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Economic Anthropology and Pnterdisciplinarity 
in Costa Rica Fishing 
The Pitfalls of Problem Formulation' 

Yvan Breton 
UniversitC Laval, QuCbec 

ABSTRACTThe social sciences have so far maintained a subordinate position within the 
realm o f  maritime studies. This essay seeks to understand the reasons for this situation. 
It first outlines the reasons that explain anthropologists' initial reluctance to engage more 
actively in interdisciplinary exchange. Afterwards, relying on a framework that borrows 
from economic antliropology, it examines the actions so far undertaken by international 
and national agencies in tlie development o f  artisanal fisheries in Costa Rica. The 
restricted results obtained in these projects lead to conclusions that show tile necessity o f  
enlarging our vision o f  the social dimension o f  fishing. 

Introduction 

Within the realm of maritime studies, the social sciences maintain a subordi- 
nate position. Here we seek to understand the reasons for this situation, and 
to identify the kinds of understandings and interpretations other disciplines 
should receive from the social anthropology of fishing. 

Starting with a brief outline of the constraints that explain the maritime 
anthropologists' initial reluctance to engage more actively in interdisciplinary 
exchange, the essay will continue with an examination of the actions so far 
undertaken by international and national agencies in the development of 
artisanal fisheries in Costa Rica. Relying on a framework that borrows from 
economic anthropology, in which interdisciplinary premises form the essence 
of analytical questioning, we will draw some conclusions about the restricted 
results obtained so far in these projects. We then argue the necessity of 
enlarging our vision of tlie social dimension of fishing if we wish to render 
maritime anthropology a more applied subdiscipline and enhanceits contribu- 
tion and weight in relation to other disciplines. 

Maritime Anthropology and Interdisciplinarity: 
A Fragile Connection 

The arguments which follow amount to looking in a critical way at the internal 
evolution of maritime anthropology as a distinct subfield within social 
anthropology, seeking to explain why its practitioners did not initially engage 
in a more systematic collaboration with other scientists involved in tlie study 
of fisheries. 



The progressive emergence of maritime anthropology on the North Ameri- 
can academic scene in the 1960s and the 1970s paralleled a situation in which 
the identity of its members was not strong. As already noted by several 
 author^,^ this incipient phase was characterized by the extension of an 
ethnographic focus rather than the establishment of analytical devices for 
understanding the social dimensions of fishing. Reflecting a principle experi- 
enced in capitalist branches of production other than academics - relying 
upon a new product in order to expand the market and consumption spheres 
- the consolidation of maritime anthropology was to a large extent based on 
a false novelty. Even though some people questioned the usefulness of 
creating another subdiscipline, a majority of scholars implicity accepted the 
term and generated a growing body of literature on the ~ u b j e c t . ~  

Nevertheless, a lack of epistemological consistency, well illustrated by the 
wide variety of topics studied and the confusion prevailing between compara- 
tive studies and theoretical  construct^,^ did not help anthropologists to 
undertake exchanges with colleagues involved in disciplines which were well 
established in the study of fisheries, and who were already using sophisticated 
models. This created an asymmetric situation that became reinforced by the 
greater visibility of the latter scientists within the state apparatus linked to 
fisheries. 

Important also is that this process took place at a time during which the 
mother discipline, social anthropology, was itself characterized by a signifi- 
cant remodeling of its theoretical constructs. The prevailing culturalist and 
functionalist paradigms were progressively succeeded by renewed interests in 
evolutionism, transactionalism, ethnoscience, and symbolic anthropology. 
Economic anthropology simultaneously underwent a transition from formal- 
ism to substantivism and political economy. 

