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TO KNOW OUR THE SEFARERS 

INTRODUCTION 
 

Every year, thousands of ships ply the oceans of the world. Transmarine 
technology has indeed shrunk the miles between our continents, making it 
possible to transport virtually anything from one shore to the next. The success of 
an operation, however, lies in the seafarers and crew that make it happen. 
Throughout every journey, there are lives that inhabit these vessels and they, 
too, have something to offer from one individual to another.  
 
Getting to Know the Seafarer: A Guidebook for Onboard Relations is inspired by 
a cultural awareness program undertaken by FINAVAL. S.p.A. It is designed to 
help our seafarers to achieve a better appreciation of their colleagues from 
different country. Familiarizing oneself with the cultures that surround him can 
contribute to better work relationships as seafarers traverse the globe, spending 
weeks and even months in each other’s company.   
 
As in every country, culture and history influence a people’s collective persona.  
The following pages attempt to drow a picture of seafarers based on their value, 
mores and manners. 
 
Fabrizio Mazzucchi  
Crew Manager Finaval S.p.A 
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I have read carefully this work and I find it extremely meritorious. Definitely for the 
contents, but first of all for the purpose. An example to follow not only to shipping 
companies, but for anyone to employ people of different nationalities. 
 
Examples like these should be promoted primarily by any institution, public or private, 
who knows the meaning of globalizations in all its innermost meaning and want to 
spread the effects and values. Essential for the times that we live. 
In this sense all the more appreciated this initiative will be absolutely private, whose 
sole purpose is to ensure dialogue, understanding and coexistence among people 
who surf for us. 
 
People who are forced to live from day to relate in particular to a form of forced to live 
together for months on board ship. 
 
Our assistance is intended to ensure that their well-being also relate in mutual 
understanding, help the way they work and ultimately the way we work and the good 
results of our company. 
 
The book is written in three hands, one Italian, one Indian and one Filipino, because 
the talk of connazonali ensure its authenticity. Why the reader perceives the true 
nature and character of the main subjects of this work: our seamen 
 
 
Gabriele Arveda 
Human Resource Manager – Finaval S.p.A 
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The author of this part of booklet, Fulvio Costigliolo, is a marine engineer with a 
Title of Surveyor and Expert in ships’ averages, Hull & Machinery c/o the 
Chamber of Commerce  of Genoa. He has served as a Junior Engineer on 
board from 1962 till 1974, to become the Chief Engineer . 

In 1975, he become Technical Superintendent in the Villain & Fassio in Genoa 
and till 2011 he has covered the same position in few Company with the duties of 
Site Manager for New Building too. 
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The more and more frequent employment of the mixed crew, with the seafarers 
originally of  different nationalities, gave rise for the Owners to the problem of 
preservation of the good cohabitation on board. For the successful ship’s 
management it is very important to create the harmony among the 
heterogeneous components of the crew. 
All the problems that are characteristic of the racial integration in a national 
territory are amplified on board the vessel where the space that each person can 
devote to his own necessities is much more reduced. Unavoidably, the 
cohabitation in the public spaces is much more accentuate and the intolerance 
for the other people’s usages favours the incomprehension which is to the 
detriment of the good proceeding of the life on board. 
The absence of the family and of the usual friends encouraged the former 
seafarers  to find among the colleagues on board those acts of good neighbours 
which were missing. The diffusion of the mixed crew has originally limited also 
this custom that was of great help for the seaman in facing the long period of 
engagement. 
Only the commendable effort of several ships’ operators in trying to understand 
and to solve the problems created by the living together of so many people in a 
so restricted space, has mitigated the negative impact of whom has lived the 
diffusion of the heterogeneous crew. 
The best way to favour the integration among the various races has been to 
make known their prevailing  customs, so that those who are approaching them 
for the first time, can evaluate what is suit for their own emotional behavior and 
try to keep themselves away from what could create problems of 
incomprehension and of living together. 
Several Owners are engaged to diffuse on board their  vessels the information on 
the usages, the customs, the way of thinking, the faith, etc of the majority of the 
nationalities  from which the seafarers are coming and the results already 
obtained are more than satisfactory. 
Also our Company, Finaval S.p.A., has given commencement to her own 
program of “Cultural Integration among the Crew Members” on her vessels by 
means of the distribution of pamphlets concerning the Indian, the Filipino and the 
Italian nationalities. 
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Chapter 1:  FOREWARD 
 
Mutual knowledge among crew is one of the essential conditions for harmony and 
good relations on board, with the latter being crucial for successful ship 
management. 
The increasing use of multinational crews with staff coming from several different 
nations has prompted ship owners and operators to promote integration between the 
various ethnic groups of seafarers employed on their ships by distributing pamphlets 
that summarize their most common customs, traditions, way of thought, religion, etc. 
The same reasoning applies to understanding Italian seafarers, where information 
on the way they interact with others, their most common personality styles and even 
some idiomatic expressions that cannot be found in dictionaries should accelerate 
on board familiarization with colleagues from other nations. 
The purpose of this booklet is to offer assistance to those who are interested in 
having a quick general idea of the "Italians" that one can come in contact with on 
board. Many people, including former sailors, have cooperated in carrying out this 
work, without the help of anthropologists, sociologists or psychologists. The 
knowledge that has now been collected in these few pages has been acquired 
through long onboard experience and turnover of many crews with the hope that it 
can be of assistance to foreign seafarers who are part of the Finaval fleet and who 
come in contact with Italian colleagues for the first time. 
The term "mixed Italians" was used deliberately to introduce the concept of an Italian 
nation intended as a cluster of regions and cities whose inhabitants combine to form 
one homeland although they are still influenced by the customs and ways of thinking 
deriving from their past history. 
Italy was unified only 150 years ago after centuries of foreign domination that kept 
them divided, favouring the use of different languages (at least three: French, 
Spanish and German), not including the many dialects that have shaped the manner 
of expression,  customs and even their personality. Generally speaking, seafarers 
from northern Italy are more pragmatic whereas those from southern Italy are more 
fatalistic but also more patient in times of hardship - this is due to the influence of 
Austrian domination in the north and Spanish domination in the South. 
 
The Southern Seafarer is more fatalistic and more submissive but this should not be 
misunderstood as a weakness in their personality to be used to one’s advantage as 
this may provoke a strong unexpected counter-reaction. 
The Northern Seafarer is more rational and tends to ask himself if an action is 
needed or if it is strictly necessary before doing it. This attitude should not be 
interpreted as a lack of will in undertaking work or being challenged. 
Obviously, these are merely general features that can even be disputed by the 
people whom one is in contact with themselves. 
The conception of time is also different. In the South, time is intended as a 
succession of moments without a fixed point of beginning or completing an action so 
that what cannot be done today will be finished tomorrow. This is the concept of 
"maniana" that the Spaniards have passed on to Southern Italy and which needs to 
be mentioned because it seems to also be adopted by international rules to protect 
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the crew. Each shift has a necessary period of rest, and that is the case even if the 
operations underway have not yet been completed. 
It should also be pointed out that the country stretches geographically from north to 
south by about 1300 km through plains and high mountains, with climatic variations 
that change people’s spirit of adaptation to their environment. For example, Italians’ 
reactions to heat or cold differ based on the geographical location of their hometown, 
just as Italians have dissimilar feeding patterns to better suit the local climate. The 
requirement and custom of a "siesta" or "nap" in hot climates is perhaps most felt by 
Southern-Central seafarers compared to those coming from the North, while the cold 
northern climate is better tolerated by Northern Seafarers. 
Of course it is not an easy task for a foreigner to understand that despite the fact 
that Italy is a sole geographical expression, its Italians are so different and the 
Northern and Southern areas have not yet been ethnically unified. This booklet is 
intended to give its readers basic knowledge of the Italians who are most commonly 
part of the seafaring crews. 
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Chapter 2: KNOWING ITALY  
 
 
Italy is a peninsula of about 301,336 km2 with 60 million inhabitants, situated in the 
middle of the Mediterranean Sea that stretches from latitude 47 ° North 
(approximately) to latitude 36 ° South (approximate ly), having two major islands 
(Sicily and Sardinia) and dozens of other smaller densely-populated islands which 
supply qualified seafarers in all categories of on board services. 
Politically speaking, Italy is a republic with a bicameral system, divided into 20 
regions, 5 of which have special status. 
The country has a great seafaring tradition that dates back to Roman times, when 
Roman ships dominated the Mediterranean, extending their trade across the Straits 
of Gibraltar and sailing to the North and South. 
After the fall of the Roman Empire, the four Maritime Republics (Amalfi, Pisa, Venice 
and Genoa) controlled all the commerce of the Mediterranean Sea for centuries, 
establishing trade by sea with the entire world as it was known at that time. 
Today, Italy is the seventh-largest economy and is part of the Western defence 
system NATO where its navy ships of national construction play an active role. The 
shipbuilding industry is flourishing, and it specializes in the construction of large 
cruise ships, military vessels and fast ferries. 
Most major cities located by the sea have nautical institutes which provide training 
for the rank of Marine Officers and many also have professional schools which offer 
preparation for other ranks as well. 
There are two great Italian navigators who discovered the New World: Christopher 
Columbus and Amerigo Vespucci (who gave his name to the continent, America). 
It is said that the magnetic compass was introduced to the Western world by people 
from the Amalfi Coast. (Southern Italy). 
The propeller for marine engine propulsion seems to have been invented in Trieste 
(when the city was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire). 
Most seafarers come from regions and cities scattered along the coast, with a higher 
incidence in the areas that have ancient maritime traditions. The seafarers’ 
hometown distinctly characterizes their habits, customs, language and even their 
social behaviour. 
There is, however, a minority of “inland” seafarers who come from cities that are 
located far from the coast – they are viewed by their colleagues with an air of 
superiority which is completely unjustified. 
These seafarers have usually chosen to work on board because they have a strong 
fascination for the sea. The extraordinary devotion they draw on when carrying out 
their tasks helps them obtain the same results as their coastal colleagues, the latter 
who have acquired seafaring knowledge from the simple fact of living in maritime 
coastal centres. 
 
 
 
 
 



9 

Chapter 3: KNOWING THE ITALIAN PEOPLE 
             (From Southern to Northern Italy, passing by the Centre and the Islands) 
              

Broadly speaking, we will try to mention the most salient information that 
distinguishes seafarers according to the three main geographical areas in which Italy 
is traditionally divided: South - Centre - North. 
 

 

3.1: Italians from Southern Italy and Sicily (Sicil ia) 
 
From the historical point of view, southern Italy along with its large island Sicily, was 
ruled by a royal family of Spanish mother tongue, but the influence of this language 
on the local dialects were relatively modest, with the exception of some words that 
have come to be used idiomatically. 
ADDIMURARI (TO DELAY) FROM THE SPANISH “DEMORA” –  
ISARI (TO RISE) FROM THE SPANISH “IZAR”- 
MANTA (BLANKET) FROM THE SPANISH “MANTA”- 
SCUPETTA (SHOTGUN) FROM THE SPANISH “ESCOPETA” 
PARACCU (UMBRELLA) FROM THE SPANISH “PARAGUAS” 
STRUPPIARISI (TO GET HURT) FROM THE SPANISH “ESTROPEAR” 
 
The influence of the Spanish language was more prominent on the other great 
Italian island, Sardinia, where the proximity to mainland Spain and its Mediterranean 
islands favoured sea trade, promiscuity of populations and transfer of the Spanish 
vocabulary despite the fact that the island was part of the Piedmont kingdom of 
French mother tongue for centuries. Particular but quite intelligible to other Italians is 
the Sicilian dialect, used especially for informal conversation between fellow 
countrymen - it has introduced apparently unkind words to the onboard Italian 
language which have by now become universally and warmly accepted by co-
workers. 
How can one not accept the interjection “minchia!” (fuck) from the mouth of a typical 
Sicilian? With this expression, the speaker absolutely does not intend to be offensive 
towards the interlocutor. 
As a general rule, the use that Italians make of dialect should not be regarded as a 
form of rudeness. By speaking in dialect, fellow countrymen are not trying to isolate 
themselves from other onboard colleagues – they are simply using it as a means of 
communication that is more comprehensible as it allows the other party to transmit 
sensations, ideas and nuances which the Italian language cannot convey (often 
because the speakers master their mother tongue less than their dialect). In 
Southern Italy, there are several training centres that prepare excellent seafarers for 
all ranks on board, who bring along with them their customs and dialect which is 
markedly characteristic of their hometown. 
Our company has seafarers from Pozzallo, Riposto and Trapani, who also have 
experience on fishing boats, proven familiarity with nautical ropes and equipment in 
general, and great resistance to fatigue.  
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According to recent surveys the town of Pozzallo is the Italian municipality that has 
the highest ratio of residents and seafarers and is also home to a historic "Nautical 
Institute" (La Pira). 
 
If there are a sufficiently large number of Sicilian seafarers onboard and the cook is 
Italian, it is likely that some dishes of the local cuisine are prepared and enjoyed on 
board. Pasta with sardines or pasta with "quails" is always appreciated not only by 
Sicilians but also by the rest of the crew. If the chef is not Italian, it is also possible 
that some willing and able volunteer gives a Sicilian food crash course to the foreign 
cook, and if the ingredients necessary are available, succulent local delicacies can 
be prepared. 
The art of preparing cannoli with cream when ricotta is not available is quite well 
known also among eastern cooks and is always an unexpected and pleasant 
surprise at the table. On the opposite side of the country, there are the flourishing 
centres of Apulia (Puglia in Italian), which perhaps more in the past than now, 
supplied great engine staff and seafarers. Their dialects are distinctive, almost 
incomprehensible to those who are not from the South-Eastern part of Italy. Trying to 
decipher a conversation in dialect among seafarers from Puglia would be a waste of 
time for those who are not familiar with the Italian language. 
Who would think that it is an Italian speaking when hearing the following expression? 
“Scitt(e) nu grait(e) e fusciatinn(e)”= Scream and Run (used when one is facing a 
situation where it is better to leave or stay out of) 
Normally the Apulian people are accustomed to cultural exchanges with countries 
bordering the Adriatic Sea (Greece, Albania, Montenegro, etc.) therefore socializing 
for the Levantine people with Italian and foreign colleagues comes easy to them as 
well. One of the most famous maritime centres from the Apuglia region is Molfetta. 
People from this region are great fishermen and fish eaters. Those who have not 
been infected by the computer frenzy still practice fishing as their favourite leisure 
time activity, angling astern when the ship is stationary in the harbour. They are 
even willing to sacrifice their rest period for fishing, sometimes even at night (fishing 
light). If the bay is full of fish, a seafarer from Molfetta who fishes astern the ship 
secures a good fish meal for the entire crew. 
It is interesting to mention that "stern fishermen" have always been the terror of 
engine officers because there is always the danger that the lines get hooked up and 
wound around the propeller shaft, damaging the outer seal of the oil box. A while 
ago with turbine plants, when the ship propeller was in constant slow rotation at 
anchorage, many chief engineers prohibited hanging fishing lines on the stern.  
The custom of eating raw fish (with a little lemon juice or even without) was 
introduced by seafarers from Molfetta long before the arrival of "sushi" from Japan. 
People from Molfetta are also great eaters of vegetables: beans, chickpeas and 
roasted pumpkin seeds. Yes, they also eat chickpeas, at least on the ships which 
have not been subjected to the tradition that binds chickpeas with rough seas and 
storms encountered along the route. Finally is it worth mentioning the very rich and 
valuable community of Neapolitans which embody all the seafarers from the 
Campania region and the numerous islands of the Gulf of Naples. 
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We should note in particular the seafarers from Sorrento and Amalfi who embody 
the glorious traditions of the Marine Republic of Amalfi, of which they are proud 
descendants. The seafaring profession as a traditional line of work has always been 
a source of pride for these people, who have lived in perfect symbiosis with the sea 
for centuries. 
People from Procida (Procida Island) were famous as engine officers for steam 
propulsion plants (turbine personnel) but today, these seafarers have adapted to all 
ship types. 
Moreover, Campania is home to the largest concentration of shipowners, thereby 
promoting the development and increasing professionalism of the crews that rotate 
on their ships. The Neapolitan is traditionally in good spirits, using animated slang 
expressions on board. 
However, the festive and expansive character typical of Neapolitans should not be 
interpreted as a lack of seriousness on the job or of little commitment. 
The Spanish "philosophy" of life has been rooted in the Neapolitans perhaps more 
than among any other southern Italians. Man must work to live, not live to work . It 
is only fair that there is a break where one can disconnect from work-related 
problems on board after work. 
Another common form of expressing good mood among the Neapolitans is singing. 
To many, this may be a disturbance or it might seem inappropriate because of the 
belief that it takes attention away from the job at hand. Instead, for them singing 
frees their mind from other thoughts and concerns that can actually create 
distraction, especially on board where loneliness and distance away from family is a 
heavy burden. Speaking of Neapolitans, let’s not forget the many forms of 
superstition and measures used to ward off the evil eye and all its consequences. 
For example: 
 

- Making the hand gesture of the sign of the horns to ward off the evil influence 
that can be passed on from the person they're talking to or which came near 
them. 

