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This is a thought-provoking and stimulating book. Though elegantly concise, it contains an 
overwhelming amount of information and many interesting theoretical observations. In the 
first part of his book, Icelandic anthropologist Gisli PBlsson unfolds his analytical framework 
referring to the work of scores of social theorists in a critical manner. In the second part, he 
applies this framework to the ethnography of Icelandic fishing. Though the better part of his 
monograph has been previously published in a variety of scholarly journals and volumes, one 
may welcome this compilation. 

In the first chapter the author delineates three models concerning the relationship of 
individuals and society: the private, the dualistic, and the constitutive model. The first sees 
human beings as self-contained rational individuals for whom group membership is optional; 
the second considers society as being outside the individual and the individual outside society; 
the third suggests that individuality and agency of human beings derive from their 
involvement in social relations. P5lsson opts for the last model, contending that it avoids 
reducing individuals to instruments and conflating social differences between production 
systems. 

In the next chapter, he forcefully argues for a model of fishing in which the social forces 
of production are at the core. Too often, anthropologists have adopted a 'natural' model of 
fishing 'which depicts the individual producer as an autonomous isolate, engaged in the 
technical act of catching fish' (p. 23). This model further tends to distort or suppress the role 
of women in fishing economies. PBlsson proposes another approach which distinguishes the 
social differences in access to resources and circulation of products. 

I agree with the purport of Pftlsson's argument in this chapter on anthropological dis- 
cussions of fishing economies (parts of which appeared in this journal under the title 'The Art 
of Fishing'; see MAST 1989,2[1]: 1-20). However, I regret that his review omits much of the 
more recent maritime anthropological literature. The 'social' models of fishing P5lsson so 
eagerly propagates are not entirely absent. For instance, the debate on common property 
resources has not only yielded new ethnographic insights, but has also been important in 
theory and model building. Matters like mod s of access and their distributive consequences '7 are central to this debate. What is more, in his model the author confines himself to discussing 
access and circulation; why not explicitly include the other aspects of the social relations of 
production: control over the means of production and the division and organization of labor? 
This would render P5lsson's model - in which he distinguishes two modes of circulation (for 
use and for exchange) and two modes of access (without and with ownership) - more 
comprehensive. 

Admittedly, PBlsson does state that his model is an idealtypical simplification. Its sig- 
nificance lies in the fact that it can help understand the construction, logic, and evolution of 
production systems and illustrate and account for cross-cultural differences, for example 

regarding folk models of fishing. Chapter three deals with this subject and more generally 
with the relations among types of fishing economies and production discourses - 'the ways 
in which people represent fishing and fisheries to themselves and to others' (p. 54). The author 
explains that representations are constructed in action and that representations and practices 
are embedded in social production systems. Following his own model, PBlsson distinguishes 
four types of fishing societies. He examines how their members explain differential success 
and which notions of labor they have. With regard to production discourse, there may be 
(1) a folk model for differential success and personal differences among fishermen; (2) no 
folk model and no measurable differences; (3) no folk model but personal differences and (4) 
a model but no personal differences. These four logical possibilities are not distinguished for 
the sake of pigeon-holing. What is important is 'how different kinds of discourse are iliitiated 
and reproduced as authoritative systems' (p. 81) and this can only be understood in terms of 
social life and history. 

PBlsson applies this theoretical perspective to the ethnography of Icelandic fishing. He 
deals with three distinct periods in three separate chapters: the phase of peasant or household 
production from roughly the ninth to the late nineteenth century (chapter four), the phase of 
the expanding market economy during the first half of the twentieth century (chapter five), 
and the phase of consolidated capitalism and state intervention in recent decades (chapter six). 
Each transformation in the production system was accomplished by a change in the Icelandic 
fishermen's discursive models or representations of nature and production. 

During peasant production, there was a natural ceiling on production due to technical and 
social constraints and in the folk model fishermen were seen as passive recipients of fish. 
Relations aboard boats were egalitarian, success or failure of catches was not attributed to 
anyone personally. Aseries of anomalous water-beings mediated between the sea and the land, 
between nature and society. The focus of production discourse was on nature, viewing fishing 
as a struggle against the elements. 

