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The metropolis of Mumbai is an expanding city built on reclaimed estuarine lowland. As such, it faces significant risks from tropical
cyclones and other water-related effects of climate change. Indigenous Koli fishers, the original inhabitants of the estuarine archi-
pelago, navigate within the entangled threats of natural hazards and terrestrial expansion that undermine their traditional livelihoods.
In this paper, I examine fishers’ theorizations of the causes of increasing cyclonic activity and their claims for the equal treatment of
farmers and fishers in the aftermath of cyclonic storms Kyarr and Maha in 2019–2021. I suggest that Koli compensation claims
articulate a rights-based discourse of fishers as displaced “farmers” of the reclaimed estuary experiencing a prolonged, state-produced
“fish drought.” Tracing the logic behind this discourse, I argue for the need to examine how climate change effects are experienced
and theorized within temporal trajectories meaningful for those affected and how they are harnessed in the service of social agendas.
For Kolis, cyclones provided an opening for furthering a long-standing life project to make the state recognize their right to land and
water.
Online enhancements: appendix.
Introduction

The dominant ways of talking about climate change frame it
as a collapse of a stable order, a sudden disruption of secure
life. This understanding, however, emanates from a privileged
standpoint. Seen from the perspective of indigenous experi-
ences, knowledges, and histories, climate change does not ap-
pear as something radically different but as a continuation of a
longer trajectory of marginalization, dispossession, and geno-
cide that began with colonialism (Callison 2020; Chakraborty
and Sherpa 2021; Davis and Todd 2017; Krause 2022; Whyte
2018). Indeed, the history of colonialism is intimately entangled
with the history of climate change (Davis et al. 2019; Lewis and
Maslin 2015) as settler colonialism, and its extension into ad-
vanced petrocapitalism has transformed the Earth by clear-
cutting forests, transporting animals and plants, and displacing
native populations (Davis and Todd 2017:770). Consequently,
the heightened susceptibility and vulnerability of indigenous
populations to the effects of climate change must be seen as
historically and politically created—it is far from an unfortu-
nate coincidence (Whyte 2018).

Building cities on land reclaimed from the sea is part of the
colonial logic of terraforming. The “terrestrial responses” of
colonial powers have been predicated on removing and con-
trollingwater through extensive reclamation (Jensen 2017:225),
meaning that numerous colonial cities are directly threatened
by climate change (Ghosh 2016:37). In the manner of many
coastal cities, themodernmetropolis ofMumbai stands on land
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recovered from the sea, a process that creates an arbitrary
boundary between land andwater (Ghosh 2016;Mathur and da
Cunha 2009; fig. 1). According to a common narrative, the area
consisted of seven distinct islands—Colaba, Old Woman’s Is-
land, Bombay, Mazagaon, Parel, Worli, and Mahim—before
reclamation by the British between 1709 and 1728. What
constituted distinct islands, however, is highly subjective, as
large swaths of land were submerged during high tides and the
monsoon season; these areas, neither land nor sea, were used
for fishing by the indigenous Koli population (Riding 2018).

The popular myth of seven islands emerged from Irish
newspaper editor Robert Murphy’s map in the 1840s, which
marks out areas of land permanently above sea level and
thereby hides a more complex amphibious reality. This myth
has since been used to glorify reclamation as a colonial project.
With the narrative of seven islands united by man, reclamation
has assumed an aura of heroism—it has been crafted into a
story of man conquering the wild sea (Riding 2018). Despite
having vanished from view, however, amphibious geographies
insist on a spectral presence, making themselves corporeally
and sometimes dramatically known during the southwest
monsoon, whenwater again submerges low-lying areas.Watery
surges from June to September force people to find newways of
keeping water out of the land, including floodgates, seawalls,
and pumping stations. Indeed, the monsoon and the sea have
come to be considered enemies: “Mumbai is shifting from
welcoming or abhorring a soak by the monsoon to fearing and
fighting being flooded by it” (Mathur and da Cunha 2009:4).
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Floods, common during the monsoon season, reveal that de-
spite all human efforts, Mumbai remains amphibious: “Not
quite firm land and not quite open water, or sometimes one and
sometimes the other” (Krause 2017:403).

Terrestrial responses have not only altered topographies
and fragile ecosystems but also shaped the experiences and
practices of people who have historically organized their lives
around the ebb and flow of water and other natural rhythms
of the Earth. Indigenous Koli fishers are accustomed to an
amphibious way of life; as a commonKoli saying goes: “The sea
is our field” (samudr amchi sheti hay). The estuarine archi-
pelago of Mumbai has been home to the Kolis at least since the
twelfth century, possibly longer—in any case, centuries before
the Portuguese (1534–1661) and the British (1661–1947) es-
tablished their colonial dominions. For Kolis, accelerating ur-
banization—which first began when the southern part of the
archipelago passed from the Portuguese to the British as part of
Catherine of Braganza’s dowry—has not primarily meant “de-
velopment” but a rupture of viable more-than-human relations
and livelihoods. From the Koli perspective, this process has
been fundamentally unjust, as they have not benefited from it.
Quite the contrary—as they point out, terrestrial expansion has
displaced their fishing to the “deep sea,” where the colonizing
grip on the sea of industrial recharge, plastic pollution, un-
treated sewage, and other land-based effluents is weaker. In-
deed, the lack of sewage treatment is producing toxic envi-
ronments for both human and nonhuman residents of the
estuary (Anand 2022); the creeks that remain, including Malad
and Manori Creeks in the northern suburbs, have turned into
toxic “gutters,” as one of my interlocutors put it, gutters where
nothing survives. Meanwhile, deep-sea fishing is becoming
volatile, insecure, and dangerous as the intensity, frequency,
and duration of tropical cyclones over the Arabian Sea increase
(see Deshpande et al. 2021). In recent years, India’s western
coastline has been ravaged by several cyclonic storms, to the
detriment of fishers’ livelihoods. Many Kolis have abandoned
fishing altogether; amphibious fishers are now forced to make
choices between life on land and unsheltered fishing in the
“deep sea,” where competition over scarce resources is fierce.
Families that do continue fishing rely on the labor of migrant
workers, who directly bear the risk of climate change effects on
their bodies. Kolis, for their part, experience cyclones primarily
through lost catch and diminished livelihoods.

This article explores indigenous Koli fishers’ theorizations
and political responses to increasing cyclonic activity in coastal
Mumbai. It zooms in on a particular case of Koli claim making
taking place from 2019 to 2021. The monsoon rains normally
soak Mumbai from around mid-June until late September.
From June 1 to July 31, fishing is banned in Maharashtra to
prevent accidents at sea during the monsoon and to allow fish
time to breed. After the official ban, Kolis traditionally abstain
from fishing until around mid-August, when they celebrate the
annual festival of Narali Punav (“Coconut Full Moon Day”).
The festival includes sacrificing coconuts to the sea to make it
calm, thus beginning the fishing season for Kolis (see appendix,
available online). In autumn 2019, however,Mumbai witnessed
Figure 1. Metropolis of Mumbai stands on reclaimed lowland. All photos taken by the author.
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a series of cyclonic storms and depressions directly after the
monsoon season, which prevented Koli boats from fishing. The
Regional Meteorological Centre issued several warnings rec-
ommending that all fishers avoid sailing in the Arabian Sea.
Kyarr, lasting fromOctober 24 to November 1, was classified as
a super cyclonic storm and made 2019 the most active North
Indian cyclone season on record.Many productive fishing days,
even weeks, were lost. Bombay duck and ribbonfish, local fish
delicacies that had been hung to dry on bamboo poles, turned
into gray, slushy mush because of incessant rain. The Koli com-
munity faced tremendous loss—and they still had to pay their
workers. The dire situation led them to demand compensation
for destroyed equipment and lost fishing days from various
state agencies through their cooperative societies and regional
and national fisher organizations, arguing that fishers should
be treated on par with farmers experiencing drought. Perhaps
paradoxically, they referred to the postcyclone situation as
a “fish drought,” no different from drought experienced by
farmers.

Where does the idea of drought-facing farmers of the sea
come from, and why is its mobilization a viable political strat-
egy for Kolis in a postcyclone context? How does the ethno-
graphic case of Koli claim making advance our understanding
of indigenous mobilizations in the face of climate change? This
article analyzes postcyclone politics in a holistic frame, relat-
ing it to Kolis’ social practices, ontological understandings of
human-sea relations, long-standing claims to status as original
inhabitants, and demands for the equal treatment of farmers
and fishers.

Ethnography of “Farming the Sea”

The article draws on eight months of ethnographic fieldwork
(2019–2020) on Madh Island, a peri-urban area in northern
Mumbai (see appendix). A rather secluded place, Madh Island
brings together an eclectic mix of fishing villages, military can-
tonments, luxury flats, and Bollywood shooting locations. The
three Koli villages of Madh Island are among the few places in
the city where a traditional fishing method based on stationary
bag nets (dol) and tides is still widely used. Accessed from the
mainland only by a small ferryboat or a long, unlit road, Madh
Island has been able to steer clear of real estate developers’ in-
terest—at least to some extent. Large areas of land remain
undeveloped and are used by Kolis to sun dry fish in the tra-
ditional way, which requires a lot of open space (fig. 2). With
the planned Madh-Versova bridge, however, the lushly green
island overlooking the Arabian Sea is about to become a prime
real estate destination. Thus, the fishing villages ofMadh Island
constitute an ethnographic site struggling to maintain traces of
traditional amphibious living in the face of expanding urbani-
zation. Many other Koli villages have completely abandoned
their traditional practices in favor of extractive fishing methods
introduced from abroad, including purse seine fishing and
trawling.
Figure 2. Drying fish on Madh Island, January 2020.
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“Koli” is a vague term covering a number of communities
living in western India and having a caste status inferior to the
Kunbis, cultivating castes (Hegde 2015). In Maharashtra, the
term is generally used synonymously with “fisher”; however,
not all Kolis are fishers. Indeed, Kolis are divided into several
subcastes, such as Son, Mangela, Vaiti, Mahadev, and Agri.
While Son, Mangela, and Vaiti are traditionally fishers by oc-
cupation, the latter two groups have relied on rice farming and
salt production for their livelihoods. Kolis are also divided by
religion: the Koli community of Madh Island comprised both
“Hindu Kolis” and Roman Catholics—known as “East Indian
Kolis”—converted by the Portuguese.

Kolis claim to be the earliest inhabitants of Mumbai. Related
to this, the Versova-based association Koli Mahasangh aims to
“increase political awareness of Kolis as a tribe of Mumbai, a
tribe of Maharashtra,” as a central figure of the association told
me. Among its many activities, Koli Mahasangh campaigns for
all Koli subcastes to be classified as a Scheduled Tribe (ST)
in the reservation system of India, which would enable them
to access desirable benefits such as political representation,
as well as reserved seats in government jobs and central
government–funded higher education institutions. Thus, ST
status is a potential route to livelihoods beyond fishing. Kolis’
claim to their status as original inhabitants has also been a
central part of their political strategies to retain control or
rights over urban spaces (including drying grounds) in the ab-
sence of evidentiary documents, with collective memory and
history politically evoked (Nair 2021:114–115). Indigeneity,
then, is mobilized simultaneously to continue fishing and to
move beyond it.

