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ABSTRACTThe development of modern fisheries in Denmark meant a change in social 
identity for the fishermen from being an estate in a hierarchy to being members of an industry 
on an equal footing with the other industries of a modern nation. The fishermen of the 20th 
century have been strong supporters of modern development and seen themselves as partak- 
ing in it. Yet, they have maintained some distinctly non-modern views an2 practices. The 
article compares the fishermen's concepts of social categories and relations of exchange with 
the formal image of a modern nation and tries to demonstrate that informal aspects of mod- 
ern social organization differing from the modern norm, are integral parts of modern society. 

A directory of Danish fishermen was published in 1935-36. The title was Dansk 
Fiskeristat (Strubberg 1935-36). It has been of great use to fisheries ethnologists 
who in the two volumes would find biographical information on almost 5,000 
fishermen and on the status of the industry in local areas. Instead of reading 
this treasure of information, one should contemplate the meaning of the fact 
that it has been published. 

The term stat for this type of books is related to state and estate. It is a type 
of Who's who, and the mark of nobility qualifying for inclusion is that of be- 
longing to the national fishing industry.' There is a tradition for publishing bi- 
ographical calendars of the higher ranks, but Denmark in the 1920s and 1930s 
saw an almost epidemic publishing of such works on all kinds of professions: 
Dansk Grossererstat in 1925 (merchants), Dansk Mejeristat in 1931 (people and 
institutions in dairy production), Dansk Hindvcerkerstat in 1932-33 (artisan 
trades), Dansk Skolestat in 1933-34 (teachers), Danske Vcerter in 1934 (innkeep- 
ers), etc., and in 1935-36 the specified Dansk Fiskeristat. 

In the biographical calendar of the dairy industry it is obviously the attach- 
ment to dairies that connects the people involved. There was no dairy population 
or dairy estate; for fishermen it is different. It made sense to speak of fisheries 
as a separate social segment, a population apart. A quick statistical calculation 
based on the biographies shows that 71 per cent of the fishermen were sons of 
fishermen and 75 per cent were living in the same or neighbouring parish as the 
one they were born in. 

In the forew0rdA.C. Strubberg writes that the fishingindustry led an unobtru- 
sive existence: "It was known, I suppose, that we had an able and fearless fishing 
populatifn, but generally little was known of its conditions of life" (1935, I: 
Forord). Because of the development that had taken place and the economic 
difficulties of the thirties, he finds that 

It is thus natural that the practitioners of the fisheries become more and more conscious 
of themselves as an estate and want to address the public saying: come and see who we are 
and learn what our conditions are (ibid.). 

In this work the fishermen from the whole country effectively step forward in 
their Sunday dress or navy uniform to introduce themselves as an estate and an 
industry of the nation. In his own local context the individual fisherman might 
be a poor and peripheral member of a community dominated by wellto-do farm- 
ers or towns people. But, as biographed in Dansk Fiskeristat and as a member 
of his professional association, he would be performing on the national scene 
as an equal on a level with members of other industries. 

The organization/association is, following the American anthropologist 
Jonathan Wylie, a characteristic solution to a characteristically Scandinavian 
problem. In a comparative perspective he finds that "an ethos of egalitarian in- 
dividualism" (1989:7) is a prominent feature of Scandinavian culture. This cre- 
ates a problem in the relationship between individual achievement and com- 
munal equality. The way of handling this dilemma is that "Scandinavians 
construe realms of social interaction hierarchically, such that individuals finding 
themselves unequal or dissimilar at one level may meet as equals on another, 
more comprehensive level of social organization" (ibid.). 

