggressively state-supported commercial fishery sector. The continuity I seek to hone in on is the pattern of imposing costs on
fishers while enabling the alienation and privatization of coastal resources.
Taking water not only as a vital substance presenting questions of access
and quality but also as a problem of drainage and effluence enables a fuller
* This chapter draws upon ethnographic fieldwork conducted by the author in the region
in 2007−2008 (see Swamy, 2011).
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consideration of how the unequal distribution of costs on poorer populations
became legitimized in the name of recovery. At the same time, the chapter
also highlights the manner in which fishers refused to remain docile subjects
of power and used their agency and autonomy in adapting to and sometimes
refusing the terms of relocation.
Keywords: Fisheries; coast; Tamil Nadu; Nagapattinam; tsunami;
reconstruction; displacement

INTRODUCTION
For artisanal fishers living on the literal and figurative boundaries of modern
India, water presents an intriguing combination of values. On the one hand, proximity to the sea makes it possible to conduct lives as artisanal fishers, intimately
aware of its promises and dangers, and its often inscrutable interactions with wind
and land. At the same time, these communities are also in close proximity to one
of the most fertile regions in India, the Cauvery delta, where wet-rice cultivation over millennia has both enabled and survived empires and wars of conquest.
Artisanal fishing has thrived over centuries along the coastal towns of this thriving deltaic region providing a host of goods and services to urban populations
that grew around trading towns, including not only fish but also seafaring knowledge and skills (Hornell, 1925; Mukund, 1999; Raychaudhuri, 1962; Roche, 1984;
Sinha, 2002; Stephen, 1997). This complex historical geographic context requires
establishing at the outset because these same fisher communities, devastated by
the tsunami of 2004, faced an uphill battle to resuscitate their livelihoods in the
face the double challenge of contending with the trauma of the tsunami’s destructive force on their lives, on the one hand, and a reconstruction process that threatened not only their continued access to their coastal habitations, but also to the
coastal commons which served as their primary source of fresh water, on the other
hand. This chapter examines the specific ways in which post-disaster reconstruction process imposed new burdens relating to water on ostensible beneficiaries,
forcing many of them to rethink their decision to accept new houses and return to
their old sites of habitation on the coastal stretches of the Indian state of Tamil
Nadu’s Nagapattinam district. I focus on the problem of quality, scarcity, sanitation, and drainage in post-tsunami Nagapattinam as a problem that straddles the
pursuit of neoliberal policy goals and long-term patterns of ecologically unequal
exchange, and consider the lessons that may be drawn from localized responses to
challenges posed by a reconstruction agenda predicated on both.1

WATER AND THE COAST
Nagapattinam’s artisanal fishers live on coastal stretches of beach generally classified by the government as “wasteland” or poromboke. Here, they live in villages
consisting almost exclusively of members of the most dominant fisher caste group