The emphasis on Koli unison across differences of caste,
class, subcaste, and religion is not merely a discursive political
strategy mobilized in interactions with the state but has a basis
in everyday social and cultural practices. On Madh Island,
Narali Punav, associated with Hindu traditions, was celebrated
equally by all Kolis, irrespective of religious vocation—it was
seen as a “Koli festival,” first and foremost. Moreover, many of
the “Hindu Kolis” revered Roman Catholic deities, celebrating
the festival of the nativity of Saint Mary and the annual feast of
Saint Bonaventure. Social relations also extended beyond
divisions of subcaste and occupation. For instance, during my
fieldwork, I visited an Agri Koli village close to Bhiwandi, about
50 km northeast of Madh Island, together with an extended
family of 16 people comprising fishing Kolis, mostly women
and children. In the village, we visited three Agri households
where fishing Kolis had distant relatives. In one of the houses,
we participated in a puja and shared a lavish lunch consisting of
several fish dishes—thefish being brought by us—followed by a
visit to village temples. The inhabitants of the village used to
practice illegal sand mining using old nonmechanized fishing
boats brought from Madh Island. This form of livelihood,
however, had been discontinued, and villagers were now en-
gaged in land-based wage labor such as driving tempos. The old
boats were used for subsistence fishing in the Ulhas River.
Villagers also practiced agriculture and gifted us with vegetables
to take back to Madh Island. Thus, fishing and farming were
linked through family bonds and social visits.

As part of my ethnographic fieldwork, I worked as an ap-
prentice on one of the wharfs (dhakka) ofMadh Island, sorting,
cleaning, drying, and transporting marine fauna together with
Koli women and migrant workers. Dried fish was the backbone
of dol netters’ livelihoods, and a considerable amount of our
working time was dedicated to preparing it. Depending on its
quality, dried fish was sold as a delicacy or to be used as fishmeal
in poultry production and fertilizer in soybean fields. Thus,
fishing materially supported agriculture. In my interlocutors’
view, they were feeding the city both directly through fishing
and indirectly through their contribution to agriculture and
poultry production.

Aside fromparticipant observation in and fromMadh Island,
my ethnographic fieldwork comprises documentary analysis
and semistructured interviews with Kolis of Madh Island, as
well as with influential Koli figures residing in other fishing
villages of the city during and after the 2019 cyclones. In ad-
dition, I interviewed and interacted withmigrants coming from
Uttar Pradesh and Andhra Pradesh and working for the Kolis.
The interviews were conducted in a mixture of English, Hindi,
and Marathi and included significant code-switching. All
names used in the article are pseudonyms.

Life Project in Two Mumbais

Kolis’ political subjectivities as “farmers of the sea” relate to a
particular ontological understanding of human-sea relations.
In Kolis’ view, the coastal sea is not an external material entity
from which to extract as efficiently as possible but a collectively
managed and cultivated social domain. The sea is also a god to
be respected and revered through rituals such as Narali Punav.
However, my intention is not to suggest that their political
activities somehow flow organically from fishers’ ontological
understanding of human-sea relations. Indeed, the theoretical
premises of the so-called ontological turn in anthropology have
received their fair share of criticism, not least for confining
actors within separate, incommensurable worlds (Ingold 2018;
Nadasdy 2021); they have also been criticized for anthropo-
centrism (Gad, Jensen, and Winthereik 2015) and for suppos-
ing ontologies to be preexisting entities that can be grasped by
the researcher and accepted as “real” at face value without the
intentions behind them being investigated (Vigh and Sausdal
2014). Drawing on this critique, I situate Koli claim making in
the context of wider regional, national, and global flows such as
the colonial history of reclamation, modern urban expansion,
agricultural and fishing policies, and migration—as well as
climate change.

Kolis’ discourses and practices related to “farming the sea”
reflect social priorities and agendas as much as they indicate a
relational, lived ontology and are, thus, better approached
through the lens of practical ontology, which attends to the
politics of worlds in making (Jensen 2021). A science and tech-
nology studies–inspired interpretation of practical ontology
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calls for attention to fragmentary practices and materiality in-
stead of singular wholes or orders (Gad, Jensen, andWinthereik
2015). Methodologically, this necessitates abandoning essen-
tializing conceptions of indigenous people’s environmental
preferences and being sensitive to the nuances of how they
live and think in and with localities without being entrapped
by them. In other words, ethnographic interlocutors’ account-
ings of the world must also be taken as “events in the world”
harnessed in service of social agendas (Helmreich 2011:138).
Practices—including discursive ones—enact realities instead of
just characterizing them (Gad, Jensen, and Winthereik 2015);
they are intentional and performative.

In their ethnographic film, Sagar Putra: Offspring of the Sea,
Das Sarkar, Kamath, and Dubey (2021) have described Kolis
as living in two Mumbais at once: Mumbai of the sea and
Mumbai of concrete. My interlocutors’ relationship with the
Mumbai of concrete—“the terrestrial propertied city” (Das
Sarkar, Kamath, and Dubey 2021)—was ambiguous: in some
contexts, they were fiercely critical of it, whereas in others,
they expressed a wish to be included in it or took advantage of
the new opportunities afforded. There was also a tension
within the community between defending traditional rights to
marine, intertidal, and terrestrial commons and investing in
individual property. In Madh Island, the prospect of real es-
tate development and better connectivity was viewed posi-
tively by some Kolis, especially the younger generation, who
had aspirations and ambitions beyond fishing. Some Kolis
were already beginning to engage in small-scale real estate
business, renting out sea-facing apartments to newcomers in
the city. Others displayed more mixed attitudes, fearing that
“development” in Madh Island might lead to Kolis losing their
access to land and water. As one of my interlocutors put it,
“Development is good and bad at the same time.”

Because of the incoherence of Kolis’ strategies, I find it
useful to theoretically draw on the work of Blaser, Feit, and
McRae (2004), who suggest approaching indigenous peoples’
agency in the context of terraforming development as sus-
taining “life projects” based on “densely and uniquely woven
‘threads’ of landscapes, memories, expectations and desires”
(Blaser 2004:26). While the relationship of life projects to de-
velopment is often antagonistic, indigenous peoples’ agency
cannot be conceptualized merely as resistance; it is more com-
plex and can involve contradictory features. Indeed, rather than
simply opposing terrestrial development, Koli demands focus
on “having a meaningful degree of control over . . . life as
being-placed-in-the-world” (Blaser 2004:35), which includes
strategic incorporation of opportunities offered by develop-
ment—engaging in real estate is one concrete example of this.

I use postcyclone politics as a lens to understand Kolis’
practical life project, which aims at securing a sea-based future
in a concrete city for practicing fishers while, at the same time,
making room for younger Kolis to pursue their ambitions be-
yond traditional livelihoods. These simultaneously advanced
aims, tailored for two futures, explain Kolis’ incoherent strat-
egies of positioning themselves as legitimate claimants.
Coastal Sea as Cultivated Commons

The engine buzzes loudly and lets out black, billowing smoke.
Manoj, a skinny man in his early 20s, is sitting close to the
engine. He steers the boat away from rocks that lift their bare
heads above the water. Ram, not much older than Manoj,
functions as the captain of the small fishing boat, owned by a
Koli fisher family. The family employs the young men for a
period of nine months: September to May. Around the time of
the full moon and the new moon, when the Earth, the moon,
and the sun line up, the twomen set out to sea with long, cone-
shaped dol nets. Measuring distance by time and using rocks
as landmarks, the men navigate to their fishing spot: it is a
45-minute motorboat ride from the turtle-shaped rock for-
mation sacred to Kolis.

Arriving at the spot, the men tie the nets to two iron stakes
fixed firmly in the sandy bottom of the Arabian Sea. The nets
are allowed to stay under the water for around four hours,
letting the natural force of the tidal current direct fish,
cephalopods, and crustaceans into them. The men wait pa-
tiently, remaining attentive to the direction of the tide, the
weather, the movement of floats, and the sounds of fish—just
as their Koli employers have instructed them to do. The
captain, in particular, must be able to understand and react to
subtle signals in the marine environment. If he falls asleep or
misreads the right time to act, the net releases the catch. This
can happen if the tide changes or if there are too many fish—
or, as often happens nowadays, too much plastic waste and
blooming jellyfish—and the net tears apart. Every experi-
enced fisherman knows that the ever-changing marine en-
vironment can quickly transform the trap into a liberator.

If the men are skilled, attentive, and lucky enough, the long
wait culminates in the drama of entrapment. The men grab
the slippery ropes attached to the net and start pulling, pulling,
pulling with all their strength. This is arduous work that re-
quires balance and coordination from the fishermen (fig. 3). It
also takes time, as dol nets can be up to 40m long. As themouth
of the net surfaces, fish, snakes, crabs, squid, and prawns can no
longer escape; the human act of pulling has transformed them
into catch. The men heave the net toward sunlight, little by
little, until finally, the bottom pocket (khola) reaches air. They
empty the catch into bamboo fish baskets to inspect it: soles,
anchovies, small prawns, ribbonfish, and a few Bombay ducks
entangled with plastic waste. The fish wriggle desperately and
open their mouths in an effort to gulp water—the sound of two
worlds meeting.

* * *

According to some theories, the ethnonymKoli derives from
the Marathi word for spider, kolī. Indeed, Kolis and spiders
have a lot in common: much as spiders spin their masterful
webs, so did traditional Koli fishers weave their dol fishing nets,
an indigenous form of a fixed tapering net or bag net. Neither
spiders nor Kolis are able to see the perceptual world of their
prey, yet their carefully crafted traps are like “texts on animal
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behavior” (Gell 1996:27) or descriptions of their ontological
worlds. The design of the webs and nets is ideal for trapping
certain kinds of animals: spiderwebs are “fly-like” (Uexküll
2010:190), whereas dol nets can be described as fishlike and
sealike. Dol nets are carefully designed and modified, with a
mesh that gradually decreases in size toward the khola end. The
nets are set in tidal streams and held in place by iron stakes dug
into the sea floor—to be convincing for the prey, the net must
blend in with the color and assume the rhythm of the sea, up to
the point of almost losing itself.

Since tidal currents are influenced by the moon and the sun,
following the moon phases is central in the work of dol netters.
Around the time of the full moon and the new moon, the lunar
and solar tides reinforce each other, leading to spring tides. This
results in a good catch according to the Kolis’ traditional eco-
logical knowledge. Ekadashi, the eleventh lunar day in the
Hindu calendar, marks the beginning of a time of bountiful
catch (udhan). Udhan alternates with bhang, a period of weak
tides and slow movement of fish, when, according to one of my
fellow sorters, “one might as well kill flies.”Nighttime high tide
(il) and low tide (vat) are the best times to go fishing sincemany
targeted species, including prawns, are nocturnal animals. In
the morning, the fishing villages of Madh Island usually bustle
with activity as migrant workers and Koli men unload the
nightly catch and sorters begin their work on the wharfs.

Dol nets were traditionally handmade from jute and cotton,
but in contemporaryMumbai, a private company supplies Koli
fisher cooperative societies with bright turquoise polymer raw
material. Parts with differentmesh sizes are stitched together by
male Muslim villagers employed by the cooperatives—these
men give the net its cone-like form. A single net consists of
different parts, with the smallest mesh size at the very end of the
long structure. The cooperative societies buy the rawmaterial in
bulk and sell the finished nets to their members at a fair price.
Each fisher belongs to a cooperative tasked with providing
fishing gear, ice, cold storage facilities, and diesel to its members
and selling the catch in the fish market. The oldest cooperative
on Madh Island had been formed in 1951, and in August 2019,
it had more than 1,000 members, out of which 261 were actual
boat owners.

In addition to the net, dol net fishing requires the stakes to
which the net is tied, anchors that keep the net in place, and
floats that keep the mouth of the net open. The stakes were
traditionally made of bamboo, but iron had become the pre-
ferred material due to its longevity, as the stakes remain even
after the fishing season finishes at the end of May. In the fol-
lowing season, they are not necessarily used by the same fishers:
it is perfectly acceptable to fix one’s nets to other people’s stakes
if the original owners are not using them. According to a tra-
ditional system of marine tenure, different fishing villages have
their own fishing areas in the coastal waters, while cooperative
fisher societies settle possible conflicts between different fish-
ing villages and individual families (see also Venkataramani
2021a).