This internal diversification, while taking into account the lack of commu- 
nication between anthropologists and other scientists involved in fishing, 
exposed some contradictions since it too was based in interdisciplinary 
borrowings. Thus, while cultural ecology partly relied on findings of biology, 
nutrition, and botanical science, political anthropology was influenced by 
game-theory models and economic anthropology actively participated in 
internal debates taking place in formal and liberal  economic^.^ 

Why, then, did maritime anthropologists not undertake more active 
interchanges with marine biologists and economists at that time? I believe that 
in addition to the great ethnographic diversity anthropologists were faced 
with, and granting the apparently new anthropological object that maritime 
communities represented, this paradigmatic pluralism retarded the search for 
a more consistent theoretical apparatus for the study of the social dimension 
of fishing. And, besides anthropology's idiosyncratic status within the range 
of scientific disciplines related to fisheries development, this eclecticism 
contributed to the weak identity of maritime anthropology practitioners 
within the contexts of fisheries management and policy, which was not 
propitious for scientific exchanges and joint investigations. 

With time, especially due to a reappraisal of the importance of artisanal 
fisheries in the 1970s, maritime anthropologists, marine economists and 
others interested in the fisheries slowly undertook more significant interdisci- 
plinary collaboration about the effects of modernisation in fishing. However, 
the distance between anthropology and biology remained. In addition to 
strong differences at the level of their main scientific concern (natural 
resources versus human beings), I believe that as social scientists, maritime 
anthropologists had an intrinsic aversion to biological modes of explanation. 
This was rooted in the previous debates and criticism over the physiological 
content of early positivist approaches, be it Spencerian Evolutionism or 
Durkheimian functionalism. Given the preeminence of the biologists' advices 
in the conduct of fisheries, characterized in the 1970s by their even stronger 
presence in the state apparatus, many anthropologists could not accept the 
proposition that the rules based on a 'physiological normality' should serve 
as guidelines for establishing social and political ~ t ra teg ies .~  

These distorted views were, however, slowly changed when the 'tragedy of 
the commons' paradigm, first used to regulate captures among foreign 
countries after the extension of off-shore territories at the middle of the 1970s 
was extended to regional and local levels, affecting directly the regulation of 
fishing in communities in which anthropologists were already at ease.' 
Anthropologists then gained more credibility, possessing an expertise that 
scientists working at a macro and quantitative level did not have. Therefore, 
a stronger collaboration in both the academic and applied spheres began to 
grow. 

Despite this improved situation, however, there remains asymmetry be- 
tween social and bio-economic approaches to fisheries. The important issue 
here is not to engage in a sterile debate about the scientific superiority of 
various disciplines, but instead to understand the amplitude and range of 
distortions that still exist, regarding their respective operational possibilities. 
Without mentioning the greater political and social visibility of disciplines 
related to the bio-economy of fisheries, one has to admit that they have at their 
disposal, in terms of problem formulation, a far wider range of information 
and sources of funding. I have always been impressed, as an anthropologist, 
to see that in almost all national contexts, there exists more information on the 
types of fish species, their reproductive mechanisms, their migration and 
fragility, the types and lenghts of boats, the types and sizes of fishing gear, the 
range of capital assets and the volume and value of the catches than there is 
information on the people using the gear and catching the fish. Except for few 
statistics on the number of fishermen, there usually exist almost no data on 
their age, the number of their dependents, their migration patterns, technical 
qualifications, access to credit, social coalitions and links with other branches 
of production, and sources of revenues within the larger social division of 
labor. Quite simply, we possess a lot more information on marine species than 
we do on marine producers. 

It is in the reduction of these discrepancies that joint efforts should be made 



in the future. This process does not necessarily imply the disappearance of 
disciplinary barriers. Rather, it supposes a mutual internal critique leading to 
a recognition of the explanatory limits with which each discipline is faced. For 
instance, if biologists could develop a stronger concern for the producers' 
ethnoscientific and practical knowledge in fisheries, economists could reduce 
their tendency to 'naturalize' the labor force as a factor of production, giving 
more importance to the producers' view of economic planning and economic 
ends, and also develop a more balanced emphasis between production and 
distribution. And for their part, anthropologists should better objectivize 
their own 'social trajectory' in the fisheries by extending their research 
interests beyond the community level, and paying greater attencon to the 
bureaucratic sphere, thus promoting, within paradigms already existing in 
their discipline, better channels of communication with practitioners in 
neighboring academic fields. I will try to illustrate such a process with an 
example derived from development experiences in Costa Rica's artisanal 
fisheries. 

