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The Cultural Construction of Value
‘Subsistence,” ‘Commercial’ and Other Terms in the Debate about Whaling

Brian Moeran
University of Hong Kong and University of London

ABSTRACT This paper examines the distinction between ‘subsistence’ and ‘commercial’
forms of whaling, as used by the International Whating Commission, and argues that it is
underpinned by a Western-biased value system which is not necessarily accepted by either
indigenous or non-Western peoples. In focussing on the cultural construction of value, on
whaling and whales as a form of commodity exchange, and on long ~ as well & short ~
term transactional systems, the author argues that Japanese cultural attitudes towards money,
gifts and capitalism in general are totally different from those found in Europe or the United
States. This needs to be recognized by members of the YWC if they are to arrive at an equitable
and sustainable development strategy for whaling in general,

Subsistence and Commercial

Over the past decade or so, there has been a long, drawn-out and at times confusing
argument about the differences between ‘commercial’ and ‘subsistence’ whaling and
whether ‘smali-type whaling,” or ‘smali-type coastal whaling’ (Akimichi et al. 1988),
really is a form of commercial whaling, as classified under the International Whaling
Commission’s Schedule. Recently, it has been argued that there are enough similarities
in coastal whaling operations conducted in Greenland, Iceland, Fapan and Norway to
warrant the establishment of a separate management category for Small-Type Whaling
(STW) by the IWC (ISGSTW 1992).! T do not wish to enter here into what is often little
more than political wrangling, but merely wish to start by noting that an ad hoc Technical
Committee Working Group of the International Whaling Commission has refated
‘subsistence catch’ to the ‘local consumption’ of ‘indigenous peoples” (IWC 1981:2-3),
while the Commission itself has recognized a qualitative difference between commer-
cial and subsistence forms of whaling (ibid.-10).

On the political front, in the forum of the TWC, the argument ig now bemg put forward
that both the concept of sustainable development strategies in human/environment
relations and human rights doctrines in international law make the establishment of a
new management category of STW desirable (Doubleday 1992; ISGSTW 1992). In this
paper, however, 1 want 10 examine the cultural assumptions uaderlying the distinction
between ‘commercial’ and {aboriginal) ‘subsisience’ types of whaling. By focussing on
Japanese whaling in particular, I will show how a non-Western people has had to come
to terms with the dictates of essentially Western concepts at the international negotiating
table. My argument here is that the ‘qualitative’ difference between ‘commercial’ and
‘subsistence’ recognized by the IWC cannot be sustained logically, and that the two are
in fact false oppositions, each category having been created, or at least adhered to, by
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different sets of people whe have adopted totally different value systems regarding
whales and whaling. It will be argued, further, that these value systems are culturally
constructed. The implications of such an argument are that many of those participating
in the debate over whaling -~ particularly the conservationists — put forward as a
‘oniversal’ ethos what is no more than a culturally relativist opinion.

For non-whaling (or anti-whaling) groups, the value system is predicated upon a
notion that whale stocks should be conserved, and that people should not be allowed
either to kill whales, or to make money out of killing whales (which is one reason,
perhaps, why permission has been granted to aboriginal people to harvest a limited
number of an endangered species ‘at levels appropriate to their cuitural and nutritional
requirements’ [IWC 1981:10]). On the other hand, most whalers themselves adhere to
a value system which stresses that they should be allowed to make a certain amount of
money out of killing whales, because otherwise they (as opposed to the whales) will not
sarvive, and that whales form an integral part of their culture. The idea of *subsistence’
thus appears to have been brought in as a kind of liminal stage between outright
commercial capitalism, on the one hand, and outright environmentalism, on the other.

The advantage of the arguments about ‘subsistence’ whaling is that those making
decisions about technological processes of whaling in general find themselves obliged,
albeit reluctantly, to take into account the importance of local cultures, although not
necessarily of local whaling cultures as such (Takahashi et al. 1989; Kalland & Moeran
1990:136-59). The disadvantage ts that those arguing for the adoption of a “subsistence’
type of whaling have tended to separate local {indigenous) culture from other, over-
arching, national cultural forms and ideals.

