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Wellbeing is gaining prominence in international development discourse as an alternative means of
conceptualising and assessing progress against human development goals. This paper operationalizes the
concept of social wellbeing (comprised of interlinked material, subjective and relational dimensions) as a
framework for understanding the effects of agrarian change, as experienced by inhabitants of two villages in rural Southwest Bangladesh. Production of two ostensibly similar high value export crops (tiger
shrimp and freshwater prawn) resulted in radically different trajectories of agrarian change and social
wellbeing outcomes in the two villages. These were broadly positive in the village producing prawn, but
broadly negative in the village producing shrimp. The paper links these divergent wellbeing outcomes to
the ways in which peasant livelihoods became commodiﬁed in each village. Different patterns of
commodiﬁcation are shown to be linked to differences in the biological characteristics of the two organisms farmed. The paper demonstrates the theoretical, methodological and analytical utility of integrating social wellbeing and political economy of agrarian change perspectives in the study of rural
development.
© 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
The concept of wellbeing has gained increasing prominence in
normative and theoretical debates over the purpose, outcomes and
measurement of development during the past decade (Gough and
McGregor, 2007; Copestake, 2008; Stiglitz et al., 2009; White
et al., 2012). Wellbeing theory builds on the simple yet crucial
insight that there is more that matters to people than the purely
material aspects of their lives (Coulthard et al., 2011) and offers an
alternative to the “deﬁcit view” that characterizes most conventional frameworks for understanding poverty and vulnerability
(Camﬁeld et al., 2009a). In doing so, it opens up new discursive
space for the consideration of what it means for a person to “be
well” (Copestake, 2008). The foregrounding of wellbeing in mainstream development discourse thus marks an important turning
point, signaling recognition of the limitations of using economic
growth as an indicator of social progress (Stiglitz et al., 2009).
Recent years have seen concerted attempts to operationalize
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wellbeing as a framework for understanding the effects of development as experienced by inhabitants of the Global South (e.g.
White, 2010; Gough and McGregor, 2007). Following this lead,
ﬁsheries researchers have adopted wellbeing as a means of accounting for the diverse contibutions that ﬁsheries make to the
livelihoods of ﬁshers and ﬁshing communities (see, inter alia,
Johnson. in press; Coulthard et al., 2015; Weeratunge et al., 2013;
Coulthard, 2012; Coulthard et al., 2011). Studies that explore links
between wellbeing and participation in agriculture remain
comparatively rare, though Patel et al. (2015) and Beban (2012)
provide recent exceptions. No work to date, apart from the larger
study from which the results of this paper are derived, has explicitly
addressed how aquaculture (the farming of ﬁsh and other aquatic
organisms) has affected the wellbeing of those living in areas where
the activity has boomed (Belton et al., 2014).
Production of farmed shrimp e a high value commodity, produced predominantly in the Global South for export to Northern
markets e has proven often controversial and contested terrain
ne
, 2005). In
(see for example, Stonich and Bailey, 2000; Be
Bangladesh, where this paper is set, production of tiger shrimp
(Penaeus monodon) has also proven contentious due to the interlinked patterns of ecological degradation (e.g. habitat conversion,
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salinization, biodiversity loss) and social injustice (e.g. land
expropriation, violence, exploitative labour conditions, reduced
food security) with which it has frequently been associated (Islam,
2014). As a result of these tendencies, shrimp farming in
Bangladesh has been the subject of numerous critiques (e.g. Islam,
, 2015) and
2014, 2008; Paprocki and Cons, 2014; EJF, 2004; Verite
has, at times, been the object of organized rural resistance (see
Pokrant, 2014; Rahman et al., 2006).
Giant freshwater prawn (Macrobrachium rosenbergii) emerged
as a second important non-traditional high-value export crop in
two of the three main shrimp farming districts in Southwest
Bangladesh a little over a decade after tiger shrimp. Freshwater
prawn aquaculture has attracted far less attention than the farming
of tiger shrimp however, and many accounts conﬂate, or fail to
adequately differentiate between, production the two species (see
Ahmed (2013) for an example of this tendency). To date, only two
other papers (Ito, 2002, 2004) have adopted an explicitly comparative approach to the outcomes of agrarian development associated
with the two crops. This lack of contrast is important, because
existing literature and our own ﬁeldwork both point to radically
divergent patterns of agrarian change and wellbeing outcomes
unleashed by the productive forces embodied in the two
commodities.
Comparing summaries of the social and ecological changes
wrought by shrimp aquaculture in Southwest Bangladesh to those
associated with freshwater prawn farming reveals a number of
important differences. Providing a synopsis of the literature on
shrimp farming in Bangladesh, Pokrant (2014, p119), describes,
“A decline in land area devoted to rice farming, traditional forms
of livelihood and employment opportunities as a result of
shrimp farming. There has been conversion of common pool
resources to private use, a reduction of sharecropping opportunities in rice farming, reduced access to grazing land, and
lower labour requirements of shrimp farms compared with
those of paddy production.”
In the location studied by Paprocki and Cons (2014, p2), similar
processes resulted in “absolute depeasantization … the majority of
the middle- and low-income residents of the polder have been
displaced to pursue industrial and other labour in urban areas; the
rest have been transformed into low-wage workers in industrial
aquaculture”.
Accounts of shrimp aquaculture contrast sharply with those
documenting the emergence of freshwater prawn farming. As Ito
(2002, p54) states,
“At the early stages … the question was raised whether, like
brackish-water shrimp farming, land belonging to local farmers
would sooner or later be appropriated by rich ‘prawn-lords’. So
far, there is no sign of this happening … To our surprise, an
increasing number of small peasant farmers in the locality have
been found to be actively participating in prawn farming”
Another report on the freshwater prawn sector, also cognizant of
issues associated with the emergence of shrimp aquaculture, notes
that;
“Overall, the impacts … appear to have had a positive effect, and
certainly most members of the community conﬁrm this … demand for labor has so far increased rather than decreased, and
the process of accumulation of land by wealthy farmers and
increasing landlessness for the poor seems to have been averted
by cessation of land sales and the emergence of a new form of
land-leasing arrangement” (Kendrick, 1994, p1).
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The report goes on to state that, “Many farmers report higher
and more reliable yields of rice after converting their ﬁelds into
ghers1 than they had been able to produce before. Hence, for many
people food security has increased rather than decreased as a result
of prawn cultivation” Kendrick (1994, p1).
Given that shrimp and prawn are ostensibly very similar commodities, production of which was initiated within the context of
very similar agrarian structures and agro-ecologies, these contradictions are intriguing and demand explanation. Set against this
backdrop, this paper has two major aims. The ﬁrst is empirical: to
detail and account for interlinked changes in agrarian structure and
wellbeing brought about by the development of shrimp and prawn
aquaculture in two villages in Southwest Bangladesh. I do this by
drawing upon the concept of ‘biological materiality’ (Huang, 2012)
as a means of reconciling the highly divergent trajectories of change
associated with production of the two commodities. The second
concern is theoretical: to draw explicit connections between
wellbeing and political economic approaches to agrarian change,
and to make the case for closer integration and application of the
two approaches in studies of aquaculture and agriculture in the
Global South and beyond.
The remainder of the paper is comprised of three parts. First, I
summarize key themes from the literature on shrimp and prawn,
particularly as it applies to Bangladesh, introduce the literature on
wellbeing in developing countries in greater detail, and describe
methods used in collection of the data that inform this study. Second, I present contrasting examples from two villages in Southwest
Bangladesh (one specialized in the production of shrimp, the other
of prawn), both of which have undergone fundamental social and
ecological transformations linked to aquaculture. Third, I present
conclusions regarding the ways in which changes in the agrarian
structures of both villages were experienced by their inhabitants in
terms of wellbeing and, building on these ﬁndings, draw attention
to the potential for more explicit integration of social wellbeing
perspectives into research on agrarian change.
2. Background
This section expands upon the material introduced above, presenting additional information pertinent to subsequent analysis
and developing key concepts applied in the remainder of the paper.
2.1. Shrimp and prawn
Tropical farmed shrimp has attracted considerable attention
from researchers and activists since emerging as a major globally
traded commodity during the 1970s and 1980s (Belton and Bush,
2014). This intense scrutiny reﬂects a number of factors, including
the wide geographical spread and high ﬁnancial value of the global
industry, the product's visibility in Northern markets and, most
signiﬁcantly, the dramatic nature of frequent social and ecological
conﬂicts and crises that have accompanied the industry's development, particularly in its earlier stages (Belton and Bush, 2014).
Social scientists charting the development of the global shrimp
sector have adopted theoretical and analytical approaches falling
largely under the banners of political economy and political ecology
(Vandergeest et al., 1999; Goss et al., 2001). Political economy examines social relations of production, property, power, and their

