
and 
tcial 

PP. 

wrl 
s of 
*son 

4ew 
cia/ 
PP. 

ling 
ON, 

011s 

Ser. 

nic 

rest 
+ies 

1zic 
,nn 

ine 

1d. 

Ti1 

fhe 
ne. 

Measuring Ourselves 
Adaptation and Anxiety Aboard a Fishing Vessel1 

Peter Knutson 
Fisl~ing Vessel Loki 

ABSTRACT This article is a criticism of the view that social interaction aboard fishing 
vessels can be understood primarily as an adaptive response to the technological demands 
of the fishing operation. Such an understanding privileges the technical system over the 
lifeworld, falsely assumes social harmony and overlooks social pathology. In the 
following, I consider the work of Barth (1966) and Orbach (1977) in light of my own twenty 
years aboard fishing vessels. I offer my own insights into social life and identity as they are 
constructed within the confines of a fishing vessel hierarchy. 

'It was very much like being mad, only it 
was worse because one was aware of it.' 
- Joseph Conrad, Tile Secret Sharer. 

In my bunk I dream on a stormy night. My face presses harder against the cold 
steel skin of the hull. I am on watch. My eyes still cannot see. Wake up, I have 
to wake up. 

Our seiner pushes across an open stretch of ocean off the British Columbian 
Coast bound for Ketchikan and the 1978 fishing season. The skipper is at the 
helm and four crewmen lie in narrow bunks below. 

Suddenly I am wrenched awake as someone throws open the fo'c'sle door 
and screams over the diesel's roar, 'Everybody on deck! Water in the 
lazarette!' We bolt up the ladder in boots and underwear to find our stern 
dangerously down. A following sea breaks on the transom, sloshing water into 
the open 'laz' hatch. We jump into the half-swamped 'Iaz' and form a bailing 
chain using empty lube oil buckets. I surmise that the skipper had gone back 
to the 'laz' to get his customary six-pack of Budweiser and had left the 
watertight hatch unsecured. As I pass the bucket, I think of the graduate 
school paper I have just written explaining Earth's functional model of a 
fishing boat crew. Supposedly skipper and crew are bound together in a 
functional unit through a rational exchange of prestations. Where now is that 
rationality? What kind of prestation is this? As seawater fills my hip boots, 
I am struck by the irony of a logic more evident to the anthropologist than to 
those of us bailing for our lives. 

The Invisible Hand 

In his 1966 monograph Barth argued that successful skippers and crews in the 
Norwegian herring fishery overcame distinctions based upon 'positional 
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authority' and created a relationship based upon 'trust.' In this way crew 
relations were supposedly experienced as if they were voluntary and egalitar- 
ian in character despite the overarching context of private property. This 
pleasant arrangement is said to have produced greater motivation amongst the 
crewmen and hence a more efficient fishing operation. 

According to Barth, the captain 'transformed his relationship of command 
over the fishermen into a voluntary relationship of leadership and accep- 
tance.. . ' 

[He] exhibits behavior suggesting confidence, knowledge and experience. He gives very 
few clues to what he is thinking, communicates little, in contrast to the others on the 
bridge, and never elicits comments, evaluations or advice from any other person ... 
Through this pattern he can assert leadership without referring to positional authority; he 
claims rationality without making the basis and logic of his decision available for critical 
scrutiny (1966:8). 

Barth argues that the captain's silent performance is part of an exchange with 
the crew. Without speaking the skipper 'claims rationality' and 'asserts 
leadership.' The captain somehow creates a 'voluntary relationship.' 

For their part, the crew offers the captain a 'token prestation ... of 
willingness or eagerness and constant readiness to work, as well as their 
interest in observing, evaluating and controlling the dispositions of the 
skipper.' (19669) Barth presumes a consensus aboard ship yet gives no clue 
as to how it is negotiated. It simply occurs. The fishing operation functions 
and the different members of the crew contribute their peculiar behaviours to 
a harmonious arrangement. The logic is there to be seen by the observer. 

Barth's evidence for rational social exchange suggests an alternative 
interpretation. If, in fact, 'positional authority' has been operatively sus- 
pended aboard ship why does the skipper remain uncommunicative? Presum- 
ably if 'positional authority' were nullified there would be every incentive to 
intensify communication regarding the common project, catching herring. If 
the skipper has good information, proven intuition and a sound theory upon 
which to make his fishing decisions then he could certainly defend them. If 
not, he stands to benefit from a verbal exchange with the crew. In refusing to 
justify himself, he claims exemption from the reciprocity which would 
characterize a 'voluntary relationship.' Were the skipper to take questions 
about his decisions from crewmen he would be recognizing them as potential 
equals. His silence rests upon the original arbitrariness of the property relation 
which gives the captain the right to separate employees from the property of 
the owner. His silence points to 'positional authority.' Like casual laborers or 
prostitutes competing on the street for the attention of potential employers, 
perhaps Barth's faceless crew flex their 'willingness' and 'eagerness' and 
'constant readiness' to tell the boss: I am more competent than the others - 
choose me. 

What happens when this presumed exchange breaks down? How is the 

'disposition of the skipper' to be controlled by the crew if he cannot be 
addressed? Do they pretend the skipper is competent when he begins work on 
the second six-pack? Will their display of 'eagerness' then control his 
disposition? How can the relation between skipper and crew be regulated by 
'trust' if that relation cannot be discussed on the vessel? 

Ratifying an apparently functional state, Barth presumes an underlying 
agreement between skipper and crew despite skewed relations of control and 
ownership. Read differently, his evidence suggests a different interpretation. 

Fighting with Tools 

'...the machine is not neutral; technical 
reason is the social reason ruling a given 
society ...' 
- Herbert ~arcuse'(1968:225). 

In my experience, a veneer of technical discourse inhibits the direct address of 
'positional authority' aboard ship. This does not, however, support Barth's 
contention that social interaction therefore acquires a 'voluntary' character. 
Instead, this taboo distorts interaction into oblique and cryptic pathways. 

Value-neutral questions of technical correctness and competence constitute 
an official techno-speak against which a guerilla struggle is conducted. 
Because work language is limited to technical questions, issues of social 
fairness in the conduct of work process are exiled from discussion. Yet 
through nuances of tone, volume and percussion, these issues surface. We 
learn to 'read' the politics embedded in the operation of Weber's 'lifeless 
machine.12 We learn that the power of technology conceals the technology of 
power. 

We prepare to take several tons of ice into the hold at the New England Cold 
Storage dock. Sam (a fellow deckhand), Jerry (the skipper's son), and I are 
experienced crewmen and have iced the vessel many times before. We are 
aware that our preparations were being observed by the skipper and by the 
crew of the San Juan Maid, known by reputation as one of the elite crews in 
the fishing fleet. 

We arrived last night in town after three days fishing. This morning the 
skipper gets us up at 7, then he goes back to his bunk with a bad stomach. We 
stand around for 45 minutes. Then he gets up, and we move the boat to the 
cannery ice dock, tying up behind the San Juan Maid. We slip the boat back 
two pilings in order to be directly underneath the ice chute. As I slack the 
hawser Jerry starts yelling 'Fuck! Fuck!,' shaking his head, rolling his eyes 
skyward, as if pleading to his Heavenly Father. I infer that I am slacking the 
lines incorrectly. Apparently I failed this test. I further interpret his behavior 
as a demonstration to his father and the watching crew of the San Juan Maid 
that he's surrounded by incompetents. 



Photo 1. AII older wooden seiner hauling the seine lllrotrgl~ tile power block. Tlle skiff is lowing 
the seiner away frat?? the gear. Sorrlheast Alaska. 

As we wait for ice under the cannery's ice hose, Sam and I suggest that we 
take the hatchcover off the coamings so as to be ready. But Jerry tells us 
definitively, 

'No, leave it on.' 

Then, 30 seconds before the ice comes down the chute, he gives us the word, 

'Okay, now!' 

We scramble to lift the heavy hatches before the pressurized jetstream of ice 
arrives.. . 

Later I'm down in the hold shoveling ice over the binboards. Jerry yells 
down, 'Shovel that ice!' Then as I climb out of the hold he immediately orders 
me to put on the hatchcovers, which was my next move in any case. At that 
point I get the pleasure of contradicting him, yelling, 

'No! We've got to put the tarp over the ice first!' 

The trick to asserting one's superiority (and the other's inferiority) involves 
commanding in suchfi a way that any challenge to the latent insult makes the 
subordinate appear to be disrupting the work process. What shall I say, 'No, 
I won't put the hatchcover on!' 

The skipper's son demonstrated his technical competence to the observers, 
cleverly evincing his claim to power while hiding behind signs of function. He 
indirectly asserted a higher status by redundantly ordering us to perform small 
actions in a task sequence that was already of rote familiarity to us. In the 
same way, he inhibited us from taking preparatory actions in the task 
sequence until he had authorized us to perform the movements. Sam and I 
called this irritating habit 'ordering the obvious.' 