In the case of Japan, this has meant arguing that although the Japanese in general
may be, or may have been, invoived in profit-making conumercialism, small-type coastal
whalers in particular are not. Three points need to be made here. Firstly, the generalist-
particularist distinction has tended to weaken Japan’s case for small-type whaling 25 a
form of ‘subsistence’ whaling. After all, if fapan reatly does consist of such a homog-
eneous people and culture as is usually made out by those politicians, businessmen,
scholars and journalists who like to indulge in the promotion of that genre of works
known as ‘nihonjinron’ (or ‘what it means to be Japanese’), then surely — the critics
can justifiably argue — both large scale pelagic and small-type coastal whalers are
ultimately operating within the same set of cultural suppositions and constraints? The
counter-grgument (put forward by sociologists, anthropologists and political scientists
in particular) denies that there is, in fact, the kind of homogeneity claimed and that there
are major cultural differences between ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ in Japar, as elsewhere.

This leads to the second point, that aithough such cultural differences may exist —
such as, for example, those between peripheral whaling communities and central
government organs concerned with the administration of whaling — we cannot ignore
the fact that those inhabiting and working in the ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ of any one
cuitare also share many assuruptions with which those working in other culturai centres
(government organs in — say — the United States, India, the Seychelles, Norway, the
United Kingdom, Japan, and so on) wili disagree. At the same time, thirdly, we must
recognize that assumptions are shared between those inhabiting and working in widely
dispersed cultural ‘centres,” and that these assumptions are not shared by those living
in any of the ‘peripheries’ attached to each of those ‘centres.” The problem then hinges

upon precisely what these assumptions are and how they are interpreted within and
between ‘local,” ‘national’ and ‘global’ cultures.

| Commaedity Exchange

As mentioned above, the International Whaling Cornunission has recognized that there
is a qualitative difference between commercial and subsistence forms of whaling. This
difference appears to hinge upon the Commission’s distinction between ‘local’ and other
forms of consumption. What is ignored in the argument over the nature of ‘subsistence’
and ‘commerciality’ in whaling is the indisputable fact that, whether camied out as
‘subsistence’ or as a ‘comumercial’ venture, both whaling as an occupation and the whale
as product deriving from that occupation are forms of exchange - in that people work
together to hunt, harvest and flense whales which they then share with others, either
through consumption in ritual events or as commodities on the market. Regardless of
whether whaling is for ‘subsistence’ or for ‘commerciality,” then, the end products that

. i emerge (whale meat, oil, fertilizer, and so on} constitute commodities.

Now precisely what is meant by the word ‘commodity’ needs clarification. The

: . parrow economic meaning historically attributed to the term ‘commodity’ is that of 2
~special kind of manufactured good (or service} associated only with a capitalist mode

of production, and therefore found only in those societies penetrated by capitalism.
Recent research by anthropologists, however, suggests that this definition is unneces-

.. sarily limiting and that we should rather see a commodity as ‘any thing intended for

exchange’ {Appadurai 1986:9). This approach rightly shifts the emphasis from the
commodity per se, 0 commodity exchange, and has led anthropologists to argue that

-commodities are not essentially different from other forms of exchange such as barter

and gift exchange — both of which have been brought into arguments about subsistence
whaling (see, for example, Akimichi et al. 1988). The theoretical premise here is that
both barter and gift exchange do nos form a different category of exchange, but share
much in common with commaodities, and that all economic objects circulate in different
‘regimes of value’ which exist both in space and in time (Appadurai 1989:4).

I the light of this reconsideration of the meaning of ‘commodity,” we can see that

the category of ‘local consumption’ defined by the IWC is based on the false premise

that a distinetion can be made between ‘sale,” ‘barter” and ‘gift exchange.” My argument,
instead, is that, by accepting Appadurai’s discussion of the *social life of things,’ which
he sees as passing through a commodity phase, being imbued with commaodity candi-
dacy, and found in a commodity context (ibid.:13-16), we need to reconsider the work

- of those who have argued that social life is constituted by various systems of communi-

© “cation (in the case of Lévi-Strauss {19661, those of goods, women, and words). Although

- ‘never properly synthesized, these systerns together can be seen to form part of a theory

. of consumption in which ‘the meanings conveyed along the goods channel are part and

. parcel of the meanings in the kinship and mythology channels, and all three are part of
- the general concemn to control information” (Douglas & Isherwood 1979:87-88).

i I'would argue, therefore, that whaling (of whatever kind) should be seen as part of

o an overall system of consumption, in which whale products as commodities, whalers’