- Touch  horns 
- Walk under a ladder 
 

These "pagan" beliefs should not be considered as a form of folklore or lack of 
seriousness on the part of those who practice them. The horn hanging at the 
workplace, perhaps next to the image of the patron saint should not be criticized 
because in addition to being superstitious, the Neapolitan is also very religious. 
About the Patron Saint, we must specifically mention San Gennaro whose protection 
the Neapolitans rely on and entrust the dearest people in their lives. Do not be 
surprised if they also curse him if anything in their life or at work does not go as they 
wish. Hence the famous expression “damn to San Gennaro!” The Neapolitan dialect 
is quite understandable and is generally not a big problem if used instead of the 
Italian language. 
The terms " tira a campà " (live from day to day) and “a umma a umma” (secretly, 
without anyone's knowledge) are now part of the lexicon known and used by many 
Italians. 
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In addition, there is a whole series of Neapolitans sayings and proverbs such as: 
 

- A femmena è comme 'a gatta: scippa e fuje - A woman is like a cat, it 
scratches and runs 

- A ogne casa nce ave 'a sta 'na croce - Every household has its own troubles 
- Chi vo' male a' chesta casa hadda murì primma che trase - Whoever wants to 

hurt this house must die before entering 
- 'O pesce fete d'a capa - The fish stinks from the head 
- 'O purpo se coce cu ll'acqua soja - The octopus is cooked in its water (sooner 

or later the chickens are coming home to roost)  
- Ogne scarrafone è bello 'a mamma soja - Every cockroach is beautiful to its 

mother 
 

Even food is influenced by the hometown, a phenomenon that affects the population 
at large and consequently also the seafarers. 
Normally Italians from the South tend to be more "pasta" eaters than those from the 
North, where rice and other grains are common. An Italian from the South does not 
dislike a daily plate of spaghetti, therefore an "expert" cook should not only prepare 
a good risotto but also a steaming plate of spaghetti with tomato sauce as an 
alternative. 
On ships with mixed crews (Westerners and Easterners), Eastern cooks should also 
adopt this simple conduct to "conquer" the sympathy of Italians, especially those 
from the South. In the past more than now, it was customary for sailors to bring 
some homemade culinary specialties for colleagues to savour after boarding or after 
obtaining a license. 
One could rest assured that "the suitcases of Southern seafarers" always contained 
some delicacies, whether sweet or salty. This was the case because even the 
sweets of the South are different - they are sweeter and have a prevailing almond 
base.  
Friendship and hospitality are very important values for southern Italians. Onboard 
this translates into invitations to one’s cabin for a chat about topics beyond work-
related activities while enjoying a soft drink in good company. Usually these 
invitations are made with sincerity and warmth- rejecting them would be a serious 
lack of respect. The guest should not feel obliged to immediately repay the host, who 
can be visited "empty handed". Reciprocating the invitation at the next favourable 
opportunity is usually a sign that the guest has enjoyed the visit.  
For Southern seafarers, family and relatives are a matter of ethics and honour, 
therefore they do not particularly like getting into heated conversations about issues 
that involve them. When angry, one should avoid using certain expressions that 
make reference to mothers or sisters (as frequently done in the North although the 
attribution is purely literary). 
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3.2: Italians from Central Italy and Sardinia (Sard egna) 
 
Seafarers from Central Italy and Sardinia have never been and perhaps are still not 
as numerous as those from the rest of the Peninsula. Consequently, we do not have 
any peculiar features to highlight. Perhaps we can consider seafarers from the cities 
surrounding Campania (for example, Formia, Gaeta) similar to those from Naples, 
whereas the Tuscans from Livorno, Pisa and the island of Elba can be considered 
as analogous to those from northern Italy, of whom we will mention more later. Only 
the dialects, which the Tuscans regard as the real Italian language, distinguish 
Central-Italian seafarers from their national colleagues. But we must point out that 
both the Tuscan and the "Romanesque" dialects are relatively comprehensible even 
for those who are in the process of learning the basics of the Italian language. 
Their tendency to socialize with the people around them leads them to get 
acquainted with their colleagues easily and quickly. One of the peculiarities of 
seafarers from central Italy which can affect their interaction with others is that they 
speak frankly, without reserves or beating around the bush. "Yes" and "No" are used 
in the pure sense of the literary expressions. The nuanced meaning of "maybe", 
"we’ll see," "perhaps," "I do not know" is not usually part of the lexicon they adopt to 
interact. This direct and sometimes blunt manner of expressing their point of view 
might seem as a form of detachment from the listener but in reality it is not so. 
Perhaps it comes from mastery of the language that central Italians enjoy compared 
to the rest of the Italians (the local dialects have more resonance with the mother 
tongue compared to the rest of the country), therefore every time they want to 
communicate a nuance that comes to their mind, they immediately find the most 
suitable linguistic expression and do not use the simple "Yes" or "No" to convey a 
shaded belief. Be careful not to misinterpret any reference made to the gods of the 
Catholic religion in times of hardship or excessive euphoria. The use of "Madonna 
bona" or "Dio bono (Good Lord)" should not be regarded as a curse but as a cry for 
help or a form of thanksgiving the heavens.  
There are many traditional dishes that seafarers from central Italy prefer and that the 
chef prepares when many of them are on-board. Some dishes have now been 
incorporated in international menus such as the Roman spaghetti "all'Amatriciana" 
and Spaghetti “alla Carbonara”. Even eastern cooks have by now become more or 
less experts in preparing these delicacies and periodically exhibit their knowledge by 
delighting the table with a steaming plate of spaghetti. 
When fresh fish is available on board, perhaps because it has been caught in the 
harbour, the cook could prepare a spicy fish soup with croutons to remind the 
Tuscans (if any) of their local dishes with an imitation of the typical "Caciucco" from 
Livorno. Doing so would make everyone happy, not just the Tuscans. 
Sardinia is an entity in itself. 
Proximity with Spain has influenced customs and traditions more profoundly than the 
reign of Piedmont and Sardinia, of which it has been part of for centuries. 
The Sardinian language does exist and it belongs to the group of Neo-Indo-
European languages. There are also many dialects that differ quite markedly from 
area to area (Campidanese, Gallura, Sassari, Alghero, etc.). 
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These have been more or less influenced by the Spanish language as attested by 
the following words: 
 

- Casu – cheese, from the Spanish Queso 
- Ventana or Bentana – window, from the Spanish Ventana 
- Mesa – table, from the Spanish Mesa  

 
Isolation from the rest of the nation due to the relatively few connections with the 
mainland have meant that, even on board, Sardinian seafarers have a tendency to 
live relatively apart from the rest of the crew. This should not be taken as a sign of 
distrust of the people that surround them. In fact, courtesy to colleagues and respect 
for onboard hierarchy are at their utmost. 
Be careful not to define people from Sardinia as "sardegnoli" because "sardegnolo" 
is an epithet for a certain breed of donkeys found on the island. 
In general, people from Sardinia do not have a great seafaring tradition; in fact, they 
are more anchored to the earth which has always given them everything necessary 
for survival without creating the necessity to turn to the sea. Seaborne shipping has 
almost exclusively developed locally between the island and the mainland and the 
seafarers who have chosen maritime professions on vessels operating inter-
continentally are not so numerous as to constitute a characteristic cluster. 
In Sardinia there is a community of people and a large "colony" of seafarers from 
Carloforte (S. Pietro Island, south west of Sardinia). People from Carloforte do not 
consider themselves as Sardinian but rather as Genoese because their ancestors 
were a community of Genoese deported on the island of S. Pietro. 
Almost all of them love to speak the dialect of Liguria with its characteristic Genoese 
accent, just as their customs are typically Ligurian, including the abundant use of 
"pesto" which we will mention later when dealing with seafarers from the Ligurian 
Sea. 
The people from "Carloforte" do not make strong friendships with their fellow 
"Sardinians" and vice versa, but this should not be seen as a sign of personal 
hostility. The small community of the island of St. Peter has suffered isolation from 
Sardinia and the rest of Italy for centuries due to the vast sea that divides them. This 
isolation has therefore influenced their behaviour with respect to choosing whom 
they make first contact with. 
Daily interaction with people from "Carloforte" reveals that are worthy of esteem and 
friendship. 
It may seem strange but one of the dishes that people from "Carloforte" love eating 
is "Couscous" because their community has lived for centuries on the island of 
Tabarca in Tunisia before being deported to the island of S. Pietro. For this reason, 
they have been jokingly nick-named "tabarchini". Calling a person from "Carloforte" a 
"tabarchino" is not an offense – on the contrary, it puts a smile on their faces 
because it implies that the history of this community is well known to the interlocutor. 
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3.3: Italians from Northern Italy 
 

As far as seafaring traditions are concerned, people from Northern Italy cannot be 
considered as homogeneous because of the historical division that has shaped them 
for centuries. Broadly speaking, the area stretching from the Ligurian to the Adriatic 
Sea can be divided into three main areas having different maritime traditions: 
 
- The Trieste region, which embodies the tradition of the Austro-Hungarian Empire 

where Trieste was the maritime capital. 
This territory lost Istria with its many islands that had a thriving maritime tradition 
(just think of Lussino and its important shipowners), supplying many numerous 
and able seafarers. 

- The Veneto region, which embodies the tradition of the glorious maritime republic 
of Venice. 

- Liguria, which has handed down the tradition of the old Maritime Republic of 
Genoa.  
 

The maritime tradition of an area is reflected by the presence of nautical institutes 
for Officers and professional institutes for other specializations but also for other 
related activities from which the youth can learn and perfect typical seafaring tasks. 
These include ship repairs, technical studies, fishing ports, shops selling nautical 
publications and materials, boat fairs, etc. 
With regards to the three traditional seafaring centres, we shall name the three 
main cities: Trieste, Venice and Genoa, without detracting anything from the many 
towns that flourish around them and which supply many seafarers. Among these, 
we should mention for example Monfalcone (Gorizia) in Trieste, Mestre and 
Chioggia in the Gulf of Venice, Camogli in Genoa and La Spezia in Sarzana. 
 
What distinguishes seafarers from these three regions are the dialects they use to 
address their fellow countrymen and at times even other parties, their willingness to 
familiarize with colleagues, and in part,  their eating habits. 
The dialects of Trieste and Veneto are relatively understood by other Italians and 
quite decipherable even to those who are not Italian but whose language is similar 
to ours. The mother tongue of the royal family that ruled these lands for centuries 
(German) left few traces, confirming the belief that the imposed domination was not 
felt by the population. 
Just as with other dialects, there are some words and expressions that do not have 
an equivalent in the Italian language, which we will mention below so that a listener 
can follow the general idea of the conversation. These expressions are common to 
both dialects, that of Trieste and Veneto: 
- Và in mona – Let's leave out the literal translation as it is not polite but the general 
meaning is "Go to hell" expressed without any sense of bitterness or hatred towards 
those to whom it is addressed.  

- Ti te son incocalido? - (Tieste) o “incocalio”(Veneto)  to say or ask if a person is 
dazed, confused. The recipient of this expression should not necessarily feel 
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insulted as it is also used in good-natured way, to incite the person. It all depends 
on the context in which it is used. 

These two dialects use such characteristic words that Italians from other regions will 
not fail to remark when communicating with their North-Eastern colleagues: 
 

- Bisi - peas – (Veneto) 
- Folpo - octopus – (Veneto) 
- Luganega -sausage – (Veneto) 
- Peoci - mussles – (Veneto) 
- Papùza - slippers – (Triestino / Veneto) 
- Trapoler – schemer –  (Triestino) 
- Vixavì – in front of – (Triestino) 
  
People from Trieste stand out because of their knowledge, more or less perfect, of 
the Slavic languages from the neighbouring countries, including Croatian, Serbian, 
and Slovenian. They are able to establish quite friendly relations with their 
colleagues from these areas despite recent historical events. 
Some culinary traditions of North-Eastern Italians differ substantially from their 
colleagues from other regions. Cornmeal (polenta), for example, is typical of these 
places but almost unknown to the Centre-South. The nickname "polentone" used to 
refer to a Northern-eastern seafarer means someone eating cornmeal and does not 
constitute reason for resentment - at most, it puts a laugh on one’s face, almost with 
pride. However, when used for seafarers coming from other Italian regions, the 
same epithet could be understood as a person who moves with difficulty or slowly, 
and the reaction of the person receiving the comment will obviously be very 
different. 
If there is a relatively large community of North-Eastern seafarers on board, a 
periodic meal of "polenta" would be highly appreciated. It can be simply cooked as a 
side-dish to a steak "alla ciappa" (= on the grill). 
Central European cuisine is primarily the prerogative of seafarers from Trieste. A 
good "Yota" (soup), tasty "white würstel (sausages)", or a delicious "strudel" or 
"stinco"(pork shank) accompanied by beer (one or more) is the pride of those who 
come from the far eastern corner of Italy but these dishes are also appreciated by 
seafarers from other Italian regions. It is hard to find on-board chefs who know how 
to tackle these dishes or who dare to prepare these delicacies for crews that are not 
composed of seafarers from Trieste. 
The expansive personality of North-eastern seafarers is widely recognized. They 
always have a joke handy but that should not be misconstrued as a lack of respect 
of the other person. In general, one should be prepared to respond to a joke with 
another of the same tone, without resentment and without misunderstandings. 
Seafarers from the Ligurian Sea (that is from the North-West) are like the antithesis 
of their North-Eastern colleagues. There are profound differences in the Ligurian 
dialect (in all its forms ranging from one end of the region to the other) with respect 
to that of the rest of Italy. Affinity with the French language and the dialects of 
South-Eastern France predominates in Liguria. 
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Seafaring words from the Ligurian dialect are more commonly known as 
"Genovese" given that Liguria has always been part of the Maritime Republic of 
Genoa, stretching from Nice (west) to Sarzana (East). These words have by now 
entered into common Italian usage. Some of these terms were imported from other 
foreign languages (especially Arabic) and introduced in the Genoese dialect before 
becoming incorporated into Italian and even English. For example: 
 
“Vira” and “Virare” (from Arabic) = to change course. 
“Ammaina” and “Ammainare” (from Arabic) = to lower, to haul down. 
 
Many common words of the Genoese dialect have been acquired from France, with 
which the Republic of Genoa has had alternating periods of business relations, both 
good and stormy. Likewise, some phonetic expressions are actually French as they 
do not exist in the Italian language. A Western Ligurian version called Monegasque 
is traditionally spoken in the Principality of Monaco, where it is taught in schools. 
A special mention goes to the typical expression that unites all Ligurians: "Belin" 
and its nuances “in Belin” and "cu Belin". Without keeping the word to the literal 
meaning, we can translate these expressions as "Damn!". 
It is best not to use this expression but one should be aware that if heard in a 
conversation, it should not be considered an insult or disrespect. 
The Ligurian cuisine is typical of a region that is sandwiched between the 
mountains and the sea with poor lines of communication with the fertile plain behind 
it (Po Valley) and where the produce grown in the mountains have always been few 
and poor. Consequently, the Ligurian cuisine is essentially poor, and everything 
tends to be used with no wastes. 
In this regard, there is even a famous joke where a non-Ligurian colleague is asked 
if he knows why the seagulls which follow the ships of the Genoese use a single 
flying wing. The answer is because the other is used to bring along something to 
eat as the Genoese ships do not discard any food leftovers. 
The typical dish from Liguria that is by now know to all onboard cooks and that is 
quite often served onboard vessels with Italian crews, without distinction of region of 
origin, is "pesto". It is a green sauce made with basil, cheese, olive oil and a bit of 
something else that is available to season pasta. It is even sold in pre-packaged 
jars easy to store, therefore it is quite easy for a cook (whether eastern or western) 
to make a seafarer from Liguria happy. There are no other typical regional dishes 
that are prepared onboard, unless there is a strong community of Ligurian seafarers 
and cook. 
The personality of the Ligurian seafarer is also rather reserved and propensity for 
socializing with colleagues is quite scarce. 
This reluctance to familiarize rapidly should not be misunderstood as a display of 
pride, but rather as introversion. 
However, daily encounters in a confined environment like a ship usually makes 
Ligurians establish good and lasting relationships. 
It is said that once you have earned their trust, Ligurians become trusted and 
sincere colleagues which you can always count on. 
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The strong seafaring tradition of the inhabitants of the villages located between the 
cities of Genoa and La Spezia gave rise to one of the largest Italian fleets of sailing 
boats based in Camogli at the beginning of the previous century. Since then, the 
sailors of the “Riviera di Levante” have become expert navigators. Although the era 
of the "Camogli" fleet has ended, the Ligurian “Riviera di Levante” continues to 
supply excellent seafarers who fill all crewing ranks. The seafarers of Camogli have 
the reputation of being great money savers. They hardly go (or went) on shore 
leave to avoid spending money to such an extent that the expression "Camugin" 
has become synonymous with money saver, in an almost stingy kind of way. 
 