1
‘Gher’ is a Bangla language name given to rice ﬁelds in Southwestern
Bangladesh that have been modiﬁed by increasing their depth to provide sufﬁcient
water to hold ﬁsh and/or crustaceans, and raising the dikes to prevent stocked
aquatic animals from escaping.
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roles in processes of social change (Bernstein, 2010) e in the case of
shrimp, particularly in the context of agrarian formations and the
global agro-food system. Political ecology focuses primarily on
“political dynamics surrounding material and discursive struggles
over the environment” (Bryant, 1998, 70). Themes in work
emanating from the former camp include: the integration of rural
areas of the South into the global agro-food system (Bailey and
Skladany, 1991; Goss et al., 2000); global value chains (Ponte
res, 2008);
et al., 2014); agrarian or ‘aquarian’ transitions (Fouge
primitive accumulation (Adnan, 2013); labour and gender relations
(Islam, 2008; Das, 2014; Resurreccion and Sajor, 2010); and food
sovereignty (Paprocki and Cons, 2014).
Themes present in work more closely aligned to political ecology include: environmental justice and violence (Stonich and
Vandergeest, 2001); social movements (Stonich and Bailey,
2000); private environmental governance (Konefal and Hakanata,
2011; Marschke and Wilkings, 2014); social-ecological resilience
(Armitage and Johnson, 2006); and the discursive practices
ne
,
employed by the industry's proponents and adversaries (Be
2005). Despite somewhat different emphases, the two approaches often overlap, and can be highly complementary given the
often recursive relationships between political-economic and
social-ecological drivers that inﬂuence the transitions associated
with shrimp cultivation (Bush and Marschke, 2014).
Bangladesh is a relatively minor player in the global shrimp industry, with combined production of farmed saltwater shrimp and
freshwater prawn totaling 122,790 t: 80, 873 t shrimp, and 42,097 t
prawn (DOF, 2015). This level of freshwater prawn production
makes Bangladesh the world's second largest producer after China,
but the volume of freshwater prawn produced globally is eclipsed by
output of marine shrimp (FAO, 2015). The vast majority of the
country's 275,274 ha of shrimp and prawn farms (215,305 ha
shrimp, 59,972 ha prawn) are located in the three southwestern
districts of Khulna, Shatkhira, and Bagerhat (DOF, 2015). The
shrimp/prawn sector is a major component of the rural economy in
this region, reportedly employing more than one million people onfarm and in associated value chains (Gammage et al., 2006).
A proliﬁc and varied literature has documented the social and
environmental consequences of export-oriented shrimp farming in
Southwest Bangladesh (Pokrant, 2006). Accounts produced by
active promotors of the sector tend to focus on aspects such as
employment and farm incomes (e.g. Gammage et al., 2006), while
studies produced by oppositional groups emphasize violence,
injustice, environmental degradation and abuses of labour (e.g. EJF,
, 2015). Academic studies, though often critical, tend to
2004; Verite
~es, 1989; Ito,
fall somewhere between these two poles (e.g. Guimara
2002, 2004; Islam, 2008, 2014; Rahman et al., 2006). Themes in
research from Bangladesh on shrimp (and, to a much lesser extent,
prawn) that are common to political economy/ecology based
studies of the sector from elsewhere in the world include: primitive
accumulation (Adnan, 2013); agrarian change (Ito, 2002); market
~es, 1989); gendered labour relations (Islam,
incorporation (Guimara
2008); food security (Rahman et al., 2011a), and; environmental
degradation (Deb, 1998).
Despite the importance of freshwater prawn farming in Southwest Bangladesh, few studies by social scientists have addressed
the activity separately from shrimp production. Moreover, most
existing studies of freshwater prawn farming have adopted broadly
descriptive approaches to topics such as farming systems, production economics, and livelihoods (Barmon et al., 2004, 2005;
Rutherford, 1994; Kendrick, 1994). Only one paper (Ito, 2002) has
analyzed the development of prawn cultivation from an explicitly
theorized political economic perspective; investigating changes in
the agrarian structure of Southwestern Bangladesh brought about
by the rapid development of export-oriented freshwater prawn