- kinship (and neighbourhood) systems, and whaling communities’ myths and folk tales




about whales are all inextricably inter-related (see, for example, Kalland and Moeran
£992). To iltustrate this proposition, let us look at a particular cultural example,
whalemeat. At various times in Japan’s long history of whaling, whalemeat and other
whale products have moved both in and out of commodity phases at a local and/or
national level (the two not necessarily being identical). Thus we find that in one local
community raw pilot whale has been preferred, while in another it is dried, marinated
stices of Baird’s beaked whale that have been seen as a delicacy, When right whale is
no longer available in yet another community, people will shift to the salted blubber of
fin whale (ibid.:148). In major cities such as Osaka or Tokyd, on the other hand, totally
methods may be preferred, and these, too, may vary over the decades or centuries.

Nevertheless, the various kinds of whalemeat consumed, together with the methods
of preparation used, and the associated forms of social and ritual communication
involved, constifute a total system in which each part plays a cultural role. Change one
of these parts and there is usually a knock-on effect of some kind or another among the
other parts in the system. For example, the world-wide moratorium on whaling has led
to some Japanese turning to dolphin meat for the first time. This is possible, firstly,
because dolphin meat has already formed part of other people’s (occasional) diet and,
secondly, because dolphins are ceteaceans and therefore can be categorized as “whale-
meat.’

At the same time, the moratorium should be seen merely as one more stage in the
commodity phase of whales. For example, it may now be improper to kill whales and
consume their carcasses, but it is clearty not improper to warch whales swimming about
in the oceans (as profiteering tour operations — and a recent advertisement for Japan
Tobacco’s Merit cigarettes ~ will testify). Whether dead or alive, therefore, whales are
— and probably always will be — commodities which, in the process of being
‘consumed,” will bring people profit. In this respect, conservationist groups are guilty
of the same ‘commercialism’ of which they accuse whalers throughout the world {cf.
Kalland 1991).

The Cultural Construction of Value

It is clear from the above that the cultural construction of value is extremely important
to our understanding of world issues. At the same time, we have to realize that values
are always im the process of changing for one reason or another. Do whales exist to be
eaten, or to be watched? Should they be killed or loved? Why is it ‘right” for some, but
not others, to kill whales? Why are members of a nation like the United Kingdom so
vociferous in their condemnation of whaling, when their parents happily ate whale
steaks during the Second World War and fed whalemeat-based pet food to their cats
during the decades that followed? There are no easy answers to such questions, of course,
but it must be recognized that alf things have their social histories and cultural
biographies, by means of which we should be able to trace the cultural construction of
value.

In the case of Japanese whaling, the ‘social life’ of whales has been thus examined
in some detail by Kalland and Moeran (1992), thereby making it unnecessary toreiterate
that material here. What should be emphasized, however, is that it has been effectively

shown that there is an intricate relationship between a technology-based work organiz-
ation, recruitment, kinship patterns, gift-giving, food preferences, beliefs, rituals and so
on — all of which can be said to make up a total whaling culiure. This allows me to

3':.' propose here that the cultural role of commodities in general is intrinsically related to

questions of technology, production and trade, together with the sets of knowledge and

~ peliefs that suround such questions. Thus changes in any one (the development of
" refridgeration techniques, for example) can lead to changes in the others {long-term
_ pelagic whaling and international trading in whale meat).
% The inter-relational, relative approach to the cultural role of commodities proposed
here means that we should recognize that goods themselves are neutral; it is their uses
' which are social and which allow them o be used as ‘fences or bridges’ (Douglas and

[sherwood 1979:12). It is we who imbue things with values of one sort or another -

.- yalues which are net inherent in the objects concerned. In other words, ‘value is never
. g “quality” of the objects, but a judgment upon them which remains inherent in the
o subject’ (Simmel 1990:63, my italics}. From this Simiunel has argued that at the centre
. of the relation of value to an object is ‘desire,” so that we call ‘valuable’ those objects
" which resist our desire to acquire them, In the context of arguments about whaling, we
“ find that both whalers and conservationists desire to ‘possess’ whales, although for very
" different reasons. Hence, whales become imbued with different values, depending on
i the kind of desire that different people feel towards them.
L1 In a way, this difference is similar to that made by Simmel between the ‘aesthetic’
7" and ‘sensual’ enjoyment of female beauty. In the first instance — that, in the context of
.- this paper, adopted by conservationists ~ we surrender ourselves to the object; in the
"second — that of the whalers ~ the object surrenders itself to vs. Interestingly, in
o discnssing the role of the ‘aesthetic’ in valuation, Simimel has pointed out that ‘our
. appreciation of the object is not specifically aesthetic, but practical; it becomes aesthetic
“ only as aresult of increasing distance, abstraction and sublimation’ (1990:74), Precisely
- because conservationists are not close to whales (in spite of their idealistic protestations
. to the contrary), they are able to appreciate their ‘aesthetic’ qualities. Similarly, because

whalers are so close to the objects of their livelihood, they remain extremely practical,