Economic Anthropology and Fisheries Development in Costa Rica: 
A Question of Problem Formulation 

Compared to the organizational features of fisheries in many Latin American 
countries, those of Costa Rica are still at an incipient stage of development. 
Its 6,500 fishermen averaged a total annual catch of less than 20,000 metric 
tons over the last fifteen years, this amount including the landings of 70 
draggers since 1970. With a production consisting mainly of shrimp and 
demersal species such as 'corvina' and 'pargo,' the activity represents 0.26O71-1 
of the gross national income, and fishermen form only 0.8% of the total active 
labor force. In addition, Costa Rica imports about 20% of the fish sold in its 
internal market places.8 

Taking into account the extension of its littoral zones, and especially the 
importance of its continental platform on the Pacific side, the wide variety of 
species encountered, and the nutritional problems which exist in several areas, 
no doubt production could be increased and the overall importance of fishing 
activity enhanced.' To be sure, numerous specific actions by national and 
international agencies have addressed the development of the fishing sector. 
Why, therefore, did none of these attempts succeed in fundamentally 
changing the situation? We use here as a case study one of the major 
interventions in Costa Rica fisheries, promoted jointly between 1976 and 1983 
by the Inter-American Bank for Development (BID) and the Costa Rica 
government. 

This project, originally launched in several Latin American countries to 
increase production in the industrial and artisanal sectors, focused invest- 
ments in fishing technology and infrastructure linked to landing and process- 
ing activities.I0 A sum close to $20 million (US), of which $6 million came 
from the Costa Rica government, was to be invested. Sixty percent of the 

amount was oriented towards fishing cooperatives in the artisanal sector. 
I Most of the investments consisted of buying and constructing boats, as well 

as support for a fish plant in Puntarenas and sea-port facilities in Guajiniquil, 
with the remainder earmarked for professional training of fishermen and for 
administrative purposes. A group from a national bank (Banco Anglo 
Costaricense) and various government agencies took charge of the planning 
and execution of the project. The implementation phase was originally 
designed to last four years. Nonetheless, it lasted eight years, and, in spite of 
this extension, ended up with only modest results. Only 33% of the initially 

I 
anticipated budget was used, the cooperative in charge of the promotion of 
much of the actions in the artisanal sector went into bankruptcy, and only 21 
of the 51 boats planned for the artisanal fisheries were built. Because of the 

I 
Iack of specialized training, the fishermen could not use these boats 
adequately, and their fishing efforts generated increased debts and loss of 
revenues. 

On balance, this important project, set up by international fishing experts 
and supported by large amounts of money, was a failure, not only at the 
financial level, but also at the level of fishermen's confidence in external aid 
and in the cooperative ideals. Now, in spite of some efforts of rectification by 
national and other international agents, many difficulties remain for the 
economic and social promotion of the sector. ' l  

Several lessons can be derived from these development projects. Most 
critically, their interdisciplinary basis remained incomplete, as they relyied 
most heavily on partial knowledge of the biological resources which was 
rooted in an almost unyielding faith in strict economic and administrative 
planning without any structured concern for the social dimension of the 
activity. By this, I mean not only a Iack of attention to the fishermen's cultural 
values, forms of organization, and degree of familiarization with the cooper- 
ative formula, but, above all, a lack of knowledge about and indifference to 
human contexts in which the activities takes place. 