In the DanskFiskeristat the fishermen are presented as a horizontal communi- 
ty on a national level, and they are collectively referred to as an estate and, simul- 
taneously, an industry. Fishermen and their organizations have continually ap- 
plied the term "estate" (stand) to themselves during this century, though 
grad~ally giving precedence to the term "industry" (erhverv). These categories 
imply two different ways of classifying the realm or the nation into subdivisions: 
"estate" situates horizontal collectivities in a ranked hierarchy whereas "in- 
dustry" situates horizontal collectivities on an equal level. Both nlodels seem 
to matter for the social identity of fishermen despite the anachronism of as- 
sociating estates with a modern nation state. The publication of the directory 
of fishermen is a statement on the identity of a social segment as part of a whole, 
but it is a statement which is partly at odds with a modern nation state. The 
cultural categories and the relations of exchange that define fishermen's social 
identity have implications that challenge the concept of a modern nation state. 

Fishermen in Denmark 

Before the Fishing Estate 

Johannes Steenstrup, a historian, in 1907 warned against the tendency to project 
contemporary concepts on the past (1907:141). In his day it was "justified to 
speak of the fishing population as an estate within society" (ibid.). This was 
justified because fishermen made up a considerable population segment (fishing 
earned a livelihood for 32,600 persons) and because of "that distinctive way of 
living which confers on this population its particular stamp and builds its 



spiritual character, results in its own traditions and views and, in short, marks edifying collection entitled Great and Good Deeds by Danes, Norwegians and 
it off as an estate in its own right" (ibid.:142). Holsatians which was reprinted several times. In this account the fishermen were 

Steenstrup raises the question of whether the name "fisherman" in former referred to as cottagers (Malling [1777]:21), in other words, they were not seen 
days designated members of a population segment or an estate and not just peo- as a separate occupational category. 
ple engaging in the activity of fishing. His answer: there was no fishing popula- Around 1800 fishing was only of limited importance where good fishing OP- 
tion. From old title deeds and cadastres it appears that "many a cloister had portunities joined forces with a lack of alternatives or easy access to markets. 
a man who was called its fisherman" (ibid.:143) while in the 16th century there Given the limited means of transportation and the perishability of stock, fishing 
were inhabitants of certain coastal hamlets who were called fishermen, a fishing was largely for local consumption. The land reforms of the 1780s increased, 
population proper did not appear until the 19th century; the mediaeval and early moreover, opportunities in farming, which was apparently the preferred alter- 
modern fisheries in the Sound (herring) and in southwestern Jutland (cod) was native. 
practiced seasonally by all kinds of people (ibid.:153-58).3 At Nymindegab on the southern part of the West Coast seasonal cod and had- 

Steenstrup was searching for a population whichperse could be characterised dock fishing had survived as a part time occupation from the Middle Ages, and 
as fishermen, but, even if he had found one that would not suffice for calling a large part of southern Jutland was supplied with fresh or dried fish from there 
it a fishing estate. "Estate" does not just refer to the internal Aaracteristics of (Handels- og Industrie-Tidende 1802:82-83). On the poor coastal fringe of West- 
a social segment. It is a relational definition of the place of a part in a whole, 
and the whole in the 16th century was different from that in the 19th. Despite 
Steenstrup's demonstration - that "fishermen" have not always been there - 
did include an account of the relational setting of the people who engaged in 50 km - fishing; fishermen and fishing rarely appeared in historical sources because they 
were out of focus in a society organised around landed property. What mattered 
for social identity and for taxation was vertical social integration and property 
or use rights in real estate. 

Fishing in mediaeval and early modern Denmark was not an industry or a 
trade in our sense of the words. It was not an independent sector in the economy 
of the realm. Fishing rights could be part of the land rights of shore- or coast- 
owners, and access to the sea invariably depended on the owner of the coast 
(Kudlik 1986:186, 189). If nobody else, the king would be the owner. Since, how- 
ever, fishing involved only moveable property, the social identity of seasonal or 
occasional fishermen would be subordinate to their involvement with people or 
landed property and to their legal status. 

