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The Art of Fishing

Gisli Pdlsson
Eniversity of Tceland

ABSTRACT This article focuses on the piace of fishing societies in anthropological thought,
some early evolutionary schemes in which fishing oceupies a significant position, and recent
attempis 1o define the properties of fishing adaptations. 1 argue that many approaches to
fishing, both of the present and the past, emphasize material context and ecological relations.
Such an approach suggests a ‘natural’ model of production which depicts the individual
as an autonemous isolate engaged in the technical act of catching fish. An alternative theoret-
ical approach js needed which appreciates the differences between fishing economies and
the social relations in which production is embedded. | suggest an approach which empha-
sizes the circulation of products and resirictions of access to aquatic resources, Differences
with respect to circulation and access, I argue, are likely 10 be reflected in differences in in-
digenous models of the ‘art’ of catching fish.

With European exploration and the discoveries of new worlds from the fifteenth
century onwards, an ever increasing body of information regarding the different
forms of human society was accumnulated. Bewildered by the perplexity of avail-
able data and the problems they posed for their ethnocentric world-views, Euro-
peans established typologies for classifying different societies and making sense
of their variability. Somehow the new worlds had to be assimilated. Nineteenth
century evolutionism deliberately addressed the problem, and so does, by defini-
tion, modern anthropology. Fishing was an important category, along with other
‘arts of subsistence’, in many of the early evolutionary schemes. Later, ‘fishing’
became much less visible-often being subsumed under the label ‘hunting and
gathering’. This article discusses the place of fishing adaptations in anthropo-
logical thought. Tt examines some evolutionary schemes in which fishing oc-
cupies a significant position and reviews recent attempts to define the properties
of fishing adaptations. Many anthropologists, it seems, operate with a, ‘natural’
model of fishing which emphasizes material context and ecological relations.
Such a model draws attention to the adaptive significance of social organization,
depicting the producer as an antonomous individual engaged in the technical
act of catching fish. An alternative theoretical approach is needed which ap-
preciates the differences between fishing economies and the social refations in
which production is embedded. I suggest an approach which emphasizes the cir-
culation of products and restrictions of access to aquatic resources. Differences
with respect 10 circulation and access, I argue, are likely 1o be reflected in differ-
ences in indigenous models of fishing.



‘Fishing as a “New Career”

"One of the best known evolutionary schemes of the nineteenth century is that
“of Morgan (1928 {1877]). For him the advent of fishing was of great evolutionary
‘importance. He suggested that the experience of humans had run in “nearly uni-
- 'form channels” and that there were three successive major stages or “Ethnical
" periods™ - savagery, barbarism, and civilization - each representing “a distinct
culture” and a “particular mode of life” (ibid.:8-9). According to Morgan, it
was during the period of savagery that fishing had a particular role to play. The
period of savagery was sub-divided into three periods - Lower, Middle and Up-
per. The Lower stage represented the origins of the human race and of articulate
speech when humans lived in their original habitat by gathering fruits and nuts.
Morgan claimed there were no surviving examples in his day representing the
Lower Stage of Savagery, but he felt confident in claiming (ibid.:20) that
“neither an art, nor an institution” was developed during this stage.

‘ The acquisition of fishing and the knowledge of the use of fire marked the
important transition to the Middle Stage of Savagery in Morgan’s scheme, dur-
ing which humans left their original habitat and spread over different parts of
the earth’s surface. Fish, Morgan suggested, were the “first kind of artificial
food” (ibid.:21). Having acquired the knowledge of the use of fire for cooking,
%mmans became “independent of climate and [ocality”, for fish were “universal
indistribution, unlimited in supply, and the only kind of food at all times availa-
ble”. Morgan did not elaborate on the arts and institutions during the period
of fishing. Nor did he cite many ethnographic examples. Africa, he said
(ibid.:16), was “an ethnical chaos of savagery and barbarism”, while Australia
and Polynesia were in savagery “pure and simple”, The final sub-period of Say-
agery, the Upper Stage, began with hunting and improved tools, the invention
of the bow and arrow. Fishing, then, represented an important step in the history
of humans, the beginning of a “new career” (ibid.:20), prior to the hunting of
terrestrial animals.

