
INTRODUCTION
For generations, communities along the Coromandel Coast have relied on small-
scale fishing. In recent decades, state-led mechanization and privatization have
intensified environmental degradation and undermined artisanal fisheries,
shrinking local labour opportunities and deepening economic insecurity.

Education and mobility have become central strategies for youth and their
families seeking new forms of stability: investing in schooling and pursuing
overseas employment are viewed as key pathways to a more secure future.

The research behind my master’s thesis, conducted in a fishing village in Cuddalore
district with research assistant and translator Nigariga Pasumpon and under Prof.
Maarten Bavinck’s supervision, examines how formal education and labour
migration shape young people’s lives—who moves, who stays, how education
enables or constrains mobility, and how it is negotiated amid uncertainty.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

RESEARCH GAPS AND CONTRIBUTIONS

METHODOLOGY

Sustainable Livelihoods Framework: Used to map how households draw on
different forms of capital (education, social ties, financial resources...) to
navigate external pressures (automation of fisheries...).

Practice Theory: Applied to foreground agency and counterbalance a purely
structural reading of livelihoods, analysing how individuals, embedded in
socio-material contexts, enact their decisions.

New Mobilities Paradigm: Used to broaden the understanding of mobility
beyond geographical movement, highlighting the interpersonal dimensions
and challenging simple “here-there” binaries.

Aspirations Theory: Applied to investigate how agency is exercised not only
through observable actions but also through the mental and emotional
labour of imagining, narrating, and negotiating possible futures.

How has formal education influenced the mobility of young men and women in
Coastal Tamil Nadu, India?

What aspects of formal education do community members identify as
relevant to young people’s mobility?

What educational and occupational outcomes define the mobility and
immobility of community members, and what structural constraints shape
these outcomes?

How do community members narrate their experiences and perceived value
of education and mobility, and what aspirations do they hold for the future?
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FINDINGS

The research population consisted of residents of the fishing village, with a focus
on youth and a household-level perspective. The sample included women and
men, with and without formal education, aged 19–50. Given the community’s
shared caste and occupational background, variation was sought through gender,
age, education, and employment status.

The mixed-methods design integrated:

32 Household Surveys (≈25 minutes each)
Coverage >80% of households, one respondent per household.
Collection of demographic data on income, occupation, education and
other inter-/intra-generational mobility patterns.
Likert-scale and binary questions.
Descriptive statistical analysis.

25 In-Depth Interviews (45–105 minutes)
Semi-structured format, with a core set of questions on
economic/occupational/social/geographical dimensions of mobility,
followed by open dialogue on lived experiences and future aspirations.
Thematic coding cycles with quotation analysis.

9 Informal Conversations
Key community and institutional actors (Ur Panchayat members, fisheries
officers, school principals) for contextual grounding and insight into
institutional processes.

Ethnographic attentiveness guided an iterative, concurrent use of these methods,
allowing numerical patterns to be connected with rich narrative accounts.

Education as Preparation for Mobility

Community members identified key structural features of local schooling as
most relevant to young people’s life trajectories. Education’s (in)capacity to
support future mobility materializes through the following elements:

Transportation & Infrastructure
Teaching Quality
Access to Higher Education
Curriculum Relevance
Supplementary Education
Economic Disparities

The analysis also reveals that these are are deeply interconnected as, for
instance, limited availability of extracurricular training exacerbates gendered
safety concerns.

Outcomes of and Constraints to Education and Mobility 

Intra-household literacy rates are high, yet financial constraints remain the
main barrier to accessing and continuing education, as schooling is mostly
financed through personal or paternal resources, with limited institutional
support.
Modest upward economic mobility is registered, with low savings and
widespread indebtedness.
Despite high qualification levels among men and women, gendered
educational pathways exist, with men clustered in engineering and technical
programmes.
Among women education does not, on its own, overcome gendered
timelines and domestic constraints.

Their employment remains limited, mostly seasonal, offering no route to
self-sufficiency and entirely excluding them from overseas work.

Among men, education defines the concrete terms of labour migration
Two-thirds of male community members engage in temporary migration,
primarily to the Gulf and Southeast Asia (e.g., Singapore).
Combined use of recruitment agencies, company interviews, and personal
networks exemplifies the interplay of social and financial capitals.
Educational credentials dictate visa approvals, work permits and salaries.

Narratives Behind the Data

Education and mobility are widely seen as transformative tools to escape
entrenched inequalities, with strong optimism voiced about their potential and
motivating investment. Yet, this hopeful discourse coexists with structural
constraints as economic capacities and gendered norms shape access.

Migration, while widely pursued as a path to upward mobility, introduces new
and reinforces existing vulnerabilities.

Men cycle through temporary jobs abroad, facing visa delays, precarious
contracts, and challenging working conditions but the temporary nature of
work is mitigated by solidarity and shared resource systems among villagers.
Women are excluded from migration due to gendered norms, but as they take
on caregiving, household management, and bureaucratic duties previously
shared, it is precisely their exclusion that allows households—and by
extension the community—to thrive.

The emotional and interpersonal costs of migration—family separations, shifting
household roles and invisible labour—feed back into collective visions for the
future. As these experiences circulate in community narratives, migration is
increasingly framed as a strategic, temporary phase toward financial stability,
with households planning family milestones around visa cycles and aspiring to
and strategizing for the ultimate reunion in the village.

Addressing the disconnect between rising literacy and limited local
employment, showing how education translates or fails to translate into
mobility and livelihood outcomes.

Advancing understanding of how education and mobility function both as
institutional structures and as personal strategies for building resilience,
contributing to narrative and relational research approaches to capture how
communities revise life paths in response to crises and scarcity.

Spotlighting the complexity of marginalised fishing communities, centering
youth voices beyond ecological and poverty frameworks.

Revealing that visible mobility of people and labour are enabled by less
visible structures of immobility, as the pursuit of better livelihoods creates
new vulnerabilities alongside opportunities.

Challenging dominant tendencies in migration studies, including South to
North migrational flow as the default focus and the overemphasis on
economic or tangible outcomes and measures.

Labour Market Mismatch
International Language Learning
Gendered Safety Concerns
Final-year Job Interviews
Public-private Divide

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK


