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seaweed harvest has decreased or has even been totally abandoned as a craft
in many European countries, it is still possible to do research on the subject
of seaweed gathering. Portugal is one of those countries in Europe where
natural seaweed resources are still exploited.

These Portuguese seaweed harvesters have their origins in different occu-
pational groups: peasants, crofters, and fishers. Since circa 1880 male and
female peasants and crofters harvest the seaweed by wading into the surf.
Fishermen, on the other hand, have always fished for seaweed by boat, using
their purse seine, therefore never having to go into the sea.

Since circa 1975 only women have been active in the seaweed harvest in
north Portuguese fishing villages, while in coastal communities without
fishery both women and men still exploit the resource. This enigmatic
selective social change raises the following questions: Why did ‘feminization’
of the seaweed harvest occur in fishing communities and not in other coastal
communities? Why did fishermen have a different attitude towards the
seaweed harvest than the women and men of other occupational groups? The
answers to these questions will be given by relating this ‘feminization’ of the
seaweed harvest to socio-economic change and the ideational and symbolic
systems of the different occupational groups involved.

In short the purpose of this article is twofold. First, I will present an
ethnography of the seaweed harvest in the north of Portugal focusing
especially on one village. Second, 1 will give a tentative explanation of the
recent ‘feminization’ of the seaweed harvest in fishing communities, by
relating this phenomenon to the {deational systems of the groups involved.

The first three sections give an overview of the economic situation of the
littoral of northern Portugal and of one fishing village in particular. The
second part elucidates the differences between the occupational groups in
class, division of labor and mental maps. The last section provides a conclu-
sion.

The Littoral

The northern coast of Portugal is scattered with villages and small towns (see
map), but not all of them have the same orientation towards the sea. In some
the emphasis is on fisheries, in others on the commercial seaweed harvest. In
addition, all are oriented towards small-scale agriculture. Several coastal
villages have combined the three activities. Another economic pillar is mi-
grant labor. Since the voyages of discovery of the Portuguese in the sixteenth
century, the northern part of Portugal has exported labor.

Recent developments are tourism and industrialisation. From the sixties
on, the tourist industry has been growing as an economic factor. For example
in Pévoa de Varzim large apartment buildings have started to dominate the
fishing village. Since Portugal is a member of the European Community
(EC), industrial development has been stimulated with subsidies. Along the
Jarge semi-coastal road from Spain to Lisbon new factories have been
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founded which give wage labor opportunities for the people of the littoral.

From the sixteenth century on many Portuguese have emigrated to
Madeira, the Azores, South America, and Africa. These emigrations were
often temporary, in order to earn money. But, of course, many of those
Portuguese started a new life overseas. Emigration reached its peak from the
sixties up to the mid seventies, when the northwest of Europe attracted
unskilled laborers from Portugal and other south European countries.

Contrary to the south of Portugal, where large estates characterize the
agricultural system (latifundia), northwestern agriculture is predominantly
small-scale (minifundia) (Birot 1949:71). This age-old agricultural system
also implies small landed property (ibid.:69-70).% Northwestern Portuguese
agriculture still is at a semi-subsistence level and productivity is low.5 In this
area a tendency towards feminization is ongoing. In the district of Viana do
Castelo 64% of the agricultural work is done by women (De Castro Caldas en
De Figueiredo 1986:29).

In 1891 there were more than 30 fishing communities on the northern coast
from Porto to the Spanish border (Cole 1988:172). Today fewer than half
remain and most of these have no harbor. The small-scale fishermen often
leave from the sandy beaches with their small open wooden boats. They fish
only a few hours a day within a three mile zone from the shore. They use lines
and hooks, nets, or cages, fishing for whiting-pout, sardine, conger, squid
and shrimps. In the harbors the larger boats, motoras, can be found, fishing
for the same species as mentioned above as well as the larger ones like sharks.
They fish in an area between 3 and 20 miles from the coast. The fishermen are
home every 3 to 10 days, depending on the harbor from which they leave.
From the larger ports like Viana do Castelo and Matosinhos trawlers depart
to fish for cod in the northwestern part of the Atlantic, staying at sea from six
to as much as nine months.

According to biologists, the inshore waters of northern Portugal have been
overexploited. Catches have been decreasing in the past ten years. The
demand for fish, however, has increased, due to a higher prosperity, the
enormous love of the Portuguese for fish and ‘fruit of the sea,’6 and, last but
not least, the growing tourism industry in Portugal. As a consequence the
price of fish has risen, resulting in a higher income level for the fishery
households.

The seaweed sargaco (Saccorhiza polyschides L.) has been harvested in
many coastal villages to use or sell as a fertilizer.” The seaweed grows on
rocks under the water. Through the movements of the water, caused by wind
and tides, the seaweed tears loose. The floating seaweed is taken by currents
towards the coast, where it is either thrown on the beach or remains floating
just in front of it.

Saccorhiza polyschides is not the only seaweed that grows on the continental
shelf of Portugal. In addition to sargaco three smaller species are of impor-
tance to the inhabitants of the northern Portuguese coast: the algae Chondrus
crispus (L) or Irish moss and Gigartina stellata (L) which contain carrageen;
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and the ‘agar’ specie Gelideum corneum (L).8

In Portugal three factories process the agar species.
exported, because the amounts harvested are too small to set up an industry
(Palminha 1971:6-7). In 1984, 2170 tons of dried algae have been harvested
in Portugal (Alves de Aratijo 1987:20). Unlike the sargaco, the production of
the three algae species has increased over the last few decades, especially in
the Azores and southern Portugal. However, large amounts of seaweed are
still used in the dunes north of Pdvoa de Varzim. Sa

rgaco has better results
than other fertilizers, particularly in the potato and the onion cultivation. On

other soils sargaco has been superseded by manure and other fertilizers.

? The carrageens are

Castelo de Neiva

~

Castelo de Neiva, the village where I conducted fieldwork, is a large village in
the northwest of Portugal, about 50 km south of the Spanish border. It has
approximately 6000 inhabitants (1986), from which 2250 are voters (1985),
living in circa 750 houses. About 50 to 100 of these houses are vacation homes
for tourists or local emigrants who return for the summer, The population
has increased markedly since 1867 when there were 1455 inhabitants and 292
houses.

Castelo de Neiva is a village which can be classified as agro-maritime.
Peasants as well as fishers are strongly represented. ‘We live from the sea and
the land’ (Nos vivemos do mar e da lerra), the inhabitants of Castelo de Neiva
say. Fishery households partly originate from the peasantry (lavradores) and
partly from a group which already occupied itself with subsistence fishing. In
the Inquiricdes of 1220 is written that fish was being caught by peasants living
in the neighbourhood of the castle at the river Neiva and other maritime
villages (Veiga and Galhano 1958:14). .

Most households in Castelo de Neiva are organized as plural economies.
Fishery households, for example, are not only active in maritime activities,
but in (semi) subsistence agriculture too. Within the fishery and agricultural
sectors the households try to make the most of their possibilities by practising
fishery switching, crop rotation and poly-culture. Men as well as women are
integrated in this economy and their activities are equal or complementary to
each other.

Agriculture, fishery, and seaweed harvest are seasonal activities. They take
place in the same seasons and reach their peak during the summer. During the
winter work slows down; there is no seaweed, the ocean is often too stormy
to fish and nothing will grow on the land.

In the summer the beaches are populated, to a small degree, by tourists,
mostly of Portuguese nationality. There is no tourist industry yet. Castelo is
somewhat isolated because the large road from Spain to Lisbon does not pass
by the village.

Its houses, agricultural plots, beaches, and sea are overseen by a catholic
church built near the top of a small hill, the highest point of the village.
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The Four Pillars of the Village Economy
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women play; that of hardworking women who are always busy: uma trabal-
hadeira (Cole 1988). There is an implicit connotation of being proud of being
self-supporting.

The inhabitants of Castelo have created a network of families and friends
abroad, particularly in France and Canada. Via this network they arrange
accommodation and work (often on a tourist visa), especially in construction
work. They tend to stick together and it is not €ven necessary to learn English
or French. The illegal workers return when their visa has expired. Many of

the legal ‘emigrants’ only return to the village after a long period of hard
work abroad.

Fishery

~

Although the village does not have a harbor, fishing is important in Castelo
de Neiva. Every day 30 to 50 small boats with a crew of two men leave from
the beach to catch fish and “fruit of the sea’ (marisco'') which is sold at the
local fish auction. Besides these ‘daytrippers’ there are in Castelo fishermen,
who operate from harbors. There are seven skippers with each a local crew of
14 men and they have different Portuguese harbors as their base (from Viana
do Castelo in the north to the Algarve in the south). Other fishermen fish with
skippers who do not live in Castelo de Neiva. There are also fishermen who
work on Portuguese or, since 1990, Spanish trawlers near the U.S. (for cod,
bacalhao). Some 300 out of 1100 adult men in Castelo are fishermen (1986).
Up till the seventies fishermen were poor, living just like the other crofters,
cabaneiras, in small, primitive houses (cabana = cabin). They fished from
small rowing boats with lines and hooks and gill nets. In 1918 the shrimp net,
a small purse seine, was introduced. This net was also applied for the harvest
of sargaco. Up to the sixties, sixteen sailing vessels were active, fishing mostly
for sardines and marisco. From the 1950s until the 1960s 125 Castelo de
Neiva fishermen went fishing for cod on Portuguese vessels on the Grand
Banks of Newfoundland and Greenland.!2 In order to avoid military service,
these Castelo fishermen signed a contract to fish for cod for seven years
during 6 months a year.!3 Military service was for three and a half successive
years and contrary to the cod fishery one did not earn a penny. Although the
cod fishery was underpaid, according to the fishermen of Castelo de Neiva,
several fishery households succeeded to save some money to invest in a new
house.

In 1958, the fisherman Sr. Rollo was the first to buy a 10 hp motor.
Following this example, other inshore fishermen also motorized their boats.
However, the motor power of the day fishery boats never increased much. In
1986 it varied between 15 and 40 hp. .

The introduction of the covo in 1975 caused an economic breakthrough in
the inshore fishery in Castelo. The covo is a little cage in which different
species of fish and marisco can be caught. The cages, containing four hooks
baited with sardine, are placed on the sea bottom during 24 hours. Especially
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eed Harvesters: A Separate Class

enturies inhabitants of coastal northern Portugal have collected seaweed
he Atlantic Ocean. The first document which gives an account of
d dates from 1308 (Veiga and Galhano 1958:9). This document stated
only the inhabitants of Pévoa de Varzim were entitled to harvest the
eed (sargago or argago) that washes ashore on the municipal coasts. The
that this had to be regulated indicates the importance of the sargago for
p astal people. The sargaco was used as a fertilizer for the intensive
alhano 1958:63). When th i . : ture on soils behind the dunes.
pieces are folded Lp into smzllS ;aavgliZi ‘Zgé}'pti?:dtape'stry Is cut in pieces, the om 1880 on the demand for sargago increased as a result of the discovery
to 14 good harvests (during one or t\’No k up inta E,‘p‘{[he”'O After 10 ' fertilizing properties on very marginal sandy soils. This discovery was
weeks) a palheiro is ready. These great importance for those who had no place left in local agriculture and
ied to build up an existence on the coast. This development occurred in
The demand for sargaco . coastal areas in Europe in the course of the 18th and 19th centuries.
fertilizers and dung. I?Iog\‘wes:: kt:;ierlcleegt’ilclh;: o Ctlhe growing use of artificial gren writes with regard to. Sweden: ‘Since the number [of peasants] grew
palheiro brings in a considerabie amount of @ demand for Sargago, and a ter than local agriculture was able to employ them, they turned to sub-
escudos (circa $175), while the minimum W;UEI{GY-I In 1985 this was 20.000 nce fishing, often combined with small scale exploitation of marginal
month for men, and in 1989 the price of & %h m 985 was 19.000 esc per resources’ (1979:86). Paul Jorion points out that in North Atlantic
factory wage was 25.000 esc per month in 1]9030 eiro had doubled (the lowest stal areas ‘losers in the modernization of agriculture who had been
ful in selling more than five palheiros a A ). Several women are success. uced to crofting in the poor and salty coastal areas [added summer fishing
the Castelo beach quarter is therefore scy etir. dt tl}e end of fhe seaweed seaso their pursuit of scarce resources]’ (1982:514).
the farmers are coming to buy them w;‘ ;:re vith Palheu. '0S, up till the time odernization and population growth occured in the north of Portugal at
» Which mostly occurs in December. end of the 19th century (Soeiro de Brito 1960:31). The “losers in agricul-
¢’ formed a new, poor and low social class, called cabaneiras. They made
heir living from subsistence agriculture and fishery and from the sale of
eaweed to the peasants, the lavradores. Small villages and new quarters were
u‘ndéd by the cabaneiras, such as Palheiras de Mira near Mira (Soeiro de
ito 1960), Amorosa near Chafé and Pedra Alta near Castelo de Neiva. The
ation of these hamlets also attracted fishing households. These also
longed to the social class of the cabaneiras:

3

;:;;Lrayt ithe 1llleavy and weF seaweed in baskets on their heads. Nowadays thi
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ishing households emerged in Vila da Praia [pseudonym, EH] during the nineteenth
entury due to local inheritance practices that endeavoured to keep intact the casa (the
agricultural household including all land, buildings, animals and other property). The
pescadores (fishermen and women) historically were the sons and daughters of lavra-
dores; those sons and daughters who had not inherited the casa (Cole 1990:27).

"he lavradores, the higher class, remained in the villages, some miles from
he sea. From the 1880s on they have been cultivating crops on the marginal
andy soils near the coast, using large amounts of sargaco as manure. Many
f those peasants harvested sargaco themselves, but the quantity they lacked
~was bought from the cabaneiras. Other lavradores abandoned the seaweed
exploitation (Veiga and Galhano 1958:18). This group became important
sustomers of the cabaneiras, too. The peasants also started to experiment
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Photo 1. Palheiros in Castelo de Neiva
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with artificial fertilizers that were introduced at that time.

The social division between cabaneiras, including fishery households, as
said before, and /lavradores is also expressed by other aspects than spatial
distance. Crofters have been poorer, not being able to rent or own any or
much land. (Peasants have been renting plots of land, too.) Subsistence
agriculture was not sufficient to support the crofter’s household. Increasingly
they directed themselves to the marine resources, of which the collecting of
seaweed became an important source of income. An essential difference
between the two classes was the ownership of carriages and draught animals.
Another feature is a tendency towards endogamy: even in 1986 82,4% of the
men from the Castelo dayfishery households and 70,1% of the women were
of fisher descent, and about 90% of the dayfishermen and 99% of the

dayfisherwomen were born in Castelo. Cole states with regard to the fishing
households of the cabaneira group:

Members of this land-poor group set-up households dependent on fishing and emerged as

a low status group in the parish hierarchy, a subordinate status of w}
were always aware. Social relations in the Vila da Prai
between the lavradores (landowning peasants)
(1988:187).

hich the fishermen
a were characterized by antagonism
and the pescadores (land-poor fishermen)

The hierarchy between the two classes!® was also expressed by the language of
Castelo de Neiva: the word cabaneira had a pejorative connotation.

Change and Division of Labor

In 1958, the division of labor in the seaweed harvest was different per region,
class, gender and harvesting method (Veiga and Galhano 1958). The peasants
used tools inspired on agricultural techniques. The seaweed that occasionally
appeared in large amounts was raked from the surf. Rafts and small boats
were also used to rake the sargaco out of the water. Scythes were used to cut
off the plants from the rocks. Fishermen introduced nets in the seaweed
gathering (Veiga and Galhano 1958:31). The ganhapao, a very large handnet,
became popular by the cabaneiras. Fishermen themselves used their purse
seine (shrimp net). It is striking to see that every sargaco village had its own
type or form of rake, handnet, raft and boat. .

Lavradores who harvested sargaco for their own use could be differenti-
ated by region. South of the river Cavado (see map) only male peasants were
active, using the ganhapao, or harvesting from boats using rakes and scythes.
Between the rivers Cavado and Lima male and female peasants harvested side
by side; while north of the river Lima, due to the emigration of the men,
mainly the women of this class worked in the sargago. Men and women of the
class of cabaneiras worked everywhere side by side in the surf or on rafts or
boats. Men and women of the fishery households also worked together from
boats with nets. Women also harvested from rafts or went into the surf with
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Photo 2. éargaq.eira with large handnet or ganhapao.
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i i ? ions came 1n , .
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e Ne Worh, laree cities, like Porto, men and women have. ong een
men-‘Neflf fac 'egs This kind of work is becoming ava}llable for N as el
iy in fi;:ct)cr)trlllga’tl’s entry into the Buropean Community (19:6)1<Ieiic;aare
the EC S_lﬂCtP: mulating industrial development. Men of Castelo de civa are
e o o ll ed in those factories because women form a che'f;%e Jabar
o his Oydenc has also been noticed by Cole: ‘Ip 1985, 76.7% ol
gOfi)er-a'irahl[iéZI: Port}c}) EH] residents working in factories were women
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1987:2).
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The agrarian sector in Castelo de Neiva does not offer a future according
to the sons and daughters of the peasants, let alone the harvest of seaweed. !9
Fishery, on the other hand, has a great attractive power upon young men of
both the fishing households and the peasantry. Temporary emigration seems
to be even more appealing, due to greater financial opportunities. These
developments have been occuring more or less to the same degree in other
northern Portuguese coastal communities.

As said, Castelo de Neiva has a very good sargaco beach. In 1958 there
were 200 or 300 sargageiras, both men and women. In 1986 forty sargaceiras
and in 1990 only thirty were harvesting the seaweed, and since circa 1975
these were exclusively women. These women come from the peasant class as
well as the class of fishers/cabaneiras. Although the decreage in the number
of exploiters has occurred in many villages, the feminization did not. After
visiting almost all of the original seaweed beaches in 1990,%0 [ discovered that
feminization was complete only in fishing villages (concerning the sargaco).
In other coastal villages both men and women were still collecting seaweed.

How is it possible that in fishing villages all men (peasants, fishermen and
cabaneiras) abandon the harvest of sargaco, whereas in other coastal villages,
where there is no fishery of any importance, this phenomenon does not
occur? Sally Cole stresses that fisherwomen of the fishing village of Vila da
Praia ‘monopolysed the harvest of seaweed and the production and sale of
seaweed fertilizer’ (Cole 1990:23). However, she does not describe this
process towards feminization.

An obvious explanation could be that all men in fishing villages are now
working in the fishery related economy as fishermen, fishmonger, fishing
preparer (arte da pesca), boatbuilder, or otherwise. However, this is not so.
The peasantry is still very large and many peasants are poor. Even cabaneiras
can still be found, but the men of these very poor families do not harvest
sargaco anymore. The largest part of the cabaneiras merged into, on the one
hand, the peasantry and, on the other hand, into the new class of fishers. Due
to the money earned by temporary emigration, many of the cabaneiras were
able to buy some means of production and lease agricultural plots, so that the
distinction between peasant and crofter faded. Small-scale dayfishery is a
part-time occupation, which gives the fishermen the opportunity to work
during the afternoon in another occupation. Of course, some time is spent on
fish preparing, but this applies mainly to boat owners’ households. Crew
members occasionally work in construction work or agriculture or do other
small jobs. Sometimes they even do not work at all, while they (especially
young fishermen who fish with their father) do not have much money to
spend. None of these men harvest sargaco any longer since approximately
1975, although an income can be earned by it.

The people of Castelo de Neiva do not have an explanation for this
attitude, they simply state: ‘men the fish, women the sargaco, that’s the way
it is,” forgetting that only 15 years ago the situation was quite different. The
explanation of the ‘feminization’ of the sargaco exploitation in fishing
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an be found in the combination of the economic developments and

illages c . : .
‘t/he s%)cio—cultural boundaries between the dlf.ferenF groups mvgé\éecki1 rvesting
The socio-cultural boundaries were manifest in the seaw

thods, as we have seen above. Peasants worked with equipment ;r:j.grt;c;
mrf a ric&ltural tools, while fishers introduced nets. Men and wt?menb ;at the
gabagneira class and fisherwomen collec.ted the seawef:d by raft g; hos (’)ther
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hand, always used their boats ?ns nets, atrgdgnoe\;:lrt szzlixet 1:vxaczer ’ accorc.ﬁng Y
i iliating for a fishermen : ,
F\l/lg;agt;tng GhZIrl?;no (1%58). Getting wet is a taboo for fishermen.

Taboo, Symbolic Domain and Status
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al, see note 2). On the other hand, 1 _ har ' urel
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m interest and the most intense

i : . . .t R
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Ginkel 1987:65). Taboos are ways of coping witl
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Seaweed has been harvested in an area very close to the.coisté a?it?)rr(;afiom
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