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THE COMMON PROPERTY THEORY AND THE SOCIAL ANTHROPOLOGY OF FISHING: THE

* PITFALLS OF PROBLEM FORMULATION

- The "tragedy of the commons paradigm” has been ét_thé ‘center of
many debates between fishing experts over the last decade, drawing atten-
tion to biological reproduction of marine species, the viability of

'fishihg'as an economic activity as well as to the political struggles

between producers and state represéntatives. While stimulating interac-

tidn and contacts between praclicionners involved in varioﬁs disciplinary
fields relétéd to fisherieé development and leading several of them to
adopt less secltorial views of the_issues at work, it also forced social
scientists to engége in a refexémination of their internal paradigms-and
to seek ways to better aajust thém to thé diversity of émpirical fofns

they progressively dealt with.

The aim of this paper is to look at this procesé within socio-
anthropological studies of maritime communitiés. Without aiming at
Vreconstructing in an exhaustive way the various phases illustrative éf
this situatioﬁ, it will réther focus on some iﬁstitutional and ideologi-
cal orientatioﬁs that led anthropologists to react to the above parédigm

and ta re—érient their methods and objectives.

Starting with some remarks -on the evolution of the relations
between paradigms and concrete reality, it will afterwards seek to iden-
tify how that of the tragedy of the commons affected or influenced the

problem formulation related to marine property within social anthropology
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and will conclude with a brief look at present-day contributions and new

directions.

I- THE NATURE OF PARADIGMS -

Although there still exist many interpretations on the nature of
paradigms among epistemologists and sociologists of knowledge(l), several
of them would agree on. the following points: a paradigm first consisté in
a kind of metaphysical belief which implies that certain elements' of
nature, more or less circumscribed in time and space, deserve attention
~and must be studied. Subsequently, it gives rise to specific research
efforts, anaiyfical brientations in which are elaborated theories and
methods which progressively form the trademark of a particular discipli-

nary field,

When a paradigm succeeds in being used by several people, it
acquires an institutional basis, a scientific status, becoming more or
less an ideal model for research. What frequently happens however is
that with time, the paradigm is more and more used, often with effort and
ingenuity, but nobody criticizes its fundamental elements until one day,
someone discovers an. anomaly, an sbsurdity which reveals itself with
sufficiently regular frequency so that we bégin to look at the possibi-
lity of establishing an alternative which wundoubtedly will lead to the

adoption of a new paradigm.

These general remarks on the evolution ‘of paradigms bear some

significance for our discussion. Without pretending to assert where
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exactly lies thertréged& of the 00mmons paradigm, there is no doﬁbt that
the fact that we are gathefed hére to discuss its relevance for contempo-
ifary.research in mﬁritime economies indicates athat it must be somewhere
between the "middle of its progression and a terminal phase potentialig

leading to.the adoption of alternative devices.

VRooted in  the biological ‘ concept of "maximum sustainable
yields"(2), the COmmoﬁ‘ property theory in fishing rapidly acquired an
_economic dimehsion‘which inevitably included social and political conse-
quences.. However, the_éldwness'with which social anthropologists became
involved in its use and discussion, :while reQealiné“ the dnequal impér—
tance'bf specific disciplinary discourses in public‘opinion and policy,
also.shows that internai théofetipal and methodological constrainsté were

‘at work in anthropology. Let us tfy to define them more precisley.

IT - SOCIAL ANTHROPbLOGY AND THE COMMON PROPERTY THEORY IN FISHING

| The point of departure for anthropological studies of maritime
communities on a more or less systematic basis (if we ﬁake exceptioﬁ of
individual pionneer efforts of Firth,; Barth and Barnes) goes back to the
sixties. At that.time, social anthropology went through a strong transi-
tional phase, seeking. tp free i£self from the rut of culturaliém or
functionalism aﬁd-timidly looking at the potential "ouverture" brought up
by'more processual approaches evolving around cultural materialism and

‘modernization studies(3),
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In such a context which indeed emphasized the need for more dia-

chronic approaches within anthropology, the tragedy of the commons pdra—

e

digm did not influence on a significant basis anthropological studies of

maritime communities and this for the following reasons:

1) Thé embryonic status of maritime anthropology within the larger
~ social anthropology led its practitioners to define their identity and

specificity by focusing on  issues strongly related to current and w1der

qgghzgpological concerns. The number of studies on crews’ membership,

kinship relations, communities networks and technological change leading
to social tréhsformations are very illustrative of the tendency in whibhi
maritime anthrppologists had té establish their legitimacy before aiming
at re-structuring the links between their mother—disoipline and other
scientific fields(4). In most of the studies, if not for the mention of
thé species exploited (oftenr with their scientific names} and a few
elements of information about their migration patterns; biological data
were simply negleéted.

2) Most of the anthropological studies focused on micro-level analy-

" ais, therefore dealing with particular and reduced ecological settings

which contrasted,greatly with the large geographlcal basis implied in the.