Chapter 4: ITALIANS FROM ALL OVER ITALY 
 
Italian seafarers have now acquired the pride of belonging to a nation that has 
shrugged off the poverty that the Second World War had left behind and when 
sailing was for many people the only source of livelihood, to which misery was the 
only other alternative. This situation had adversely affected relations between Italian 
seafarers with their colleagues from more prosperous nations for decades. 
Today they are aware of the expertise they can offer in the conduct of ships on-
board and demand to be treated respectfully even when being ordered. They are 
reluctant to accept orders placed without a minimal form of personal respect. It is 
therefore best to avoid forms such forms as "Do you understand what you have to 
do?", "Do as I said!" or "Hurry up!" etc. In issuing orders, it is always best to be as 
diplomatic as possible. 
If a seafarer must be criticized, it is best to do so in private, without exposing the 
person to the criticism of his colleagues, superiors or subordinates. 
Shortly after the reprimand, a tap on the shoulder or another brief exchange of 
words makes the person understand that the previous action only referred to that 
specific moment and that there was nothing personal to it. 
A word of appreciation for the work of a colleague, without exceeding in 
compliments, is always a good way to maintain relations.  
In general, Italians are not excessively patriotic. Perhaps, the only time when they 
feel part of a single nation is when the national football team is playing in a soccer 
match.  For the rest, they usually have a sense of belonging to their region, or even 
to their city. However, it is possible that nationalism is roused in multi-racial 
communities therefore it is best to avoid epithets against Italy and Italians. 
Even when meant jokingly, it is always better to avoid saying Italy is "Mafia" or 
Italians are "mafiosi". As a best-case scenario, the reaction of the listener could be 
a broken smile, but the effect it produces is not one that encourages a peaceful 
coexistence. 
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4.1: Italians and the English language 
 

With respect to work, communication with foreign colleagues generally occurs in 
English as petty officers usually have a sufficient knowledge of the language and 
ratings also know the basics as well. Body language is quite typical of Italians and 
the use of the hands and body makes up for their poor command of the English 
language (monkey language) which helps them to make themselves understood and 
avoid misunderstandings that could have negative consequences. 
The use of gestures in an excited manner should not to be understood as a lack of 
calm and impatience but rather as reinforcement for the idea that the Italian national 
wants to convey to support his belief. The more an Italian gesticulates, the more he is 
passionate about his belief and the more he intends to share that with his audience. 
When a certain amount of trust has been established between the speakers, Italians 
also use relatively common gestures belonging to the "Monkey language" repertoire 
which are more or less polite, but which might be incomprehensible to foreign 
colleagues. These include: 
 
- Placing the left hand on the right forearm and closing/opening the right arm to 

say: “don’t even think about, not a chance in hell that it’s going to happen!”  
- Beating the forehead with the fingers of the right hand to say: “are you crazy?!” – 

“you’re nuts!”  - “who makes you do it!” 
- Placing the right index finger on the nose to say: “be quiet!” 
- Placing the right hand on the stomach and moving it around to indicate: “I’m 

hungry!” 
 

Regardless of the degree of mastery of the English language, Italians always keep a 
certain distance in their personal relationships with colleagues and do not like talking 
about their personal issues so it is best to avoid questions or matters that affect them 
intimately. If a question was asked during the course of a conversation that is 
undesirable for the interlocutor and the answer received seems evasive, it is 
advisable not to insist on further explanation and to change the subject so as not to 
arouse resentment. 
Even the seafarers’ pronunciation in English maintains the intonations of one’s own 
dialect. The region of origin is normally easily detected by the ear of a fellow Italian 
colleague. 
 
 

4.2: Italians and drugs and alcohol 
 
Among the evils which afflict humanity, to which Italy is no exception, a prominent 
place is occupied by the use of alcohol and drugs, especially among the youth. 
However, this problem does not seem to be paramount among Italian seafarers. 
Whether because of the strict limitations and controls imposed by shipping 
companies and local authorities in ports or because of the fear of losing one’s job 
and of being marginalized by one’s colleagues if discovered, we can state that drugs 
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and alcohol are not vices that afflict the Italian crew. This does not mean that some 
people do not overuse alcohol during shore leave as a reaction to the long 
abstinence on board (ships on which the use of alcohol is not allowed). However, it is 
the responsibility of the people in command of the vessel to identify the weakest 
elements and take the appropriate corrective action. 
 
 

4.3: Italians and gambling. 
 
Gambling, in general, is not a reason for concern for those who manage Italian 
crews. 
The widespread use of playing cards is diffused in many regions of Italy, and the 
seafarers carry them on board, at times, even setting up tournaments. Usually what 
is at stake does not go beyond the satisfaction of having prevailed on the opponent 
or a drink offered to those who lose. It should be noted that even the playing cards 
differ based on an Italian’s geographical origin- in fact there are several decks of 
cards with different figures that differ  from region to region. 
A ship is a community that has been isolated from the rest of the world, family and 
friends and it is a good practice to encourage parlour games that promote 
familiarization among the crew, help avoid the emergence of contrasting personality 
traits and help distract the mind from personal problems which can be magnified by 
isolation in one’s cabin. In order for an Italian to give his maximum performance at 
work and feel as if he belongs to the vessel, one must know how to motivate him as 
he must feel as if he is part of the company, whether it is intended as a single 
navigating vessel or as all the corporate ships. To promote the seafarer’s sense of 
attachment to the vessel, it is best, wherever possible, to offer some of the following 
pastime activities: 

 
- A well-stocked video store and library, with frequent updates/arrivals. 
- A gym with suitable equipment. 
- Recreation rooms, with a smoking corner. 

 

4.4: Italians and the family 
 
The family comes first in the seafarer’s hierarchy of needs. The Italian seafarer will 
show attachment to the ship and to the company if the corporate interests do not 
detract from the requirements of the Family. Appropriate remuneration, punctual 
monthly remittances, appropriate alternation between embarkation and 
disembarkation periods, and workplace certainty (certainty of embarking after a rest 
period) all help in making the seafarer feel as if he is not just a seasonal worker but 
an active component of the mechanism that makes the company operate 
successfully. Even if the ship is old and not in an optimal state, or needs constant 
work, no obstacle is insurmountable for a well-motivated seafarer- rather the 
obstacles are seen as challenges of which to be proud of once they have been 
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overcome. If the seafarer’s mind is free from thoughts, the happier he’ll be if the work 
he must carry out is more challenging and more extensive. 
In the hierarchy of values, personal pride comes immediately after the family. 
It is important to recognize the merit of each seafarer in order to ensure that all 
seafarers feel as if they are part of that mechanism that makes the vessel and 
company operate successfully. 
An Italian does not tolerate well those who take all the credit for the smooth running 
of the vessel. The ship sails well when all the crew contributes to its success. 
Offering seafarers that carry out the same tasks different compensation (bonuses or 
extra work hours) should be avoided. A different remuneration, regardless of the 
amount, can be interpreted as a different scale of values. 
 
 

4.5: Italians and nutrition 
 

We have already discussed in detail the culinary customs that differentiate Italians in 
the first part of this booklet. Among those which unite them are coffee, which should 
be served strong, and bread, which must be fresh of the day. 
Almost all vessels are equipped with one or more kettles for boiling water for 
"American" coffee- an item which Italian crews usually leave behind to accumulate 
dust. Their yearning is only for strong coffee, either expresso or "moka." Any 
shipowner who intends to use Italian crews should take precautions to equip the 
ships with the “moka” machine and to periodically supply the mix needed to make 
strong coffee. The "ritual" of a cup of coffee is sacred to all Italians. A good strong 
coffee for breakfast awakens Italians and better prepares them to face the day's 
work. 
The smell of freshly baked bread in the morning, even before breakfast, is 
characteristic of ships where Italian seafarers predominate. Many cooks, whether 
Italian or otherwise, usually prepare focaccia in addition to bread. 
A kneader of a sufficient capacity is a vital tool for vessels that predominantly 
employ Italian crew. 
Long shelf-life bread is rarely used to accompany an Italian’s main meals. 
Regardless of personal preferences which differ according to the hometown of each 
seafarer and which cannot be fulfilled on a daily basis, the meals that are served on 
board are mainly based on starchy foods (pasta), legumes, vegetables, meat, fish 
and fruit. A first course usually consists of pasta (long or short), seasoned in a 
variety of ways. 
A second course plate of fish or meat with a side-dish usually follows. Side-dishes 
usually consist of potatoes or salad (depending on availability). 
Olive oil is the most appreciated seasoning/dressing. 
Pizza should be offered with a certain frequency as a second course. 
The type of fruit that is served depends on the vessel’s location and on the available 
supplies but in general, all fruits are welcome as long as they are fresh and not 
canned. 
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Even foreign cooks are by now accustomed to the preferences of Italian seafarers 
and normally have no difficulty in preparing dishes “all’italiana”, to the complete 
satisfaction of the crew. 
Italian tradition usually requires that an appetizer and dessert are served on 
Thursdays and Sundays. In fact, on long voyages, one recalls the day of the week 
by seeing the presence of the appetizer or dessert on the table. 
On ships with mixed crews (Eastern and Western), many Italians do not mind eating 
Eastern meals, especially curry (chicken, beef, and even fish) and rice. 
If there are Indians present, many Italians happily use the delicious “ciappati” instead 
of bread. 
 
Shipping companies should not forget to supply the ships with the Christmas 
panettone to celebrate Christianity and if possible also “torrone” (nougat) and dried 
fruit. These are the little things that Italian seafarers look for and remark if absent, 
especially because it is quite difficult for a chef to make up for their lack. 
We can say with almost certainty that the only thing that unites all Italian seafarers 
from South to North and to the islands is the Catholic religion. On the bridge of 
almost all Italian ships, there is the figure of the patron saint of seafarers (St. 
Francis of Paola ) or of another leading figure of the Catholic religion to which the 
seafarers rely on to protect their own lives and those of their Family. 
 

 
 
It is also possible that in the privacy of their own cabins, seafarers also display the 
image of the patron saint of their hometown. The belief is that the patron saint takes 
care of his fellow "villagers" wherever these may be, including aboard a ship that is 
travelling around the world thereby deserving the devotion of his protégés. 
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Italians are deeply divided even when externalizing their religious beliefs. Although 
almost all are unanimously Catholic, each person’s devotion is often reserved to the 
patron saint of their hometown. 
It is therefore difficult to understand to whom Italian seafarers manifest their devotion 
because the Saints are quite numerous and each one of them has its own image 
and representation. 
Religion plays an important role in the lives of Italian seafarers even though 
attendance in church or religious circles (Seaman Club), in the ports where they are 
available, has significantly decreased over time. This is also due to the fact that the 
pace and quantity of tasks required from crew while in port has changed. Obligations 
have increased whereas leisure time during shore leave was reduced accordingly. 
When they predominate in number and to the extent possible, Italians on board 
ships love to celebrate the major holidays of the Catholic religion (mainly Christmas 
and Easter) with the suspension of all work activities that are not directly involved in 
on-board navigation and commercial operations (if in port). A good lunch-time meal 
involves the entire crew. If the Company has provided uniforms, it is worn by officers 
with pleasure. 
Senior officers should organize onboard maintenance activities in such a manner as 
to avoid that urgent work begins or needs to be completed during the holidays so 
that the crew can enjoy these festive days in peace. 
Masters certainly have the common sense of organizing the Christmas celebration in 
the best way possible and the sensitivity to involve the entire crew in the festivities. 
This is to ensure that no one retreats to his cabin to dwell on their faraway family 
and loved ones and make the biggest holiday of the year for the Catholic religion a 
day of solitude. 
Do not be surprised if, apart from manifesting their religious devotion, many Italian 
seafarers believe, with conviction, superstitions typical of their hometown which are 
quite difficult to interpret and explain. 
The following list names just a few: 
 
- The lucky horn  
- Touching the back of a hunchback for good luck  
- The lucky number 13 
- The unlucky number 17 
- Spilling salt on the table brings bad luck because in ancient times salt was more 

precious than gold therefore losing even a few grains meant losing a lot of money 
- Having thirteen people sit at the table is an ill-omen because it relates to Christ’s 

Last Supper with the Apostles (the first that rises from the table of 13 is said to be 
the first to die) 

- The saying "nè di venere (venerdì) nè di marte (martedì) non si sposa e non si 
parte" meaning one should not leave or get married neither on Friday nor on 
Tuesday, is connected to the fact that Tuesday is the day of Mars, the god of 
war, and according to popular belief, Friday is favourable for devils and witches.  

- Breaking a mirror brings seven years of bad luck 
- Walking under a ladder brings bad luck 
- Placing a hat on the bed brings bad luck 
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- Holding a spoon with your left hand brings bad luck 
- Spilling oil is a sign of bad luck. Many centuries ago, oil and salt were precious 

substances, therefore spilling or losing them was an economic loss 
- Opening an umbrella indoors brings bad luck 
- Placing bread upside down on the table brings famine 
- If you receive a pin, a knife or any sharp object as a gift, prick the giver with them 

or offer the giver a symbolic coin. If you don’t, you risk losing their friendship 
- Seeing a falling star is a good omen, make a wish! 
- Every time you see a rainbow, make a wish: it will certainly come true  
- If your left hand is itching, it is a sign that money is on its way, however if the itch 

is on the right hand, it is a sign that you must give money away 
- Placing a coin in the foundations of a new house is good luck 
 
 

 

Chapter 5: ITALIAN WOMEN ON BOARD 
 

Women as seafarers are a rather new category but are on the rise in seaborne 
shipping. 
Italian women have been part of the crew for decades, covering all ranks on board. 
Copying the much older seafaring tradition of Northern Europe, they have started 
onboard by covering the ranks that were best suited for the "weaker sex" such as RT 
officer and  service personnel to gradually move on to the role of Deck Officers and 
even to the more physically-challenging rank of Engine Officers. The introduction of 
the control room in the engine room, equipped with air conditioning, may have 
favoured the increase of this vocation. 
Today, women are employed in almost all ranks and it is estimated that the 
percentage of women seafarers is about 1.2% in Italy, although most are still active 
in the hospitality industry of cruise ships, where they carry out subordinate tasks. 
Nowadays a growing number of women are obtaining vocational training in order to 
cover the highest ranks of the maritime industry, whether on board or ashore. 
Although shipowners and operators that employ women onboard, as well as 
instructors in training institutions, state that the experience has been positive, women 
nevertheless remain possible victims of discrimination, intolerance or harassment, 
from which they must defend themselves. Seafaring women usually take all the 
necessary precautions that allow them to live and work in a male-dominated world 
and in a confined environment like a ship, where contact with men is constant. The 
precautions taken mostly refer to clothing and hairstyle, so as to not exalt their 
femininity. 
Those who hold positions of leadership must exercise it without being influenced by 
the fact of “being a woman” and those who must carry out subordinate tasks must 
complete their work without counting on the help offered by the colleagues of the 
"stronger sex".  
Seafarers who have female superiors must not underestimate the professionalism of 
women, who has usually been acquired through the same source and process as 
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their male counterparts. There is therefore no reason to underestimate women; on 
the contrary, their stamina and endurance may turn out to be an unexpected 
surprise. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



26 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
  

UNDERSTANDING AN INDIAN SEAFARER  
By  

Hari Krishna Taneja 

 



                                                                                                                                                                          
105 

Front Cover inside 
 

 



106 
 

PREFACE 
 

When I was approached by Capt. Fabrio Mazzucchi, the Crew Manager of Finaval S.p.A to write 
a booklet on the subject of “Understanding an Indian Seafarer” with the objective of creating a 
better understanding in the minds of European Officers towards Indian officers and ratings 
employed by the company over last several years, I was first hesitant to undertake this 
assignment because I was not sure that I was fully competent to write such a booklet, having last 
sailed on a ship in 1964, a full 47 years ago .However, after initial hesitation, I still decided to 
accept this assignment because of following two reasons. 
 
Although I have not sailed on a ship for many years now, I have remained in touch with the Indian 
seafarers through my active involvement with ship surveys when I was serving with Lloyd’s 
Register of Shipping and later with Indian Register of Shipping and through various training 
courses that I have been conducting ashore for various shipping and ship-management on the 
subject of ISM Code, ISO 9001 ISO 14001 and OHSAS 18001 after my retirement from IRS 
 
The second and more important reason that led me to accept this assignment was the absence 
or near-absence of any literature on this vital subject. I thought that I could fill a void by accepting 
this assignment. Whether I have been able to do so will entirely depend upon the reception and 
feedback that this booklet receives from the readers. 
 
It is a well-known fact that for many years now the ship-owners and ship-managers have been 
facing acute difficulties in manning their ships with crews sourced from developed countries and 
even if they can, the costs related to such employment have become prohibitive, thus making 
their operations uncompetitive. Most of the ships today are manned by officers and crew sourced 
from under-developed or developing countries. It is understood that approximately 80 % of the 
world’s merchant fleet is manned by mixed nationality crews from such countries today. India is 
one the leading countries that is supplying such manpower.  
 
There are many different crew compositions that are in vogue today. It may be a single nationality 
crew drawn from the ship-owner’s country or a single nationality drawn from a country other than 
that of the ship-owner. The crew may also be composed of officers from the ship-owner’s country 
and ratings from a third world country; from the senior officers from the ship-owner’s country, 
junior officers from a third world country, and all the ratings from still another third world country; 
or the master of the ship may be from the owner’s country and all the rest of the officers and 
rating may be from a wide range of third world countries.  
 