Not until the 19th century did specialised, full-time fishermen become a com- 
ponent of society in their own right, entailing some idea of being a horizontal 
community. It makes no sense to interpret fishermen before that time as a 
horizontal collectivity or stratum just because they shared the activity of fishing. 
The hierarchy they were part of was not one of separate horizontal strata, but 
one of vertically integrated  person^.^ 

The 19th Century 

"The fishermen" were dear to imagination before they became a sociological 
reality. The image of the brave and dauntless fisherman held by the educated 
public was assisted by a theatre play from 1780, The Fishermen by Johannes 
Ewald. This became very popular in the repertoire of The Royal Theatre. The 
plot referred to the heroic rescue by north Sealand fishermen of an English caD- - 
tain from a shipwreck. An account of this rescue was included in a patriotic and ~ a p  of Dentnark 



ern and Northern Jutland (Thy, Hanherrederne, Skagen) fishing was important 
for lack of good farming opportunities (ibid.:31920). In the Limfjord (by then 
still unconnected with the North Sea) there was an important herring fishery 
with pound nets and fykes not far from Aalborg (Holger Rasmussen 1968). This 
particular fishery was integrated in feudal forms of organization. Though un- 
connected with land, the sites for the standing gear were held as property, real 
estate, sharing much the same conditions for use as farm land. Along The Sound 
and in North Sealand there were also full-time fishermen supplying Copenhagen 
with fish. Lastly, in Store Belt there was a drift-net herring fishery in the autumn 
(Handels - og Industrie-Tidende 1802:178-80). The so-called "Belt boats" were, 
however, also used for freight transport. In 19th century sources the owners and 
the crew often hide behind such labels as "skipper" or "sailor" (V&ning 
1984:22-23). -. 

It is reported for a stretch of coast at the Store Belt that people "who have 
obtained plots of land for their houses after the enclosure have totally abolished 
fishing and prefer to earn a living from farming and day labour" (Handels- og 
Industrie-Tidende 1802:180). It almost amounts to a refrain in the reports of the 
Handels og Industrie-Tidende from all parts of the country with acceptable soil 
that "Fishing is not used as a way of earning a living since they all have cultiva- 
tion and other such trades as prevent them from fishing" (ibid.:374). The report- 
er is especially alert to the innovative role of educated coast owners and does 
not expect much from the coastal commoners. 

The 19th century was to change the fishermen's social identity and its context: 
the volume and the structure of the fisheries. While the wish to develop the fish- 
eries was explicit around 1800, basic preconditions such as markets, transport 
and technology were still insufficient. During the 1800s population growth creat- 
ed bigger urban and rural markets and labour surplus (i.e. potential fishermen). 
Better means of transportation enabled the fishermen to reach wider markets. 
Well-smacks had been used from the 1750s, but from the 1820s they occupied 
an increasingly important role in fish the trade with cod, plaice and eels on 
Copenhagen, Kristiania (Oslo) and German Baltic towns.5 In 1860 the actor A. 
J. Smidth, conducting a survey for the Home Office on the status of the fisheries, 
complained that fishing was still neglected in favour of farming in many places 
(Moustgaard 1987), but from then on modern development gained momentum. 
In the 1860s the railroad network was greatly expanded and new harbours were 
built. The harbour in Esbjerg was particularly important for steam-ship connec- 
tions with England. The railroads connected the main fishing areas of Jutland 
with the vast fish markets of Hamburg and Berlin, and regular shipping routes 
created stable opportunities for export by sea. 

The growth in fishing effort and numbers of fishermen in the decades after 
1860 show that it was not willingness that was lacking before, but markets and 
transport. It now made sense to intensify effort and take up new fishing technol- 
ogies. The first expansive innovation in the fisheries of the Inner Waters was the 
Pomeranian drift seine for eels which was introduced in Denmark from the 1860s 
onwards (Hjorth Rasmussen 1988). In Kattegat, Skagerrak and the North Sea, 

the ground seine - or so called Danish seine - formed the basis of sea-going 
expansion in the plaice fisheries from around 1870 to 1930. For the year 1885 
Drechsel in his work on the Danish saltwater fisheries enumerates 635 fishermen 
working in the "large scale fisheries in Kattegat," three years later the figure 
was 1403 (118901: Table I1 & IIIa), and by the First World War there were more 
than 10,000 occupational fishermen in Denmark. 

