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

Brian Moeran 
Un~vers~ty of Hong K o n ~  and Un~verslty of London 

ABSTRACT This p a s r  examines the distinction between 'subsistence' and 'commercial' . . 
l~xlllt rll \\i~ding, as u\eJ h) Ih: lia.m~ri,,n~l Wh~l ing  C'unill~irridn, and dptlcr thdt i t  i b  

un~l:rpinneJ hy  .! \Vc~1cnl-hi&G vdu? ,Y , ICI I~  wliic!~ i, no1 n e c e ~ ~ i ~ l )  ~ C L C ~ I I : ~  hy cltllci 
indigenous or non-western peoples. Ln fdcussing on the cultural con&ction of value, on 
whaling and whales as a form of commodity exchange, and on lone - as well as short - 
term tra~lsactional systems, the author arguesthat 1apa&se cultural &m&s towards money, 
gifis and canitalism in eeneral are totdlv different from those found in Eurow or the United 
States.Thi&eds tob&cognizedhy&mhersofthz~~~ ifrhey are toani;eatanequitahle 
and sustainable development saategy 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 'small-type whaling,' or 'small-type coastal whaling' (Akirnichi 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 Greonland, Iceland, Japan and Norway to 
warrant the establishment of a separate management category for Small-Type Whaling 
(STW) by the IWC (ISGSTW 1992).1 I do not wish to enter here into what is often lirrie 
more than political wrangling, but merely wish to start by noting that an adhocTechnical 
Committee Working Group of the Intemationd Whaling Commission has related 
'subsistence catch' to the 'local consumption' of 'indigenous peoples' (IWC l981:2-3), 
while the Commission itself has recognized a qualitative difference between commer- 
cial and subsistence forms of whaling (ibid.:lO). . , 

On the political front, in the forum ofthe IWC, the argument is now being put forward 
that both the concept of sustainable development strategies in humadenvironment 
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, I want to examine the cultural assumptions underlying the distinction 
between 'commercial' and (aboriginal) 'subsistence' 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. Mv argument here is that the 'aualitative' 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 



different sets of people who 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 tbat many of those participating 
in the debate over whaling - particularly the conservationists - put forward as a 
'universal' 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 cultural and nutritional 
requirements' [IWC 1981:lOl). 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 
survive, and that whales folm 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). Thedisadvantage is 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 he, ormay have been, involved in profit-making commercialism, small-typecoastal 
whalers in particular are not. Three points need to be made here. Firstly, the generalist- 
paticularist distinction has tended to weaken Japan's case for small-type whaling as a 
form of 'subsistence' whaling. After all, if Japan really 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-argument (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 Japan, as elsewhere. 

This leads to the second point, that although 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 
culture also share many assumptions with which those working in other cultwal centres 
(government organs in - say - the United States, India, the Seychelles, Norway, the 
United Kingdom, Japan, and so on) will 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 
hetween 'local,' 'national' and 'global' cultures. 

As mentioned above, the International Whaling Commission 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 cartied out as 
'subsistence' or as a 'commercial' venture, both whaling as an occupation and the whale 
as product deriving kom tbat occupation are forms ofexchange - 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 

ther whaling is for 'subsistence' or for 'commerciality,' then, the end products that 
ge (whale meat, oil, fertilizer, and so on) constitute commodities. 
ow precisely what is meant by the word 'commodity' needs clarification. The 

ow economic meaning historically attributed to the term 'commodity' is that of a 
ecial kind of manuPactured good (or service) associated only with a capitalist mode 
production, and therefore found only in those societies penetrated by capitalism. 
cent 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 
' (Appadurai 1986:9). This approach rightly shifts the emphasis from the 

ity per se, to commodity exchange, and has led anthropologists to argue that 
ttes are not essentially different from other forms of exchange such as barter 
xchange - both of which have been brought into arguments about subsistence 

lng see, for example, Akimichi et al. 1988). The theoretical premise here is that 
both barter and gift exchange do not form a different category of exchange, but share 
much in common with commodities, and that all economic objects circulate in different 
'regimes of value' which exist both in space and in time (Appadurai 1989:4). 