farming in terms of effects on the institutions governing landholdings and labour arrangements, and resultant changes in the
relative positions of landed and landless men and women. The
present paper builds upon this work by integrating a social wellbeing perspective in order to draw attention to the subjective and
relational effects of agrarian change associated with the emergence
of prawn and shrimp farming in Southern Bangladesh, and by
addressing the biological materiality of shrimp and prawn in order
to account for the radically divergent outcomes associated with
production of the two crops.
2.2. Social wellbeing
Studies referred to in the preceding section analyze changes
wrought by the global shrimp boom primarily in terms of material
indicators of wellbeing such as rates of landlessness, household
incomes, food insecurity and crop yields. Few studies address,
except in passing, the ways in which these changes are experienced
subjectively by the people involved. Integrating wellbeing with
political economy/ecology perspectives represents an important
opportunity for several reasons: 1) There are numerous similarities
in the concerns underlying both sets of theory; 2) Paying explicit
attention to the wellbeing of actors caught up in agrarian transitions can shed light on what these processes mean to the individuals involved, and; 3) Rendering visible the structural forces
underlying processes of social change can enhance the analytical
power of person-centered concepts of wellbeing.
Wellbeing is a conceptually “integrative” approach (Camﬁeld
et al., 2009a). As visualized by White (2010) and Weeratunge
et al. (2013), it comprises three interdependent dimensions: the
material, the subjective and the relational (Fig. 1). This particular
model of wellbeing is also referred to as “social wellbeing” (e.g.
Weeratunge et al., 2013), in order to distinguish it from approaches
that emphasize only wellbeing's subjective and material aspects
(c.f. White et al., 2012).
Indicators of material wellbeing such as consumption expenditures, assets and health status are central to traditional microeconomic approaches to the quantiﬁcation and analysis of
development (e.g. Deaton, 1997). Subjective dimensions of wellbeing have been the focus of extensive research in psychology, most
famously Biswas-Diener and Diener's (2001) groundbreaking work
measuring subjective wellbeing among the inhabitants of Kolkata's
slums. Similar concepts have been applied widely in work on the
economics of happiness, including in Bangladesh (Asadullah and
Chaudhury, 2012).
Social wellbeing builds upon these established concerns and
methodologies by calling attention to wellbeing's relational dimensions. From this perspective, the quality and dynamics of social
relationships are fundamental to wellbeing. Relationships can span
a range of social scales, from the interpersonal (e.g. between family
members, or between an employer and a worker), to collective
relationships between groupings of actors within or beyond the
boundaries of a physical or imagined community.
Writing of Bangladesh, (Camﬁeld et al., 2009b, p73) state that
social relationships, “constitute a crucial locus of power and identity, and pervade the entire gamut of life activities for all people,
irrespective of class, gender or age”. The authors illustrate this
observation by identifying,
“three separable aspects to women's relationships with their
husbands that might affect their happiness: their intimate relationship (personal), the relationship between their two families
(familial), and the cultural framework of expectations which
supports their marriage (societal) and helps determine their
degree of happiness and security” Camﬁeld et al. (2009b, p84).
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Fig. 1. Dimensions of social wellbeing (modiﬁed from Weeratunge et al., 2013).

These relational dimensions of wellbeing may be particularly
important in Bangladesh, which is often, “characterized as a society
in which people express their personhood in more relational as
opposed to individualist forms” (Devine et al., 2008, p131).
 (1996) has extended the logic of this observation so far as
Kotalova
to refer to persons in Bangladesh as “dividuals”, rather than individuals, so strongly are constructions of selfhood deﬁned relation
in others.2
Within a social wellbeing framework, subjective wellbeing can
be seen as a function of the ways in which people experience and
perceive the material dimensions of their lived experience, ﬁltered
through the relational prisms of identity and expectations (White,
2010). The relationships that shape wellbeing may reﬂect “social
divisions and inequalities, and the forms of entitlement and
domination codiﬁed in identities by class, caste, gender, religion,
race, ethnicity, age, disability, or ritual responsibility” (White, 2010,
163). Exploring these dynamics demands analysis of many of the
same structural relations of power and its material bases central to
political economy, but also necessitates close attention to individual agency and subjective experience. There is thus considerable
complementarity between the two approaches, and much to be
gained from their methodological integration.
2.3. Data collection and analysis
Data presented in this article are drawn from a larger study on
the relationship between aquaculture and poverty in six villages in
Bangladesh (Belton et al., 2014). The study sought to achieve

2
This concept originates from the work of the anthropologist Marilyn Strathern
(1988), who observed, based on work in Melanesia, that “the person can be
considered a dividual being, a composite formed of relations with a plurality of
other persons” (Mosko, 2010, p218).

‘methodological integration’ (Davis and Baulch, 2011), in line with
the recent trend toward the use of mixed qualitative and quantitative methods, often referred to as ‘Q2’ or ‘Q squared’ approaches,
in poverty analysis (Shaffer et al., 2008). Simultaneously planned
and implemented qualitative and quantitative ﬁeldwork and
analysis is considered optimal because it is able to overcome
shortcomings associated with exclusively quantitative or qualitative approaches (e.g. the lack of explanatory insight derived from
many purely quantitative studies, or the limited generalizability of
results from most qualitative research) (Davis and Baulch, 2011).
Application of the Q-squared approach to the study of the relationship between aquaculture and poverty e a subject on which
much of the published evidence is of limited rigor, reliability, valne
 et al., 2016) e is particularly unusual.
idity and consistency (Be
Mixed methods are also well suited to the evaluation of wellbeing. Camﬁeld et al. (2009a, p13) advocate the application of
mixed methods in wellbeing research on the basis that, “quantitative and qualitative methods provide ‘answers’ on the nature and
extent of wellbeing that can be used separately to validate each
other's ﬁndings (‘triangulation’) or brought together to deepen
insights”. Qualitative approaches are seen as essential to understanding people's experiences of wellbeing, while combining
qualitative and quantitative data can enhance the explanatory power of both (Camﬁeld et al., 2009a; White et al., 2012).
Two communities e Salabunia in Paikgacha upazila (sub-district) and Bilpabla in Dumuria upazila of Khulna district in Southwest Bangladesh e were selected from a list identiﬁed by an earlier
survey (Jahan et al., 2015) as the location of, respectively, high
concentrations of tiger shrimp and freshwater prawn farms.
Quantitative data on material aspects of wellbeing, poverty and
livelihoods in the two villages were collected through a structured
household survey implemented over a period of six weeks in July
and August 2013. The survey instrument was adapted from a design
developed by the International Food Policy Research Institute
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(IFPRI) in Bangladesh. It included modules on landownership, occupations and incomes, agricultural production, asset ownership
and food and non-food consumption expenditures. A census of all
households in each community was conducted prior to the survey
to provide a sample frame. The sample was designed to be representative of the population of both villages with a conﬁdence level
of 95% and a conﬁdence interval of 5%, and was stratiﬁed randomly
on a probability proportional to landholding size basis, using ﬁve
landholding categories, to ensure that household selection was
representative of the distribution of landownership in each community. One hundred and six and 93 structured interviews were
completed in Bilpabla and Salabunia, respectively.
More ﬁnely-grained information on historical change and subjective and relational aspects of wellbeing was captured through
semi-structured and unstructured interviews with purposively
selected individuals or groups of respondents in the two communities. These included women and men farmers, village inhabitants
not engaged in aquaculture, and a variety of workers and traders
employed in aquaculture value chains. Interviews were conducted
until little new information was obtained from additional interviews. Thirty four interviews were conducted in Bilpabla, and 24
in Salabunia. Most interviews were conducted with individuals in
the privacy of their homes or ﬁelds (27 in Bilpabla, 22 in Salabunia).
As it often proved somewhat difﬁcult to engage with women interviewees in this way, group interviews were sometimes arranged
with women (three in Bilpabla, one in Salabunia). Group interviews
conducted with men (four in Bilpabla, one in Salabunia) usually
began as conversations initiated in public places with individuals
who were later joined by multiple bystanders. Interviews were
conducted through an interpreter in Bangla language, and detailed
notes were taken. These were transcribed immediately following
ﬁeldwork, and analyzed using NVivo software to code response
categories.
3. Results
This section presents contrasting case studies of agrarian change
and wellbeing associated with the emergence of shrimp and prawn
aquaculture in the two respective villages. Introductory subsections outline the historical development of aquaculture in each
village. Later sub-sections address changes in food security, land
access and labour market participation arising in both villages.
These changes are framed in terms of their effects on the material
and relational wellbeing of those involved, and on the ways in
which these were experienced subjectively.
3.1. History
3.1.1. Initial conditions
Salabunia and Bilpabla are located in Khulna district in Southwest Bangladesh, approximately 25 km distant as the crow ﬂies
(Fig. 2). Both villages were established several generations ago by
Hindu settlers who cleared jungle in order to plant rice. Many
Hindu households from both villages ﬂed to neighbouring India
from Muslim majority East Pakistan (later Bangladesh) during the
periods of turmoil that followed partition in 1947 and the war of
independence against West Pakistan in 1971, selling land to Muslim
residents of nearby urban areas in the process. Prior to the introduction of shrimp and prawn, agrarian and agro-ecological conditions in the two villages were similar. Agriculture revolved around a
single rainfed monsoon season rice (aman) crop, grown primarily
for subsistence by a mix of small and medium landowners and
sharecroppers. Vegetables, pulses and jute were grown for home
consumption and sale, cattle were grazed on communal lands, and
wild ﬁsh were captured from nearby waterways and wetlands.