This representation changed when peasant fishing gave way to capitalist fishing in the era 
of market expansion. The 'natural' ceiling on production seized to exist, labor became a 
commodity, and a competitive production discourse arose in which differential success was 
attributed to personal differences among skippers with a concomitant competition for prestige, 
capital, and labor. The labor process became gender-specific; only the work of men was 
regarded as productive. The mythology of water-beings became redundant and fish were no 
longer perceived as gifts but regarded as being subject to human control. In short, the focus 
of production discourse shifted to society, seeing fishing essentially as a competition among 
fishermen. 

During the phase of consolidated capitalism overfishing caused resource problems, the 
state intervened and bureaucrats increasingly based their policies on data gathered by marine 
biologists. This led to a "'scientific" discourse on production and resource use. .. and with it 
emerged a new rationality which assumes that humans are collectively responsible for the 
maintenance of fish' (p. 133). A ceiling on production was imposed through a quota system. 
Production discourse became centered on both ecological and social relations, in that human 
beings are seen to depend on fish and fish on human beings. The new rationality challenges 
the wisdom of fishermen and is beginning to make their folk model of production redundant. 
Since the introduction of quotas, the discourse on differential success and its causes has lost 
its importance, capital is concentrated in fewer hands, and it is very difficult for newcomers 
to enter the fishing industry. As PBlsson rightly observes: 'Apparently neutral and technical 



management decisions have had important effects on the balance of power and structure of 
the fishing industry by changing the possibilities and alternatives with respect to access to 
fish' (p. 138). It should be understood, however, that 'scientific' models are as much social 
constructions as folk models. 

In the last chapter, Pltlsson returns to some of the broader theoretical issues raised earlier, 
reiterating some of his major points in a comparative perspective. In a programmatic fashion, 
he states that 'rather than elaborate on the unique and the idiosyncratic, the apparently 
boundless variety in ethnography, anthropological analysis should strive to establish both the 
contrasts and the parallels in production discourse and to look for explanations for such 
contrasts and parallels' (p. 160). Moreover, he makes a point stressing that human agency and 
purpose should be reintroduced in social theory. I can highly recommend Pltlsson's own 
ambitious book to those wishing to embark on that course. Though one may of course squabble 
over some matters of detail, he presents a cogent argument and his analysis is replete with 
observations deserving further research. 

Rob van Gitzkel 
University of Amsterdam 

HOLM, Poul Kystfolk. Korztakter og santtnetzhaenge over Kattegat og Skagerak ca. 1550- 
1914. Esbjerg: Fiskeri- og Sldfartsmuseet - Saltvandsakvariet, 1991. 348 pp., ill., English 
summary, ISBN 87-87453-525. 

Since the 1950s and 1960s Scandinavian maritime cultural research has been enriched with 
various publications, representing different theoretical views and perspectives. Thus this book 
is built upon a solid foundation of decades of scholarly knowledge. The book is a result of a 
collaboration between several universities, museums and archives in Norway, Denmark and 
Sweden involved in the Skagerak-Kattegat project which has yielded a number of publica- 
tions. 

The waters of Kattegat and Skagerak, besides being a Nordic lake, connect the Baltic sea 
with the North Sea, providing excellent opportunities for close contact between the coastal 
settlements. The aim of Holm's book is to take a closer look at how, during the period 
1550-1914, people along the shores of Denmark, Southern Norway, South- and West Sweden 
have used the resources of the sea and how they created a way of life adapted to the maritime 
conditions. During this long period the region experienced several economic as well as 
political changes. Politics and economies were often intertwined, as the geography of the 
region rendered it anextremely strategic passage to the Baltic Seai Holm's aim is to investigate 
the livelihood of the inhabitants without regard to changing national boundaries. 

The main aspect of Holm's view is that he rejects the idea of the Skagerak-Kattegat region 
as a historically cultural whole, split apart by the consequences of capitalism and modern- 
ization. lnstead he shows us the vast cultural differences of the region in a historical 
perspective. In this respect the book is a success. Holm convinces the reader of the complexity 
of the region, and how differently various coastal habitats have adapted to political, economic, 
ecological and technological changes during the period. But to reach this conclusion which 
in itself can hardly be regarded as revolutionary or innovative, Poul Holm presents such 
detailed empirical descriptions that he seems to lose sight of the overall objective. The 
elaborate descriptions leave only limited room for a general theoretical analysis. This is 

probably due to the deep historical scope. This forces Holm to use different sources which 
require very different methodological angles. Besides the general problems of addressing such 
a long time period, the region discussed includes the coasts of three countries, Denmark, 
Sweden and Norway, which at times makes it confusing for the reader as to were he is. These 
objections are very much related to the structure of the book and the magnitude of the author's 
project. 