In the course of ordering us about, he omitted a step in the icing procedure. 
My rejoinder, 'No, we've got to put the tarp on first!,' asserted a sign of my 
own technical competence, challenged Jerry's, and was expressed in the same 
'value-free' technical idiom that Jerry employed. In this way, the incidental 
signifiers of the work process became laden with repressed, conflicting, 
strategically understood intentions. Technical language was only the medium 
through which we struggled for recognition. Our interaction, far from being 
an implicit social contract, was a barely-contained skirmish over our legiti- 
macy as members of the fishing community. Yet, it was a functional exchange 
in two senses: first, because we successfully iced the vessel and secondly, 
because, we did not directly broach 'positional authority' and consequently 
reproduced the alienated pattern of interaction which daily reconstituted the 
vessel's hierarchy. 

In its dynamics, this struggle for recognition reenacts the prototypical 
Protestant struggle over the meaning of a 'good work.' It confirms Weber's 
insight into the anxiety basic to motivation under capitalist organization: 

Thus, however useless good works might be as a means of attaining salvation, for even the 
elect remain beings of the flesh, and everything they do falls infinitely short of divine 
standards, nevertheless, they are indispensable as a sign of election. They are the technical 
means, not of purchasing.salvation, but of getting rid of the fear of damnation (1958:115). 

Striving to overcome anxiety, striving to establish an identity as a competent 
crewman, the subordinate projects 'signs of election.' Jerry's barking, his 



Photo 2. A slzot ofthe crew on a wooden seiner. Tlze deck boss sal~rles the autllor's carnera with 
a can of Old Milwarrkee. So~rtlzeast Alaska. 

'good work,' demonstrated to the observer that he was of the elect and that 
I was of the damned. These 'technical means ... of getting rid of the fear' 
functioned as the the armature which propelled the blind reproduction of the 
hierarchy. Such 'signs of election' were simultaneously indexical and meta- 
phorical, innocently referring to a necessary technical action while covertly 
reinforcing strategic social  relation^.^ 

Within the context of an economic enterprise such as a fishing vessel, 
actions are justified in terms of their contribution to the success of the 
operation. However, the relations of ownership and control themselves are 
exempt from demands for justification by subordinates. 

As I punch the power block button on and begin to bring the seine up over 
the bulwarks, the seine snags up on the davit which sticks out over the 
bulwarks. 

'BACK 'ER DOWN!' 

the skipper shouts at me. 
Momentarily, I turn the hydraulic handle the wrong way and he screams 

with vehemence, 

'WRONG WAY! BACK!' 

Sam and I look at each other, reading the vehemence in his voice the same way. 
Later the web snags again and the skipper shouts at his son who is now 

operating the power block: 

'Get the power block, the POWER block, the POWER block, goddam it!' 

Sam and I both noticed his emphasis on the word 'Power.' 
Now he assumes the power block controls and the web snags again on the 

davit. The skipper doesn't see the hang-up so his son yells at him, 

'BACK 'ER DOWN!' 

Instinctively the skipper jumps to the command and shuts off the control. 
Then he turns on his son, saying in a low voice, 

'Shutup goddamit! Don't you yell at me you sunuvabitch!' 

Staring at his son, he turns the power block back on and rips a fathom of web. 
Not comprehending his father's statement, the son yells again, 

'BACK 'ER DOWN!' 

The skipper shuts off the power block again and tells his son in low tones, 

'Don't you yell at  me, goddamit!' 

The skipper rips his net rather than jump to an order given by his son. At issue 
is not the technical correctness of the son's communication but its political 
impact. Even though his son was technically right, he was wrong to presume 
he could yet bark as a man with authority. 
Here the skipper violates the hoax of technical egalitarianism and rips his own 
net, asserting priority based on power. His action confirms the anxiety which 
underlies what Barth considers an exchange of 'prestations' and verifies the 
fiat of authoritarian social relations over the crew's interpretation of technical 
necessity. This illustrates again the shallowness of Barth's contention that an 
egalitarian ethic supplants positional authority in the daily workings of a 
fishing vessel. 

In a famous scene, Dana portrays a flogging aboard the trading vessel upon 
which he was a mate. As the captain prepared to whip a man for the act of 
asking a question, the offender committed another crime, asking: 

'Can't a man ask a question here without being flogged?"No,' shouted the captain. 'If you 
want to know what I flog you for, I'll tell you. It's because I like to do it ...' (1940:91). 