.. Thus the development of objects proceeds through objectification from utility value to
- aesthetic value. Or, in simpler terms perhaps, by calling something “beautiful,” we

imimediately imbue it with a quality and meaning that somehow become independent

“: ofthe practical arrangements that surround its everyday use. Not only this, but ‘the more
~ remote for the species is the utility of the object that first created an interest and a value
“and is now forgotten, the purer is the aesthetic satisfaction derived from the mere form
- and appearance of the object” (ibid.:75). This explains why conservationists can display
“sensuous photographs of humpback whales ‘in flight,” put on whale watching tours in
" which it is possible to have one’s life ‘enriched” through ‘positive interaction,” and
i+ geherally believe that whales can ‘educate’ man (Barstow 1989; Kalland 1991).
" Tt isin this exchange of values, as well as in the exchange of values, that we should
- perhaps place this discussion of whales, whaling and the cultural construction of value.
- After all, over the past decade and more, the argument has been shifted from human

behaviour (whaling) to animal or mammal behaviour (whales) — an exchange of values

.. which prompts me to propose an adaptation of Marx's notion of ‘use’ and ‘exchange’
- values. My argument is that the distinction is not binary, but that there are always four
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1. The sealers make good enemies for the same reasons, Envirommental and animal rights groujs
have gone against hunting of seals off Newfoundland, although by no means were the seals endangereg’

(Wenzel 1991). Al the same time ‘international conservation organizations tincluding Greenpeace a4

WWE] are allowing one of the world's most endangered species [the Mediterranean monk seal] to sli;j
silently into extinction’ (Johasen 1983:5). The monk seal of which there are only a few hundred left, ig

victm of massive degradation of their habitat due to military activities, high population concentration:
around the ocean and miffions of toursts flecking e its beaches every vear. It is abmost impossible 5

identity and give ‘face’ 10 the enemy, and the forces behind the depleting of monk seals are powerfyl
influential, Add to this that there is no ‘face-to-face” confrontation between the monk seal and the ki

n¢ dramatic deaths and no blood. Compare this with the seal hunt off Newfoundland which is conducted:
during three short weeks in a very limited area. The white ice makes the perfect photographic background;

for staughter and spilis of blood of white pups with big, black eyes. These are the ideal conditions for
making dramatic footage, while the Mediterranean setting is not. :

12. Aboriginal whaling does not pose 2 problem to the most of the protectionists, perhaps because it g
defined as subsistence whaling which, almost by definition, prevents products from these whales enterin

the commodity state. See Appadural (1986) and Moeran (1992a) for a critique of the notion that

cormmexdities are confined o goods under a capitaiist mode of production.

13. The argument, of course, begs the guestion of how w0 decide what we need without being

ethnocentric or cultural imperialist. And why is there apparently a need 1o hunt foxes and big game for’

sport when there are non-lethal recreations like cinemas and soccer games?

14. This caused an editorial in The Times (June 30, 1992) to observe that *the moratorium was flawed
It was introduced originally in the name of conservation, aa time when the extinction of virtwally aif whales:

seemed inminent. Its continuation is demanded now in the name of animal welfare. Iceland and Norway
are entitled to accuse the anti-whaling majority of nations i the Internationat Whaling Commission of
changing the rules half way through the game.” The editorial concludes that ‘the TWC”s mistake has been
t present the moratosium on minke harvesting as an issoe of preservation, needing internationsal cooper-
ation. It is not. Norway and Ieeland have at least taught the world a lesson in candour.”

15. Since this is becoming more and more difficult to do with integrity, WWF and U.S. Magine Mammal

Commission, among others, have voiced the opision that it is time 10 rewrite the whaling convention so
that it can wake account of ‘non-consumptive values” of whales (e.g. U.S. Marine Mammat Commission
1992).