Only for a short interlude did modern development necessarily mean large 
scale fisheries. The eel seiners were small craft of 20-25 feet, but the plaice seiners 
of the late 19th century were sailing vessels of 30-100 gross tons, and demanded 
capita1 investments from non-fishermen. With, however, the advent of combus- 
tion engines around the turn of century, a new and smaller type of ground seiner 
- aided by improved opportunities for obtaining loans - largely brought ground 
seining back in the hands of f i~hermen.~  Since then Danish fishing has been 
dominated by moderate sized, fisherman-owned enterprises paying wages in 
shares of the catch. A wide variety of gear has been used in the varied types of 
what became traditional Danish fishing waters (seines, trawls, gill nets, fykes, 
pound nets) and adaptability to stock fluctuations and changing opportunities 
has been high.7 

The Fishing Estate and the Nation 

The growth of a fishing industry proper in the later half of the 19th century 
changed the wider social setting of the fishermen. The autocratic Denmark of 
1800 was neither a consistent feudal hierarchy of personal relations, nor was it 
a nation of juxtaposed citizens. It was a combination: a nation of estates where 
each member was connected to the nation through membership of his estate. 
The spread of horizontal forms of community characterises 19th century Danish 
history. Estates were internally becoming horizontal communities, though 
ranked in relation to other estates; "Autocracy . . . had created forms of organi- 
zation which channeled currents in society to decision makers through perma- 
nent estate organizations such as the Merchants Society, the Copenhagen corpo- 
rations, the guilds and, for instance, The Royal Society of Rural Economy." 
(Wghlin 1981:35). 

There were preconditions for further expansion of horizontal forms of organi- 
zations in towns as in the countryside. In the 18th century most arable land was 
cultivated by middle sized farms which were to become freehold during the fol- 
lowing century (ibid.:l3). Towns were dominated by small to moderate scale 
trade; artisan enterprises and industrial production was mainly based on sub- 
contracting artisans. The country was dominated by small-scale independent 
producers and businessmen who organised horizontally like workers, bour- 
geoisie and landlords were later to do. In the towns guilds were superseded by 
'new forms of professional associations. In the countryside, where the farming 
community of villages was abolished with the enclosure around 1800, new forms 
of community grew up in the following century: insurance- and savings- 
associations, farmers associations, religious movements, cooperatives and the 
liberal farmers' party (ibid.:31-32). 
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The fishermen emerged as a separate segment of independent producers in 
the decades around 1900 (i.e., much later than the farmers). Efforts to create 
a horizontal community of fishermen were motivated by the same values and 
the same ideal model of the relationship between the nation and its constituent 
parts as for the rest of society. Fishermen should unite as a social and occupa- 
tional community and as such partake in the development of the nation. Initially 
these were the values and ideals of the educated public, not of the fishermen. 
Like the farmers, who got their "peasant friends" in the 1840s, so the fishermen 
got theirs in the 1880s. Merchants, noblemen, academics and naval officers start- 
ed the Danish Fisheries Association in 1887 for the noble purpose of promoting 
the fishing industry economically and socially (Christensen 1983; Hecht & 
Vestergaard 1987). From a slow beginning the number of local fishermen's as- 
sociations under the aegis of the national association grew to J25 in 1912 and 
almost 200 in 1937 (Salling & Thunae 1937:35). As in farming, communal and 
cooperative enterprises followed in the wake: fish sales associations, fish auc- 
tions, harbours, etc. This process, however, did not really accelerate until the 
1920s and '30s (Hansen 1952:35-40). 