Multiple structural similarities between the two villages prior to
the advent of shrimp and prawn aquaculture mean that the
divergent nature of the transitions that occurred afterward can be
ascribed principally to differences in the productive forces
embodied in the two commodities.
3.1.2. The history of shrimp in Salabunia
Salabunia is located in Paikgacha upazila, 6.5 km from Paikgacha
town, to which it is connected by a surfaced road. Although the
village lies 35 km due southwest of the divisional capital, Khulna
city, the journey there can take 5e6 h during rainy season due to
the very poor state of the roads, and the area is thus somewhat
remote. The village sits on a low-lying plain, surrounded on all sides
by the Shibsa River and one of its distributaries, and within Polder
23, a ﬂood embankment constructed in the late 1960s to protect
cropland from tidal inundation. Salabunia's population was entirely
Hindu at the time of the survey, but approximately half the agricultural land surrounding the village was owned by Muslim families from Paikgacha.
Tiger shrimp (bagda) aquaculture began in Salabunia in the mid1980s, when a powerful landowner from Paikgacha leased in
280 ha to construct a single gher that occupied most of the village's
agricultural land. Villagers reported that they were initially happy
with this arrangement as, under the terms of the collectively agreed
tenancy contract, they could continue to produce aman rice during
the rainy season, but would receive cash payment for the use of
their land during the six month period during the dry season when
it had traditionally lain fallow (river water being too saline at that
time of year to support production of an irrigated rice crop). When
the contract expired, the gher was leased out for a further ﬁve years
to another powerful, politically connected individual from Khulna,
who offered a higher rent than the ﬁrst tenant. When this lease
expired the land was divided into three or four large gher that were
managed collectively by the land's owners. Discontent over collective management, which was felt to favour larger landowners,
ultimately resulted in the reversion of these large collectively
managed operations to a mosaic of small individually managed
plots.
Shortly after the 280 ha gher was established, the chairman of a
nearby union parishad council3 leased-in 60 ha of village farm land
for the construction of another large gher. The chairman stopped
paying the annual lease fee to many of the owners after the third
year of the contract. When the landowners attempted to terminate
the lease, the lessee ﬁled a series of false court cases against them,
and used intimidation and violence to retain control of the land.
The landowners initiated a counter case which was ﬁnally settled in
their favour in 2004 but, even after this ruling, they were only able
to reclaim their land by staging a mass occupation with the backing
of a local member of parliament. The land was subsequently
divided into two collectively managed ghers, but these later also
reverted to individually operated plots due to disagreements over
collective management.
During the time that the ghers were collectively managed, villagers continued to practice a wet season rice/dry season shrimp
crop rotation, although a gradual decline in paddy yields due to
increasing soil salinity was reported. Rice cultivation ended when
collectively managed ghers were divided into individually operated
plots, because the highly fragmented nature of landholdings meant
that owners of plots located away from drainage canals no longer

3
The union is the smallest administrative unit in Bangladesh, typically
comprised of around 10 villages, and the union parishad council the lowest tier of
government. The union parishad chairman is the most powerful member of the
council, and is elected to this locally inﬂuential position.
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Fig. 2. Map indicating the location of the two study villages.

possessed the ability to discharge saline water at the end of the dry
season. This problem was exacerbated because a khas (government
owned) drainage canal running through the area had been illegally

occupied for shrimp cultivation by several of the village's larger
landowners. A polder embankment was breached during Cyclone
Aila in 2009, ﬂooding the entire area with saline water for a
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prolonged period and further compounding the salinity problem.
As a result, soil salinities in most areas of the village remained
too high to cultivate rice successfully during the rainy season,
making year-round production of shrimp the only alternative.
Cattle ownership declined sharply due to a loss of common access
fallow land used for grazing during the dry season, reduced availability of fodder generated as a byproduct of paddy cultivation, and
negative effects of saline water on bovine health. Ground water
pumped from hand tube wells in Salabunia had always been saline
but as a result of rising soil salinity, homestead ponds used as
reservoirs for rainwater storage ceased to provide drinkable water
during the dry season, forcing households to travel several kilometers to collect water during this period of the year. Trees were
also damaged by highly saline soils and ground water, with few
remaining within the village boundaries, and most households
became unable to cultivate vegetables in all but the smallest
quantities. Only 14% of households in Salabunia reported having
been able to grow rice in the 12 months preceding the survey,
whereas virtually all those with access to land would once have
done so. Conversely, levels of participation in aquaculture were
very high, with 71% of households farming shrimp. In short, a
wholesale transformation of the village's agro-ecology and the
livelihoods dependent upon it took place following the onset of
shrimp farming.
3.1.3. The history of prawn in Bilpabla
Bilpabla is located 9 km west of Khulna, Bangladesh's third
largest city, with a population of more than 1 million. A paved road
connects the village with the main road to Khulna; the journey to
which takes around 20 min by motor vehicle. At the time of the
survey, 66% of Bilpabla's population was Hindu. As in Salabunia,
approximately half the agricultural land in the village was owned
by Muslims from nearby urban areas. Almost all of the village's
Muslim residents were poor newcomers, who migrated there in the
early 2000s to construct homesteads on small parcels of roadside
land. Few, if any, of these households farmed prawn. A further 17%
of the households resident in Bilpabla migrated from outside the
area to lease in agricultural land for prawn cultivation, but did not
own any land in the village. Many of this latter group of migrants
were distantly related to Bilpabla's Hindu residents, often having
moved to the village from areas affected by salinity as a result of
shrimp production or cyclone damage.
Before the advent of prawn (golda) farming, agriculture in Bilpabla was dominated by a single crop of aman rice. Conversion of
paddy ﬁelds to prawn ghers began in 1992. Prawn and ﬁsh (mainly
carp species) are stocked year round in gher ditches. During the wet
season, ghers ﬁll with rainwater, increasing the area under culture
of ﬁsh and prawn for several months. This innovation ended aman
rice production, but the crop was replaced by irrigated winter rice
(boro), cultivated in slightly raised areas in the center of the gher
during JanuaryeApril, and yielding 1.5 to 2 times more paddy per
acre. Vegetables were also grown for sale and/or household use on
plot dikes and trellises overhanging ghers.
Gher construction expanded extremely quickly after 1992,
occupying an estimated 95% of the agricultural land in the village
by the end of 1994. Fig. 3, taken from a study conducted in a
neighbouring village by Barmon et al. (2005), illustrates a similar
pattern. At the time of the present study, 67% of Bilpabla's permanent residents participated directly in gher-based aquaculture
as producers. This ﬁgure rises to 86% if households from the group
of resource-poor Muslims who moved to the village after 2000 are
not included. In sum, the emergence of gher-based farming systems
in Bilpabla resulted in extremely rapid and profound land use
change, dramatic increases in cropping intensity, and the
commodiﬁcation of village agriculture.