16. Often this approach goes hand in hand with a tendency to exaggerate the potential scope of
commercial whating. ‘Once again the blue whale... will be ruthiessly hunted, athough there are probably
less than 1,000 remaining from 250,000 that ssed to roam the oceans,” complains The Mail on Sunday (June
21, 1992, p. 8). Beside offering an incredible low figure for the rematning blue whale popuiation, the
newspaper fails (o mention that blue whales have been protected since 1965 and that there is still unanimity
as to upholding this protection.

17. The South-African matheinatician Butterworth 1akes issue with scientists pursuing this strategy and,
with special reference to the Antarctic minke whale population, thinks the time is overdue ‘to speak oul
against the near-farcical pronouncements of some international organizations regarding endangered
species’ (1992:533). The ‘protected status’ is imposed on any whale stock below the 0.54K level (54% of
original abundance) ‘t give the public the impression that a stock placed in this category would be in
danger of extinction” while the 0.54K value was originally ‘related to catch-maximization considerations
and had nothing to do with any likelihood of extinction’ (1992:532).

PpAER
its awn ‘greenness 1

the witalés helped VEC
the mass after the spifk.
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the: faien . R
[aduitrialists got their products advertised worldwide.
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o i ited edia o the TWC
i vernment that took up the issue of admitting NGOs and .mass bt
8. nwa_sﬁ:ﬂ‘éf{f Zn attempt to mobilize interational public opinjon (Sumi 1989:344) and to have
B ported to the electorates.

as well as some national partiamenis can alse be seen as tournaments of value

4036 are given the opportusity 10 kobby for cessation of whaling and to endorse opinions and voting
&

T EC parliament

where of the politicians, thus providiag politicians and politica parties arenas where they can compete
our ’

) hi;'bbok Freeing the Whales, Tom Rose (1989) v'svifjly narrates the 55.8 million rescue operation
zes at stake. To Greenpeace the event meant the bxgges} sourcg e‘f nevy money and mem}acrs in
‘:md for the National Oceanographic and Atmospheng Admmxsuauo.n (NOAA)_, whlc_:h !ed
{61 Breakout and activited anew satellite ahead of schedule in qrde_:r © pmwdei the Soviets with ice
“n. it meant its ‘coming of age.” The oil industry improved it$ image _cox?s1derab§c on?y o k_)se
won goodwill in the Exxon Valdez oil-spil five months later. Butits involvement in freeing
¢ 0, Alaska’s jargest oil constructing cosnpany, to land the prime contract (o clean up

The Eskimos benefitted by suddenly being pictured as good-natured humans and
greedy whale killers and, by his personal interest in the affair, President Reagan tr‘iad 0 shapc,up
onmental record, as did the Soviets who, by providing ice-breakers, pliescllwdfi human face’ to
ing regitme and made the world forget that Soviet is the only nation hunting gray whales.

: 21.‘ The song goes {Corrigan 1991:173):

V6 ho, yo ho, a sailor’s life for me!

¥ ho, yo ho, a sailor’s Life for me!

 We sail this ship upon the sea

“in search of humpback whates.

“'We see them breach,

We see them splash,

“We see them wave their tails!

"o ... ooooh, yo ho, yo ho, a sailor’s fife for me!

29 The effect of amimal therapy is, however, controversial and scientificaliy poorly documented (cf.

Beck and Katcher 1084: Cochrane and Callen 1992:32-37).

23. Such offers are not always accepted, In 1992 Greenpeace-Denmark approached the association of
supermarkets in Denmark with a suggestion that the organization should, against a token payient of course,
give the shops’ products a ‘green” stamp. The offer was perceived by the association as a0 attempt at

axtortion and therefore declined (Politiken, January 18, 1992, 3. section, p. 5).

24, The adverisement continsed by appealing to congratlators to donate money 10 WWE rgther than
to send flowers 1o the company. Thelr contributions would be displayed at the “birthday” reception. Thus,
the chemical company mediated ‘green’ images between WWE and its own business partners.

25, During & quick browse in a small book-store in Juneau, Alaska, 1 observed in 1992 about a dozen
chitdren’s books on whales.

26. “Fhat the loss of such knowledge can cause conflicts was clearly expressed when a minke whale
was kiled in a bay outside Bergen in 1960. Not having caught any whale for decades, a controversyj ook
place between the farms around the bay as the wadition of distributing the meat had been fost (Friiand,
Bergen Fishing Museum, personnel communication).




























































































