My interlocutors on Madh Island compared the family-
based fishing areas to farmers’ cultivated fields. By likening
themselves to farmers, dol netters underlined that fishing re-
quires care and that it is fundamentally a place-based activity.
Figure 3. Migrant workers pulling the dol net, October 2019.
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An elderly Koli fisher compared fishing to farming as follows:
“They both depend on luck. In the same way that farmers have
their place, we have our own place. Everybody has their own
place where the ropes are tied up.” He further explained how
both farmers and fishers feel love for their respective “fields”
and how both agriculture and dol netting are sustained by this
strong affective state: without it, there is no motivation to cul-
tivate. Thus, the sea is far from an ungoverned, wild space
where the rule of capture reigns. The process of modeling the
marine environment after a logic of care transformed the trap
from a technology into an ecology, “a design for mutual co-
habitation” (Corsín Jiménez and Nahum-Claudel 2019:395).
For Koli dol netters, the coastal sea—as well as land—was a
collectively cultivated social space, a commons: “Kolis, similar
to indigenous societies in other parts of the world, refer to al-
ternative ways of holding land or sea where customary, social
or sacred relations besides the property relations are deeply
valued” (Kamath and Dubey 2020:87; see also Parthasarathy
2011).

Gudeman (2001) argues that most economists and political
scientists have interpreted the commons—such as the sea—as a
material entity external to human community. In his concep-
tualization, however, the commons is, rather, a shared interest
or value. It contributes to the material and social sustenance
of people with a shared identity, to the extent of forming the
core—or what Gudeman calls the “base”—of community, rep-
resenting temporality and continuity. Commons and people
are ontologically inseparable—an idea that emerges clearly
from Koli semiotic and material practices. Kolis not only live
from the sea (Smith 1977) but also are themselves of the sea. As
one of my interlocutors, an “East Indian” Koli boat owner,
Victor, said, “The sea is our home.We are its protectors because
it feeds us, right? The sea feeds us. Our families survive on it. So
many houses and families survive due to the sea. If there was no
sea, then what would we do?”

Kolis also enact the sea as a god. The sea is seen as possessing
agency and has to be respected by human beings. Thus, it is
ritually appeased at the beginning of the fishing season, around
mid-August. The festival of Narali Punav marks the end of
Shravan, the fifth month of the Hindu solar calendar, and
includes sacrificing coconuts to the sea (mentioned above) to
calm it down before fishing starts. Sacrificing coconuts is part of
maintaining good relations with it, an enactment of responsi-
bility and reciprocation. Through the ritual, Kolis treat the sea as
an affective “home” that has to be cared for in appropriate ways
so that they can live ethically within a “web of Earth’s living
beings” (Puig de la Bellacasa 2017:129). The sacrifice performs
an ethicopolitical commitment to participate in this interlacing
web without assuming the position of master. Ritually caring
for the sea, Kolis are also caring for themselves—indeed, the
practices of sacrificing coconuts and cultivating the sea while
aligning one’s temporalities with the natural rhythms of the
Earth enact a more-than-human world of mutual dependence.

Inmy view, it is important to analyze Koli dol netters’ political
actions in light of their commoning practices and ontological
understandings. However, it is equally important to consider
colonial and postcolonial policies that have fundamentally
shaped the character of fishing. Thus, I will next turn to policies
that have turned fishing into a more-than-Koli undertaking.

Capitalist Transformation: From
Fishers to Boat Owners

Both the colonial and the postcolonial state has relied on an
idea of fishers as unfit for capitalist development without
state interference. Fishery cooperatives have been a central
tool for the state to transform an inherently “primitive” practice
into a capitalist undertaking. Frederic Nicholson, director of the
Madras Fisheries Bureau, insisted on cooperative production as
the only way to uplift fishers from poverty and free them from
the oppression of middlemen (Subramanian 2009:108–109).
Fishers were seen as “less diligent and thrifty” than farmers
(Subramanian 2009:107)—an attitude that has continued to the
postcolonial era.

In 1946, the Cooperative Planning Committee recommended
that state aid should be mediated through cooperatives alone.
Thus, in contemporary Mumbai, fishing has become virtually
impossible without the support of cooperatives, which function
as mediating bodies between fishers and the government on
various issues, including subsidies, reimbursements, compen-
sation, regulations, safety advice, infrastructure works, and the
registration of boats and boat crews. The cooperatives are in
recurring contact with the Department of Fisheries, responsible
for industry management and development.

As Gayatri Nair (2021:80) explains in her detailed ethnog-
raphy of the capitalist transformation of Mumbai’s fisheries,
cooperatives are a prevailing feature of the current political
landscape in Maharashtra, dominating both agriculture and
fishing. Through cooperatives, fishing has been increasingly
directed from building a strong domestic market for consump-
tion toward export-oriented growth with state-subsidized, mech-
anized gear and craft (Nair 2021). This state-supported tech-
nological change within fisheries has led to a gradual decline of
small-scale fishing and the development of distinct classes of
boat owners and workers (Nair 2021:76). However, Kolis also
use cooperatives for their own ends; indeed, cooperatives
campaign for the rights of fishers by writing appeals to political
actors in the state and central government. On Madh Island,
cooperatives are among the primary actors speaking for the
rights of so-called traditional fishers.

Capitalist transformation steered by cooperatives has
brought in a new class of actors to Koli fisheries. Tradition-
ally, it was Koli men who collectively ventured out into the sea,
while women stayed on the land taking care of sorting, drying,
and marketing. This has radically changed; on Madh Island,
men had largely abandoned the arduous occupation, operating
as owners, while the actual fishing labor is in the hands of
migrants. Sagar, a Koli fisherman in his 70s, told me that in his
childhood, the boat crews consisted of men coming from
Ratnagiri and Satpati, both coastal areas in Maharashtra. These
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men belonged to theAgri community, who are considered to be
a Koli subcaste. Around the turn of the century, however, Kolis
started employing North Indians, many of whom practice ag-
riculture and small-scale inland fishing in their home states.
During my fieldwork, the boat crew consisted of migrant labor
coming from the Sultanpur District in Uttar Pradesh, with Koli
men usually functioning as their supervisors ormanagers. Since
skilled workers were hard to find, Koli employers built long-
lasting relationships, even friendships, with their workers—
somemigrants had worked for the same family for more than a
decade. However, Koli employers complained that they were
finding it increasingly difficult to pay their workers because of
decreasing catches, unpredictable weather, and rising petrol
prices, which required many to take on debt; workers were paid
for the whole season according to the contract, even if weather
conditionsmade fishing impossible. There were, however, cases
where migrants had been refused payment or were paid too
little, and word of untrustworthy owners quickly spread among
workers. Indeed, coming from the same district within Uttar
Pradesh, the workers onMadh Island were relatives, neighbors,
or at least acquaintances—this social capital enabled them to
control the social environment of fisheries to some extent.

Migrants from the southern state of Andhra Pradesh work
as sorters and net menders in small-scale Koli fisheries. While
sorters are mostly women, net menders are all men working
alongside Koli women on the wharfs. The former group comes
from the drought-prone Kurnool District, where they work as
agricultural laborers and small-scale farmers, while the latter
group is fromVisakhapatnam, where they also do net-mending
work. Most sorters divide their time between Mumbai and
Kurnool—fishing and farming—traveling back home for the
monsoon season. Over time, some of the sorters had settled on
Madh Island permanently and established dry fish businesses.
These merchants with a migrant background had become an
integral part of local fisheries, functioning as intermediaries
between Kolis who supply dry fish and agents who buy it for
agriculture and poultry production. Thus, Koli fisheries on
Madh Island are, in practice, sustained through the labor of a
much larger community of fishers and farmers.

Livelihood Drought

Hikaa. LAND 01. Kyarr. Maha. In August–December 2019, the
city of Mumbai witnessed a series of cyclonic storms and
depressions (see appendix). Kyarr, which peaked as a super cy-
clonic storm on October 27, remains one of the most intense
tropical cyclones in North Indian Ocean history. Fortunately,
there were no direct casualties in Mumbai. For Koli fishers,
however, the storm surges amounted to a severe livelihood
catastrophe—especially as cyclonic activity coincided with the
peak fishing season—as fishing wasmade impossible for weeks.
During this time, fisher cooperatives received warnings from
the Regional Meteorological Centre and the Department of Fish-
eries asking them to direct all boat owners to abstain from fishing.
On Madh Island, information about storms and cyclones was
disseminated by loudspeakers, phone calls, and WhatsApp mes-
sages. For Kolis, then, cyclones were not primarily about water
intruding on land and wreaking havoc—although the storms also
destroyed boats and fishing equipment—but about being unable
to harvest the sea. Thus, they experienced the situation as a
“drought” in their livelihoods, a “fish drought.”

According to my interlocutors, the weather conditions of
autumn 2019 were unprecedented. Of course, there had been
major storms before—“once every five or 10 years”—but noth-
ing of this extent andmagnitude. The chairman of a local fisher
cooperative explained this tome onDecember 4, 2019, showing
a new stormwarning that he had just received onWhatsApp. In
his view, storm formation was connected to unsustainable de-
velopment and urban expansion, which he attributed to “new-
comers” in the city. The chairman suspected that pollution and
tree felling for the purpose of urban development were related
to cyclonic activity:

Now the reason for this [increasing cyclonic activity], that I
am not able to say perfectly, but pollution, I mean, trees are
cut down. . . . So this global warming is happening because
of that. . . . Then storms are forming. So the effect is that
buildings are built everywhere, trees are cut, this is a pyr-
amid of climate. There’s fault in that. That could be the
reason.1

The link between pollution and intensifying cyclonic ac-
tivity in the Arabian Sea has also been scientifically estab-
lished. Indeed, the weakening of southwesterly lower-level
winds and easterly upper-level winds during the past 30 years
corresponds with anthropogenic emissions of aerosol, pro-
ducing changed wind patterns that create a favorable envi-
ronment for tropical cyclone intensification in the Arabian
Sea (Evan et al. 2011). In other words, pollution directly af-
fects regional climate.

Amid cyclonic activity and repeated red alerts from the
government, demands for compensation started arising among
the Kolis. These demands kept on intensifying and expanding
as the season went on and new storms ravaged their fishing
grounds. Regional and national fisher associations, including
the National Fishworkers Forum and the Akhil Maharashtra
Machhimar Kruti Samiti (AMMKS), along with various local
fisher cooperatives, organized protests and petitioned state
agencies (see also Srivastava et al. 2022:114). As government
decisions regarding compensation lagged, the untoward effects
of Cyclone Nisarga (June 2020), the COVID-19 lockdown, and
Cyclone Tauktae (May 2021) also became part of Koli claim
making, giving it additional weight. One of my interlocutors, a
state-level advocate of traditional fisheries, characterized Koli
demands in mid-September 2019 as follows:

Fishing has been closed from 1 August up until now. Why?
The sea is rough. Wind is rough. It is not possible to go into
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the deep sea. The weather department has ordered that
fishing should not be practiced before September 16. So, tell
me, what will fishermen eat? Two months ago, there was
still the ban. And after that, they have been sitting at home
for two months. What’s the use? We have demanded for the
government to compensate 1.5 months’ loss to fishermen.

Another interviewee, a Koli fisheries advocate on a national
scale, told me in late December 2019 that Koli fishers were
demanding a one-time compensation of 25,000 rupees per
family for the “loss of properties and loss of business.” Ac-
cording to him, the government should provide for the welfare
of fishers in the same way that it provides for the welfare of
farmers. This was a perception shared by every Koli who talked
to me: as farmers of the sea, they should be given the same
benefits as farmers of the land. As a village-level Koli activist put
it, “Our demand is that all the benefits and schemes should be
the same for farmers and fishers.” In Kolis’ view, the differential
treatment of farmers and fishers was fundamentally unjust. An
elderly fisherman who had also functioned as a cooperative
chairman explained this tome: “Farmers get growthwhen there
is rain. In case of heavy rains and loss, the government helps
them. But at the same time, for fishermen, if we don’t get fish,
the whole day is wasted. Farmers get assistance from the gov-
ernment, but fishermen get nothing.”