3.2. Wellbeing and agrarian change in Salabunia and Bilpabla
In both villages, the transition from paddy-dominated subsistence agriculture to commercial aquaculture resulted in the
modiﬁcation of class, gender and labour relations and resource
access. These changes and their implications for wellbeing are tied
together analytically in the following subsections with reference to
what Bernstein (2010) labels “the commodiﬁcation of subsistence”:
the process by which peasant producers become incorporated into
capitalist circuits of exchange as producers of commodities and
sellers of labour, resulting in a deepening dependence on the
market for their means of survival, and the emergence of new
(often gendered) class divisions. Wellbeing outcomes of the
commodiﬁcation of subsistence in both villages are elaborated
below in terms of food security, access to land, and labour and
gender relations.
3.2.1. Food security
This section explores changes in indicators of food security e a
key determinant of material wellbeing e and their subjective implications. Salinization severely eroded agro-biodiversity in Salabunia (c.f. Rahman et al., 2011b), whereas integrated prawn farming
in Bilpabla resulted in increased cropping intensity and agricultural
diversiﬁcation (Barmon et al., 2005). The shares of households
engaged in production of rice, vegetables, aquaculture products and
cattle in the two villages, and the average quantities of these produced per household reﬂect this (Table 1).
Examining the quantity and origin of rice consumed by inhabitants of the two villages further underlines the extent to which
self-sufﬁciency was undermined in Salabunia, but maintained or
enhanced in Bilpabla. Average per capita rice intakes were similar
in both villages, at 502 g and 488 g/capita/day, respectively, among
households practicing aquaculture. However 80.2% of the rice eaten
by prawn farming households in Bilpabla originated from their own
production, whereas 84.0% of rice consumed by shrimp farming
households in Salabunia was obtained from the market. Most of
Salabunia's inhabitants were therefore extremely vulnerable to
food price shocks, such as those experienced globally (including in
Bangladesh) in 2007/8. However, similar levels of rice consumption
recorded in the two villages suggest that incomes earned by shrimp
farming households were, at the time of the survey, large enough to
offset their lost capacity to produce rice. Together, these ﬁndings
indicate that the material effects of eroding subsistence production
on food security are contingent on conditions in the economy
beyond the village, and less clear cut than might be immediately
inferred by an observer confronted with the barren vista of brackish
ponds, cracked mud, and salt damaged trees that stretches to the
horizon in Salabunia.
Subjective wellbeing dimensions of the lost ability to cultivate
rice appeared unambiguously negative however. White (2010, 161)
has observed that, in Bangladesh, “self-sufﬁciency in rice is an ideal
of the peasant household, a ground of personal satisfaction as well
 (1996, 103), “in
as a mark of social status”, while for Kotalova
Bangladesh, a family's prosperity as well as a person's wellbeing is
indicated by a granary full of paddy”. The centrality of paddy and its
cultivation to constructions of what it means to be well suggests
that loss (or retention) of the ability to produce rice during the
transition to aquaculture would have had profound implications for
subjective wellbeing. Interviewees' comments support this view. In
Salabunia, inability to grow rice was constantly cited as a cause of
distress. As one respondent put it, “[before shrimp farming] we
always had rice in stock so there was no tension.” Many other respondents also contrasted the “peace of mind” afforded by cultivating rice and the “tension” associated with failure to do so.
Respondents interviewed in the same polder by Paprocki and Cons
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Fig. 3. Cumulative area of land converted to ghers between 1990 and 1997 in a neighbouring community (Barmon et al., 2005).

Table 1
Average quantity of selected crops/livestock produced per household, and share of
households producing, by village.
Crop

Rice
Fish/shrimp/prawn
Vegetables
Cattle

Unit

Kg
Kg
Kg
Animals

Bilpabla

Salabunia

Quantity

(%)

Quantity

(%)

2248
747
1053
1.8

70
67
65
63

771
821
92
1.0

14
71
66
22

Source: Own survey.

(2014), with respect to the impacts of shrimp farming on food
sovereignty, expressed similar sentiments.
A similar deepening of commodity relations could be observed
for ﬁsh (the second most important component of the Bengali diet
after rice), with a comparable range of implications for social
wellbeing. In both villages, habitat conversion and enclosure driven
by aquaculture resulted in sharp declines in the availability of wild
indigenous ﬁsh, but these were offset, particularly for gher operators, by increased production of farmed (often exotic) ﬁsh. This
transition has important subjective and relational dimensions,
because villagers overwhelmingly expressed preferences for eating
wild indigenous ﬁsh species on grounds of taste (c.f. Paprocki and
Cons, 2014), and because the poorest strata in Bangladesh are
simultaneously most heavily dependent on self-provisioning of ﬁsh
from natural water bodies and least likely to practice aquaculture
(Touﬁque and Belton, 2014).
3.2.2. Land
The transition from paddy cultivation to aquaculture altered
relations governing access to land in both Salabunia and Bilpabla
and accelerated its transformation into a commodity, with varied
wellbeing outcomes. Prior to the advent of aquaculture, a high
proportion of households in both villages shared-in land from urban absentee landowners. Conversion of paddy land to individually
operated ghers was accompanied by a rapid shift from sharecropping agreements (paid in kind, as a fraction of the harvested
crop) to lease contracts (settled in cash, at ﬁxed rates agreed in
advance of the production season). The rental value of land suitable
for aquaculture began to rise rapidly following this ﬁrst wave of
commodiﬁcation, in line with its increasing economic productivity
and relative scarcity; particularly in Bilpabla, where many landowners began to demand substantial advance deposits from prospective tenants to secure leases.
The decline of sharecropping resulted in the loss of access to
land for paddy cultivation for many households in both villages.