In the light of this reconsideration of the meaning of 'commodity,' we can see that 
he category of 'local consumption' defined by the IWC is based on the false premise 

that adistinction can be made between 'sale,' 'barter'and 'giftexchange.'My argument, 
instead, is that, by accepting Appadurai's discussion of the 'social life of things,' which 
he sees 3 h  pilwng t h h ~ ~ g l ~  .I : \~~i im~di ty  l~liose. being ~inbucJ with comiliodi!y c.o,rdi- 
<ln~.g. 2nd r u n J  i n  a a ~ m n i d i i y  conrcir  ,ibiJ.:I 3-16,. we nccJ t,] rconsider thc \ \ , I I ~  

oi1Iius~' !vlid have ar;ueJ ~hni \.!cia1 Itrl. I, cun\titured by vd l . i c lu~  * v~wm% ~ J I ' : ~ I I ~ I I I I U I ~ I -  

properly synthesized, these systems together can be seen to form part of a theory 
nsumption in which 'the meanings conveyed along the goods channel are part and 

el of the meanings in the kinship and mythology channels, and all three are part of 
1 concern to control information' (Douglas & Isherwood 197987-88). 

uld argue, therefore, that whaling (of whatever kind) should be seen as part of 
a11 system of consumption, in which whale products as commodities, whalers' 

~p (and neighbourhood) systems, and whaling communities' myths and folk tales 



about whales are all inextricably inter-related (see, for example, Kalland and Moeran 
1992). To illustrate this proposition, let us look at a particular cultural example, 
whalemeat. At various times in Japan's long histoly of whaling, whalemeat and other 
whale products have moved both in and out of commodity phases at a local andlor 
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 
slices 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 Tokyo, 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, constitute 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 tuming to dolphin meat for the first time. This is possible, fustly, 
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 isclearly not improper to watch 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 in 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 noeasy answers to such questions, of course, 
but it must be recognized that all 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 

that there is an intricate relationship between a technology-based work organiz- 
ation, recmiment, kinship patterns, gift-giving, food preferences, beliefs, rituals and so 
on - all of which can be said to make up a total whaling culture. This allows me to 
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 
beliefs that surround such questions. Thus changes in any one (the development of 

geration techniques, for example) can lead to changes in the others (long-term 
'c whaling and international trading in whale meat). 
e inter-relational, relative approach to the cultural role of commodities proposed 

means that we should recognize that goods themselves are neutral; it is their uses 
h are social and which allow them to be used as 'fences or bridges' (Douglas and 

e ~ o o d  1979:12). It is we who imbue things with values of one sort or another - 
ues which are not inherent in the objects concerned. In other words, 'value is never 
quality" of the objects, hut a judgment upon them which remains inherent in the 

bject' (Simmel 1990:63, my italics). From this Simmel has argued that at the centre 
the relation of value to an object is 'desire,' so that we call 'valuable' those objects 

esist our desire to acquire them. In the context of arguments about whaling, we 
both whalers and conservationists desire to 'possess' whales, although for very 
reasons. Hence, whales become imbued with different values, depending on 
of desire that different people feel towards them. 

n a way, this difference is similar to that made by Simmel between the 'aesthetic' 
'sensual' enjoyment of female beauty. In the first instance - that, in the context of 
paper, adopted by conservationists - we surrender ourselves to the object; in the 

econd - that of the whalers - the object surrenders itself to us. Interestingly, in 
iscussing the role of the 'aesthetic' in valuation, Simmel has pointed out that 'our 

eciation of the object is not specifically aesthetic, but practical; it becomes aesthetic 
as aresult of increasing distance, abstraction and sublimation' (1990:74). Precisely 
useconservationists are not close to whales (m spite of their idealistic protestations 

, they are able to appreciate their 'aesthetic' qualities. Similarly, because 
halers are so close to the objects of their livelihood, they remain extremely practical. 

e development of objects proceeds through objectification from utility value to 
c value. Or, in simpler terms perhaps, by calling something 'beautiful,' we 
iately imbue it with a quality and meaning that somehow become independent 

arrangements that surround itseveryday use. Not only this, but 'the more 
ote for the species is the utility of the object that first created an interest and a value 
is now forgotten, the purer is the aesthetic satisfaction derived from the mere form 
appearance of the object' (ibid.:75). This explains why conservationists can display 

ous photographs of humpback whales 'in flight,' put on whale watching tours in 
h it is possible to have one's life 'eoriched' through 'positive interaction,' and 
ally believe that whales can 'educate' man (Barstow 1989; Kalland 1991). 
is in this exchange of values, as well as in the exchange of values, that we should 
aps place this discussion of whales, whaling and the cultural construction of value. 

er all, over the past decade and more, the argument has been shifted from human 
behaviour (whaling) to animal or mammal behaviour (whales) - an exchangeof values 

h prompts me to propose an adaptation of M m ' s  notion of 'use' and 'exchange' 
es. My argument is that the distinction is not binary, but that there are always four 




















































































