In India, farmers are provided with relief packages from
the State Disaster Response Fund and the National Disaster
Response Fund when natural disasters destroy their crops.
Since 2016, farmers have also been able to get subsidized in-
surance coverage under the central government–sponsored
Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana (PMFBY), which com-
pensates for yield losses resulting from unseasonal and extreme
weather conditions. Weather conditions and compensations
were a frequent topic of discussion in the dhakka—thus, Kolis
knew, for instance, that in Andhra Pradesh, the new YSR Free
Crop Insurance Scheme benefits landowners in case of crop
failure without the burden of a premium. In stark contrast to
this, existing insurance schemes for fishers in India cover only
death and disability under the Group Accident Insurance
Scheme for Active Fishermen, while public and private insur-
ance companies cover accident and total vessel loss. There are
no insurance schemes comparable to the PMFBY in place to
deal with the impact of the climate crisis on fisheries. Mean-
while, the one-time compensation allotted to small-scale fishers
under disaster relief programs has been nominal and difficult to
obtain (Lopes 2021). Kolis experience this discrepancy as un-
just. In their view, fishers and farmers are essentially the same:
cultivators. For them, there is no marked difference between
cultivating the land and cultivating the sea.

Koli claims highlight their resistance to accepting the role
of passive victims (Srivastava et al. 2022). Indeed, they frame
their demands in the language of “justice,” “rights,” and
“compensation,” rather than of “relief” or “aid.” In India, the
National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) functions
as the apex body in the field, mandated under the Disaster
Management Act, 2005. The act sets out the duties and powers
of the NDMA and state governments in providing relief but
does not enact disaster relief as a constitutional right justiciable
in a court of law (Chhotray 2014). On the contrary, the recourse
of relief is amoral stance of victimhood, locking the state and its
subject into what Chhotray (2014:218) calls a “relief relation-
ship.” The Kolis, however, do not position themselves as
helpless victims of “natural” calamities to be provided for by the
compassionate state but as “farmers of the sea” unjustly
displaced by neoliberal growth imperatives that drive terrestrial
expansion and force them to fish farther out to sea. Conse-
quently, their claims enact a moral stance of dignified de-
servedness and reveal an understanding of how vulnerability to
climate uncertainties is, at its core, historically and politically
created:

Why should we need to suffer for this development? Our sea,
our creeks have been converted into gutters. Our Koli com-
munity did not used to practice deep fishing. Because we used
to get fish here nearby. But due to reclamation, pollution, we
need to go very far to get fish. In other words, our commu-
nity did not get any share in this development. . . . As a Koli
community, the original tribe of Mumbai, Koli community
needs a share in this development.

The demands for compensation must be analyzed against a
background of wider claims for fair share in development
justified on the basis of being “the original tribe of Mumbai.”
Claiming an ST status for the Koli community and an agri-
cultural status for fishing is a part of Kolis’ politics, centered
on negotiating a livable future in a coastal environment that
has already undergone fundamental changes and irreversible
destruction. They are pragmatically attuned efforts to gain a
foothold—to lay claim to a future—using tools that are avail-
able for them. Thereby, my Koli interlocutors’ life project prob-
lematizes presentations of indigenous struggles merely in terms
of an opposition between modernity and traditional, place-
based indigenous knowledge (cf. McGregor 2004).

According to Ingold (2000:59), fishing is often naturalized
as akin to the practices of nonhuman animals, whereas ag-
riculture is seen as a cultural intervention in nature; while
farmers cultivate their crops in bounded fields, fishers chase
theirs in the vast nothingness of the wild ocean. Furthermore,
fishers are often portrayed as intrinsically “risk-loving” peo-
ple unwilling to abide by safety regulations—a discourse that
neglects the role of fishery management in generating risky
behavior (Pfeiffer and Gratz 2016). According to Koli dol
netters, government policy favored trawling and purse seine
fishing, which had gradually taken over the fishing industry
since the early 1980s (Deshmukh 2013) with the advent of the
so-called Blue Revolution (https://serendipityarts.org/writing
_initiatives/on-one-side-lies-the-moon-on-the-other-lies-the
-bread/). Indeed, many Kolis had simply abandoned their tra-
ditional methods in favor of “deep-sea” trawling and purse seine
fishing, which can be legally practiced in the exclusive economic
zone: the area of the sea stretching from 12 to 200 nautical

https://serendipityarts.org/writing_initiatives/on-one-side-lies-the-moon-on-the-other-lies-the-bread/
https://serendipityarts.org/writing_initiatives/on-one-side-lies-the-moon-on-the-other-lies-the-bread/
https://serendipityarts.org/writing_initiatives/on-one-side-lies-the-moon-on-the-other-lies-the-bread/
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miles from the coast.2 This transition—along with coastal deg-
radation due to population expansion, infrastructure projects,
increasing urbanization, and the migration of fish to deeper
locations—had forced dol netters, too, to travel farther out into
the sea to sustain their livelihoods and to incur greater risk
(Adam et al. 2021; Senapati and Gupta 2015). In my inter-
locutors’ view, then, cyclone risk was politically generated, and
they had the right to be compensated. Therefore, instead of
requesting “help,” they framed their demands in the language
of customary rights and just compensation (Srivastava et al.
2022). In one of the petitions addressed to the Commissioner
of Fisheries by theAMMKS inNovember 2019, the use of purse
seine nets and LED lights, as well as soaring diesel prices, was
mentioned as justification for compensation, along with the
effects of cyclones. In that petition, the demand had increased
to 25,000 rupees per fisherman and 100,000 per boat owner.
However, in autumn 2019 and winter 2020, my interlocutors
remained skeptical that they would actually receive anything.
According to a representative of a fisher cooperative inter-
viewed in January 2020, “We are ready to give reports regard-
ing the difficulties we faced, but fishermen will hardly get
anything. . . . It was also featured in the newspaper, but no
follow-up has taken place. Ministers just talk, but nothing
happens.”

Amid an atmosphere of disappointment, Kolis emphasized
how fishers’ moral character and collective solidarity enabled
them to survive despite the lack of government support. This
feature, I was told, separated them from farmers: “We don’t get
fish, but farmers are the ones who commit suicides. But do our
people commit suicides? The government is taking their [the
farmers’] side; they are not taking Koli people’s side. Kolis are
facing so many problems, but we do not commit suicide.” This
view of neglected but perseverant fishers and government-
sponsored yet suicidal farmers was echoed by many of my
interlocutors, including an influential fisheries activist onMadh
Island:

I have seen in the news how ministers go to farming villages
hit by heavy rains or drought. To those who grow crops for
the city people. We are also farmers; we also do farming in the
water, don’t we? We take fish out from the water. There is
much greater risk involved in our work. Just imagine if we get
caught up in a cyclone; we’ll all die. But us, we never commit
suicide. But no government official or minister comes to us
saying that “since there has been so much rain, these people
are not getting any fish. We need to give something to them
since they have suffered such a catastrophe.”No one says that.
2. Currently, the area up to 5 fathoms in depth is reserved exclusively
for traditional, nonmotorized craft. In addition, no trawl gear with a
mesh size less than 35 mm or purse seine gear on mechanized fishing
vessels is allowed within territorial waters extending to 12 nautical miles.
Dol netters fish both within and beyond territorial waters, depending on
the size of their boat.
While farmers and fishers were similar in their relation-
ship to the environment, fishers were represented as display-
ing moral perseverance. They survived and carried on despite
climate change–induced natural calamities, state neglect, ur-
ban expansion, and the implementation of Coastal Regulation
Zone norms, which defined certain fishing villages as “slums,”
threatening them with redevelopment. The ability to bounce
back, adapt, and carry on was characterized as a collective Koli
state of being developed through overcoming various adversi-
ties that threatened their livelihoods. Importantly, perseverance
was connected to the functioning of their cooperative societies
and informal networks of care. While cooperative societies
could provide loans to individual fisher families facing diffi-
culties, neighbors and relatives (across divisions) helped one
another to overcome hard times by sharing food. Farmers were
seen as operating in amore individualisticmanner, whichmade
them weak.

The Kolis had also appropriated Shiv Sena’s concept of
Bhumiputra (Sons of the Soil) used in pro-Maharashtrian, anti-
immigrant rhetoric, which has been characteristic of the party
since its inception in 1966.3 They have, however, reframed the
Bhumiputra concept as the “original sons of soil” who have
suffered injustice at the hands of the uncaring state, and they
have subsumed the discourse into the Koli narrative of per-
severant indigeneity. Social media has also had an important
role in the construction of Koli self-awareness as a heroically
resilient yet neglected people. For instance, in June 2020, after
Cyclone Nisarga had struck Mumbai, I received a political
poem on WhatsApp from a Koli woman who functioned as a
state-level representative of fisherwomen. The poem describes
Kolis as unyielding “Bhumiputra” from whom the government
has “taken everything” by “destroying themarine environment”
and “developing the land” against the Kolis’ wishes: “Fishers
don’t need your help.What is help? Koli people don’t want your
loans, either! . . . Let there be stormy winds! Let there be tor-
rential rain! Let the tsunami come!We will just bear that on our
bodies! We are not afraid! . . . We don’t need your help!” In the
poem, the tribal identity manifests itself in a rather heroic and
self-sufficient form through the refusal of state help. Indeed, the
poem highlights well the fraught relationship between autono-
mous indigeneity and claims for state help; as part of their life
project, Kolis constantly negotiate a balance between reaching
out to the state and claiming autonomy.

After Tauktae in 2021, the Maharashtra government finally
provided Koli fishers with compensation of 25,000 rupees for
completely damaged boats and 10,000 for those that were par-
tially damaged (Johari 2021); this has, however, been difficult to
obtain because of the strict eligibility criteria and arduous pa-
perwork that the process requires (Kalyanikar 2022). Potential
3. Uddhav Thackeray from Shiv Sena served as the chief minister of
Maharashtra during the latter phase of my fieldwork. The party formed a
government in fall 2019 by joining hands with the Indian National Con-
gress and the Nationalist Congress Party.
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beneficiaries must first prove their right to compensation.
Furthermore, it does not cover loss of livelihood due to the in-
ability to go out to the sea and to “cultivate crops.” Focusing
on clearly demonstrable physical damage to boats and fishing
equipment, it completely ignores the Kolis’ lived experiences of
fish drought resulting from their inability to cultivate the sea.

Clearly, one-time payments focusing on damage to nar-
rowly defined material means of production cannot sustain
Koli livelihoods in the long run in a situation where increasing
cyclonic activity poses a serious risk to fishing communities—
especially in the form of lost fishing days. Hence, Koli calls for
fisheries to be granted agricultural status have intensified in the
aftermath of the cyclones. Their demands include minimum
support prices for the produce, insurance coverage, and a loan
waiver scheme comparable to that for farmers (see also Gaon
Connection 2021). Furthermore, under the municipal election
of 2022, fishingHindu Kolis, Agris, and East Indians have come
together politically under the banner of Agris, Kolis, and East
Indians (AKEI) with the theme of Apla Gaav, Aapla Raaj (Our
Village, Our Rule) to push for the fishing and land rights of
Bhumiputra (Ashar 2021). This demonstrates how climate
change comes to participate in indigenous life projects, shap-
ing and igniting preexisting political subjectivities and claims
as well as providing a fruitful context for their articulation.
Conclusion

In his book The Great Derangement: Climate Change and the
Unthinkable, Amitav Ghosh (2016:39) writes about how co-
lonial land reclamations and urban planning in Mumbai have
made the city into “an extraordinary, perhaps unique, ‘con-
centration of risk’” sitting “upon a wedge of cobbled-together
land that is totally exposed to the ocean.” Risk has intensified
gradually, with each new reclamation project, causeway, and
embankment further solidifying the edge between land and sea
while erasing the estuarine archipelago’s amphibious character.
For practicing Koli fishers, the metamorphosis of a dynamic,
amphibious reality into two distinct orders—Mumbai of the sea
and Mumbai of concrete (Das Sarkar, Kamath, and Dubey
2021)—signifies both loss and opportunity: How to build a
future for the community when one leg stands firmly in the sea
and relies on commons while another one is taking steps in the
terrestrial city of private property? How to secure livelihoods
and cultural conservation when living in twoMumbais at once?