However, particularly in Bilpabla, the simultaneous emergence of
land rental markets allowed many of these same households to
access land for aquaculture. Although levels of functional landlessness (ofﬁcially deﬁned as ownership of less than 0.2 ha of land)
were much higher in Bilpabla than Salabunia (61% versus 27%)4 at
the time of the survey, a similar share of households in both villages
(just over 2/3) practiced aquaculture, including 46% and 20% of
functionally landless households in the two villages, respectively
(Tables 2 and 3). In Bilpabla, widespread leasing in of land (mainly
from absentee owners) resulted in a remarkably equitable distribution of operated gher landholdings. The average area of ghers
worked by functionally landless households in Bilpabla was thus 12
times greater than the average area of land owned by households of
this type, and the average size of operated gher landholdings in the
village was similar among landowners of all sizes, ranging from
0.44 to 0.77 ha (Table 3).
Leasing in gher land was also widespread in Salabunia, but had a
weak redistributive effect (Table 2), serving primarily to enable
households to exchange small fragmented parcels of land in order
to consolidate them. Plot consolidation likely proved necessary in
Salabunia, but not in Bilpabla because, for reasons discussed further
below, the optimum size of extensively managed shrimp ghers is
larger than that of prawn ghers (c.f. Adnan, 2013, p108).
The potential of shrimp farming to generate much greater surpluses than paddy cultivation prompted powerful actors local to
Salabunia to seek control of land via extra-economic means, initiating a process of ‘accumulation by dispossession’ (Adnan, 2013).
Although the de facto land grab that occurred in Salabunia was
eventually overcome following a prolonged struggle, similar cases
continue to affect large areas of land within the union where the
village is located, and remain active sites of ongoing politicized
conﬂict. The alienation of households in Salabunia from their
means of production over a prolonged period, presumably resulted
in extreme distress and hardship, with severe negative consequences for subjective and material wellbeing. The bitterness still
felt about this injustice was evident in the unprompted and
emotionally charged comments of several informants who, variously; stated that shrimp farming should be banned or forbidden,

4
Paprocki and Cons (2014) report that substantial permanent out-migration has
occurred over a long time period from villages in Polder 23 to urban areas,
including Kolkata in neighbouring India, in response to the perturbations caused by
shrimp. It is therefore possible that the comparatively low rate of landlessness
recorded in Salabunia reﬂects earlier displacement of households from the village
into the ranks of the urban proletariat. If this is the case, this process would have
had profound implications for the wellbeing of those affected.
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Table 2
Summary of aquaculture landholdings in Salabunia, disaggregated by landownership category.
Landholding Number of Mean area of
category (ha) households land owned
per household
(ha)

Gher operators
as % of all
households in
group

Mean area of ghers
owned per gheroperating
household

Mean area of ghers
operated per gheroperating
household

Gher area
Gher area
owned as % of operated as
% of land
gher area
owned
operated

Gini
Gher area
leased out as coefﬁcient
of land
% of land
owned
owned

<0.2
0.2e0.4
0.4e1.0
1.0e3.0
>3
Total

20
75
88
100
100
71

0.12
0.18
0.32
0.49
0.81
0.50

0.18
0.34
0.99
1.12
2.28
1.02

69
53
32
44
36
48

25
31
35
28
31
31

25
16
24
19
9
93

0.05
0.30
0.70
1.66
3.89
0.96

348
114
142
67
58
107

e
e
e
e
e
0.56

Gini
coefﬁcient
of land
leased-in
e
e
e
e
e
0.54

Source: Own survey.

Table 3
Summary of aquaculture landholdings in Bilpabla, disaggregated by landownership category.
Landholding Number of Mean area of
category (ha) households land owned
per household
(ha)

Gher operators
as % of all
households in
group

Mean area of ghers
owned per gheroperating
household

Mean area of ghers
operated per gheroperating
household

Gher area
Gher area
owned as % of operated as
% of land
gher area
owned
operated

Gini
Gher area
leased out as coefﬁcient
of land
% of land
owned
owned

<0.2
0.2e0.4
0.4e1.0
1.0e3.0
>3
Total

46
100
100
100
e
67

0.08
0.15
0.21
0.37
e
0.22

0.62
0.44
0.69
0.77
e
0.62

13
34
31
48
e
35

0
0
11
11
e
8

52
9
21
3
e
85

0.05
0.27
0.55
1.22
e
0.24

1208
161
125
63
e
260

e
e
e
e
e
0.52

Gini
coefﬁcient
of land
leased-in
e
e
e
e
e
0.44

Source: Own survey.

likened shrimp to “a virus”, referred to land grabbing gher operators as “cruel” and “criminal”, and spoke of living in fear of them.
Wellbeing outcomes for households who lost access to agricultural land due to the shift from sharecropping to rental contracts
varied, largely in accordance with whether they were subsequently
able to lease in land for aquaculture. Those who obtained access to
land in this way (a group more numerous in Bilpabla than Salabunia) generally achieved higher incomes than they had done
previously, albeit with greater associated risks. Those who lost
access to land completely became increasingly or entirely dependent on selling their labour power. Whether this led to declining
material living standards depended largely on the volume and
quality of the employment opportunities available within the
village; itself e as the next sub-section demonstrates e partly a
function of the type of aquaculture that displaced former
livelihoods.
Irrespective of the material outcomes of this transition, informants in both villages expressed strong subjective preferences
for engaging in agricultural production over selling labour power.
This inclination is likely linked to the high social status accorded to
farming in Bangladesh relative to laboring (Arens and van Beurden,
1977), in a context where the professional status of a household's
members confers (dis)honour not only to this unit, but to the entire
, 1996). These observations
gusti (clan) of which it is a part (Kotalova
appear to correspond with the ﬁnding that farmers in Bangladesh
have higher self-reported wellbeing than agricultural labourers
(Camﬁeld et al., 2009b).
3.2.3. Labour and gender
Erosion of the non-market bases of peasant households' reproduction, and the deepening of commodity relations that results, is
the central dynamic of the commodiﬁcation of subsistence. This
process was evident in observation of a respondent from Salabunia
that, “[prior to the advent of shrimp aquaculture] we could produce
everything, but now we have to buy every single thing”. Small
producers unable to fully meet their subsistence needs must sell
their labour power in order to survive, and in doing so become