Poul Holm touches uuon topics which have been studied by several scholars. This becomes 
especially significant in the last chapters of the book, beginning with a discussion of the 
mentalities of the changing maritime cultures. The author engages in a critical discussion of 
the idea of the 'democratic' Scandinavian maritime society mainly present in the works of 
Olof Hasslof (1949) and, to a lesser extent, Orvar Lofgren (1977). But today this discussion 
seems redundant as the flaws of, for instance, Lofgren's transactional perspective were already 
clearly pointed out in the late 1970s (Kildegird-Hansen 1979). The critique becomes all the 
more 'out of date' as Holm does not discuss perhaps the most significant and pioneering study 
of maritime culture and economies in Scandinavia, Thomas Hojrup's discussion of life modes 
among Danish fishermen (Hojrup 1983). 

This is a serious objection, as a comment on Hojrups' reasoning could have opened up a 
more mature theoretical discussion, which is generally lacking in the book. Well aware of 
several differences regarding politics, economies and structure and organization of the 
fisheries, the book would have benefited from a general discussion of maritime conditions of 
the North Atlantic. 

Despite the flaws which I have pointed out, Poul Holm's book provides a solid description 
of the cultural and economic complexity of the Skagerak-Kattegat region over a period of 
four hundred years. It is rich with examples and vivid descriptions and one gets a convincing 
picture of coastal people struggling to cope with hazardous environments to make their living 
by fishing and seafaring. As I see it the strength of this book is its summarizing discussion of 
Scandinavian maritime cultural and historical research. As such I warmly recommend the 
book. 

Finnur Magtzusson 
University of Lund Sweden 
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GINKEL, Rob van Tussen Scylla en Charybdis. Eetl Etnohistorie van Texels Vissersvolk 
(1813-1932). Amsterdam: Het Spinhuis, 1993.348 pp., ills., bibliogr., ISBN 90-73-052-696. 

It has often been noted: fishermen sail a narrow course, their fortunes depending on the 
vagaries of nature as well as on the whim of market forces. Van Ginkel titled his book Between 
Scylla and Clzarybdis, applying the classical imagery of sea monsters and whirlpools to the 
parameters affecting the lives of the fishermen of Texel, a small island along the north coast 
of the Netherlands. Van Ginkel studied two contrasting fishing communities on this island, 
focusing on the period 1813 to 1932. Combining anthropological fieldwork with archival 
research, his book provides a special understanding of long-term developments in the 
relationship between fishermen and their natural environment. 

1813 was the year in which Napoleonic rule over the Netherlands terminated, bringing a 
period of isolation to an end. Interestingly, Texel had been heavily involved in international 
affairs in the eighteenth century: the oyster fishermen of the village of Oosterend sold their 
produce on the markets of Hamburg and Amsterdam, and the population of Oudeschild 
provided piloting services to the fleet of the Dutch East India Company which anchored off 
the coast of Texel. Both activities suffered during the French occupation; whereas oyster 
fisheries recovered upon their departure, the men of Oudeschild were forced to try their luck 
in coastal fishing. 

In the course of the next 120 years, Texel fishermen demonstrated a remarkable capacity 
to adapt to changing circumstances. When oyster fisheries finally collapsed around 1850, 
eelgrass harvesting (for the mattress industry) and shell quarrying (for the construction 
industry) grew and brought with them specific sets of production relations. And when 
opportunities in these sectors worsened, the Oudeschild fishermen went into prawn fishing 
and processing, whereas Oosterend fishermen invested in deep-sea fishing. The boom which 
took place during the last quarter of the nineteenth century caused boat builders (instead of 
merchants) to extend ample credit to enterprising fishermen, leading to growth of the fishing 
fleet. By the turn of the century, however, fisheries slipped into a decline which lasted basically 
until 1932, the year in which the dam sealing off the Zuiderzee and changing the marine 
ecology of the entire region was completed. 