Obviously such arrangements, although unavoidable in the present day context, create multitude 
of problems and issues which may hamper safe and efficient operation of a ship because of the 
differences in the backgrounds, languages, values, cultures, habits, attitudes, behaviors, foods 
and food habits etc. It therefore, becomes important and essential to create an understanding 
amongst nationals of various countries working together of each other’s values and cultures. 
Such an understating can definitely bring about an improved and smoother working relationship 
on board a ship.  
 
One feels happy to be a part of a laudable objective that has been taken up by the Crewing 
Department of Finaval S.p.A. in having such a booklet prepared which, it is hoped, will go some 
distance in creating a better understanding between the European officers on one hand and 
Indian officers and other crew members, on the other. 
 
Having said the above, one needs to recognize that India is a very large country having many 
languages, religions and sub-cultures and therefore it is difficult, nay impossible, to capture its 
history and culture in such a small booklet such as this. It must therefore be viewed only as an 
attempt to provide a bird’s eye-view of its vast history, geography, culture, diversities and 
similarities. One would feel satisfied if it can succeed in giving broad over-view of “What makes 
an Indian Seafarer Tick?” and in creating a better environment for understanding each other’s 
views.     
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This book could not have been written without the support and help of Capt. Fabrio Mazzuchhi, 
Crew Manager of Finaval S.p.A, Rome (Italy) who strongly urged the author to write this book 
with an objective of creating a better understanding between the European Officers, on one hand 
and the Indian Officers and ratings, on the other. It is Capt. Mazzucchi’s belief that such a book is 
very much needed to create that much-needed understanding. The author is indebted to the 
management of Finaval S.p.A for their support in writing this book. 
 
Finally, the author thanks his children Payal Satyajit, Sunil Taneja and Priya Uppal and their 
respective spouses Sunil, Gitanjali and Mohit for their encouragement and his loving wife Kamal 
for her inspiration. 
 
The Author 
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FORWARD 
 

This book is concerned with a very interdisciplinary subject of great theoretical and practical 
interest. 
 
It has been written by a person who has rich background of all subjects marine, and who can give 
a competent coverage in a very readable way. I have had the privilege of working with the author 
as his subordinate for good 10 years, in which period we built up a consultancy company from its 
infancy, to become, one of the most respected organizations, both nationally and internationally, 
with some very enviable and prestigious names on the client list, in marine as well as non-marine 
sector. I have always admired and respected him for his eye for every minute detail.   
 
Approximately 80 percent of the world’s merchant fleets are manned by mixed nationality crews. 
This means that a ship’s crew composition is made up of seafarers with different nationalities 
having a diversity of culture.  
 
The different cultural backgrounds of the crew manning the ship may present a problem in the 
safe and efficient operation of a ship. Reports have shown that casualties have occurred more 
often on ships with mixed crews than on ships operated by a single nationality.  
 
In this context, understanding and appreciating the nuances of issues involved in handling multi-
cultural crew becomes all the more important. 
 
The entire gamuts of sub-subjects in the book which are relevant have been duly and 
meticulously covered. The pedantic background of the author is evident. The command over the 
language is also laudable. 
 
This is an extraordinary effort indeed, to come out with such a book, which should work like a 
handbook for ready reference in offices and onboard the ships manned by Indian crew. 
 
 
 
Capt. S. Bhardwaj, fics, fni, fcmmi, 
Vice Chancellor 
AMET (Maritime) University, Chennai, 
9th March 2011 
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Chapter # 1 INTRODUCTION TO INDIA AND INDIAN SEAFAR ING 
TRADITIONS 

 
India, officially the Republic of India, is a country in South Asia. It is the seventh-largest country 
by geographical area, the second-most populous country with over 1.2 billion people, and the 
most populous democracy in the world. Mainland Indian is bounded by the Indian Ocean on the 
south, the Arabian Sea on the west, and the Bay of Bengal on the east; and it is bordered by 
Pakistan to the west – Bhutan, the People’s Republic of China and Nepal to the north’ and 
Bangladesh and Burma to the east. In the Indian Ocean, mainland India and the Lakshadweep 
Islands are in the vicinity of Sri Lanka and the Maldives, while India’s Andaman and Nicobar 
Islands share maritime border with Thailand and the Indonesian island of Sumatra in the 
Andaman Sea – India has a coastline of 7,517 kilometers.  
 
Home to the ancient Indus Valley Civilization and a region of historic trade routes and vast 
empires, the Indian subcontinent was identified with its commercial and cultural wealth for must of 
its long history. Four of the worlds’ major religions – Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and Sikhism – 
originated here, while Zoroastrianism, Judaism, Christianity and Islam arrived in the first 
millennium CE (Common Era) and shaped the region’s diverse culture. Gradually annexed by the 
British East India Company from the early 18th century and colonized by the United Kingdom from 
the mid – 19th century, India become an independent nation in 1947 after a struggle for 
independence which was marked by a non-violent resistance led by Mahatma Gandhi. 
 
India is a federal constitutional republic with a parliamentary democracy consisting of 28 states 
and seven union territories. A pluralistic, multilingual and multiethnic society, India is also home to 
a diversity of wildlife in a variety of protected habitats. The Indian economy is the world’s eleventh 
largest economy by nominal GDP and the fourth largest by purchasing power parity. Since the 
introduction of market based economic reforms in 1991, India has become one of the fastest 
growing major economies in the world; however, the country continues to face several challenges 
including poverty, illiteracy, corruption and public health. India is classified as a newly 
industrialized country and is one of the four BRIC (Brazil, Russia, India and China) nations. It is 
the world’s sixth de facto nuclear weapons state and has the third largest standing armed force in 
the world, while its military expenditure ranks tenth in the world. India is a regional power in South 
Asia. 
 

 National Symbols of India 
Flag Tricolour Flower Lotus 
Emblem Sarnath Lion Capital  Tree Banyan 
Anthem Jana Gana Mana Fruit Mango 
Song Vande Mataram  Sport Field Hockey 
Animal  Royal Bengal Tiger  Game Pachisi  
Bird Indian Peacock Calendar  Saka  
Aquatic animal Dolphin River Ganges 
 
 
Administrative Divisions  
All states, and the two union territories of Puducherry and the National Capital Territory of Delhi, 
have elected legislatures and governments patterned on the Westminster model. The other five 
union territories are directly ruled by the Centre through appointed administrators. In 1956, under 
the States Reorganization Act, states were formed on a linguistic basis. Later three more states 
were added. Each state or union territory is further divided into administrative districts. The 
districts in turn are further divided into tehsils and eventually into villages. 
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States: 
 
1. Andhra Pradesh 8. Haryana 15. Maharashtra  22. Rajasthan 
2. Arunachal Pradesh 9. Himachal Pradesh 16. Manipur 23. Sikkim 
3. Assam 10. Jammu & Kashmir 17. Meghalaya 24. Tamil Nadu 
4. Bihar 11. Jharkhand 18. Mizoram 25. Tripura 
5. Chhatisgarh 12. Karnataka 19. Nagaland  26. Uttar Pradesh 
6. Goa  13. Kerala 20. Orissa 27. Uttarakhand 
7. Gujarat  14. Madhya Pradesh 21. Punjab 28. West Bengal 
 
Union Territories: 

A. Andaman and Nicobar Islands 
B. Chandigarh 
C. Dadra and Nagar Haveli 
D. Daman and Diu 
E. Lakshadweep 
F. National Capital Territory of Delhi 
G. Puducherry
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MARITIME AND SEAFARING HISTORY OF INDIA (IN BRIEF)  
 
It would not be wrong to say that the India's maritime and seafaring history predates the birth of 
Western civilisation. The world's first tidal dock is believed to have been built at Lothal around 2300 
BC during the Harappan civilisation, near the present day Mangrol harbour on the Gujarat coast. The 
Rig Veda, written around 2000 BC, credits Varuna with knowledge of the ocean routes commonly 
used by ships and describes naval expeditions using hundred-oared ships to subdue other kingdoms. 
There is a reference to plava, the side wings of a vessel which give stability under storm conditions, 
perhaps the precursor of modern stabilizers. Similarly, the Atharva Veda mentions boats, which are 
spacious, well-constructed and comfortable. 

In Indian mythology, Varuna was the exalted deity to whom lesser mortals turned to for forgiveness of 
their sins. It is only later that Indra became the King of the Gods and Varuna was relegated to become 
the God of Seas and Rivers. The influence of the sea on Indian Kingdoms continued to grow with the 
passage of time. North- west India came under the influence of Alexander the great, who built a 
harbour at Patala where the Indus branches into two, just before entering the Arabian Sea. His army 
returned to Mesopotamia in ships built in Sindh. Records show that in the period after his conquest, 
Chandragupta Maurya established an admiralty division under a Superintendent of ships as part of his 
war office, with a charter including responsibility for navigation on the seas, oceans, lakes and rivers. 
History records that Indian ships traded with countries as far as Java and Sumatra, and available 
evidence indicates that they were also trading with other countries in the Pacific, and Indian Ocean. 
Even before Alexander, there were references to India in Greek works and India had a flourishing 
trade with Rome.  Roman writer Pliny speaks of Indian traders carrying away large quantity of 
gold from Rome, in payment for much sought exports such as precious stones, skins, clothes, spices, 
sandalwood, perfumes, herbs and indigo. 

Trades of this volume could not have been conducted over the countries without appropriate 
navigational skills. Two Indian astronomers of repute, Aryabhatta and Varahamihira, having 
accurately mapped the positions of celestial bodies, developed a method of computing a ship's 
position from the stars. A crude forerunner of the modern magnetic compass called Matsyayantra was 
being used around the fourth or fifth century AD. Between the fifth and tenth centuries AD, the 
Vijaynagaram and Kalinga kingdoms of southern and Eastern India had established their rules over 
Malaya, Sumatra and Western Java. The Andaman and Nicobar Islands then served as an important 
midway for trade between the Indian peninsula and these kingdoms, as also with China. In the period 
984-1042 AD, the Chola kings dispatched great naval expeditions which occupied parts of Burma, 
Malaya and Sumatra, while suppressing the piratical activities of the Sumatra warlords. In 1292 AD, 
Marco Polo described Indian ships as "built of fir timber, having a sheath of boards laid over the 
planking in every part, caulked with iron nails. The bottoms were smeared with a preparation of 
quicklime and hemp, pounded together and mixed with oil from a certain tree which is a better 
material than pitch." A fourteenth century description of an Indian ship credits it with a carrying 
capacity of over 700 people giving a fair idea of both ship building skills and maritime ability of 
seamen who could successfully man such large vessels. 
 
Another account of the early fifteenth Century describes Indian ships as being built in compartments 
so that even if one part was shattered, the next remained intact, thus enabling the ship to complete 
her voyage. This was perhaps a forerunner of the modern day subdivision of ships into watertight 
compartments, a concept then totally alien to the Europeans.   
 
The decline of Indian maritime power commenced in the Thirteenth century, and Indian sea power 
had almost disappeared when the Portuguese arrived in India. They later imposed a system of license 
for trade, and set upon all Asian vessels not holding permits from them.   
 
The piratical activities of the Portuguese were challenged by the Zamorins of Calicut when Vasco da 
Gama, after obtaining permission to trade, refused to pay the customs levy. Two major engagements 
were fought during this period. First, the battle of Cochin in 1503 clearly revealed the weakness of 
Indian navies and indicated to the Europeans and opportunity for building a naval empire. The second 
engagement off Diu in 1509 gave the Portuguese mastery over Indian seas and laid the foundation of 
European control over Indian waters for the next 400 years. 
 



114 
 

Indian maritime interests witnessed a remarkable resurgence in the late seventeenth century, When 
the Siddhis of Janjira allied with the Moghuls to become a major power on the West Coast. This led 
the Maratha King Shivaji to create his own fleet, which was commanded by able admirals like Sidhoji 
Gujar and Kanhoji Angre. The Maratha Fleet along with the legendary Kanhoji Angre held away over 
the entire Konkan Coast keeping the English, Dutch and Portuguese at bay. The death of Angre in 
1729 left a vacuum and resulted in the decline of Maratha sea power.  
 
The Bombay Dock completed in July 1735 is in use even today. Ships displacing 800 to 1000 tons 
were built of teak at Daman and were superior to their British counterparts both in design and 
durability. This so agitated British shipbuilders on the River Thames that they protested against use of 
Indian built ships to carry trade from England. Consequently active measures were adopted to cripple 
the Indian shipbuilding industries. Nevertheless, many Indian ships were inducted into the Royal 
Navy, such as HMS Hindustan in 1795, the frigate Cornwallis in 1800, HMS Camel in 181 and HMS 
Ceylon in 1808. HMS Asia carried the flag of Admiral Codrington at the battle of Navarino in 1827 the 
last major sea battle to be fought entirely under sail.   
              
Two Indian built Ships witnessed history in the making. The Treaty of Nanking, ceding Hong Kong to 
the British was signed on board HMS Cornwallis in 1842. The national anthem of USA Star Spangled 
Banner", was composed by Francis Scott Key on board HMS Minden when the Ship was on a visit to 
Baltimore.  Numerous other ships were also constructed, the most famous being HMS Trincomalee, 
which was launched on 19 Oct 1817, carrying 86 guns and displacing 1065 tons. This ship was latter 
renamed Foudroyant.   
             
The period of 4000 years between Lothal and Bombay Dock, therefore, offers tangible evidence of 
seafaring skills the nation possessed in the days of sail. In the early seventeen century, when British 
naval ships came to India, they discovered the existence of considerable shipbuilding and repair 
skills, as well as seafaring people. An ideal combination was thus available for supporting a fighting 
force in India. 
 
PRESENT DAY SCENARIO  
 
Recognizing that India could be a good and economical source of seafaring manpower, the British 
Government established a training ship Dufferin in 1927 for imparting pre-sea training for both deck 
officers and engineering officers. Soon after India attained independence in 1947, the policy-makers 
recognized the need for establishing more maritime training institution in the country. 
 
A marine engineering college (DMET) to train marine engineering officers was established in Bombay 
and Calcutta in 1949. Similarly in 1972, T. S. Dufferin was replaced by T. S. Rajendra to train the deck 
officers. In 1993 T. S. Rajendra was replaced by T. S. Chanakya.  
 
For the training of the ratings three training ships were started: T. S. Bhadra at Calcutta in 1952; 
T. S. Mekhla at Vishakhapatnam in 1951 and T. S. Naulakshi at Navlakhi in 1955. 
 
However, due to sudden unprecedented slump in the international shipping which lasted almost 10 
years, a decision was taken to close all the three rating training ships in 1983.  
 
All the personnel trained in the above noted training institutions found gainful employment on Indian 
flag and foreign flag ships all over the world and have since then earned a very good name for 
themselves in every part of the world. 
 
With the growing demand of fully qualified and trained personnel not only for the Indian Shipping 
Industry but also by the international shipping industry, the Government of India constituted a 
Committee on Maritime Education and Training (COMET) in 1993 under the chairmanship of Dr. C.P. 
Srivastava, Chairman Emeritus of the International maritime Organization to submit a report on what 
steps should be taken to increase the number of maritime training institutes in the country so as to 
turn out more  sea-going personnel for the deck and engine disciplines. Incidentally, the author of this 
book was a member of this Committee. The Committee recommended greater intake in existing state-
run institutes and setting up of more institutes in the private sector. The Government accepted and 
implemented all the recommendations of this Committee. Consequently, there are several maritime 
education and training institution at the present time spread throughout the length and breadth of this 
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country. Two maritime universities have since been established in the country which provide graduate 
and post-graduate education on variety of maritime-related subjects.    
 
It might be best to quote here an extract from the key note address given by Efthimios E. Mitropoulos, 
Secretary-General, International Maritime Organization, in Bombay on 17 March 2010 
 
“Today, Indian seafarers are renowned all over the world for their skills, their knowledge, their integrity 
and their reliability – in short, their quality and professionalism. They are in great demand right across 
the shipping industry and can be found in positions of great responsibility throughout the world fleet. 
 
Indian seafarers, and particularly Indian officers, have become familiar and welcome visitors in the 
ports and terminals of every continent. Their reputation is one of competence, efficiency, skill and 
dedication. They are liked, trusted and respected and have become a reliable source of quality 
personnel that shipping companies of all nations have come to depend on.” 
 
THE NATIONAL MARITIME DAY 
 
April 5, 1964 marks the National Maritime Day of India. On this day in 1919 navigational history was 
created when S.S. Loyalty, the first Indian registered ship of The Scindia Steam Navigation Company 
Ltd, undertook a voyage to the United Kingdom, a memorable step in the Indian shipping history at a 
time when sea routes to and from India were controlled by the British. The National Maritime Day was 
first celebrated on 5 April 1964 and is now celebrated every year on that date. 