‘classes of labour’; workers who, although not necessarily dispossessed of all their means of reproduction, do not ‘possess sufﬁcient
means to reproduce themselves’ (Bernstein, 2010, p111, emphasis
in original). In both villages, former peasants were incorporated
into increasingly commodiﬁed labour relations as a result of this
process, giving rise to gendered patterns of social and economic
differentiation with profound implications for all dimensions of
social wellbeing.
These impacts were most starkly evident in Salabunia, where an
increasing dependence on the market for provisioning food resulted in large teams of men migrating within and beyond the district
to perform agricultural labour in exchange for paddy, which was
used to ensure (partial) household food security. In families with
migrant men, this led to greater female involvement in the management of household shrimp ghers than was customary in the
past. The emergence of an almost completely cash-based economy
also compelled women in Salabunia to enter wage employment.
One group of women summarized the situation thus:
“Ten years ago when we were producing rice we worked less
because we had enough food, but now we need to work every
day to earn money to fulﬁll our daily needs. We didn't work in
other [people's] ghers at that time [when we were producing
rice]. Now we work 12 months [per year]. At that time we did
very little [paid] work.”
Although the collapse of rice cultivation in Salabunia made
selling labour imperative for all but the largest gher operating
households, shrimp farming created a rather limited set of work
opportunities in its place. These consisted primarily of repairing
gher dikes for a short period once each year; guarding and maintaining large ghers operated by absentee landowners; and clearing
aquatic weeds from larger ghers. The ﬁrst of these jobs is performed
by both women and men casual labourers. Male permanent
workers originating from outside the village are usually hired for
the second, and the third is casual work done almost exclusively by
women. According to informants, the cessation of paddy cultivation
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therefore resulted in declining demand for (largely male) agricultural labour within Salabunia, whilst simultaneously creating a
large pool of surplus female labour, ready to work at any opportunity. As a result of these tendencies, women's labour market
participation in shrimp farming areas of Southwest Bangladesh
(where they account for 37% of hired labour inputs for aquaculture)
is much higher than is typical in other rural areas of the country
(Table 4). Extremely low women's wage rates in Salabunia, averaging just $0.91/day, were the result of this relative surplus of female labour (Table 5).
In marked contrast, diversiﬁcation and intensiﬁcation of agricultural land use that accompanied the growth of integrated
freshwater gher farming in Bilpabla enabled farm households there
to produce signiﬁcant quantities of paddy, ﬁsh and vegetables for
subsistence consumption and local sale, alongside high-value
prawn for export to global markets. Effective management of this
complex farming system places signiﬁcant demands on household
labour (c.f. Adnan, 2013), requiring 54% more person days per
hectare than shrimp (Table 4). As a result, prawn farming utilizes
more female family labour than shrimp, and the incorporation of
women into the labour market in prawn farming villages is less
comprehensive than in shrimp farming areas (Table 4). Average
wage rates of $2.18/day for female casual workers in Bilpabla (more
than double those in Salabunia) reﬂect a relative scarcity of wage
labourers (Table 5).
In both villages, women tended to participate more fully in and
have greater control over aquaculture on their own farms when
men were not present in the household, either temporarily or for
longer periods. In addition, most women who could afford not to
work (either in their own ghers or as wage labour for others), chose
not to do so. These observations suggest that women's involvement
in aquaculture tended to occur more as a response to resource
constraints than as the result of choices regarding new opportunities. Nevertheless, women's involvement in own- and off-farm
work in both villages generally appeared to have been accompanied by increasing agency.
In Salabunia, one woman noted that, “Previously [before the
advent of shrimp farming], women depended on their husbands to
give money for clothes and books for the children, but now they
earn money, so they are able to make choices for themselves. Most
of the money is used for home consumption or the household.” A
group of women interviewed in Bilpabla described their present
situation as being better than that before prawn farming began,
because they now had more money and household goods and were
able to meet all their households' consumption needs. They also
reported having more inﬂuence on buying food and clothes and
making educational decisions than they once had, stating: “Now we
are doing our own work in the ﬁelds and are happy, as we are
working for ourselves, whatever the physical conditions. Twenty
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Table 5
Average wage rates ($/day, preceding 12 months) for women and men casual
labourers, by employment type and village ($1 ¼ BDT 81).
Village

Bilpabla
Salabunia

Aquaculture-related

Agriculture-related

Non-farm

_

\

_þ\

_

\

_þ\

_

\

_þ\

2.86
2.49

2.18
0.91

2.74
1.27

3.19
e

1.85
e

3.08
e

2.80

e
e

2.80
e

Source: Own survey

years ago we couldn't go anywhere alone. Now we have freedom to
do so.”
However, running partially counter to these positive relational,
subjective and material outcomes, the transition from paddy
cultivation to aquaculture was also accompanied by declines in the
production of crops and assets (cattle, paddy and poultry) over
which women exercised signiﬁcant control. These were replaced by
items over which men usually assumed command (shrimp, prawn,
ﬁsh and rents from leasing out land). Women's employment decisions in the two villages thus reﬂected and resulted in a variety of
tradeoffs among different elements of wellbeing.
Material factors shaping labour market entry included degree of
ﬁnancial need, subsistence capacity, household labour supply, and
the opportunity costs of labour. For women, decisions based on
these factors were simultaneously tempered by relational concerns
with maintaining the idealized gender norm of purdah, with its
subjective associations of honour and shame. The outcome of these
decisions, manifested in the degree and form of women's direct
enrollment in economic activities in the two villages, would in turn
have led to the renegotiation and partial redeﬁnition of gender
norms and relations within both families and the wider community, with a mixture of wellbeing outcomes too diverse to generalize (Kabeer, 2002).

4. Discussion and conclusion: biological materiality, agrarian
change and social wellbeing
This paper has charted the history of the insertion of two high
value aquatic export commodities, tiger shrimp and freshwater
prawn, into the previously rice dominated agrarian structure of
rural Southwest Bangladesh, to examine resulting changes in food
security status, access to land, gendered labour relations, and their
implications for the social wellbeing of those involved.
One of the paper's principle concerns is to draw attention to the
scope for integration of social wellbeing theory into studies of
agrarian change. Analysis presented in the preceding sections
demonstrated a high degree of theoretical and methodological
complementarity between the two frameworks. This approach
yielded a more nuanced and varied range of insights than would

Table 4
Family and hired labour use in shrimp and prawn farming in Southwest Bangladesh, by gender.
Shrimp

Women's labour

Men's labour

Total labour

Source: Jahan et al., 2015.

Hired
Family
All
Hired
Family
All
Hired
Family
All

Prawn

Person days/ha/year

Share of total (%)

Person days/ha/year

Share of total (%)