In The Origin (1942 [1884]) Engels adopted a scheme similar to that of Mor-
gan. In the first part of his book he simply restated Morgan’s ideas about the
stage of Savagery and the role of fishing during its Middle Stage. In The German
Ideology he had, however, along with Marx, identified the stages in the history
of humans and their progression somewhat differently. Hunting and fishing
represented the first sub-stage of the ‘undeveloped’ stage of production, identi-
fied by tribal ownership and the elementary or natural division of labour im-
posed by the family (see Marx 1964:122).

The discussion by Marx and Engels of primitive societies and the “tribal”
stage was partly motivated by rhetorical and political considerations. They
turned to the study of primitives not so much to assimilate the exotic but to
demolish the familiar - for demonstrating that capitalistic relations of produc-
tion, private property, exploitation and the state, were not inevitable, but rather
the products of certain historical conditions. They greeted Morgan’s theories
with enthusiasm, since he asserted that during the first stage of evolution, social
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life was undifferentiated and the notion of private property nonexistent. Marx
and Engels were not only fabricating history, along with many contemporary
writers, but they also left themselves unable to deal with primitive society theo-
retically (see Bloch 1985:16.17). The Marxist theory of society is essentially a
conflict model, emphasizing exploitation and class divisions, but if primitive so-
ciety was undifferentiated and characterized by consensus, harmony and equali-
ty, it could hardly be assimilated into a marxist framework.

Marx and Engels had no ethnographic experience, and they therefore had to
consult written sources when constructing their schemes of progression. Mor-
gan’s writings were particularly useful since some of them were based on rela-
tively detailed and original fieldwork. But even his “expert knowledge” (Engels
1942:19) of particular North American Indian groups could hardly serve as an
empirical basis for a theory of the development of humanity from savagery to
civilization. As we have seen, Morgan had in fact little to say about the earliest
stages in his scheme. In fact the whole reasoning on which he based his Fthnical
periods does not show much respect for empirical details. On the one hand he
claimed that the division into Ethnical periods directed investigation to tribes
which “afford the best exemplification of each status, with the view of making
each both standard and illustrative” (1928:16). This would render it possibie to
treat a particular society “according to its condition of relative advancement”
(ibid.:13). But on the other hand timing really did not matter. “It does not affect
the main result”, Morgan wrote (ibid.), “that different tribes... on the same
continent ... are in different conditions at the same time, since for our purpose
the condition of each is the material fact, the fime being immaterial”. Just how
the condition of relative advancement was determined was never made clear.
Morgan’s theory of evolution rested on a rank order of essential types rather
than the reconstruction of chronological sequences. '

According to some of the important evolutionary theories of the nineteenth
century, then, primitive fishing represented a separate and early stage in the his-
tory of humnans. Such an idea was underlined in many contemporary accounts
of particular groups of people largely dependent on fishing. In his Journal, Dar-
win provides a lengthy description of the fishermen of Tierra del Fuego. Having
met a group of Fuegians, Darwin noted (1871:234) that these “poor wretches
were stunted in their growth ... their skins filthy and greasy... Viewing such
men, one can hardly make oneself believe they are fellow-creatures and inhabi-
tants of the same world” . As Mechan points out (1982:5), Darwin’s observations
on Tierra del Fuego were sometimes used to illuminate archaeological informa-
tion on shellmiddens discovered in Denmark, the so-called “kitchen-middens™.
In his book Prehistoric Times, Lubbock reproduced Darwin’s description, ad-
ding that it gave “a vivid and probably correct idea of what might have been
seen on the Danish shores long ago” (1913 [1869}1:242). Tylor came to a similar
conclusion {1916 [1875]:207): “shell-heaps . .. are found here and there all round
the coasts of the world ... for instance on the coast of Denmark, where ar-
chaeologists search them for relics of rude Europeans, who, in the Stone age,
had a life somewhat like that of Tierra del Fuego™.



In a study of the Emeryvilte shellmounds in California, Uhle expressed opin-
ions similar to those Darwin had expressed for the Fuegians. The collecting of
shelis, he said, “in itself indicates a low form of human existence” (1907:31).
Such opinions clearly had a life of their own. Whereas Lubbock used ethno-
graphic bits to illuminate the records of the past, Uhle was quite prepared to
leap in the other direction, from the archaeological record to the ethnographic
present:

In all parts of the world, even today, people may be seen on the shore at fow water gathering

for food the shells uncovered by the retreating tide; ... these people always belong to the
lower classes of society, and lead in this manner a primitive as weil as a simple life (Uhle
1907:31).