This article has used the aftermath of the 2019 North In-
dian cyclone season as a lens into Kolis’ dilemma. I have
examined Kolis’ experiences and theorizations of cyclones, as
well as their claims for compensation, situated against the
background of colonial land reclamation and capitalist urban
expansion, which deny the estuarine nature of Mumbai. I have
approached cyclones as events that reveal, ignite, and provide
an arena for expressing the deeper, entrenched experiences of
injustice, dispossession, and marginalization resulting from the
violent imprint of the land-sea binary by the colonial and the
postcolonial state. As I have shown, the aftermath of cyclones
provided an opportunity for Kolis to further their aim of se-
curing a future in two Mumbais at once—an aim that I have
conceptually grasped through the notion of an indigenous life
project (Blaser, Feit, and McRae 2004).

Kolis’ life project is not an example of a “pure” ontology
translated into political action. While Kolis have historically
lived amphibiously, colonial and capitalist development has led
to land gradually seeping into the sea. On the one hand, Kolis
criticize the violent process of terraforming, which destroys
coastal waters; on the other, they call attention to the unjust way
in which land has taken over the sea without the extension of
land-based policymeasures like subsidized insurance programs
to sea-based livelihoods and without appropriate recognition of
Kolis as original inhabitants entitled to their fair share of de-
velopment. Indeed, Kolis’ life project focuses simultaneously on
sea rights and landrights. Furthermore, their claims include
both ontological (how relations between human beings and the
sea should ideally be organized) and more pragmatic (how
access to resources should be guaranteed and protected by the
state in the given situation, in which the coastal sea has been
largely destroyed by land-based processes) dimensions. This
explains why their political action does not correspond to a
“solid” ideology or ontology but proceeds by negotiating the
making of a common world from a marginalized position—a
form of pragmatically attuned improvisation. Kolis’ life project
thereby involves contradictions, tensions, and inconsistencies.

In the aftermath of cyclones, Kolis presented themselves as
farmers of the sea unfairly displaced from coastal waters into
the risky zone of the deep sea. Through this claim, they un-
derlined how risk is historically and politically produced, not an
inherent part of fishing activity. Their discourses thereby
assigned accountability to the terraforming colonial and post-
colonial state.

As boat owners, Kolis experienced the cyclones in the form of
diminished livelihoods—a fish drought—mobilizing an analogy
to farmers losing their crops. As I have suggested, this analogy is
not merely a discursive political strategy: it has a basis in passive
fishing practices like dol netting, in indigenous understandings
of human-sea relations, and in social and cultural connections
between Koli fishers and Agri farmers—an association that is
also promoted through Kolis’ quest for tribal status. Further-
more, migrant workers who practice small-scale agriculture
back in their home states participate in the daily operations of
Koli fisheries. In practice, then, fishing is sustained by farmer-
fisher assemblages. Koli fisheries are also materially connected
to agriculture, as dried bycatch fish is sold to be used as poultry
feed and fertilizer in soybean fields.

Beyond these concrete connections, Kolis’ farming dis-
course must also be understood against colonial attitudes of
fishers as “less diligent and thrifty” than farmers (Subramanian
2009:107), which led to the formation of fishery cooperatives in
an effort to develop fisheries. Thereby, seeking agricultural
status for farming is not merely an effort to access government
benefits but can also be seen as a way of claiming equal social
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status, an effort to become recognized as important contribu-
tors to food security and national economic development.

To sum up, this article has contributed to understanding
indigenous politics emerging from climate change. It has argued
for the need to move away from essentialized understandings
and conceptualizing cyclones and other climate change effects
as participants in indigenous life projects. This necessitates at-
tention to how climate change effects are experienced and
theorized within temporal trajectories that are meaningful for
those affected and how they are harnessed in the service of wider
social agendas. It also requires sensitivity to the multiplicity of
aspirations that emerge from situatedness in the continuously
shifting socio-material environment. It is in these environments
where people find themselves reflecting on the questions ofwhat
should be and what can be, given the circumstances. Life proj-
ects are improvised in relation to these questions.
Comments
Arne Harms
Max Planck Institute for Social Anthropology, Advokatenweg 36,
06114 Halle, Germany (harms@eth.mpg.de). 24 I 25

On Dark Mutualities and Mumbai’s
Sons of the Marine Soil

In her paper, Jelena Salmi takes readers along to think through
a specific kind of disaster: the drought in fish sustained by
fishermen barred from engaging in the art of capturing—that
is, of harvesting fish—because of cyclones whipping up the sea.
Storms fail fishermen indirectly or not at all. At stake here is, as
Salmi beautifully shows, less themoment of bearing the burden
of the violence unleashed by tropical superstorms than that of
being left empty-handed as weather forecasts and state insti-
tutions coalesce to deny fishermen access to the sea or, better, to
tend to the customary plots the marine commons are for Mum-
bai’s Koli fishermen.

Salmi skillfully shows how present-day Kolis come to engage
Mumbai’s sea through a terrestrial lens. This comes to pass in
their managing the watery expanse off the shore as a commons
divided into plots where fisherfolk hang their nets on steel rods
anchored to the seafloor. And it comes to pass when Koli
fishermen sometimes, and for what looks like tactical reasons,
render themselves as farmers—harvesting fish in their nets to
feed urban denizens and their livestock farms. This serves as a
striking reminder of the arbitrariness of the sea-land binary that
continues to inform social theory and marine governance alike.
Koli fishermen’s theorization of the sea as commons or of the
production of cyclones at the hands of onshore urbanization
and pollution serves only as a further reminder of the way land
and sea appear entangled in time, nomatter the amount of edge
work that goes into rendering them distinct.

Salmi’s greater claim—that climate change or cyclones and
degrading fishing grounds are participants in “life projects,”
rather than, say, externalized hazards or victimizing condi-
tions—provides a promising angle to think about the experi-
ence of environmental transformation in an Asian polycrisis.
On one level, it provides scope for tracing how shifts in weather
patterns come to figure within the actual politics of indige-
nous actors—countering the oftentimes blatantly romanticized
images of indigenous lifeways and their relevance to come to
terms with the Anthropocene. On another level, it enables the
exploration of indigenous maneuvering within and through
and along with all possible other participants in such life
projects. In short: it calls attention to the politics of environ-
ment and of access and vulnerability, which, as Salmi flags here
and there, appears uneven and unequally distributed.

The lens of “indigenous life projects,” then, lays bare not
only entanglements or mutualities but also the specific po-
litical valences of them being interwoven and interdependent
in a moment of precarity. Which is to say that it not only
enables the exploration of moralized theorizations of cyclones
as the outcome of climates that are shifting through runaway
urbanization and pollution but also enables the scrutiny of
how such moral climates are weathered on starkly different
terms and by way of using indigeneity as a resource. After all,
indigenous boat owners may have difficulties with pushing
through their project of rendering that global warming–
enhanced storm season a “fish drought,” yet by virtue of
being “sons of the marine soil,” their life projects no longer
seem to be muddied by the existential risks of marine fishing;
poor migrants laboring with their trawlers are burdened with
those risks. For, as Salmi notes, after conveying some of their
intimate knowledge of marine environments and fishing
practices to their crews, Koli fishermen rather prefer to stay
back on the land. What appears as a minimization of risk and
an attempt to unlock further economic horizons also shifts
the way the sea features in life projects. The climate of Hindu
nationalism, well established as it is on Mumbai’s shores, only
adds momentum to a reading of indigeneity through the lens
of exclusive sons of the soil politics.

This story resonates with recent scholarship on the not-so-
liberatory dimensions of indigenous cosmopolitics and their
violent repercussions in India and beyond (Bhan and Govin-
drajan 2024). And this story echoes recent research on what the
sea is and what it becomes as people engage it as an elemental
force, divinity, and materiality mined by corporations and
states (Harms 2024).

In demonstrating the moral quality of global warming and
of a fish drought, Salmi also provides evidence that I take as
demonstrating how the project of rendering the sea an af-
fective home interwoven within a web of mutualities ultimately
takes on a darker tone. Mutualities, then, appear neither as
simply nourishing nor as disrupted. The mutualities that Koli
people enact with their marine soils appear to turn gloomy and
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the futures fraught. Tending to these troubling mutualities is
one of the ways anthropology may stay relevant in this en-
during moment of polycrisis.
Lalitha Kamath
Tata Institute of Social Sciences, V.N. Purav Marg, Deonar, Mumbai
400088, India (lalitha.kamath@tiss.ac.in). 4 II 25

Fish Drought: Temporalities and the Limits of the
Rights-Based Discursive Framework

Salmi’s paper forms an exceedingly important contribution to
the provincialization and pluralization of dominant discourses
on climate change. The paper argues that cyclones hit fishers
not by wreaking havoc on the land but because they are unable
to harvest the sea—and thus they experience the situation as
a “drought” in their livelihoods. This innovatively refocuses
how climate change’s effects are experienced and framed by
indigenous Koli fishers in the hyperurban metropolis of
Mumbai, which seems to have “forgotten” its watery history
(Bhattacharya 2018). Salmi focuses on the intriguing claim of a
prolonged, state-produced “fish drought” among the indige-
nous Kolis and traces the provenance of this concept to amuch
longer history of colonialism, racial capitalism, land making,
and dispossession. Salmi makes a strong case for considering
that the heightened vulnerability of Kolis to the effects of cli-
mate change, similar to other indigenous communities glob-
ally, must be seen as embedded in this longer temporality. I
appreciate and support the broad direction and arguments of
the paper and reflect here on three important issues it raises,
namely, indigenous (postcyclone) politics, temporalities, and a
rights-based discursive framework.

There are two aspects of this paper that I find particularly
inspiring. First is its nuanced discussion of postcyclone pol-
itics as a lens to understand Kolis’ dual life projects and how
indigeneity is simultaneously mobilized to continue fishing
and to move beyond it. Studies of indigenous communities,
including Koli fisher communities, tend to analyze in binary
terms, flattening differences and employing reductive notions
of “community.” The author eludes this trap, productively
emphasizing that Koli fisheries turn on the everyday labor of a
much larger community of migrants and farmers, thus setting
the stage for thinking about farmer-fisher (dis)connections,
which are repeatedly returned to. By deploying the framing
device of “life projects,” Salmi also reveals fisher agency, which
ismore than resistance and is imbuedwith the ambivalence that
comes from simultaneously advancing futures both on the land
and in the sea. Second, I wholeheartedly embrace Salmi’s lyrical
discussion of the cultivated coastal commons, using this situ-
ated notion to contribute to understanding both the ontological
(relations between human and entities of land and sea) and
pragmatic (how access to and distribution of resources should
be guaranteed by the state in a situation where land-based
processes have colonized the sea) dimensions of claim making.