It was members of the elite who initially tried to organize the fishermen as 
an estate. What were hierarchical personal relationships in a local context turned 
into to a hierarchy of horizontal, occupational estates in the context df formal 
organizations. Yet, it was still members of the higher estates who represented 
the fishermen on higher organizational levels. The fishermen were held to be 
incapable of representing their own interests in a modern nation, and their pro- 
tagonists did not see them as their equals. One of the devoted figures in the ef- 
forts to organise the fishermen and promote the fisheries col::d express senti- 
ments like the following in a debate on fishermen's education: 

It is a fact that here, as in other countries, fishermen generally lack thesimplest qualifications 
for conducting their trade except for manual skills and knowledge of local circumstances. 
Therefore, it is very difficult to convey to them much of what could contribute to develop 
and promote their trade. They know almost nothing of the natural conditions of the sea, 
neither of the economy of its animal life, and just as little of the life of fish. They can 
manufacture their gear, occasionally build their boats, and they know that fish can be 
preserved for shorter or longer periods by drying, salting, icing; but they are ignorant of 
the basic principles of that technical treatment. They have but vague ideas of how they could 
profit from some knowledge in sanitary regards or on matters of society etc. Work at sea 
has exhausted them so much physically that their unexperienced capacity for thought is 
weakened further (Aarsberetning 1891:22-23). 

But, in 1902 - the year after the introduction of parliamentarism - a  similar "sys- 
tems change" happened in the Danish Fisheries Association. The old board left 
the scene for a board composed of representatives from all parts of the country. 
By 1905 general rights to vote were introduced for all members. By 1907 fisher- 
men held the majority in the board, and in 1913 the first fisherman (M. C. Jensen 
from Grenaa) took the chair. One of the contemporary advocates for fisher- 
men's education, Andreas Otterstram, commented on the event saying: "The 

fishing estate has laid its hand on the rudder" (Finsing 1964, 1:451). 

From Estate to Industry 

.During the first decades of this century the fishermen succeeded in winning 
themselves a valid place among the industries of a modern nation. That is what 
was celebrated with the publication of the national directory of fishermen in 
1935-36. The status as an equal industry among industries was not a matter of 
course. Expressions showing the memory of hierarchy and estates often mix with 
expressions of equality and independence. They were not just memories of a past 
when the development of the fisheries was under the patronage of higher estates, 
but continued to be a matter of actual relevance in many local contexts and to 
form part of fishermen's interpretation of social relationships despite the fact 
that self-reliance and independence were core values. 

Locally many forms of hierarchical social relations were still to be felt. Until 
1958 the use of several forms of standing gear on the coast depended on the "eel 
weir privileges" of the coast owners. The fishermen had to rent the fishing sites 
or the owner might use them himself (Betznkning 1955; Vestergaard 1985; 
Warming 1931). Harbours and landing places were frequently dependent on 
landlords or community councils dominated by farmers. In the fishing village 
of Lundeborg on Fyn the fishermen in 1931 took over the harbour facilities from 
the manor Broholm. The lord of the manor used to be a reasonable patron who 
granted the fishermen access to the harbour, some of its buildings and drying 
places for nets on very lenient terms. When after 1931 the fishermen applied for 
public subsidies to repair some quays they were initially met with comments like 
the following from a farmer: "I cannot understand that you can bring yourself 
to beg for money to have your boats lying in the harbour. If I needed a garage 
for my car I would certainly build it myself" (Interview, Lundeborg 16.8.1989). 
The farmers did not feel obliged to be patrons though they sat in power in the 
community council. 

In parts of Sealand a form of patron-client relationship was long maintained 
between farmers and fishermen. Most of the fishermen in Gilleleje in Northern 
Sealand had a particular patron farmer (venningsbonde). Their relationship in- 
volved the exchange of fish and farm products. Occasionally the fisherman 
would work for the farmer digging peat or otherwise, and the fisherman would 
buy potatoes from the farmer which he would take to Copenhagen in his herring 
drifter during winter. There could, moreover, be some expectations that the 
fisherman would vote for the farmer or his candidate at elections. The potato 
freights from Gilleleje to Copenhagen continued until around 1960, when their 
vessels could still be seen at the quays of Nyhavn (Interview, Gilleleje 28.1.1983). 

This type of vertical social ties were much less prominent in large, new ports 
that were socially less integrated with the surrounding countryside. Fish auctions 
and cooperative fish sales associations are measures liberating fishermen from 
the dependence on particular fish buyers. Their spread correlated with the size 
of the fishing ports and with the separation between fishermen and the sur- 
