The evolutionary scheme proposed by Morgan has probably few adherents
nowadays, even though some twentieth century scholars, notably Childe (1944),
continued to discuss the stages of social evolution in similar terms. Morgan’s
scheme, however, foreshadows some fairly recent ideas, including those of Sauer
(1962) regarding the seashore as a “primitive home of man”.

Sauer rejects the popular “man the hunter” hypothesis of human origins. He
suggests, like Tanner (1981), that primate behaviour fails to indicate that aggres-
sive males were the founders of human society. But while Tanner proposes a

“woman the gatherer” hypothesis to explain human origins, Sauer reinvents
Morgan’s idea of fishing being a new career:

The hypothesis ... is that the path of our evolution turned aside from the common primate
course by going to the sea ... The sea, in particular the tidal shore, presented the best oppor-
tunity to eat, setile, increase, and learn ... [t gave the congenial ecological niche i which
animai ethology could become human culture (Sauer 1962:309).

A similar hypothesis of “aquatic man” (perhaps more fantastic) was proposed
by Alister Hardy (1960), in a speech delivered to the British Sub-Aqua Club. He
suggested that human ancestors, some protohurnans in the tropics, were forced
because of the competition of “life in the trees” to feed on the sea-shores where
they learned to swim and physically adapted to aquatic life:

The graceful shape of Man - or Woman! - is most striking when compared with the clumsy
form of the ape. All the curves of the human bady have the beauty of a weil-designed boat,
Man indeed is streamlined (Hardy 1960:643).

We tend to laugh at Hardy’s theory of “aquatic man”, but some distinguished
archaeologists took it quite seriously at the time, while disagreeing with some
of it aspects. Dart argued (1960) that human exploitation of aquatic resources
was more recent than Hardy suggested but nonetheless much more significant.
The adaptation to aquatic regimes, he suggested, did not alter the physiology
of humans, it was significant because it sparked a “mental” discovery which

led to civilization. Humans learned to swim by capturing their breath and blow-
ing it into some kind of float. Such knowledge in turn was the source of articulate
speech:

Mas's first intellectual tour de force was equating the power of the spirit withir him with
that in the float and with that of the air or wind about him, and expressing that concept
by specific breaths or words ... {This) intellectual achievement ... transformed the isolated
hordes of hunters into those communities of fishermen and boatsmen that launched
mankind on the sea of civilization (Dart 1960:1670).

Unfortunately, speech does not preserve well in the archaeological record, but
if Dart is right about the late origin of civilization, human physiology must have
developed totally independent of culture and the neurological capacity for lan-
guage must have been “vacant” for tens of thousands of years among silent,
at least speechless, hordes of hunters, who finally got into deep waters and start-
ed to speak. That is a rather fishy theory of language and human evolution. In
fact, such “man the fisher” or sub-aqua-ciub theories do contradict the archaeo-
logical records. Fishing seems to be a much more recent occupation than Sauer
and Hardy suggest and there is no indication that fishing preceded hunting and
that human physiology was adapted to aquatic life. The oldest remains to indi-
cate an economy in which fishing was of considerable importance, shells and
fishbones from Hauna Fteahin Libya and Klasies-river in South Africa, have been
dated 50 to 80 thousand years old (Yesner 1980). The evidence indicates that ma-
rine subsistence progressively intensified by the end of the Pleistocene, from
about 20,000 B.C. onwards, and that there was an “explosion” inthe use of shell
fish during the Holocene in many parts of the world (Bailey 1983:560).

The archaeological interpretation of the ‘facts’ concerning the recency of hu-
man exploitation of aquatic resources is, however, contradictory. Some scholars
suggest that, from the point of view of early humans, aquatic environments must
have been an inadequate source of food and that the negative evidence must be
taken for granted (Schalk 1979:57). Some suggest that it is surprising that marine
resources were exploited at all even at this “early” date (Osborn 1977:138).
Others suggest that coastal zones must have been quite attractive, a worthwhile
challenge, and that people may have exploited them long before the-Holgcene
without leaving us modern groundlings any evidence. Shells are not particularly
perishable and some shell-remains are in fact older than the earliest evidence
for human exploitation (Cohen 1977:94), but it is still quite possible that earlier
coastal adaptations were submerged by rising sea-levels (see, for example,
Perlman 1980). Many archaeological debates have centered around the forma-
tion of sites and the meaning of existing deposits. The modern debate about the
recency or antiquity of coastal adaptations is somewhat peculiar in that existing
sites are not the issue but rather the absence of any sites at all.































































































