While I found the author’s discussion of the longer tem-
poralities shaping Koli fishers’ experience and framing of
climate change enriching, it struck me as limited in two re-
spects. First, it focused exclusively on the dominant English-
language translation of the term fish drought, thereby missing
something in the translation. In my own research, I have been
following fish drought politics but thinking with the emic term
that fishers and government officials commonly use, the Ma-
rathi equivalent ofmatsya dushkal. The term dushkal, which is
loosely translated as “drought,” points toward both its tre-
mendous length and uncertain duration. The root kal empha-
sizes an era or long unit of time without a clear beginning or
end. It is a culturally encoded term drawing from the ancient
Hindu epic the Ramayana and signifying “bad times.” It is this
temporality and structure of feeling that fishers highlight,
claiming that we are in the midst of an ongoing disaster of fish
drought whose cascading and devastating effects ripple out
unevenly and unpredictably over time and space. Staying with
ideas of dushkal conjures up ideas of loss, suffering, and trauma
that are sedimented within the ongoing present (Anand 2023)
and the past that is not past (Sharpe 2016). Second, the author
highlights the dual life projects that fishers sought to advance
through a postcyclone politics, but I submit that the fabrication
of each of these futures has its own temporalities that might be
generatively analyzed. One gestures toward the temporalities
inherent in the long dying of artisanal fishers and fishing, while
the second engages with the beginnings that such endings might
portend.

Salmi’s argument focuses substantively on Koli claims for
compensation within a rights-based discourse as displaced
“farmers” of the reclaimed estuary and of cyclone risk as po-
litically generated—following from which, Kolis have the right
to be compensated. But such a rights framework has significant
limits, especially when the boundaries of what constitutes rights
and reasonable compensation have been so narrowly and ex-
clusively drawn. Fishers inhabit a fractured field that Salmi has
clearly illuminated, and many are well aware of the limits of
compensation and applying a liberal rights framework in a
context where all are not equal citizens. My own ethnographic
work with fishers in Mumbai shows how fishers switch across
multiple registers of claim making—the rights of the artisanal
fisher invoking caste and indigeneity, the tax-paying citizen, and
a more planetary understanding of environmental stewardship
not vested solely within nation-states. In this I follow Subra-
manian (2009), who pushes for historicizing rights and treating
them as a structure of feeling—a dynamic cultural formation
that encodes understandings of justice and accountability that
are not simply of Western origin. I missed this dimension of
considering the structures of feeling that constitute a political
culture of rights in Salmi’s work, one that is significant for post-
colonial societies not just in India but elsewhere.

One thing that struckme in this paper is the absence of a role
for women fishers in both the experience and the framing of
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climate change as fish drought. Much has been written on the
gendered division of labor within the fishing industry, one that
carries over into political claim making. Does fish drought ef-
fectively capture women fishers’ losses, harms, and claim mak-
ing, I wonder? Including this lens would lend another dimen-
sion to an already rich study. But having made these critical
comments, I will end by saying that the paper represents a
compelling and timely addition to pluralizing climate change
discourse from the margins. It is sure to inspire more such
nuanced research in this vitally important field.
Franz Krause
Department of Social and Cultural Anthropology, Universität zu
Köln, Albertus-Magnus-Platz, 50923 Köln, Germany (f.krause@
uni-koeln.de). 20 I 25

Cultivating a Sea of Enclosure

Small-scale fisheries are threatened around the world, squeezed
by industrial overfishing, marine pollution, unpredictable weather,
global markets, and coastal real estate developments. Jelena
Salmi has contributed a fine ethnography of how Koli fisherfolk
in Mumbai understand and tackle these challenges. She em-
phasizes their strategic use of vocabulary derived from farming
in their claims for compensation for climate-induced losses on
par with government schemes protecting farmers. Koli fishery
advocates speak of “fish drought” to describe their losses during
a cyclone, frame their fishing as “farming on the water,” or say
that “the sea is our field.” As a researcher of life in wet land-
scapes, working mostly with people who also use agricultural
terminology to describe their nonagricultural practices, I would
like to comment on this article from two perspectives: on the
one hand, taking up Salmi’s argument that Koli fishing has been
an “amphibious” livelihood that is increasingly displaced by a
hardening division between land and water and, on the other
hand, wondering how the adoption of farming metaphors
might be implicated in this displacement.

Salmi notes that the material transformations of Mumbai’s
shores and seas are jeopardizing Koli fishing livelihoods—
for example, by displacing inshore fishing to the open sea,
where fishing is much more vulnerable to extreme weather
than close to shore. Salmi sees this as a process whereby
formerly “amphibious” practices are disappearing, as Koli
lives are increasingly split between a “Mumbai of the sea and
Mumbai of concrete,” following Pooja Das Sarkar, Lalitha
Kamath, and Gopal Dubey (2021). At the same time, the
ethnography indicates that despite concerted development
efforts to divide up land and sea, the city of Mumbai contin-
ues to be amphibious. Not only do cyclones and monsoons
keep blurring the boundaries between land and water (Ma-
thur and da Cunha 2009), but also climate change, infra-
structure failures, and the expanding construction related to
the city’s ports and hydrocarbon industries continue to pro-
liferate in amphibious spaces.
Nikhil Anand and Lalitha Kamath (2024) have recently
argued that what changes most drastically in this process is
the use of space, from commons to enclosures, both at sea
and along the coasts. As infrastructures are being extended
into the sea through port development, hydrocarbon extrac-
tion, and shipping logistics, the exclusionary logics that come
with land-based private property affect the urban sea in legal
and practical ways, crowding out the commons in favor of
exclusive zones. Not all Kolis are opposed to this transition,
as Salmi documents, and some have started to tune in to the
opportunities that a designation of “real estate” offers to the
coastal strips traditionally used for landing, processing, and
drying fish. While this can be read as a radical shift from
fisherfolk to landlords, it might also be understood as a stra-
tegic move of a group of people for whom the distinction be-
tween land and water has never been particularly fundamental.
In fact, Kolis throughout the state of Maharashtra and beyond
work in farming, and reducing Koli people to fishers can be a
move toward “primitivizing the coast” (Chhabria 2018, cited
in Anand and Kamath 2024:130) and dispossessing the orig-
inal inhabitants.

The Koli activists Salmi worked with have been struggling to
restore some of their political, legal, and economic standing, at
times rather successfully, as Anand and Kamath (2024) indi-
cate. Claiming rights to compensation on terms similar to
farming regulations, Koli campaigners insinuate that they are
even better farmers than actual farmers, presenting themselves
as more independent, more resilient, and less prone to com-
mitting suicide in the face of adversity. Thinking about,
speaking of, and practicing fishing as a form of farming,
however, may have consequences beyond the important goal
of livelihood security. A look into another ethnographic con-
text may help to illustrate this. Inmy research withDinjii Zhuh
and Inuvialuit in the western Canadian Arctic, I have become
used to hunters, trappers, and sometimes berry pickers refer-
ring to their work as “harvesting” and them being referred to as
“harvesters.” This is echoed in the academic literature (e.g.,
Parlee and Caine 2018) and in a long string of “harvest studies”
and other artifacts of resource comanagement that have
evolved in the process of successful land claim negotiations
and administration.

On the basis of his research with the Kluane First Nation in
the Yukon, Paul Nadasdy (2011) has argued that this termi-
nology is misleading despite its popularity. Framing hunting as
harvesting indicates that it is generally comparable to farming,
an understanding that has a long history in settler wildlife
management discourse, including Aldo Leopold’s famous land
ethic. Agricultural production, however, implies ownership
and control, both of which are incompatible with Indigenous
hunting practice and knowledge in the Canadian North.
Hunted animals are not owned by hunters but are understood
to give themselves up to hunters who display appropriate be-
havior. Hunters also cannot control or manage animals in any
sense comparable to the way farmers manage their crops; in-
stead, animals manage themselves and remain in control of
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their own lives. Animals may even be offended by hunters
assuming ownership and control over them and withdraw.

Nadasdy has illustrated that wildlife comanagement is
possible in many ways despite these fundamental differences,
which surface only in particular situations in which Indige-
nous concerns tend to be sidelined by state experts. However,
Nadasdy (2017) has also shown that in the context of wildlife
management and self-government, settler framings have crept
into Indigenous social relations, as the Yukon First Nations
have adopted ideas and practices of territory, membership, and
other elements of nineteenth-century European nation building.
While there are obvious advantages in confronting settler
governments through the terminology that they know, the logic
of nation-states may transform key aspects of sociality, econ-
omy, law, and politics among Indigenous groups, especially
through the clearly demarcated boundaries around groups and
areas that this logic implies. Bringing this home to Salmi’s ac-
count of Koli fishing activism in Mumbai suggests that using
agrarian terminology to claim rights can be understood as an
effective strategy in the context of a dwindling livelihood but
might itself contribute to cultivating a sea of enclosure.
4. After the liberalization of the economy and with the deteriorating
conditions of agriculture, such cultural representations have declined in
mainstream Hindi-language cinema.
Gayatri Nair
Indraprastha Institute of Information Technology, New Delhi
110020, India (gayatri@iiitd.ac.in). 7 III 25

Contextualizing Claim Making: Why Fishers
Demand Rights as Farmers of the Sea

Salmi’s paper contributes to a growing understanding of so-
cial transformations in the fisheries of India and the attendant
forms of claim making that they have given rise to in different
regions. Salmi’s paper situates claim making as derived from
the context of Koli life as “amphibious fishers,” with dynamics
of both the land and the sea shaping their everyday practices.
Relatedly, Koli’s social relations are built across subcastes and
occupational categories of agrarian and fisher caste commu-
nities. This is the backdrop against which Salmi frames the
logic of Kolis drawing a comparison between themselves and
farmers in the rights-based discourse they deploy—an equiv-
alence that defines them as “farmers of the sea.”

While Koli life has indeed been defined through both land
and sea, the demand for equivalence with farmers has specific
resonance in the Indian context, which has a history of
symbolism associated with the figure of the farmer and, re-
latedly, agriculture. To draw on this long-standing symbolic
value and related institutional frameworks, fishers make a
comparison to farmers in demanding rights from and making
claims of the state.

In India, the figure of the farmer—and, relatedly, agri-
culture and the village community—has played an evocative
role in politics, both in the anticolonial movement and in the
postindependence period in India, and it has received sub-
stantial attention across the social sciences of these periods.
This symbolism found its crystallization in 1965, when Prime
Minister Lal Bahadur Shastri coined the phrase “Jai jawan!
Jai kisan!” (“Hail the soldier! Hail the farmer!”), positioning
the soldier and farmer as pillars of the nation-building project.
At the time, Indian state policy was focused on achieving self-
sufficiency in food production. Aside from the symbolism,
therefore, there was substantive effort by the state to expand
food production through injections of financial support and
through the introduction of scientific interventions in the
Green Revolution (1960s) and White Revolution (1970s).
Rural rich farmers were also a dominant class in India who
contended for power and vied for state support for agriculture
in the form of subsidies and grants (Bardhan 1984). The sig-
nificance attached to agriculture can also be inferred (and is
often pointed out by the Koli fishers) from the fact that a
separate Ministry of Agriculture was created at the time of
independence in 1947 (with the fisheries listed as a function
of this ministry), but it was only in 2019 that a Ministry of
Fisheries was created and received similar institutional status.
Given that the largest proportion of the working population in
India is engaged in agriculture, which has always been so from
the time of independence (and even prior), there is an eco-
nomic and social significance attached to agriculture and
consequently to the figure of the farmer. Cultural represen-
tations of farmers and agriculture had also been prominent
in films before the 1990s, with the agriculturist standing in,
as Deepankar Gupta (2005:17) suggests, as “the salt of the
earth,” while “mother India yields food in the villages for her
millions.”4

It is in this context that fishers demand to be considered
similar to farmers. In a country where agriculture and farmers
have long dominated the national imagination, the compari-
son to agriculture is made necessary when they seek recogni-
tion and visibility as fishers. This is especially the case when
it comes to framing political demands. Prior commitment
to agriculture by the state has resulted in an existing policy
landscape within which claims can be placed by farmers for
crisis-based compensation for loss of crops due to droughts,
floods, and the more recent crisis of suicides. In contrast, it has
taken much longer for fisher movements to achieve similar re-
cognition, despite sustained collective action. Even so, as Salmi
argues, state policy continues to operate with narrow definitions
of what (assets: boats, nets, fish caught) and therefore who (boat
owners, owner cooperatives) can be compensated. Salmi pow-
erfully demonstrates that in a period of ecological crisis, the
inability to account for a loss of work from cyclonic risks ren-
ders fishers more vulnerable. Since crises, ecological and other-
wise, have long plagued agriculture and led to an institutional
framework to recognize them, the Kolis are motivated to use
registers similar to those of the farmer movements—minimum
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support prices, loan waivers, and so on—to define their own
claims.