116 
 

Chapter # 2 CULTURAL DIFFERENCES AND SIMILARITIES  
 
A Master or Officer on board a ship having multi-national crew and an officer in the shore office in 
dealing with people of other cultures must understand two important points regarding culture: first, it is 
important that he accepts that there is no intrinsically “right “ or “wrong” solutions, no objectively 
“better” or “worse” ways of meeting basic needs; secondly, every culture is and has always been 
ethnocentric, that is, it thinks its own solutions are superior and should be so recognized by “right-
thinking”, “intelligent” ,”logical” human beings. 
For the European, for example, eating with one’s hands would be considered as dirty and unhygienic; 
for an Indian it is a normal thing to do. Most of the Indians are not familiar with the use of knife and 
fork and other implements that are normally used by Europeans while eating food or drinking various 
beverages along with their food.  
Indians, compared to Europeans, are more sensitive and easily humiliated. One must never ridicule 
an Indian seafarer, particularly in front of other Indian seafarers. He considers, with great deal of 
resentment, ridicule coming from a foreigner or a stranger, although not so much from a fellow Indian 
or a person from his own village or town. He is sensitive to hard words and aggressive behavior. One 
must avoid showing signs of conflict when talking to an Indian seafarer. As much as possible, never 
give a sour look or utter harsh words to him. 
For an Indian, smooth interpersonal relationship is the rule for a healthy relationship. A smile, a 
friendly lift of the eyebrow, a pat on the back, a word of praise and encouragement or a friendly 
concern can go a long way in winning the friendship of an Indian. 
Generally, an Indian tends to be a poor loser. He is unable to take defeat gracefully. If he wins he is 
exceedingly jubilant; if he loses, he is exceedingly bitter. He is deeply sports minded as long as he is 
winning but unfortunately, he tends to be unsportsmanlike when losing. To him, to be defeated is to 
be humiliated. Thus, when losing, an Indian is apt to find an excuse or an alibi in order to save face. 
An Indian may interpret the frankness of a European as rudeness and in the way Europeans view the 
Indian’s reticence at saying a direct “NO” as indecisiveness. To an Indian, “I will try” could either mean 
“NO” or that he will try. 
Europeans conceive of time in linear-spatial terms: the past, present and future.  An Indian has two 
concepts of time: first as linear where time is a succession of moments with fixed starting point and a 
fixed ending point; the second is the cyclical concept of time where time is a succession of moments 
without a fixed starting point or a fixed ending point.  Thus the, “Kya Jaldi Hai” habit (roughly 
translated, it will mean “What is the hurry? There is always a tomorrow”).Generally, an average Indian 
considers time flexible and unlimited and does not attach much value to it. What cannot be done 
today can always be accomplished tomorrow. Reaching late for an appointment is not considered 
impolite or unethical. Matter of fact, reaching late is considered normal and even no apology is offered 
or considered necessary. Even an Indian host does not expect an Indian invitee to reach at the 
appointed time. Jokingly, reaching late by few minutes or even half an hour or more is known as 
“Indian Standard Time”. 
Regional Differences and Similarities 
As mentioned earlier in chapter 1, India is a large multi-ethnic, multi-regional, multi-racial, multi-
religion and multi-lingual country. It is difficult to identify and list so many linguistic, cultural and racial 
groups in India; though for an Indian the name itself can give a reasonably correct assessment of a 
person’s religion, caste, mother tongue and place of origin. The major regional groups are: 

1. North Region comprising of people from Jammu and Kashmir, Sikkim, Himachal Pradesh, 
Punjab, Haryana, Uttrakhand, Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan, Bihar, Jharkhand, Chandigarh and 
Delhi 

2. North Eastern Region comprising of people from Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, 
Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland and Tripura; 

3. Western Region comprising of people from Gujarat, Maharashtra, Goa, Dadra &Nagar Haveli 
and Daman & Diu; 

4. Southern Region comprising of persons from Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Kerala, Tamil 
Nadu, Puducherry, Andaman & Nicobar Islands and Lakshadweep Islands; 

5. Eastern Region comprising of people from West Bengal and Orissa; 
6. Middle Region comprising of people from Madhya Pradesh and Chattisgarh. 
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People from North region are hard-working, industrious; well- informed and have a high sense of 
honour. They are generally ambitious and make every effort to advance in their careers. Most of them 
have good skills in networking with others, in particular with people who are more powerful and 
successful. They have high sense of honour and humour but are at times tempted by material gains. 
People from Western region are traditionally a seafaring lot and have always given good account of 
themselves. They are humble, honest, loyal and just. In their work, they can be relied upon. They use 
their skills to advance themselves and use their talents. 
People from Southern region are God-fearing, hardworking, sincere, humble, self-disciplined and 
frugal. Being frugal, they have few vices, if any. Their lives are kept simple and basic. They are thrifty 
with their hard-earned money and as they accumulate savings, they invest in something worthwhile 
such as a house, education and other productive pursuits before spending money on luxuries.   
People from the Eastern and north eastern regions are honest, generally very intelligent, and well-
informed and continuously strive to better their lot. Being intelligent, they are usually more curious, 
argumentative and are not likely to accept the “status quo” easily. 
People from Middle region have traits similar to those from Northern region.  
The above is a general description of the characteristics one is likely to come across, but one should 
be prepared to deal with the odd individual who is aggressive and/or lazy and/or difficult to deal with. 
His approach to life may also be different from the general picture given above, a possible cause is 
that, for example, he may be a south Indian but has been born and brought up in Eastern India, where 
his family has been living for 2 or 3 or more generations. 
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Chapter # 3 IMPORTANCE OF RELIGION TO AN INDIAN SEA FARER  
 
Religion plays an important role in the life of the average Indian, it affects his habits/beliefs, 
profession, holidays, ceremonies, dress and diet –more so when the individual comes from a rural 
background. It is helpful to know the spread of different religions amongst seafarers, who would 
prominently be Hindus, Moslems (Muslims) Christians though one would also come across a 
sprinkling of Sikhs, Sindhis,  Parsis (Zoroastrians), Jains, Buddhists or Jews. Probably their numbers 
would also decrease in this order. 
Hindus broadly belong to four main castes – Brahmins , kshatriyas, vaishyas and shudras – there are 
a large number of sub-castes. The existence of this caste system further affects the lives of Hindus to 
varying extents in so far as their approach to work and also contributes  to the strength & differences 
of their religious beliefs, their dietary requirements, their approach to other individuals ( even if they 
are Hindus ) etc. This knowledge can help in understanding an individual’s outlook particularly if he is 
coming from a rural or financially weak background. Most Hindus are offended if they are considered 
to  belong to a caste lower than the one to which they actually belong.  
 Brahmins – constitute the priests (highest category)  
 Kshatriyas – constitute royalty & the warriors  
 Vaishyas – constituted the mercantile class, professionals & artisans  
 Shudras – constituted those who carried out menial tasks (lowest category) 
Muslims generally are restricted to two major sects.  
Christians also belong to two different groups – Roman Catholics & Protestants. This division is 
unlikely to be of any great significance in so far as it affects the average seafarer.  It is interesting to 
know that a number of Roman Catholics sometimes refer to their castes because one of their 
forefathers (a Hindu belonging to a particular caste) was converted to Christianity. 
Buddhists – this religion is gaining popularity amongst the lower caste Hindus and tribal population 
since it gives them more religious freedom than is otherwise available if they remain Hindus.  
Generally, in India today, the State gives much importance to the  minority categories in providing 
reservations in state managed educational  programmes  / institutions, jobs, financial aid  in order to 
uplift their financial and social status. 
All the religions have their own festivals, days of mourning etc. as a result of which the calendar in 
India is full of holidays for such events including what are called “restricted holidays” – this could be 
best explained by saying that if (for example) there are no Christians in a group of people they would 
be quite happy to work on Good Friday/Christmas Day but may need to be compensated on the 
occasion of another festival of their choice. Also unlike, say, Christmas always being on 25th 
December, the dates for many festivals in India do not fall on the same date in the Gregorian 
calendar.. Also the importance given to a festival, particularly amongst Hindus, varies from region to 
region and could also depend on the caste of those individuals.  
Religion and regional influences dictate wide variations in the diets followed by Indians & amongst the 
Hindus, caste introduces some further significant differences. Some of these practices are rigidly 
followed. 
Practices of fasting on particular days of a week or for different extended periods during the year are 
also followed by Hindus & Moslems but the actual dates depend on lunar phases & are different every 
year with respect to the Gregorian calendar. 
Many individuals are brought up to visit places of worship regularly or the correct practice of their 
religion involves a regular visit to the place of worship. A number of individuals believe in making 
pilgrimages to different (and sometimes distant) places of worship as an essential part of their 
religious beliefs – some of these pilgrimages are associated with specific festivals and/or events and 
therefore can only be made on specific dates. 
It is important to know that all Indians, particularly Hindus, are not equally religious in their outlook and 
the variation can include both extremes. There is no assurance that individuals from a particular 
background would respond to religious beliefs/practices in a particular way. In a single family one 
individual may be deeply religious; another may be almost an atheist. For various reasons an element 
of animosity/distrust can exist or can quickly arise between groups/individuals solely because they 
belong to different religions/castes. 
Preference for a particular dress worn by a seafarer, when he is off-duty, may at times be dictated by 
his religious beliefs. Also some religious practices/events may require appropriate dress and in some 
cases that shaving is not permitted. Adherence to such practices may be encountered occasionally.  
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Reciting prayers at specific times of every day, on certain days and/or the maintenance of a framed 
picture of a deity &/or a small idol &/or a prayer book &/or the burning of incense sticks are other 
practices that might be followed by a seafarer in accordance with his religious upbringing... 
All religions have their own special ceremonies for initiating a child into its practices, for the first 
birthday anniversary, for weddings, for other anniversaries (for example 25th wedding anniversary, 
60th birthday anniversary etc.). Whilst some of these are not rigorously observed, if followed, they are 
becoming increasingly elaborate depending on the social standing & financial capacity of the families 
concerned 
The death of an Indian is a particularly solemn event and great emphasis is laid on certain practices. 
1)  The mortal remains of a Hindu (including Sindhis, Sikhs, Jains) are cremated on a pyre made of 

wooden logs (symbolically some sandalwood is used), a priest recites the appropriate prayers 
and the fire is lit by the eldest son (or by another male member of the family if there is no son) 
Female family members are not allowed on the cremation ground. Currently, in large Indian 
cities, this practice is on the decline with the availability of electrical furnaces – which are also 
being voluntarily used by some families/individuals belonging to other religions. 

2)  The mortal remains of Christians, Moslems, Jews (and some Hindus) are buried in cemeteries 
reserved for persons belonging to that religion. A priest also attends the occasion.  

3)  The mortal remains of Parsis are allowed to be consumed by vultures in special enclosures 
called “Towers of Silence”. This activity is conducted exclusively by the Parsi priests and the 
presence of an outsider is not permitted.  

So whilst an Indian seafarer’s religion does contribute to his makeup, he may not be quite happy to be 
asked which religion he follows (or to which caste he belongs) as, in his mind, this may give rise to a 
reason to be discriminated against. At the same time he may record his religion and caste in his bio-
data without giving it a second thought. 



119 
 

Chapter # 4 DIETARY REQUIREMENTS OF INDIAN SEAFARER  
 

The dietary requirements of the Indian seafarer vary very widely. Only some common and significant 
factors can be stated. 

a) Religious and caste considerations dictate the basic approach 
b) Regional conditions have also played their part in establishing dietary habits which may 

remain unchanged when rural folk migrate to cities or other parts of the country or to other 
countries or for that matter to life on board a ship. 

c) In recent years the popularity of non-Indian cuisine is increasing e.g. so-called Chinese 
cuisine & also some regional food items are popular in most places in India. 

Generally, the Indian meal consists of a number of individually cooked/prepared items (some spicy, 
some bland) some of which may be eaten separately & some of which may be mixed together, all 
eaten by hand & also in a particular sequence. The use of clarified butter/different vegetable oils in 
cooking some of these items differs from one region to another region. The meal can include items 
like pickle, salad, curd (yoghurt), a sweet etc. Water is the drink if required, though in some regions 
buttermilk may replace water or be served additionally. Beverages like wine, fruit juices, tea, and 
coffee are not consumed during meals in India. The social/financial status and/or health 
consciousness of an individual could explain his eating habits or how simple or elaborate his meals 
would be.  
In between meals Indians consume a large variety of snacks (freshly cooked / or cooked & stored), as 
well as beverages like tea / coffee/ lime juice / sugar cane juice / water. Urban Indians &, in a few 
isolated cases, rural Indians  are now adding items like pizza, sandwiches, colas & fruit juices to this 
big list. 
Indians also consume locally available fresh fruits & to some extent dried fruits. This is changing (i.e. 
fresh fruits from other regions are also now being increasingly consumed) with availability of better 
cross-country transportation facilities and rising incomes. Seafarers can generally be considered to 
belong to the group of Indians with “rising incomes”.  
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The following table is intended to give a brief (but not complete) idea of the influence of religion & caste 
on dietary requirements (excluding provisions like rice, flour, lentils, cooking medium etc.) 

Religion Caste Vegetables Dairy 
products 

Fish@@ Poultry Mutton 
(Lamb) 

Beef Pork 
Duck, 
Turkey, 
Game 

Brahmin/Jain OK OK NO NO NO NO NO NO 

Kshatriya OK OK OK OK OK NO OK OK 

Vaishya OK OK OK Maybe Maybe NO Maybe Maybe 
Hindu  

Shudra OK OK OK OK OK Maybe Maybe OK 

Moslem/Jews  OK OK OK OK ** OK ** OK ** NO OK** 

Christian  OK OK OK OK OK OK OK OK 

Buddhist  OK OK Maybe Maybe Maybe Maybe Maybe Maybe 

Sikhs/Sindhis  OK OK OK OK ** OK ** NO Maybe 
** OK ** 

Parsis  OK OK OK OK OK Maybe OK OK 

 
Under vegetables reference is made to those that are available locally. Some Hindus, particularly Jains 
do not consume root vegetables like potatoes, onions etc. 
Under dairy products reference is made to milk, butter, curds (yoghurt), pander (Indian version of cheese 
– some Hindus will not consume the Western version of cheese, where rennet is used to curdle the milk) 
 @@ People prefer fish from their region e.g. persons living in coastal areas prefer sea fish 
** Subject to religiously acceptable method of slaughter / preparation 
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Some diets are predominantly rice based viz. in South & East India 
Some diets are predominantly wheat based viz. in Northern India 
Some diets are mixed i.e. both rice & wheat based viz. in Western India. 
All Indians consume lentils in some form with almost every meal 
Widely used cooking media in different parts of India 
• Ghee – clarified butter. This is relatively expensive and, due to the cost factor, may be used 

selectively or not at all. Its uses are known all over India, particularly for auspicious/religious 
occasions. Some families may use a cheaper substitute viz. hydrogenated vegetable oil – but the 
effects of long term use of this are not considered good for health. 

• Animal fat – e.g. lard, beef-fat - not used at all (possibly used by the economically weaker section 
of society). 