The first chapters of Between Scylla and Cl~a~ybdis provide an overview of developments 
in the fields of demography, politics, infrastructure and fishing technology during the research 
period and the period preceding it. Van Ginkel emphasizes that the evolution of Texel fisheries 
was closely linked to broader developments such as the increasing strength of the Dutch 
national state. Three topics figure prominently in subsequent chapters: the strategies fishermen 

I employ in the face of changes in market or ecology; fishermen's organizations and the 
conditions under which they arise; and the validity of Hardin's theory of the 'tragedy of the 
commons'. For reasons of brevity only the last issue will be considered here. 

Van Ginkel provides two detailed examples of sea tenure on Texel: in oyster fisheries and 
in the harvesting of eelgrass. Both activities were of considerable economic importance and 
witnessed a long boom period, followed by decline. On the face of it, developments in Texel 
oyster fisheries confirm the tragedy of the commons theory: the commonly owned oyster beds 
became overexploited, leading to a steady drop in catches and ultimately -when the market 
also collapsed - to the demise of the whole industry. But Van Ginkel makes two important 
qualifications. First, overexploitation 'had nothing to do with an innate predatory mentality 

but with the fact that fishermen were threatened in their livelihood .... They had to try to survive 
from week to week, and initially chose to intensify their efforts' (p. 77). Second, the behaviour 
of Texel oyster fishermen can only be understood in the context of specific infrastructural, 
technological and socio-economic developments in that same period: the invention and 
dissemination of steam engines, the opening of new markets and the increase in consumer 
purchasing power, and the introduction of more efficient harvesting methods. Hardin's theory, 
Van Ginkel warns, must be contextualized and does not have a universal value. 

Developments in the eelgrass industry provide an interesting contrast. From its inception 
around 1845, this Texel industry was highly regulated. Van Ginkel distinguishes four types 
of tenure: open access, private property, communal property, and state-owned grounds. The 
regulation of the industry was not caused by the danger of overexploitation, however, but by 
a desire to gain control over market prices. Overexploitation was not likely to occur in this 
sector due to the specific characteristics of the product; the eventual decline of the industry 
was caused by reduced demand in the mattress industry and not by a deterioration of the 
resource base. 

State intervention and privatization are regularly brought forward as solutions for 
tragedies of the commons, and Van Ginkel's historical material on Texel gives us a glimpse 
of their value. His analysis of the eelgrass industry illustrates, for example, that state 
intervention can be motivated more by the desire to generate revenues than to protect the 
resource. And while his material in my opinion does not allow for conclusions as to the 
significance of privatization for resource conservation, it does demonstrate the price tag which 
may be attached: pauperization of a large segment of the population and a sharp distinction 
between the haves and have-nots. 

Unfortunately, at least for those who are eager to draw lessons from history, Van Ginkel 
does not venture policy conclusions with regard to the effectiveness of forms of sea tenure. 
The off-hand remark (p. 115) that 'the combination of access regimes is more effective than 
one single regime' tickles the reader's curiosity, however, and begs further elaboration. 

Van Ginkel's book contains a wealth of original material on the character of and changes 
in Texel fisheries between 1813 and 1932 and on the people who effected and were affected 
by them. Although it deals with an earlier period, the issues at stake still strike the reader as 
contemporary. The book would gain in clarity if time periods were indicated more consistently 
and a chapter containing an overview of developments in the period was added. As it is, one 
is sometimes left wondering how the pieces fit into the puzzle. However, the book's main 
limitation is that it is written in Dutch. One wishes anEnglish language version were available. 

Maartert Bavinck 
University of Amsterdam 

DURRENBERGER, E. Paul It's All Politics: Soutlz Alabama's Seafood Industry. Chicago: 
University of Illinois Press, 1992. xvi + 216 pp., tables, figures, references cited. ISBN 
0-252-01910-5. 

Paul Durrenberger's new book is not only an important contribution to understanding the 
historical and political processes that shape the course of fisheries, it is also a readable and 
detailed history of Alabama's Gulf-coast fisheries, from ante-bellum times through the 
present. Here is a history of a major fishery which is so rich in its details that it prompts us to 