Yet it would not be wrong to say that the symbolic status of
farmers in India no longer remains the same as what it was
before the liberalization of the economy in the 1990s. In this
changed political economy, the state no longer feels the need to
cater to a lobby of rich farmers—seen, for instance, in how the
government declared new farm laws without consulting with
farmer movements and groups in 2021. The laws were met
with strident opposition and led to a prolonged standoff be-
tween farmer organizations and the state in which the earlier
symbol of the farmer as nation builder was attacked by now
terming them as “antinational.” This raises a question about
why Kolis would continue to draw on the farmer and agri-
culture trope when it places them at risk of being perceived in
the same way that farmers are by the same government. The
answer to that lies in what the farmers’ movement has been
able to achieve historically: concrete policies and institutional
frameworks being created for them. Finally, the sheer number
of people who are dependent on agriculture in India suggests
that the figure of the farmer and the domain of agriculture will
inform the political articulation of rights and claims among
those engaged in other resource-dependent livelihoods.
Anja Nygren
Global Development Studies, University of Helsinki, 00014 Helsinki,
Finland (anja.nygren@helsinki.fi). 30 XII 24

Jelena Salmi’s analysis of how Koli fishers navigate the hazards
of tropical cyclones—intensified in scale by global climate
change—and the terrestrial expansion of the city of Mumbai
toward their coastal villages provides a theoretically interesting
and ethnographically rich examination of indigenous life
projects. Based on eight months of ethnographic fieldwork in a
peri-urban area in northern Mumbai in 2019–2020, the analysis
portrays Koli struggles as dynamic requests for institutional
recognition of their resource rights and fair compensation for
livelihoods disrupted by environmental hazards. Observing that
categorical distinctions between land and sea are too simple to
illustrate people’s amphibious lives in fluctuating riverine and
coastal areas, floodplains, and wetlands, the study simultaneously
demonstrates that many climate change effects are produced and
reinforced by (post)colonial projects of terraforming, infra-
structural engineering, state intervention, and capitalist profit
making (Anand and Kamath 2024; da Cunha 2018; Krause
2021; Nygren and Lounela 2023; Scaramelli 2021).

Salmi’s analysis of ontological Koli understandings of human-
sea interactions—wherein the sea is not an external material
domain or the mere context for fishers’ activities but a col-
lectively managed social domain—profoundly illuminates sea
fishers’ livelihoods and lifeworlds. Drawing inspiration from
science and technology studies (STS)–oriented approaches,
Salmi develops a practical ontological lens to explore Kolis’
living conditions, social agendas, and fragmentary practices as
part of the politics of worlds in the making, without presenting
their political strategies as direct reflections of their communal
practices and ontological conceptualizations. Instead, she chal-
lenges the tendency of the recent ontological turn in anthro-
pology and other social sciences to confine heterogeneous actors
to separate, incommensurable lifeworlds and to view different
ontologies as preexisting entities. Indeed, Salmi’s methods of
exploring Koli understandings of fishing in relation to colonial
and postcolonial fishing policies are highly relevant for avoiding
assumptions of incommensurable worlds. This is a subject that
warrants further analysis in amphibious anthropology, espe-
cially with regard to questions of responsibility amid massive
development interventions and environmental transformations.

Salmi’s analysis contains brilliant observations of Koli in-
terpretations of fluctuating seascapes and shifting political
subjectivities. She demonstrates convincingly that Koli advo-
cates reframe their claims using rights-based discourses, justice-
oriented demands, and images of originality, rather than
relying on conventional demands for “aid” and “relief,” which
would present them as passive victims dependent on govern-
mental control and guidance (Quist and Nygren 2015).
Equally interesting are Salmi’s notions of how Koli fishers
identify themselves as “cultivators of the sea” whose liveli-
hoods are diminished because of a “fish drought”—analogical
to an agricultural catastrophe—thereby justifying compensa-
tion similar to that provided by the Indian government to
farmers trying to cope with climate change–related extreme
weather conditions. By showing that Koli conceptualizations
are not merely discursive political strategies but are also linked
to their craft of fishing and their key contribution of dried fish
for fish meal in poultry production and fertilizer in soybean
fields, Salmi provides a highly convincing, empirically grounded
analysis of the complexity of fisher livelihoods at the fringes of
urban nodes of production and consumption.

Salmi’s study clearly shows that deep-sea fishing is not
merely about catching the “gifts given by nature”; it requires
physical agility and mental stamina in volatile offshore con-
ditions (Quist and Nygren 2019) and the sensitivity to reg-
ister and react to subtle marine signals. Her discussion of the
Koli art of crafting “sealike” traps that adjust to the color and
rhythm of the sea to confuse the prey further demonstrates
Salmi’s brilliant technique of linking careful ethnographic
inquiry with novel theorization. Her sophisticated analysis
and moving photographs combine to demonstrate that fishers’
livelihoods, lifeworlds, political subjectivities, and political tac-
tics are tightly interlinked and constantly in the making.

The exploration of politics as a shifting arena of negotia-
tion and contestation deserved more attention in Salmi’s
otherwise careful analysis. Rather than an examination of
politics primarily as a Koli tactic to demand compensation
from the government, it would have been interesting if the
claim making had been connected more carefully to strategies
by state authorities to suppress, delay, co-opt, and ignore such
reclamations—common tactics in India and many other parts
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of the world (Auyero 2012; Coates and Nygren 2020; de Vries
2016; Goh 2019; Gupta 2012). Moreover, the wider context of
real estate development, coastal engineering, untreated sew-
age, and plastic pollution—in addition to climate change—
could have been better linked to Koli struggles to cope and to
get just compensation for politically produced hazards and
livelihood dispossession.

I agree with Salmi that there has been strong interference
by the Indian state in fishers’ incorporation into capitalist
development; however, instead of merely focusing on state
fishery policies and the establishment of fishing cooperatives,
the paper could have paid more attention to how Koli fishers
try to reformulate their political strategies within Indian state
capitalism, where legacies of control, clientelism, and rule and
divide are mixed with neoliberal strategies of accumulation,
profitability, and self-responsibilization (Sud 2017). Combin-
ing the STS-oriented lens with recent theorizations in political
ecology could have strengthened the analysis of indigenous
politics, enabling exploration of it as part of wider trajecto-
ries of dispossession wherein climate change is just one factor
among a multitude of others. Although marginality does not
eliminate social agency, small-scale fishers’ vulnerability at the
fringes of urban territorial expansion and the globalized po-
litical economy of fisheries affects the forms of agency available
to them within multifaceted capital accumulations and polit-
ical negotiations (Quist and Nygren 2019).

In contrast to perspectives that present local mobilizations
as merely antagonistic to development interventions, Salmi
provides a sophisticated analysis of how Koli agendas mix
tactics of resistance with aspirations for recognition and in-
volvement (Lund 2016). Salmi’s insightful analysis of Kolis’ life
projects offers novel theorization grounded in thorough em-
pirical research on indigenous conceptualizations of human-
sea relations and amphibious lifeways and on small-scale
fishers’ political subjectivities and contestations in the face of
climate change and urban territorial expansion. It provides a
remarkable contribution to environmental anthropology, STS,
political ecology, and other research fields interested in in-
digenous projects of world making and political contestation.
Sirpa Tenhunen
Department of History and Ethnology, University of Jyväskylä,
Seminaarinkatu 15, 40100 Jyväskylä, Finland (sirpa.l.tenhunen@
jyu.fi). 6 I 25

Ontological Complexity and Change in
Political Claim Making

Jelena Salmi wrote her article as part of a research project that I
led (Sustainable Livelihoods and Politics at the Margins: En-
vironmental Displacement in South Asia). By examining poli-
cies and practices across vulnerable communities in the Sun-
darbans region of Bangladesh and India, as well as among Koli
migrant workers and fishing communities on Madh Island,
Mumbai, it has highlighted the diversity of local responses to
climate change. In addition to Jelena Salmi, the research team
included Mohammad Jasim Uddin and Dayabati Roy. The proj-
ect was motivated by our observations during previous field-
work in India and Bangladesh of extremeweather events having
emerged as significant agents that harm livelihoods and con-
tribute to displacement. Yet anthropological research on these
subjects seemed scarce when we were planning the project in
2017.

One of our starting points was to study local perceptions of
climate change. However, understanding local people’s per-
ceptions of climate change proved not as straightforward as it
initially seemed. Although we studied regions that are vul-
nerable to climate change impacts, people often did not perceive
their fluctuating environment and climate through the notion
of climate change. Even if they were aware of the impacts of
climate change, they faced many other urgent challenges that
constrained their ability to make a living. Like Salmi’s article,
most of the project’s publications (Roy 2020; Salmi 2023; Ten-
hunen and Roy 2024; Tenhunen, Uddin, and Roy 2023; Uddin
2023) have sought to understand how climate change impacts
interact and merge with local social and political processes—
and how people can shape these impacts by choosing policies
that mitigate the consequences instead of exacerbating them.
The project has, therefore, contributed to the questioning of
climate reductionism, an ideology that interprets problems
through the singular lens of climate change (e.g., Dewan 2021;
Hulme 2011, 2023; Paprocki 2021).

Salmi details how climate change impacts have emerged in
tandem with local histories and politics. She also demonstrates
that Kolis are strikingly aware of the historical and political
forces behind the environmental degradation that hinders their
traditional fishing practices. She shows how local understand-
ings of the sea have emerged as central to Kolis’ political agency
and claimmaking. She thereby demonstrates that ontologies are
not preexisting entities independent of people’s intentions, ar-
guing that Kolis’ discourses and practices reflect both social
agendas and lived ontologies. Drawing from her rich ethno-
graphic fieldwork, she demonstrates Kolis’ practices and ma-
teriality as fragmentary, analyzing the ambiguity of their agency
through the notion of life projects, coined by Blaser, Feit, and
McRae (2004).

I appreciate Salmi’s methodological aim to abandon essen-
tializing conceptions of indigenous people’s environmental
preferences and be sensitive to the nuances of how they live and
think in and with localities without being entrapped by them.
While I find Salmi’s analysis insightful, it also prompts further
questions. The concept of a life project captures the ambiguity
of Kolis’ practices, but it offers a limited scope for analyzing
change and transformation. Yet it is crucial to understand how
human-environment relationships can change amid climate
change impacts and local political processes. Moreover, as de-
fined by Gad, Jensen, and Winthereik (2015), the hallmark of
practical ontologies that emerge from action and practice is
transformation. Hence, I would have been interested in reading
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more about how Salmi’s analysis of Kolis’ political agency could
help develop the concept of practical ontology. Do specific on-
tologies exist only in tandem with certain material practices?
For instance, as Kolis transition from fishing to small-scale real
estate business, do they fundamentally alter their ontological un-
derstandings of nature and the sea, or do they articulate different
ontologies in different contexts? If ontologies emerge from prac-
tical contexts, do they emerge as incommensurable, or do they
remain consistent with Kolis’ understandings of the sea?