• Coconut oil – South Western India 

• Sesame oil – South Eastern India  

• Groundnut oil – Western India 

• Mustard oil – North & Eastern India 

Different oils are now being accepted by some people for reasons of better health or better / cheaper 
availability etc.  Viz. olive oil, sunflower oil, rice bran oil, palm oil etc. 
Depending on their religious practices some Indians fast on a particular day every week or partake 
only a vegetarian diet on that day. Some fast during a particular month in the year, but these fasts do 
not mean that no food is consumed – the food might be more elaborate and might even be consumed 
in a larger quantity.  
In some cases, a special diet is required to be followed during specific events e.g. during certain 
festivals (on one such festival which celebrates the onset of spring, an intoxicating drink is specially 
prepared), or subsequent to the death of a family member. 
There are a number of festivals which are celebrated over more than one day, with elaborate meals 
on different days, at times with different dietary restrictions for the women in the family (particularly 
widows). However such practices are now declining. 
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Chapter # 5 SOCIAL HABITS, ATTITUDES AND USAGE OF D RINKS AND 
DRUGS  

If one is to consider a seafarer who is making his first voyage at sea, then there would be some 
difference in his behavior depending on his urban or rural background – this difference may soon not 
be noticeable on board but he cannot easily change himself in his dealings with his folks back home.  
Generally, the average seafarer, considering his background, would be in a healthy income bracket 
and this could expose him to frequent requests/demands for financial assistance from family 
members. Such requests/demands could be reasonable or unreasonable but they would always be a 
cause for worrying the seafarer since he may not have adequate funds in his account on board, or 
there may not be enough time to make the necessary arrangements or he may have reason to doubt 
the veracity/reasonableness of the demand. 
Socially, as an individual, it is natural that the average seafarer gravitates towards another from his 
region /background, who can also speak in the same language, which follows the same religion, who 
has the same food habits etc. As a group, they may prefer to or find it convenient to socialize with 
their working colleagues e.g. deck crew with deck crew etc. Grouping can expose a seafarer to the 
good/bad influence of others from the same region / religious background / food habits – this is a 
shipboard risk. In any case, when different nationalities are present this would lead to a different type 
of grouping. There would also be a barrier between officers & ratings with yet different barriers if the 
officers themselves are a mix of Indian and other nationalities.  Here there could be the expectation of 
preferential treatment from the senior (Indian) leading to a sense of disappointment if such 
preferential treatment is not received – this also puts the senior in an awkward position. These factors 
would contribute to the level of team spirit found amongst the junior seafarers in any given ship.  
It must be borne in mind that a large number of languages are spoken in India with a still larger 
number of dialects and despite the existence of a single national language (Hindi), a large number of 
Indians are not comfortable in its use and may therefore find it difficult to communicate socially with 
each other, in spite of the shipowner’s requirement of familiarity with English. This fact can also 
minimize or introduce some reluctance in the social interaction between different individuals or 
groups. Here one can find some contradiction in the immense popularity of Hindi language movies 
which are very popular with Indians from all over the country as well as with people from neighbouring 
countries, the Middle East & even Russia & the socialist countries.  
As mentioned earlier every community celebrates a number of festivals and the extent to which the 
individual &/or his family is involved in such community affairs would determine the nature of his 
feelings/ loneliness for being away from such celebrations. The same consideration would apply in the 
case of family celebrations of festivals, marriages, births, anniversaries of which there can sometimes 
be no shortage and where in some cases the rating may have also, voluntarily or otherwise, provided 
financial support. Also as an absentee at home on such occasions he is also being constantly 
reminded by family members and friends about his absence – this can aggravate his feelings of 
loneliness or helplessness and thus expose him to some mental stress. This situation is probably 
common to all seafarers, not necessarily the Indian seafarer alone.  
Like all human beings, the Indian seafarer would be looking forward to entertainment during his off-
duty hours. This can be available on board or ashore. On board such entertainment would be limited 
to watching television programmes, movies, listening to recorded music, playing of indoor games like 
chess, cards, darts etc – if a gym (or swimming pool) is available and the individual is so inclined he 
can maintain a level of physical fitness with the equipment provided. Facilities for reading books or for 
following a hobby may also be provided on board.  
Despite the fact that the seafarer is living in a small shipboard community, where he is well looked 
after,  he is unable to forget the family members, friends and the environment he is separated from – 
this can be aggravated by the nature of shipboard work, the behavior of some shipboard personnel ( 
both officers and ratings ) and even by boisterous weather. A number of individuals take up seafaring 
in the belief that they are taking up a well paid job with unlimited opportunities for sightseeing and 
entertainment the moment they arrive in port. What actually transpires is different. 
Shipboard life requires a considerable amount of disciplined thinking and behavior on the part of the 
seafarer. To begin with he has to manage his personal documents ( passport, seaman’s book, 
training certificates etc ), his financial affairs ( monthly allotment ), punctuality in attending to his duties 
etc. – these may become second nature after some time but they can never be ignored because of 
the frequent change of ships and shipmates ( sometimes also employers ), travel between ship and 
home etc.  
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Whilst the pace of life in most parts of India is somewhat slow, this results in a fresh seafarer being 
not very “time conscious” or “punctual”. However, it is believed that this attitude is quickly corrected in 
the shipboard environment which ensures that they are punctual in attending to their duties and other 
time related activities.  
The above factors contribute substantially to mould the seafarer’s outlook, social habits and attitudes. 
Whilst the individual’s approach to alcohol /drugs would be influenced by a number of factors, he 
would have to fall in line with the shipowner’s “alcohol & drug policy” and it is presumed that the pre-
employment & subsequent periodic  medical tests would weed out undesirable elements and also 
exercise controls where required. Generally, the majority of Indians are not accustomed to a regular 
intake of alcohol, though this may not apply in some of the social levels & regions from which the 
seafarers are drawn. A rigid “no alcohol on board” policy, if selectively applied might be unpopular, 
bearing in mind that to an Indian “wine” is a form of “alcohol”.  The addiction to tobacco, either 
smoking or chewing is more prevalent – the former again being influenced by “no smoking “zones on 
board. Many Indians (even amongst the affluent classes) like to eat betel leaves with/without tobacco 
and would spit it out on the street or in a toilet without considering the bad hygienic/visual effects. This 
can be difficult but not impossible to control.  Widespread use of drugs is not known to exist in India, 
though, according to newspaper reports, an increasing section of the young affluent population viz. 
college students, information technology industry employees is experimenting with mild drugs – it 
remains to be seen whether they graduate to stronger drugs and addiction. It also remains to be seen 
if this way of life percolates down to seafarers since it is usual for the habits of the rich to be copied by 
others.  
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Chapter # 6 COMMUNICATIONS 
 
All human beings and organizations need to communicate with each other. Communication enables 
exchange of information, giving instructions and expression of sentiments.  
At present knowledge of English is a basic universal requirement for shipboard employment. 
However, though every Indian seafarer has knowledge of English, it may, at times, barely meet with 
Company requirements. As a result, he may not fully understand detailed English language 
instructions related to every job /function he is required to carry out - particularly when such a job is 
not being frequently carried out. At the same time there would be a problem in communicating with 
such a person in view of the large number of languages spoken in the country – in an extreme 
situation even an Indian to Indian exchange of information may not be effective. Such problems are 
aggravated when ships are manned with multi-national crews or when seafarers change employers 
involving ships of different flags.  
Whilst all seafarers have good eyesight and no hearing deficiency, communication is required at 
many stages for different reasons and is possible by various means. These are described below.  
Job related communication 
The seafarer receives information about job opportunities from his friends/acquaintances or from trade 
related magazines or from notices displayed at places frequented by seafarers (seamen’s’ clubs, 
union offices etc.).  He may then contact one or more such shipping company / manning agent by 
letter / telephone / e-mail / personally enquiring about the availability of a suitable job.  At this stage 
the seafarer also receives many “silent communications”. Is the company office easily accessible? 
How quickly was his inquiry handled? What was the attitude of the responsible official and how easy / 
difficult was it to meet him? Was the company office well maintained and did it convey the look of an 
efficient office and did he feel comfortable in the environment of that office?  These silent messages 
along with his verbal communication with the company officials enable him to form an opinion of his 
prospective employer which may be favourable or unfavourable!  He may also be influenced by verbal 
communications from other seafarers (not his friends) whom he meets in the company’s office. Having 
then decided to join that particular company, various activities involving extensive communication 
verbal & written need to be completed before the seafarer is actually ready to join a ship. Having 
joined a ship, the communication with the shipping company’s office temporarily ceases, to begin 
again when he has left the ship till such time he once again joins a ship or leaves the particular 
shipping company.  
There is here an intermediate stage involving communication with an external body or bodies viz. taxi 
/ customs / immigration / airline / port agent where any unpleasant experience is attributed to the ship- 
owner or the manning agent, regardless of the real reason for that unpleasant experience. If the 
seafarer is alone and possibly sick or injured, this can add to his discomfort.   
On board communication 
This takes place at two levels. The first is on board ship only i.e. amongst the ship’s personnel - and it 
has to be effective for departmental functions (deck, engine etc.) and when personnel from the 
different departments have to jointly cope with a common task as in an emergency.  The second is 
between ship’s personnel and shore personnel of a large number of categories, who also may have 
language problems – (this will depend on the ship’s trading pattern, company repair policy, 
emergencies faced etc.).\  
1)  Visual – for persons who are literate, i.e. they can read & understand the language in which the 

information is conveyed visually – for example, a notice board.  Ship’s documents / records, 
including photographs, are used to communicate information about the ship to the company 
office / manning agent as well as to outsiders. Communication by e-mail would also come under 
this category. Some visual methods may require special training – for example use of the “Aldis 
lamp”.  

2)  Audio-visual – especially for persons who are illiterate and /or an explanation in a known 
language is needed. Simple pictorial signs or appearances can also communicate a silent 
message   – for example, the road/highway messages for “no overtaking”, “steep incline” etc.  
Or for example a frayed mooring rope communicates the message that it is unsafe to use it.  
Both these means of communication can be shifted to the “visual” category (i.e. 1 above) after 
some initial explanation and some familiarity is established. Shore authorities may require 
certain information about their requirements to be displayed on board, but which may require 
some explanation. 
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3)  Verbal, in a known language. Also used for communication with shore authorities when 
approaching / leaving a port. Lack of fluency in the known language (English) can be an 
obstacle. 

4)  Sign language – for example the gestures commonly used to inform a crane operator when to 
“hoist” or “lower” the crane hook or use of the “semaphore code”. The gestures are agreed in 
advance. 

5)  Audible sounds – for example “a person knocking on the cabin door”, “ship’s whistle”, use of the 
“Morse code”.  Conventionally every such sound conveys a significant message. 

6)  Body language – for example by shaking one’s head or even by the natural appearance of a 
person who may be extremely tired or ill or in great pain. Body language needs to be carefully 
interpreted. 

The Indian seafarer would be familiar with all these methods of communication, but in some situations 
there could be misunderstanding and consequent wrong (and possibly unsafe) action. Even when an 
“all Indian” group of seafarers is to be communicated with, a problem may arise as the individual’s 
knowledge/understanding of English (which is the common shipboard language for communication) is 
not of a good calibre. Another problem could be that the person communicating with the Indian 
seafarer is not fully familiar with English and has some difficulty in conveying his thoughts clearly or in 
understanding the Indian seafarer’s response correctly.  Such issues will crop up frequently and 
whenever a new seafarer or group of seafarers (Indian or otherwise) joins a ship. 

Personal Communication 
At all times the seafarer maintains regular contact (at least) with his family by way of letters, telephone 
calls, e-mails etc. Additionally, he may also choose to remain in contact regularly / occasionally by the 
same means with his friends and / or bankers and / or union and / or professional bodies and / or 
educational institutes etc. 
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Chapter # 7 WHAT COULD BE THE DEMOTIVATING FACTORS?  
 
Comments on this issue, received by a magazine published in India & that caters to seafarers, along 
with other thoughts have been classified below, but not in any particular order of their importance. 
Each individual seafarer’s attitude would be affected by circumstances peculiar to his personal life 
and his expectations from his job on board. It is possible that these would change over a period of 
time, for example, a young seafarer would give greater importance to his career prospects, whilst his 
senior might be more concerned about his family’s (wife / children) welfare. Some of the difficulties 
would apply to a greater extent to officers, some to ratings only and some to both officers and ratings. 

1) Related to personal life 

a) The multicultural, multilingual & at times, multinational, environment  to which the seafarer 
is exposed from the time he starts his pre-sea training and in which he spends all his 
working life can be a disturbing experience. If he cannot get over this problem quickly he 
will always be looking for ways to get back to his roots – this is an isolated factor, but one 
which needs to be recognized.  

b) Communication problems with shore based personnel – these never cease, particularly 
when documents in different languages have to be handled and English language 
translations are not clear. With shipboard personnel, when one is constantly required to 
translate one’s thoughts into a foreign language (English) before communicating with 
another person and doing the same in reverse to what another person tells him. This 
situation is aggravated when there is no other seafarer, at about his level, on board with 
whom he can communicate easily and without any stress. 

c) Disturbed family life. This problem affects all seafarers. The young seafarer first 
experiences the disconnect with his parents, siblings, friends and other relatives, 
depending on his closeness to them. He also misses the various family celebrations that 
take place during festivals, marriages etc. as also he is absent during any emergencies or 
deaths of family members. He misses home-food,  even if it is simple, particularly in times 
of stress As the seafarer ages and gets accustomed to being away from his roots these 
bonds weaken ( but may not vanish ) and he develops new  ( and / or further )roots when 
he decides to get married and start his own family. This brings with it different problems, 
since a seafarer, being economically well off, would generally marry a well educated girl. 
She, in turn, would like to follow a career and stay in a town/city where this is possible. 
This may lead to re-location of the family to a suitable place and the attendant problems 
would contribute further to the disturbances in the seafarer’s family life.  

2) Job related 
a)  All seafarers have to undergo some initial training before they are employed on board, 

even in a junior capacity. A lot of time, effort and expenditure are involved in some cases 
the prospective seafarer takes a loan to see him through the financial difficulty. The 
training is followed by the hunt for a job and this again involves difficulties for the 
prospective seafarer, particularly when he comes from places which are far from the 
manning agents offices. There is a possibility that at some stage he has been let down ( 
cheated ) by someone in some way or the other before he gets his first job, or in 
desperation he joins a shipping company which for some reason is not his first choice ( 
old ships or unattractive trading area or no known persons etc. ). On joining his first ship 
the seafarer already has a ‘chip on his shoulder’.  

b) As the seafarer progresses in his position on board ship he begins to realize that the 
growth in his career on board is limited to becoming a Master or Chief Engineer on board 
a ship. This seems to discourage the better educated and more ambitious individual. 
They also realize that the average job ashore also relates to shipping, involves location in 
a port which means re-location for a person whose home may be far away. 

c)  The job seems monotonous to some – always load & discharge the same type of cargo. 
This seems to deny them a sense of achievement at the end of the day 

d)  Promotion on board depends on passing examinations, and retaining a rank requires 
frequent validation / upgrades etc. which are expensive and reduce the time that the 
seafarer spends with his family. Also there are frequent technical and regulatory 
developments which have to be absorbed into the ship’s operating practices and at times 
it is difficult and stressful to cope with these developments – particularly when the 
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smallest infringement of any such regulatory requirement or an accident can expose the 
seafarer to legal action and unwarranted /severe punishment.  

e) The manning scales are such that far too much work is required to be done by the limited 
number of persons on board, both at sea and when in port. Generally owners / managers 
pay lip-service to the ‘rest’ requirements stipulated in the regulations.  

f)  Inadequate salary. Considered as high income individual but has to spend more than he 
earns. Family members, friends and many others always expect that he will bring them 
gifts whenever he returns home on leave.  

g) Uncomfortable and sometimes lengthy procedures and journeys for joining / leaving a 
ship.  

3) Shipboard - life related 
a) Rough weather – frequent exposure to the discomforts of rough weather. Some 

individuals are unable to overcome sea-sickness 
b)  Exposure to piracy / terrorism / stowaways – this is common in some trading areas 
c)  Some Owners / Managers disregard good maintenance practices which may render a 

ship unsafe  
d)  Health suffers due lack of fresh food / lack of exercise / inadequate medical facilities 
e) Loneliness and boredom resulting in alcoholism & smoking 
f)  Faster turnaround – limited opportunities for shore leave with (in rare cases) threat of 

being arrested / harassed / intimidated when ashore 
g)  Difficulty in bonding with multi-national crews can affect personal safety  
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Chapter # 8 MOTIVATING AND DISCIPLINING 
 
Motivating and disciplining seafarers demands considerable effort, in view of the mix of individuals on 
board and in view of the fact that every individual / group has his / its own priorities / attitudes – one 
should consider the job well done if the number of seafarers ready to rejoin a company ship is high 
and if the number of indiscipline related incidents / complaints is low. If an exercise of this nature has 
to be undertaken, it is best to commence at the recruitment stage itself with every seafarer who is 
proceeding to join a ship for the first time or who is new to the company. For those who are joining a 
ship for the first time some factual  shipboard information could be given in an easily understood 
language (along with ISM & any other code related information as well as Company ‘Drug  & Alcohol 
Policy) about the working conditions ( shipboard discipline, shipboard hierarchy, rough weather, 
watch-keeping duties regardless of public holidays, festivals etc.), the type of food served on board, 
the rest and recreation facilities (including shore leave), the medical facilities, trading area of the ship, 
presence of other seafarers on board from their region / religion, financial benefits / facilities (other 
than wages), the modalities of the journey to the port of embarkation and the advice, that they should 
approach their departmental head (explain who he is, give his name etc.) in case of ANY problem. 
The intent of this exercise should be that the first time seafarer proceeds to live the disciplined life on 
board his first ship in a reasonably comfortable frame of mind. For those who are joining the Company 
for the first time (after having served in another company),  stress may have to be laid on the 
motivating factors  (after understanding their individual problems )and  on the Company’s specific 
disciplinary requirements and the procedures adopted for dealing with incidents of indiscipline. 
Introduction of psychometric assessment of both these categories of seafarer’s aptitude for shipboard 
life may reduce later problems. Once on board, it may be best for the departmental heads (Chief 
Engineer, Chief Officer, Chief Cook, and Bosuns etc.) to understand these issues with respect to their 
departmental personnel since ultimately they should be the first to resolve as many such issues as 
possible.  
It may be helpful if the information about the seafarer, provided by the manning office to the ship’s 
command, also includes the seafarer’s religion, mother tongue, languages known etc. as this may 
help in understanding some of the seafarer’s problems and , in perhaps, motivating him.  
Motivating actions: - Three paths can be utilized to motivate a seafarer  
A) Via his mind. For example, by speaking to him about his difficulties and by suggesting some 

practical solutions and then by following up the effectiveness of the suggestions made. 

B)  Via his body. For example, by adjusting his workload to prevailing conditions before he raises the 
issue. This recognizes that, for example, the same output may not be possible in good weather & 
in boisterous weather. Or, for example, by arranging a shipboard party on a commonly celebrated 
festival. 

