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Endogenous Problem of Fishermen's Livelihood in South China Sea:
Based on Field Work of Naozhou Island in Guangdong

Gao Facheng
(The School of Law and Politics & Administration of Guangdong Ocean University, Zhanjiang of Guangdong Province, Zhanjiang 524088, China)

Abstract: Using fieldwork, this study investigated the endogenous issues of fishermen's livelihood vulnerability
on Naozhou Island, Guangdong. Existing literature shows that current studies focus on external factors such as
the resource reduction, climate impact, policy changes, and fishermen's mode of operation to explore the
vulnerability of fishermen's livelihoods to reveal the resource-based impacts of fishermen's livelihood difficulties
and to explain the impacts of exogenous factors on fishermen's livelihoods. However, to some extent, these
studies have neglected fishermen's internal problems and failed to understand fishermen's perspective on whether
the improvement of capital can offset fishermen's production inputs and improve their production relations. The
study on Naozhou island found that the existing studies have ignored the endogenous problems of the fishermen's
livelihood vulnerability; in the era of collective economy, each fisherman's family had a small boat, but the
fishermen joined together to work for the "state" on a big boat. Currently, the market economy has ordered this
type of cooperative relationship to disappear. Owing to the characteristics of marine fishing operations, everyone
must help each other in cases of difficulties when going to sea. In the same boat, the crew members may be
immediate or distant family members to avoid malicious harm. However, if production tools require high
investment and fishery resources are scarce, cooperation is no longer important. Whoever has more money to
purchase large ships has a greater opportunity to control the scarce fishery resources, which is essentially the
change in production tools that led to a breakdown in production relations. Although fishermen still talk about
traditional relatives' contact, the situation of "As soon as the ship arrives, there is nothing left" has made
fishermen realize that competition is the essence of relationships in their fishing villages. Fishermen's mobility,
combined with the outflows and reflows created by various realities at the time of the survey, further
demonstrates that fishermen, as the labor force, are not able to participate in the market competition of labor
factors, nor are they able to get rid of the fishing skills inherited from their parents. They want to leave behind
their status as fishermen but have to rely on the status of fishermen for basic labor security. All of these aggregate
into endogenous forces, ranging from the inputs of fishermen's production tools and their own skills to the
ambiguity of their age and identity. This constitutes an endogenous mechanism for the vulnerability of
fishermen's livelihoods, which offers a disincentive effect of institutional arrangements on fishermen's withdrawal
from marine production and exacerbates the predatory exploitation of marine resources fueled by modern
consumer markets. Consequently, it is difficult to determine the effectiveness of marine ecological protection
policies. Research has shown that, based on Marx's theory of Productivity and Relations of Production, the
vulnerability of fishermen's livelihoods is inherent in their own insurmountable rapid increase in productivity and
their failure to establish relations of production that are adapted to the needs of productivity, which creates
tensions in human - sea relations. Therefore, to solve the vulnerability of fishermen's livelihoods, it is necessary
to start from the cultural specificities of fishermen, reform their relations of production from the inside out,
update their skills, establish effective organizations, and gradually alleviate the tensions in human - sea relations
to construct a community with a shared future for mankind and the ocean.

Keywords: marine ecological protection; fishermen's livelihood; endogenous vulnerability; South China Sea;

Naozhou Island