Salmi gives a vivid ethnographic description of the tempo-
ralities of fishing practices, arguing for attention to how cli-
mate change effects are experienced and theorized within tem-
poral trajectories that are meaningful for those affected and how
they are harnessed in the service of wider social agendas. Hence,
her observations could also enable more detailed conclusions on
the relationships of temporal trajectories, political agency, and
ontologies. What opportunities or constraints for political claim
making arise from possible temporal mismatches among gov-
ernance, market, and fishing practices?

Although Salmi collected rich ethnographic data through
long-term ethnographic fieldwork, answering some of my ques-
tions would require multitemporal fieldwork. My comments,
therefore, also serve as an opening for future research among
Kolis or other communities vulnerable to climate change and
environmental degradation.
Reply

Mangroves, inhabiting amphibious intertidal coastlines, are
masters of resourcefulness, adaptive capacity, and creative
survival. They possess unique adaptations that enable them to
filter out excess salt from seawater as well as absorb oxygen
through aerial roots. Their stilt and prop roots, extending
outward and downward from the trunk, hold them upright in
shifting tides and unstable soils where land and water coalesce.
These dense tangles of prop roots also reduce the speed of
water flow and trap, produce, and stabilize mineral sediments
and organic matter. Mangroves embody the concept of bri-
colage as they build up stable soils using materials at their
disposal and thus help protect the shoreline from erosion.
Indeed, mangroves do not just inhabit and survive in the world
but engage in securing their own existence by cocreating the
world around them.

Mangroves and many other plants inspire thinking about
how “horizontal flows as well as vertical ‘roots’ tie individual
nodes or whole networks to resources in territories of activity,
extraction, residence, identity, and influence” (Rocheleau 2016
[2011]:220). As a community, Kolis are internally connected
across space through shared struggles, kinship relations, and
mutual exchanges, but they are also firmly of specific places
through their histories, cultural identities, and ways of in-
habiting environments through successive generations. At the
same time, Kolis strategically “trap” and draw on discourses,
practices, and networks beyond their immediate surroundings.
Their horizontal and vertical ties influence the kinds of po-
litical claims they are able to make. Indeed, the capacity to
imagine, build, and claim futures is not abstract or limitless—it
is enabled by “environmental contexts structured by the pres-
ence and activities of predecessors” and takes shape “through
amixture of imitation and improvisation” (Ingold and Kurttila
2001:193).

While horizontal negotiation is premised on the history and
experience of rootedness in place, remaining in place now and
into the future in an urban megacity necessitates continuous
extending outward. I use this idea as a point of departure for
further elaborating Kolis’ practical ontology in conversation
with this set of generous and generative commentaries. I have
structured my response under four headings: change and con-
tinuity, ontological dance, agrarian terminology, and gendered
structures of feeling.

Change and Continuity

Tenhunen asks what happens when practices change: Does a
shift in practice, like the Kolis moving from fishing to small-
scale real estate, lead to a transformation in ontology, or can
people “articulate different ontologies in different contexts”?
Kolis’ practical ontology—which I have approached through
Blaser’s (2004) notion of “life project”—lives and develops in
relation to the natural-cultural history of an amphibious area
now known as Mumbai: colonial land reclamation and dis-
possession, the pressures of neoliberal development, and, most
recently, climate change hazards, including cyclones. Their life
project is a process of practical engagement with the fluctu-
ating amphibious environment, a skill of “literally negotiating a
path through the world” (Ingold and Kurttila 2001:192). As
such, it can be thought of as a dynamic bricolage strategy of
assembling and tapping into various available materials, tech-
nologies, discursive tropes, and practices—as well as environ-
mental harms—in an effort to negotiate access to land and sea
amid mounting pressures.

In Kolis’ lives, many worlds are entangled and toggled be-
tween. During my fieldwork, Kolis continued to relate to the sea
spiritually while simultaneously engaging in capitalist real estate
practices and paid labor, including migrant work in cruise ships
and in extractive zones like oil fields—something that I did not
address in the article. Thus, Kolis also align with develop-
mentalist and neoliberal logics as rational economic actors that
engage with the sea and land as “enclosures” (Anand and
Kamath 2024; Krause). Sometimes these “new” practices abroad
were used to support and reshape “old” ones at home. For in-
stance, one of my interlocutors had worked in oil drilling in the
Persian Gulf, investing his savings in a new, bigger dol net fish-
ing boat that could fish in the “deep sea.” Another interlocutor
worked onboard a cruise ship in the Gulf of Mexico in an effort
to save money for building a new house and buying a dol net
boat in his native village. This unsettles Kamath’s division
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between “the temporalities inherent in the long dying of arti-
sanal fishers and fishing” and those engaged “with the be-
ginnings that such endings might portend,” showing how new
beginnings may be used to tinker with and reinvigorate what
went on before.What, then, is “old,” andwhat is “new”? Indeed,
I find it productive to look at howontologies are related, layered,
negotiated, and compartmentalized—at some points, different
kinds of enactments can even come to depend on one another
(Mol 1999). This highlights how continuity and change are not
opposed (Ingold and Kurttila 2001) but relational: while polit-
ical strategies, language, and livelihood practices may shift, the
underlying sense of belonging to a place remains continuous.
That is, change is embedded within and emerges through prac-
tices of continuity.

An interesting avenue for further research would be to ex-
plore Kolis’ engagement in overseas labor in relation to the
possible spatial compartmentalization of ontologies. Are there
differences in how Kolis relate to the sea abroad and at home?
Is the sea at home more multiple than the seas abroad?

Ontological Dance

Nygren’s suggestion to go beyond the analysis of fishery policies
and cooperatives by examining how Koli fishers reformulate
political strategies “within Indian state capitalism” is an im-
portant one. As Anand and Kamath (2024:131) have argued,
Kolis work “with and against state and capital,” operatingwithin
as well as manipulating and resisting the political economy of
the state to maintain their livelihood. Participation in real es-
tate—which in some cases includes informal negotiation and
maneuvering of Coastal Regulation Zone regulations—is one
example. Furthermore, as other scholars have shown, when
opposing contemporary infrastructure projects, Kolis enact
themselves as urban indigenous communities (Movik, Adam,
and Alankar 2023) and, more recently, as tax-paying postco-
lonial citizens demanding rights to livelihood as guaranteed by
the constitution (Anand and Kamath 2024; Kamath). Thus, it
can be said that Kolis’ formulation of political strategies, in-
cluding “switch[ing] acrossmultiple registers of claimmaking”
(Kamath), takes the form of an “ontological dance” (Swanson
2019:417). Instead of seeing Kolis as caught between resistance
and compliance, this ontological dance reveals them as agents
of multiple, interlaced realities, creatively recrafting and re-
assembling their social worlds in response to shifting, ambiv-
alent pressures, including state capitalism, which is also seen as
presenting opportunities. That being said, I agree with Nygren
that further work would benefit from a deeper engagement
with political ecology to capture the interconnectedness of state
capitalism and social agency.

Agrarian Terminology

Nair gives a compelling account of how it makes sense for Kolis
and other marginalized groups engaged in resource-dependent
livelihoods to continue to draw on the agriculture trope because
of historical achievements of the farmers’ movement—“con-
crete policies and institutional frameworks being created for
them”—even if the symbolic status of farmers in India is
dwindling. Nair’s insightful commentary contextualizes Kolis’
claimmaking beyondmaterial connections between fishing and
fishers and farming and farmers, underlining the strategic,
horizontal trapping of the agricultural trope.

Krause, for his part, asks whether using agrarian terminol-
ogy “might itself contribute to cultivating a sea of enclosure.”
In a similar vein, Harms points out how “the mutualities that
Koli people enact with their marine soils appear to turn gloomy
and the futures fraught.” I agree that the language of landrights
often comes with a territorial logic: the use of agrarian termi-
nology might unintentionally align with governance frame-
works that privilege fixity, boundary making, and even com-
modification. In fact, Kolis are intentionally calling for specified
fishing zones and stricter state regulation, even if this is framed
as a protective measure. The sea, once treated as a common
resource able to provide sustenance for everyone, has become
a site of intense competition between so-called traditional
(pāramparik) and commercial fishers. Kolis with a sufficient
capital base have abandoned their traditional practices in favor
of new fishing techniques and technologies, while others
continue to rely on their centuries-old traditional methods,
including dol netting. Both groups transportmost of their daily
catch to be sold in Mumbai’s various fish markets to consum-
ers, intermediaries, restaurants, and exporters. Thus, pāram-
parik and commercial characterize class identities, as only those
with a sufficient capital base have been able to adopt active
fishing methods and become commercial. The drift between
these groups comes to the fore in contestations over how the
regional state should regulate fishing by amending the Maha-
rashtra Marine Fishing Regulation Act, 1981, which governs
fishing in the state. While purse seiners are calling for regula-
tions on the mesh size of dol nets, dol netters want significant
limitations on when and where purse seines can be operated.
That is, Kolis themselves are engaged in transforming relational
marine commons into a segmented, governable territory, thus
potentially opening the door to more centralized control. This
reveals a tension: to survive, the Kolis must speak the language
of zoning, even if that language carries with it the risk of future
enclosure. It also shows how relationships within the Koli
community “appear neither as simply nourishing nor as dis-
rupted” (Harms). As one of my Koli interlocutors put it, “It is
our weak point that our people are divided.”

Gendered Structures of Feeling

Kamath stresses the importance of “historicizing rights and
treating them as a structure of feeling” as well as discussing
whether “fish drought” effectively captures women’s losses,
harms, and claim making. I very much appreciate pointing
toward these generative lines of inquiry. Indeed, the unfolding
history of Mumbai is accompanied by undercurrents of tension
between belonging and exclusion, endurance and estrangement,
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aspiration and precarity. This tension is expressed not only
through fully articulated rights claims but also, for instance,
through the affective weight of sorting and drying fish and
performing rituals amid plastic debris. Women, who domi-
nated the labor of sorting, drying, and selling, were in daily
bodily contact with the catch. This put them at greater risk from
plastic and chemical pollution, jellyfish, and other toxic sub-
stances that ended up in the fishing nets (cf. Venkataramani
2021b), producing a profound, sensory experience of injustice
and estrangement. Indeed, my fellow female sorters pointed
to the absurdity of Kolis, “the original inhabitants of the city,”
being reduced to sorters of “newcomers’ waste.” Sometimes,
they compared the present with the past, when “the nets were
filled with clean prawns and nothing else.” Thus, while male
boat owners experienced fish drought in the form of contin-
ually diminishing livelihoods, women also knew it intimately
in their bodies through daily skin-to-skin contact with increas-
ing plastic debris and jellyfish goo. This underlines the need to
understand the gendered dimensions of how rights are felt be-
fore they can be fully articulated.

Kamath also observed limitations in my exclusive focus on
“the dominant English-language translation of the term fish
drought” in discussing the longer temporalities shaping Kolis’
experiences and framings of climate change. Kamath explains
how the Marathi equivalent of fish drought, matsya dushkal,
“points toward both its tremendous length and uncertain
duration.” I am grateful for this poignant observation con-
cerning the “problem of translation” (West 2005) and recog-
nize how the English translation of the emic termmay obscure
and distort the culturally specific ways in which fishers expe-
rience, interpret, and narrate environmental change—in this
case, the deeply felt experience of unpredictability. My inter-
locutors, however, also used the English term “drought” to
describe their experiences, which echoes agrarian metaphors
of scarcity (“crop failure”), but in my analysis, I did not pay
attention to whether there were gendered differences in the
practice of contextually alternating between languages. There-
fore, I embrace this comment as an important reminder of the
importance of an ethnographic analysis sensitive to how dif-
ferently positioned people are navigating power, audience, and
the politics of recognition through code-switching—itself a
creative and subtle form of ontological dance. Careful attention
to language and phrasing can also help capture “structures of
feeling that constitute a political culture of rights” (Kamath) in
postcolonial contexts, in India and beyond.

—Jelena Johanna Salmi
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