C)  Via his purse. For example by paying him more for whatever he does. One must recognize the 
element of comparison which exists here and, in any case, this method must be used with the 
greatest caution and must be exercised only with the prior approval of the Master / Manager / 
Company  

All these avenues will ultimately involve someone ( in this case the Shipowner / Manager ) some 
additional expenditure, which may not be immediately evident  and in any case, if any company 
practices exist regarding permissions to be obtained, log book entries to be made, forms to be filled in 
etc. these should not be overlooked. However, for the motivator, there are also some cost free 
methods to motivate the seafarer. 
a)  Treat everyone in a fair and unbiased manner; however avoid conveying the impression that 

‘kindness is a sign of weakness’.  Make an effort to be known as a person who is always ready to 
help. 

b)  Be ready to explain instructions / questions again or in greater detail if you are not clearly 
understood the first time.  

c)  Always be punctual 
d)  Do not make assurances you cannot honour (do not lie). Make efforts to become known as a 

person who can be trusted – make efforts to identify others who can be trusted, since you will be 
able to draw on their help to motivate others 

e)  Do not get provoked regardless of the situation 
f)   Do not use abusive language / gestures or even appear to be doing so 
g)  Do not expect anyone to undertake a job which you yourself would hesitate to undertake, either 

because it may be unsafe or too dirty 
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Discipline 
Generally, Indians will not question the actions of a person in authority, but they have a casual and 
easy-going attitude to responsibilities entrusted to them, nor do they have much respect for the clock 
when it comes to start something on time – at the same time they will watch the clock to determine 
when they stop work. Emphasis should be laid in communicating to them that shipboard discipline is 
essential for the smooth functioning of all activities, for safe operations and to ensure that the chain of 
command on board is not disturbed.  This needs to be explained in detail to groups of persons or 
perhaps departmentally. All ships would be provided with documentation, notices etc. to guide them 
on this subject, but frequent reminders would be necessary. This is of particular importance when in 
coastal waters (related to pollution control or any other requirements of the authorities) or when in port 
(specially related to pollution control, or smuggling or specific requirements of local customs 
authorities or controls on visitors to the ship), when working cargo, when undergoing repairs (including 
dry-docking) and/or when ashore (specially with respect to immigration formalities and to alcohol and 
/or drug intake). Particularly when the on-board personnel are not familiar with the local language. 
Lack of attention to these issues can lead to incidents of indiscipline by individuals or even expose the 
individual and / or the ship to severe penalties in accordance with local laws. 
Punctuality, orderly behavior (i.e. no fighting or use of abusive language between individuals or 
groups), having respect for other shipmates or groups of shipmates, safeguarding shipboard property, 
careful consumption of shipboard resources (e.g. fresh water), observing hygiene in personal matters, 
helping other shipmates in times of distress (e.g. when sick or injured or when subjected to some 
personal loss) are all facets of shipboard discipline and should be explained to all on board. 
An act of indiscipline can best be judged by the manner in which it affects shipboard life or a safety 
requirement or a regulatory requirement. If the effect is not significant and is isolated maybe just a 
warning is sufficient, but if the same act is frequently repeated or if the same individual or group of 
individuals are involved frequently in acts of indiscipline, then appropriate action should be initiated 
according to the Company’s practice.    
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Chapter 9 HOW TO NEGOTIATE AND HANDLE CONFLICTS 
 
 
Negotiation is the primary means of jointly solving problems and managing disputes. Thus, it applies 
to the differences in both cooperation and conflict situations. While there is no single negotiation 
theory, theorists do agree on the nature of the problem and the number of important concepts and 
propositions have been developed about the pre-condition, process and closure of negotiations. 
Practitioners who use these concepts--explicitly or implicitly--do well; those who do not often face 
major problems in devising a resolving outcome. 
The ability to resolve conflicts can be critical to the company’s ability to retain crew members and to 
be seen as a company which tries its best to resolve conflicts in a fair and just manner through 
dialogue... Frequently, conflicts do not cure themselves but intensify as time passes. In conflict mode, 
people on both sides focus on defending positions rather than making best possible use of available 
information and resources. Participants should be prepared to approach the negotiation with an open 
mind and ready to think, talk, listen and learn about the issues and options. Important thing is to build 
an environment of trust on both sides before starting the negotiation. Rather than being called upon 
again to defend, they feel heard and respected, which helps them to hear and respect the other party. 
By and large, and generally, an Indian is a peace-loving and friendly fellow. He has a compromising 
nature and is not inclined to confrontation particularly towards his superiors. When a European’s 
rights are under threat, he will in all probability complain and fight back, sometimes quite vociferously. 
Indians are usually surprised to see a European quarrel over disagreements on personal rights and 
later become friends as if nothing had happened at all. It is because an Indian has been culturally 
brought up to value harmony and peace. If an Indian’s rights are under threat, he will first try and have 
the matter resolved in a friendly way. He will usually make his feelings known through indirect or 
roundabout ways. For him to directly confront someone may mean leaving lasting hurt or wounds 
which no amount of friendly reconciliation can later heal. Only when friendly gestures fail to resolve 
the issue will he resort to anger or even violence. 
The desire for peace and harmony does not mean absence of actual conflict or dispute. However, for 
him anger or violence is not the first option but a last resort, particularly when put in a position of 
shame. An Indian by nature is a proud man and any attempt by anyone to cast any doubt or 
questioning his intentions, integrity or honor, even if true, is likely to invoke strong reactions. Anyone 
rebuking an Indian or airing grievances in the presence of others may receive harsh reaction because 
that person did not follow the cultural norm of first airing the grievances privately and politely. 
While an average European conducts his personal life and maintenance of law and order on 
principles of right or wrong, an average Indian takes this from personal angle which greatly affects his 
behavior. He feels that saving his honor is more important than actual truth. 
Negotiating with an Indian requires deep sense of respect for elders and authority. It should be done 
with great amount of tact, care and diplomacy in order not to hurt the “inner self-worth” of Indians. The 
relationship of the negotiators should be a human relationship and negotiations should possibly be 
conducted in a friendly atmosphere. It is desirable that both negotiators realize the importance of 
working together for the good of one another without the selfish motive of trying to outdo one another. 
Few important tips to remember while negotiating with Indians 

• Intensive preparation prior to commencing the negotiations is essential since this is viewed as 
following an orderly psychological process; 

• Be sure to prepare truthful facts. Both negotiating parties should tell truthfully what they think 
and feel; 

• Develop trusting relationship and atmosphere. Persuasion works well with Indians provided 
an atmosphere of mutual trust has been created in advance; 

• Harmonize your intentions and objectives with his intentions and objectives. Efforts should be 
made to create a win-win situation-an attempt to grant greatest satisfaction the both parties 
within their established value range. It assumes established range of values that are 
alternatives to both parties; 

• Setting the terms of agreement and concentrating on what they are supposed to do. The 
essence of good negotiation is to make best possible deal for both parties without creating 
long-term problems or hurts to either of them. It is highly desirable that each party must put 
itself in the shoes of the other party. Challenge is to ensure that both parties feel fully or 
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substantially satisfied with the outcome. It is recommended that all outcomes should be 
recorded, possibly with reasons behind them, accepted and signed by both; 

• All negotiations must be carried out in an atmosphere of peace of mind in order to ensure 
proper analysis and agreement on common terms. The emotional climate must be 
conciliatory, emphatic and directed towards problem-solving. The attitudes and behavior of 
the negotiators must be and seen to be positive, trusting, supportive, relaxed, helpful, 
reasonable and creative. It is in this kind of atmosphere that an Indian becomes reasonable, 
pliable and giving; 

• It is important that having mutually agreed upon terms of agreement both parties discharge 
their obligations and duties honestly and truthfully. If either party, for some reason or the 
other, is not able to conform to the terms of the negotiated terms and conditions, it should be 
forthcoming in bringing this to the notice of the other party putting forward specific difficulties 
and constraints and request for concessions or more time to conform. This would generally be 
viewed kindly by other party and help in building trust for future negotiations; 

• Negotiating with Indians demands a holistic approach. One should not forget that Indians, by 
and large are fair and reasonable people. While, on one hand, one should be logical, on the 
other hand, one should remain sensitive to emotions also when dealing with Indians.  
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Chapter # 10 DO’s AND DON’TS 

 
Given below are few DO’s and DON’TS intended to help the Masters and Officers sailing with Indian 
seafarers and Shore-Based Personnel while dealing with Indian Seafarers: 
Dos: 
1. Listen to them carefully; Most Indians tend to speak fast. Politely request them to speak slowly 

and clearly. 
2.  Accord due respect to them. Respect begets respect. 
3.  Try to understand the body language of an Indian: 

• An Indian may frequently nod his head in the middle of a conversation which simply means, “I 
understand what you are saying, “but it does not mean “yes”. 

• The eyebrows are raised  to show disbelief 
• When the fingers of both hands and one hand are opened out, as if they are holding a plate 

and the wrist(s) are / is moved slightly outward and accompanied by raised eyebrows, this 
equals “what is happening??” Establishing eye contact is a recognition signal. A smile to go 
with it becomes a friendly “hello” without words. 

• The sound “Sst…..sst” or Chh …chh made with the lips pursed is used to draw the attention 
of a person; 

• The sound  Tchh … tchh made with the teeth bared is used to show sympathy; 
• Thumbs – up sign is O.K. sign; 
• A limp handshake is socially acceptable; 
• A light touch on the shoulder is permissible when calling someone’s attention; 
• Two males holding hands or with arms over each other’s shoulders are accepted norm, free 

of any overtones of homosexuality; 
• Physical contact with opposite sex in public is frowned upon. Usually, a Namaste (both hands 

joined together) is the norm for greeting a member of the opposite sex; 
• A  woman and a man should refrain from being demonstrative in public; 
• Average Indian requires less privacy than the average European. He tends to require less 

space as well. Indians stand close to one another when walking and talking and do not find 
body contact in crowds offensive, 

4. Indians from rural or semi-urban areas don’t queue up or stand in lines. 
5. Do allow a way out of a situation so he can save face and not get embarrassed; 
6. It is always proper to say “Quiet please” or “kindly keep your voice down “ rather than “shut up”;  
7. Always offer an Indian a cup of tea or coffee or a cold drink when he visits you. This is sign that 

he is welcome in your office. A visit to an Indian household will generally result in being offered a 
glass filled with water to drink. 

8. Do call an Indian by his name. An Indian subordinate feels elated because he is proud to know 
that his superior knows him personally; 

9. An Indian when appointed to a position of authority tends to use his authority, office, vehicle, 
telephone and internet for his private and personal use;   

10. Do understand Indian’s concept of property: 
• What is mine is mine:Indians have inherited from the Western world the concept of private 

ownership such as having land titles and documents for things they own; 
• What is yours is mine: It is required for an Indian to share some of his properties with his 

neighbour; this allows him the right to some properties of his neighbor. Under this concept, an 
Indian can borrow a neighbours car or scooter or go and watch T.V. in neighbour’s house.  

• What is public property is mine: Public and private properties assumed a communal 
dimension. Since public property belongs to no one. Rather, the user of the property appears 
to regard it as his own personal property.  

11. Do understand what a annoys or irritates an Indians 
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• Someone who strongly disagree with his opinion in a discussion. You may disagree with him 
but not strongly; 

• Someone who shows ignorance about his land and culture; 
• Minute attentions to small details;  
• Criticism from someone not his superior;  
• Someone with less experience telling him how to do his job;  
• Someone having racial prejudices; 
• People who take personal credit for what is accomplished by joint effort.  

DON’TS 
1. Use abrasive or insulting language or gestures; 
2. Crack jokes which may not be easily understood. Their sense of humour is different to those of 

other nationals; 
3. Hurt their pride in any manner. They are quite sensitive; 
4. Ever hurt their religious sensibilities and sentiments; Most Indians take their religion quite 

seriously; 
5. Beckon someone by crooking one’s finger; it may be considered insulting 
6. Stare; it is considered rude and aggressive 
7. Use one’s forefinger or index finger to call an Indian. It is considered degrading. A downward 

gesture of hand may be used without making the arch too wide since this will appear too 
dominating. 

8. Make fun of their country, region, customs, religion and religious practices, culture, family and 
family relationships; They are proud of their country, culture, religion and religious practices; 

9. Hurt their intelligence. Most Indians are basically quite intelligent but it is possible that they not 
understood your question because of difficulty in understanding your language or your accent or 
both. Whenever possible, explain your reasons for asking certain questions or for turning down a 
request made by him.  

10. Talk to them in aggressive and domineering manner; 
11. Treat them with disdain or look down on them; 
12. Ignore their presence when in a mixed company and continue to talk to others in a language 

which is not understood by them; they feel unwanted and left out. In any case, this practice is not 
in good taste.  

13. Expect punctuality in terms of time since keeping appointments on time is not one of their virtues. 
14. Be disturbed by the smile on his face, if you try to speak in an Indian language. The smile is a 

sign of appreciation and he will make great effort to understand you and help you along in 
progressing the conversation. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Who is the Filipino seafarer? 
 

Country of origin 

Filipinos come from an island archipelago in Southeast Asia known as the 

Philippines. Found along the western Pacific Ocean, it is made up of 7,107 

islands categorized into three main geographical divisions:  

• Luzon  is in the northern part of the country. Located here is the country’s 

capital city, Manila. 

• Visayas  is situated in the mid-section of the archipelago. A significant 

percentage of Filipino seafarers hail from this area. 

• Mindanao  lies in the south. It is a rich resource of exotic flora and fauna, 

including well-preserved rain forests. 

Located just above the equator, the Philippines enjoys a tropical climate 

characterized by only two seasons: rainy and dry. Its population is estimated at 

94 million Filipinos, with 11 million living in other countries either as overseas 

workers or migrants.  
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Languages spoken  

 

Linguistic map of the Philippines 

Filipinos are multilingual. Born from the population’s multi-ethnicity, there exist up 

to 175 different languages in the Philippines. The general population, however, 

speaks Filipino, English, some Spanish and for most, at least one regional 
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dialect. A dialect is a variation in language spoken in a specific Philippine region, 

such as Cebuano and Hiligaynon which are dialects of the Visayan language. 

The national and official language of the Philippines is Filipino, the most widely-

spoken in the country. The Filipino vernacular is largely influenced by the 

Spanish language. Having been ruled by Spain from the mid-1500s to the late 

1800s, Spanish was once the official language. It is, however, still spoken among 

many Filipinos, especially those of Spanish descent. 

The Philippines was a US colony from the late 1800s to the 1940s at which time 

English became the medium of instruction in public schools. English was 

declared an official language of the country in 1935. It is currently considered the 

other official language of the Philippines, alongside Filipino.  

Religion 

Catholicism was introduced to the country during the Spanish colonization and 

became its dominant religion. At present, over 80% of the population is Roman 

Catholic. The Philippines is the only Catholic country in Asia, aside from East 

Timor. 

With Catholicism anchored in the hearts of most Filipinos, it continues to be a 

strong influence on their everyday life. From it emanates a high regard for family 

as the Catholic religion encourages going to church and praying together. 

Hearing Sunday Mass is regularly observed and some go to church even on 

other days of the week. The profoundly devout make it a daily practice. There are 

also annual religious occasions in the Roman Catholic Liturgical Calendar which 

are closely observed, such Christmas in December and Holy Week in March or 

April. However, Catholicism is not limited to going to Mass. Many Filipinos keep 

symbolisms of their Faith with them everywhere they go. For example, they carry 

rosaries or small Bibles in their pockets or purses, and place crucifixes or other 

religious icons in their bedrooms. 

An estimated 10% of Filipinos practice Protestantism, introduced when the 

Philippines was under American rule. The biggest Protestant Church in the 

Philippines is the Baptist Church.  
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The remaining 10% are Muslims or from other religious denominations. Islam 

used to be the only religion in Mindanao which has always been free of Spanish 

rule in early history; Muslim sultans reigned at this time. Today, most Muslims still 

live in Mindanao. 

The Filipino seafarer may request to attend Mass or service at their churches 

whenever possible. Onshore, crew representatives may be allowed to find a 

priest or a pastor to preside over the Mass or service. It is also common to see a 

Filipino praying before meals or going to bed.  It is one of the many ways by 

which he puts his Faith into action. 

Cultural beliefs and practices 

Filipinos are a unique race, descended from an interesting blend of cultural 

influences -- Malay, Chinese, Spanish, Indian, and American. Filipinos inherited 

the traits of tolerance, forbearing, and natural kindness from the Malays, and 

patience, perseverance, hardiness, and frugality from the Chinese. The Spanish 

gave emphasis on generosity as much as they did on appearance, reputation, 

and status. The Americans taught Filipinos the value of communication, as well 

as rational and independent thinking. The resulting mix of these seemingly 

conflicting cultures is a set of habits, beliefs, and behaviors that people from 

other countries may find peculiar at first. Yet, this is what makes Filipinos a 

colorful people. 

Family culture 

Above everything else, family comes first for Filipinos. A central source of pride 

and gratification for them is how well they invest their hard-earned money for 

their family’s future. The average Filipino family is usually composed of parents 

and siblings, for single Filipinos. Married Filipinos have their spouses and 

children as main members of their families. It is not uncommon though among 

Filipinos to have an “extended family” which includes into the fold grandparents 

and in-laws who may live in the same household. 