30
10
40
51
125
176
81
135
217

14
5
18
24
58
81
37
62
100

17
32
49
62
176
238
79
208
287

6
11
17
22
61
83
28
72
100
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have been possible given an exclusive focus on either wellbeing or
agrarian political economy, by highlighting the ways in which
agrarian development was experienced subjectively by those
caught up in it. The key impacts of agrarian transitions in Salabunia
and Bilpabla on the social wellbeing of its inhabitants are summarized in the concluding paragraphs of this section.
The second project of the paper is to account for the fact that
two ostensibly very similar commodities, inserted into similar
agrarian settings, should bring about wildly divergent transitions.
This question is revisited here, with reference to the ways in which
biological differences between shrimp and prawn are implicated in
the processes described above.
I argue that radical differences in the ways that agrarian transitions played out in Bilpabla and Salabunia can only be accounted
for by differences in the ‘biological materiality’ of the commodities
produced in each (Huang, 2012). These differences played a crucial
role in delimiting the technical and social possibilities of the
farming technologies deployed, within the speciﬁc structural
context of Southwest Bangladesh's agrarian ecology and political
economy. This observation is signiﬁcant, because although some of
the literature dealing with social-ecological aspects of shrimp
aquaculture has linked biological characteristics of the crop to the
social organization of its production (Huang, 2012; Bush et al.,
2010; Lebel et al., 2010), similar approaches are largely missing
from literature on aquaculture in the political economic tradition.5
Three biological differences between shrimp and prawn are pertinent here:
First, and most fundamentally, freshwater prawn thrives in
freshwater, whereas tiger shrimp is a marine species, requiring a
partially saline aquatic environment for optimal growth (Dall et al.,
1990; New, 2002). As a result, prawn can be fully integrated with
terrestrial crop production. In contrast, shrimp can only be integrated with rice on an alternate seasonal rotation (as occurred in
the large single owner and multiple owner gher systems), but the
balance between the two crops is fragile and quickly breaks down if
salinities rise, with disastrous results for rice production (as in the
small single-owner gher system).
Second, tiger shrimp are highly susceptible to diseases including
the virulent White Spot Syndrome Virus (WSSV), which causes
frequent and severe mortalities in the country's shrimp farms
(Karim et al., 2012). The disease prone nature of shrimp makes it
risky for farmers to stock at high densities unless expensive biosecurity measures are taken (Bush et al., 2010). This feature accounts for the extremely extensive nature of production in
Bangladesh, where low stocking densities and very limited application of external feed inputs are pursued as a strategy for reducing
ﬁnancial exposure to the risk of disease (Karim et al., 2012). In
contrast, freshwater prawn, though carriers of WSSV, are rarely
affected by it (Wahab et al., 2012). This makes stocking prawn at
higher densities than shrimp and making greater investment in
feed inputs an acceptable risk. This is reﬂected in yields of prawn,
which are two to three times higher on average than those of
shrimp (Karim et al., 2012).
Third, although both species are omnivorous (Dall et al., 1990;
New, 2002), freshwater prawn are adapted to feed upon larger
food items than tiger shrimp, and require supplementary feeds (e.g.
manufactured pelleted feeds, snail meat, cooked rice) in order to
attain acceptable growth rates and returns. Production costs are
thus higher than those of tiger shrimp, which can be proﬁtably
reared to market size utilizing only naturally occurring feeds found
in the gher, such as algae and detritus, and requiring no external

5
Saguin (2015) provides a rare example of the application of such an approach to
analysis of the development of ﬁsh culture in the Philippines.

feed inputs.
In the context of the agrarian structure and agro-ecology of rural
Southwest Bangladesh, these biological differences contributed to
the emergence of two distinct technologies; combining factors of
production in different ways, with different social relations of
production and different implications for social wellbeing.
In Bilpabla, the ability to integrate production of freshwater
prawn (which requires expensive feed inputs) with rice, vegetables
and ﬁsh, led to the development of a relatively capital and labour
intensive farming system that allowed households to generate a
marketable surplus of multiple crops, whilst retaining the ability to
grow for subsistence purposes. This resulted in the transformation
of peasant paddy cultivators into petty commodity producers; integrated into the market, but heavily dependent upon selfexploitation of family labour. This dependence upon non-market
labour led to women working on their own farms in signiﬁcant
numbers and constrained the supply of wage labourers, resulting in
high local wage rates for both women and men. When combined
with the diminishing availability and rising rental value of land and
high capital costs for feed, these factors favoured a pattern of
agrarian development in which the average size of operated holdings was small, and land was allocated remarkably equitably
through well-functioning rental markets.
In Salabunia, the productive forces embodied in shrimp resulted
in radically different tendencies when inserted into an agrarian
structure originally very close to that of Bilpabla. Once the operation of shrimp ghers had devolved back to their individual owners,
the inability to discharge saline water at the end of the dry season
destroyed the ability to produce rice or other terrestrial crops
during the following season. This resulted in reduced cropping
diversity, and the loss of households' ability to reproduce themselves through subsistence means; rendering them dependent on
the market for provisioning food and bound to earn cash incomes in
order to do so. This commodiﬁcation dynamic drove men's
migration for work outside the village and women's entry into the
labour market within it, and in doing so created a surplus pool of
female labour earning very low wage rates. At the same time, the
disease prone nature of shrimp demanded that it be stocked at low
densities and without external inputs of feed.
These factors resulted in a land intensive technology with
relatively low labour and capital requirements, making leasing land
the major cost in ghers that were not owner operated (c.f.
~es, 1989). This is the key to explaining the widespread
Guimara
appropriation of land through extra-economic means that occurred
in shrimp producing areas, as powerful capitalist farmers sought to
minimize production costs, simultaneously feeding into wider
processes of primitive accumulation (c.f. Adnan, 2013).
In both villages, the class characteristics of former peasant
paddy farmers were transformed. Bilpabla saw the formation of a
large group of petty commodity producers with little internal differentiation occurring after this initial change, with a smaller group
transformed into classes of labour through the loss of access to
sharecropped land. Similar differentiation occurred in Salabunia,
but with a much larger group becoming classes of labour, and a
small emergent capitalist elite from outside the village initially
capturing a large share of resources and production. No similar
capitalist class became involved in prawn farming in Bilpabla,
where the costs of employing and adequately supervising sufﬁcient
labour to manage the complex integrated farming system did not
favour such arrangements. Little differentiation occurred within
the sizable classes of petty commodity producers that ultimately
emerged in both villages. However, the contrasting circumstances
that led to the formation of this class in each village, and the
differing material characteristics of the production technologies
deployed, resulted in sharply contrasting outcomes for all facets of

B. Belton / Journal of Rural Studies 45 (2016) 230e242

social wellbeing. The paper concludes by summarizing these.
In Bilpabla, effects on community social wellbeing were predominantly positive with respect to all three of its dimensions:
materially (high incomes compared to rice, high levels of food security among farm households, high demand for labour and
favourable terms of labour market incorporation); relationally
(relatively equitable distribution of resources within the village and
increasing agency for women, albeit with some tradeoffs), and;
subjectively (retention of the ability to produce rice that is so
central to constructions of wellbeing in Bangladesh).
In Salabunia, social wellbeing worsened considerably overall,
despite households farming shrimp gaining greater incomes than
they had under the earlier rice regime. This material gain was offset
by greater food insecurity as a result of reduced capacity to cultivate
agricultural produce other than shrimp, and the unfavourable
terms of women's incorporation into the labour market. Relational
dimensions of wellbeing were overwhelmingly coloured by the
structural (and physical) violence that facilitated early instances of
land grabbing, while a different set of power asymmetries later
contributed to failure of the collective management of ghers and
the shift to individual management that precipitated the loss of rice
cultivation. Some positives were evident in the eventual success of
collective attempts to regain control of expropriated land, and in
some increases in women's agency linked to their changing
employment status. Most inhabitants of the village referred to the
overall effects on subjective wellbeing in unequivocally negative
terms however; expressing a pervasive anxiety and discomfort at
the loss of self-sufﬁciency in rice and other agricultural production,
anger at injustices linked to the expropriation of land, and a
tangible sense of resignation and despair about what the future
held in store.
These nuanced ﬁndings underline the value of applying insights
from social wellbeing theory to analyses of agrarian change, as well
as the importance of the role that biological materiality can play in
inﬂuencing the direction of such change. They also illustrate the
inherent complexity and heterogeneity of development processes.
When allied with the analytical framework of agrarian political
economy, social wellbeing provides a powerful framework for
exploring these multi-faceted dimensions of rural development
and change.
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