The majority of the development programs that have been implemented in 
Costa Rica fisheries thus far share the following common characteristics. 
First, they were based on interventions that international institutions wished 
to export to underdeveloped countries in order to enhance their political 
visibility. Second, they were filtered through a national bureaucracy or 
internal agencies whose members have never thought about fishermen's 
values, since most staff members in these institutions are trained in academic 
fields dominated by formalist approaches that inevitably lead to the 'natural- 
ization' of the producer as an economic variable. Third, they constantly 
seeked to promote a cooperative model, itself stereotyped without verifying 
whether it was the most appropriate avenue in a given regional or community 
context. Even more dangerous was the concurrent establishment of fictitious 
cooperatives that functioned as bureaucratic offices, without significant 
administrative capacity but presumably representing the voice of the fisher- 
men.12 



Maritime social anthropologists, given their training and expertise in the 
social aspects of fisheries, could play a more active and positive role in the 
development of projects in this sector. I will illustrate this position by referring 
to a research project that a UniversitC Lava1 team is presently conducting on 
artisanal fisheries in the Gulf of Nicoya and the Peninsula of Guanacaste. 
Previous analysis of the failure of several development projects in Costa Rica, 
added to former research experiences in different cultural contexts, led us to 
rely on a framework aimed at examining the social diversity of artisanal 
fisheries in these regions. 

Diversification in Costa Rica Fisheries: Implications 
-, 

We were aware that the economic crisis at the beginning of the 1980s had 
caused major structural modifications which had destabilized the existing 
division of labor and encouraged agricultural producers to engage in artisanal 
fishing. Thus we aimed first at reconstructing the social trajectory of fishing 

Map 1 .  Costa Rica: Com1l7unities Selected for Study. 

as economic activity. Taking into account the nature the resources, equip- 
ment, labor force and the institutions in charge of the promotion of the 
activity, we reached a first level of comprehension that rendered us more 
familiar with the macro-evolutionary context of the fisheries sector.13 This 
effort was useful not only to better objectivize the present-day situation but 
to understand the structural marginality of the sector, a feature that remains 
a key variable for the elaboration of future interventions. 

Contrary to the rationale sustaining many development programs, we came 
to the conclusion that the evolution of fishing was more conditioned by 
external than internal factors. Its marginality at the economic and political 
levels led to a situation in which national policies were oriented towards the 
promotion of other activities, the conduct of which greatly affected the fishing 
industry. Agricultural fertilizers and industrial wastes increased pollution in 
the major fishing areas, namely in the Gulf of Nicoya. Access to credit became 
more difficult for the fishermen. Moreover, given the fragility of an 
agricultural production oriented towards external markets and the land 
concentration process that followed the economic crisis, primarily in the 
cattle-raising sector, many producers without former experience in fishing 
were drawn into the activity. So our initial effort to characterize the Costa 
Rica fisheries as a production process, with an approach derived from 
economic anthropology, greatly enriched our vision of the diversity existing 
among producers. At the analytical level, it was not helpful to simply 
distinguish artisanal from industrial fishermen or even to try to classify them 
according to the species captured. Of utmost significance in terms of practical 
interventions was the analysis of the depth of their involvement in the activity 
and consequently of the historical basis of their human capital. 

A second level of diversification, in addition to the identification of various 
productive cycles according to the labor processes in fishing, lay in the relative 
importance of fishing within the total occupational structure of the communi- 
ties themselves. In some communities, fishing represents the main occupation; 
in others, it has an ancillary character. Furthermore, this relativeness is itself 
embedded in a differentiated occupational structure, with the conduct of 
fishing varying according to the presence of agricultural, industrial, or tourist 
activities. From an anthropological point of view, this articulation would 
drastically change the economic planning attached to the activity, since it 
influences the availability of the pool of labor force at given periods and 
affects the channels of commercialization of the product. The presence or 
absence of a fishing cooperative in the community, in light of these elements, 
is of secondary importance.14 

A third level of diversification consists in the internal features of the 
domestic units involved in fishing. While in some communities, especially 
those with long involvement in fishing, the majority of producers belong to 
families in which fishing appeals to most of the male members, in others, only 
one member of the unit actively participates in fishing. This situation creates 
discrepancies and variations in the accumulation process and greatly affects 