The father is respected as head of the family in a typical Filipino home whose 

role is as big as his heart. Often the breadwinner, the weight of responsibility is 

placed on his shoulders. He provides financial support not only to his immediate 
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family, but to his parents, even if he no longer lives with them. At times, he even 

covers for the education of his nephews and nieces.   

Respect for elders in the family is a core value among Filipinos. Children are 

expected to care for their parents in their later years as this equates to fulfilling an 

obligation, as well as to giving them the respect they deserve. While in some 

countries, senior family members are eventually left in the care of homes for the 

elderly, it is unimaginable and disrespectful to do so among Filipinos.  

Respect for elders is observed even in the workplace; they are regarded with 

high esteem.  Even if a colleague is of a lower ranking, a Filipino seafarer will 

accord him the respect he believes is due his age.  

Community culture 

Filipinos are keen on maintaining a good reputation. They strive to be seen as 

positive contributors to their communities. This brings us to the practice of self-

preservation among Filipinos who, as much as possible, will avoid kahihiyan (loss 

of face). They have a characteristic desire to be praised and fear public 

reprimands. News that is potentially damaging to him or his loved ones is usually 

kept a secret. 

The Filipino’s social relations are driven by the concept of pakikisama (getting 

along with others). Because a harmonious relationship with the community is 

essential to him, he veers away from hurting people’s feelings; he avoids conflict 

and confrontation. The Filipino seafarer may refrain from verbalizing outright 

refusal of an offer because he views this as a rejection of the other person. 

Instead, he could give an ambiguous reply, such as “Maybe” or “I will try.”  With 

this in mind, when inviting a Filipino to a gathering, give him enough time to 

decide. A “yes” means a definite attendance. A “maybe” or “I’ll try” could mean 

that he may or may not come at all. On the other hand, when a Filipino’s feelings 

are hurt by someone he considers a friend, he will show pagtatampo, a behavior 

that tells the other person that his words or actions are hurtful.   

Bayanihan is a Filipino value that is well-honored in the community. It involves 

Filipinos helping one another in times of need. An example is helping someone 
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move his belongings from one residence to another, or assisting with minor 

repairs in the house without any remuneration.  

Social culture 

Filipinos are generally friendly, hospitable, and helpful. Sensitivity to someone’s 

feelings is part and parcel of their social culture. They avoid being straightforward 

with their words and actions as they do not want to offend anyone. Filipinos tend 

to limit eye contact in the belief that looking a person in the eye suggests strong 

negative feelings, such as anger or jealousy. Vice-versa, a Filipino may 

misconstrue a person’s stare as sending out the same message.   

Filipinos apologize profusely even when they are not at fault. They consider this a 

show of courtesy. “I am sorry” or “Excuse me” may precede some statements or 

requests, especially when they feel that they are being a bother or 

inconvenience. For instance, an apology may come before giving negative 

feedback, asking a favor, or breaking bad news. 

Loyalty is deeply valued and lived out by Filipinos, manifested in utang na loob 

(feeling of indebtedness). They may feel indebted to individuals who have helped 

them or shown concern for their welfare. If this utang na loob is directed towards 

a master or officer, the Filipino seafarer is more motivated to work. Striving to do 

better is his way of repaying his debt or expressing gratitude towards his 

superior. 

Food is always a great part of interpersonal bonding among Filipinos. Needless 

to say, this celebration-loving people love to eat, an activity that is leisurely done 

among family members, friends and colleagues. In many homes, mid-morning 

and mid-afternoon snacks are taken in addition to the usual three main meals. 

Some might even take a midnight snack before retiring for the day. 

During mealtime, a Filipino seafarer may ask you to join him at the table. This 

does not necessarily mean, however, that he wants you to share his food; he 

may be simply inviting you to eat with him at the same table. Doing so is 

perceived as acceptance to one’s circle which is appreciated and used as a time 

to bond with his colleagues.  
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Good food is not the only thing that Filipinos enjoy. They also love a good sense 

of humor and will hang around people who appreciate a round of laughs. Quite 

direct with their humor, they sometimes make fun of a person’s appearance or 

behavior. But, all this is done in fun and only with those they feel most 

comfortable. Filipinos tease as a form of affection. 

To break the ice with the Filipino seafarer, try to crack a joke about yourself to 

give him a glimpse of your fun-loving side.   

Sharing good food in good company is completed by good music. The Filipino 

likes to sing and takes pleasure in being admired for his talent. Reserve your 

criticisms no matter how tempted you are to rib him. You may instead claim to be 

a better singer, rather than tell him that his singing is bad.  

In social gatherings, be aware of “Filipino time”, a habit of showing up late. If this 

tendency to slack-off with punctuality happens onboard, make sure to remind the 

Filipino seafarer that work hours are to be strictly followed and excuses for 

coming in late must be acceptable to the Ship Master.  

Filipino heritage is plentiful in folk beliefs and superstitions, lending to behaviors 

and practices that may appear lacking in logic. To cite an example, Filipinos 

believe that talking about negative matters, such as death or accidents, could 

cause these to happen. To thwart the potentially ominous, they will knock on 

wood as a psychological antidote. 

Social and religious calendar 

Official holidays for the Filipino people must be observed both at sea and in port 

based on the standard contract of the Philippine Overseas Employment Agency. 

The occasions listed below are non-working holidays in the Philippines. 

• New Year’s Day - January 1 
• Maundy Thursday - Movable date 
• Good Friday - Movable date 
• Araw ng Kagitingan (Bataan and Corregidor Day) - April 9 
• Labor Day - May 1 
• Independence Day - June 12 
• National Heroes Day - Last Sunday of August 
• All Saints Day - November 1 
• Bonifacio Day - November 30 
• Christmas Day - December 25 
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• Rizal Day - December 30 
 

CHAPTER 2 

Working with the Filipino seafarer 
 

Effective communication 

Most Filipinos are more familiar with American English than with British English, 

so the use of vocabulary may differ. The same is true with accents. The Filipino 

seafarer may have difficulty catching European accents as opposed to the 

American accent. A fast learner, he will gradually get better at it with constant 

exposure.   

Overall, there should be very few hurdles in communicating with the Filipino 

seafarer using the English language. If he appears initially non-responsive, it may 

have nothing to do with the inability to understand the discussion. It is not 

uncommon for a Filipino to be timid at first as it takes a while for him to warm up 

to new acquaintances or figures of authority. With a little time, you will find him 

engaging with you more spontaneously. Filipinos also have the tendency to 

communicate in gestures and body language. This form of expression is 

sometimes used in place of words to dodge confrontation, particularly in 

uncomfortable situations. 

When officers request for feedback, the Filipino seafarer may be hesitant to 

share his reactions or to inquire further. He sees officers and supervisors as wise 

and knowledgeable, and cannot bring himself to question their authority even if 

this is not the intention.   

In explaining a task to the Filipino seafarer, you may ask him to demonstrate how 

it is done or explain in his own words to verify if he understood the directions. 

Requiring him to repeat the instructions verbatim could be perceived as belittling 

his intelligence. In the event that he fails to understand the instructions, you might 

still get a nod or a reply, “Okay”, when asked. Bear in mind that saving face is 

important to him and the last thing that the Filipino seafarer wants is to be 

embarrassed in the presence of other crew members. Encourage him to make 
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clarifications on his own by emphasizing that safety onboard is critical and 

depends heavily on one’s complete understanding of instructions.  

Filipinos tend to be shy in asking questions in the work setting, but have an 

inclination toward asking personal questions in a social setting. “Where are you 

going?”, “How much do you earn in a month?” or “Why do you not have any 

children?” might be annoying to non-Filipinos. But, this is usually an innocent 

show of friendliness. There is no need to seriously answer questions like these. 

Reply with a touch of humor and this will endear you even more to them. While 

Filipinos may not always be discreet in asking questions, they do make very good 

listeners.   

Motivating and improving morale 

To bring out the best potential in the Filipino seafarer, his employers and 

superiors may do well to consider his so-called hierarchy of needs: 

• Need to belong to a family or group – The Filipino sees himself first 

as a member of the family and second only as a member of the 

outside community. 

• Need to be reciprocated – The Filipino reciprocates a good deed 

out of utang na loob (feeling of indebtedness). In the same way, he 

expects reciprocation for something good that he does towards 

other people.  

• Need for social acceptance – To the Filipino, social acceptance 

begins with praise for an achievement and understanding of his 

weaknesses. While he is open to self-improvement, public 

reprimand could mean non-acceptance.   

Leadership is a trait that the Filipino seafarer values and believes he possesses. 

He admires people with leadership skills and who give him the opportunity to be 

a leader himself. He likes proving his worth as a responsible and dependable 

individual who takes initiative.   

A good leader to him is one who is concerned not only about getting the job 

done, but about the welfare of people as well. People-centered by nature, 
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Filipinos are fond of pangungumusta (greeting and asking how one is doing). 

When colleagues show the same towards him, he feels appreciated and valued. 

Conflict management 

Violence is frowned upon by many Filipinos. It is not something they tolerate at 

home or in the workplace. Just as he avoids confrontations, the Filipino seafarer 

also prefers that conflicts be resolved in private. He does not want others to know 

that he is part of a dispute, especially in the workplace. 

Filipinos will sacrifice nearly anything except for their dignity and honor. If 

punishment is meted to a Filipino seafarer involved in a work-related conflict, he 

will not want others to know about the incident. He will also avoid any discord 

with his masters and officers because he values his job security. If he should get 

into trouble with his superiors, he prefers that the matter be resolved in private.  

Sensitivity to emotions is very important in resolving conflicts that involve the 

Filipino seafarer.   Negotiating while onboard must be done with diplomacy in 

order to preserve his pride. As much as possible, negotiations should take on a 

family atmosphere. Masters and officers will find it to their favor if they ensure 

that the Filipino seafarer’s self-esteem is not at stake and that resolution of the 

conflict is the main goal of the arbitration. 
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CHAPTER 3 

Talking with the Filipino seafarer 
Filipinos are often cautious when communicating, mainly to avoid unpleasant situations 

or confrontation. They go to great lengths not to disagree, especially with people who 

are unfamiliar to them. Remaining cordial is also their way of keeping the channels open. 

Filipinos, however, loosen up when amongst close friends. They love to talk about their 

family, celebrations, and having a good time. 

When Filipinos share their opinions, they select pleasant words that are said in an 

equally pleasant manner to avoid being perceived as an insult. Swearing or raising one’s 

temper and voice are considered embarrassing. In the same way, a person who 

expresses himself in such an unbecoming manner will suffer kahihiyan (loss of face) 

from which he may never recover in the Filipino’s eyes. Negative comments, especially 

about his work, should be carefully worded even if these are, in truth, constructive 

criticisms. 

Filipinos admire modesty in a person. Boasting or claiming ascendancy over one’s in-

group is a sure way to losing the Filipino’s respect for the individual. Similarly, the 

Filipino will exalt a person who humbles himself despite his achievements. 

Most Filipinos append words of respect, such as “po” and “opo” when speaking with 

older people or those in authority. These words of respect are also used when talking to 

a person for the first time. There are no English equivalents for these words, but once 

they are inserted in a sentence, the speaker immediately adopts a respectful tone. As a 

people who veer away from confrontation, Filipinos are fond of euphemisms to cushion a 

potentially offensive statement. In the same way, they do not fancy blunt remarks or 

being asked too many questions as this runs against the conciliatory Asian 

culture.Greeting Filipinos  

One of the salient traits of Filipinos is their hospitable nature. They are quick to make 

friends and can readily strike up a conversation with strangers. With a smile and a lot of 

warmth, Filipinos can instantly make one feel at ease. Because a majority of the 

population is fluent in English, they are comfortable communicating with foreigners. 

To ensure you make a good first impression when meeting a Filipino for the first time, 

stay low key, be amiable, and exhibit genuine interest in the culture. It is a turn-off for 

most Filipinos when the other party boasts of wealth or speaks in a manner that can be 

perceived as domineering or condescending.  
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It is appropriate to shake hands with both Filipino men and women during the first 

meeting. In social situations, bussing on the cheeks is also acceptable, but 

mostly between men and women. Known as “beso”, or kiss, this practice finds its 

origin from the Spanish culture.  

Acceptable demeanor  

Perhaps because Filipinos are not akin to confrontation, non-verbal 

communication is habitually used.  At one time or another, you will encounter 

them raising their eyebrows or slightly lifting their heads as a signal for “yes” or 

as a greeting among friends. 

It is considered impolite to cross between two people conversing or facing one 

another. If you must, the odd but polite way is to duck half-way with one arm 

extended and pointing downward or both arms straightened with hands clasped 

together. A simpler way is to say “Excuse me.” 

Some gestures are thought of as rude, like pointing a finger (particularly the 

middle finger), waving a pointed index finger, or crooking a finger to summon 

someone. Gestures like these can be degrading to the Filipino who may brand 

the person as arrogant, overbearing or bossy. Raising one’s voice can also be 

offensive to the Filipino. You can diffuse an uncomfortable situation by 

maintaining a smile. 

Rules for eye contact 

Prolonged eye contact is considered bad manners among Filipinos. However, in 

conversing with them, especially on a professional level, eye contact is important 

as it is deemed a sign of self-confidence. Despite this expectation from the 

Filipino, do not be surprised if he, on the contrary, may initially be reluctant to 

make eye contact. It is most likely due to bashfulness which will dissipate in no 

time. 

Discussions to avoid  

The good-humored Filipino will always find something to laugh about. He is 

quick-witted in crafting funny anecdotes or jokes; his favorite topics are usually 

socio-economic-political scenarios and life’s trials. Ironically though, he may take 
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offense when a foreigner comments on his politics or discusses his religion. The 

best way to deal with this is to merely be a listener who does not takes sides. 

“Filipino English” 

Although known to be an English-speaking people, many Filipinos have traces of 

regional accents. The most common is pronouncing “F” as “P”, and “V” as “B”, resulting 

from the alphabets of some dialects having no “F” or “V” letters. Another prevalent 

mistake is the use of pronouns such as “he/his” and “she/her.” This confusion stems 

from the fact that in the Filipino language, the third person pronoun is the same for both 

genders. 

It may take some getting used to, but it would help to get accustomed with some words 

or phrases called “Filipinisms”: 

• Comfort room – Restroom 
• Brown-out – Power outage 
• Blow-out – Lunch or dinner treat given by a birthday celebrant 
• Ref – Short-cut for refrigerator 
• Coke – Any soda or soft drink 
• Dirty kitchen – A second kitchen in the house where cooking is actually done 
• A dead watch – A watch that has stopped working 
• Dressed for one’s funeral –Dressed to kill 
• To Xerox – To photocopy a document 
• Open the light – Turn on the light 
• Fill up an application – Fill out an application  
• To be in the Top One position – To take the number one or top spot 
• Order food for take-out – Order food to go 
• Go down (from a vehicle) – To get off 
• Sleep late – Stay up late 

 

Courtesy in the Filipino language  

Among Westerners, conversations with associates and friends are often informal and 

relaxed. When conversing with Filipinos, however, it is advisable to use titles as they 

often do. Because of heavy emphasis on social status, hierarchy, and deference to 

individuals in positions of authority or seniority, they engage in liberal use of honorifics, 

such as “Ma’am” and “Sir”, “Mr.” and “Mrs.”, “Doctor” or “Professor”. It is considered 

discourteous to use a person’s given name on the first meeting, unless invited to do so 

or you are both of the same age and do similar work.   
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Common Filipino phrases 
Welcome!   Mabuhay!  
Good morning.  Magandang umaga.   
Good afternoon.  Magandang hapon.   
Good evening.   Magandang gabi.   
How are you?   Kumusta ka?     
I’m fine, thanks.  Mabuti naman, salamat.     
  
Thank you very much. Maraming salamat.  
You’re welcome.  Walang anuman. 
Yes./No.  Oo./Hindi     
I don’t know.  Hindi ko alam.  
Goodbye.  Paalam.       
Please.   Maari ba?       
I’m sorry.   Paumanhin.     
Excuse me.   Mawalang-galang na.  
  

Conclusion 
 
It is inspiring to see this guidebook in the hands of foreign nationals willing to get to know 
deeply and understand their Filipino counterpart while working together at sea.  In the 
spirit of comradeship, this book envisions to bring together these special men and 
women of diverse cultures to a level playing field that breeds no less than mutual 
admiration, respect and understanding towards one another.       
 
While there are no clear-cut guarantees as to what may come about during their day-to 
day adventure, it is hoped that the realization of working under one authority and one 
team, setting aside cultural and religious differences becomes a paramount 
consideration in their own survival and growth.  Working far from home and living under 
very challenging conditions while exposed to certain health and life risks, are but a few 
commonalities shared by the entire crew onboard every vessel.  Indeed, each seafarer is 
unique and has something good to offer towards making the ship’s journey and 
operations a smooth, successful voyage.  
 
An old Filipino adage goes, “Ang mabigat gumagaan kapag napag-tutuwangan”.  
Translated in English, Hard work can be made light for as long as everyone collaborates 
and helps one another.  The depth of friendships and camaraderie fostered during those 
long months at sea, make teamwork possible even among the most diverse groups of 
people.  The success of a ship’s operation lies mainly in the collective efforts of a solid 
and happy crew.  

 
 

 