T @i tatbart ar = B iy 2L S

establishing of _Ehgwgfagedy of the commons paradigm. This "physical"

distance between anthropologists and bio-economists was even enhanced by
‘the fact that the first practical measures derived from the establishment
of the paradigm consisted in limiiting the external fleet fishing efforts

rather than affecting immediately national, regional or, even less, local
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production(s}, n such a context, the geogfaphical -ba§is-0f anthrbpolo—
gical Spudies ‘was nét questioned since the paradigm, through its imple;
mentation in fhé-public-Sector,'has little or no direct éffect upon’ the

communities selected for study.

3) Uﬁconciously or not, several anthropologists involved in fishing

hesitated to take seriouély into consideration the prbblem of the fish

I

depletion nol only because’ they did not have the ability of bio-econo-
mists to deal with it but also because the latter’s longer involvement in
that issue conferred on  them a "scientific superiority" that could not

-be easily challénged.

4) It can also be mentionned that the strong biological premisses of

T T e et L L

the paradigm, sharply distinguishing fish from fishermen, an orientatidn

oppdsed to the holistic Vapproach of anthropologists, could in addition
lead to the adoption of a certain "durkhemian" positivism in which not
only a "collective constraint” should affect individual behavior but

physiological "normality"” could be a basis for establishing social ru-

les(8),

5)  Finally but not the least, anthropologists directly involved in
" empirical research were progressively faced with the folloﬁing dilemma:

while the common' property theory Qould be partially verified even in

restricted geographical contexts and consequently re-inforced or coinci-

ded with their "community biais", it corresponded in their analytical

schemes to a traditional and idealized managment form that had to be

e, R e e At RNy e =i o,
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preserved in ffont of capitalist growthf7); At the same time however, -
several of them became aware that the common property theory was not
always effective or entirely applicable, but given the above, this infor—
matibn wﬁs generally included in footnotes and to some extent marginali-
zed. 'For instance, it was progressiﬁelykdiscovered that in many f}shigg
. LA
areas, mercantile capitalism has given rise to various forms of prgggﬁdél
domains in the 19th century and several empirical caseé were observed in
which the use of particular technological devices genérated some form of
appropriation of portions of the marine zones. Even if this situation
-hélped to better distinguish the notions of access to and property of
marine zones, it only led a few anthropologists, up to recent years, to
engage in systemsiic discussions of the -issues at work(8?, Meanwhile,
bio—ecoﬁomists relying more heavily on macro-statistics and more directly '
connected with the state apparatus kept aefining access primarily in
legal terms which described the right of property and were mainly concer-
ned with the economic effect of various kinds of access rights at a

societal level:

Without being exhaustive, these factors suggested that in their

initial involvement in maritime studies, anthropologists were either

disinterested or embarrassed by the issues derived from the common pro-

perty theory and indeed contributed little to its spread or its critique.
e U |

In the middlé of the seventies however, with a stronger state
intervention in fishing and consequently a more visible political will

for implementing an "administrative rationality” in the activity, anthro-
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- pologists started to enlarge their comparative basis and became more
critical of their previous orientations. Without denying the relevance

of the commmity as an ana1ytical ﬁnit, they developped more integrative

and 7relationsl views in which regional and even national issues were

discussed.

Tt 13 at this point that the +tragedy of the commons parddlgm
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became an intellectual and practical concern for them. With variations

e ——

according to their institutional context and interdisciplinary acquain-
tance, several anthropologists got invelved into the debate and contribu-
. ted to the discussion of the paradigm. Among their reflexions, can be

outlined the following elements:

1) Bio-economic 'theory, more based on the reproduction of marine

—

i

species than on that of the marine producers, draws attention to the

USSP P

future of the former and neglects the historical practlces of the latter,
- - empememia o A et P

thus creating a large gap between the bureaucrats’ and fishermen’s posi-

tion,

2} Even 1f fish is a mobile resource whose migration presuposes large

marine zones, most of the flshernen are concerned with more restricted
Al AE g

areas with which they are deeply familiarized. Contrary to bureaucrats
e

who "mentally" construct and delimit productive or-economic =zones, fi-

shermen live in areas whose features are concretely interiorized.
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3) Bureaucrats evaluate and regulate fish stocks through statistical

compilation according to particular species while fishermens’ view of

—

R

production is embedded in an annual cycle of activity whose cont1nu1ty is

e A B s

defined by natural elements rather than by human_raticnality, this situa-

tion not denying the presence and effectiveness of informal community

control on the regulation of fish catches(?),

4) Stronger capital investment in fisheries associated with a more

significant state intervention results 1n an 1ncreased 3001o—economlc

PP e T
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differencialion and COmpeLlLlon beLween _producers, thus destabilizing

s i bt e AT i T
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thelr previous stronger communal attltudes towards outside economic

e e T AR L TP T e .

interferences with the conduct of their activities.

All these oppositions, rooted in the progressive application and
use of the bio-economic theory and the common property paradigm show that
fishermen are faced with a heavily dialectical process whose aim 1is to
destroy "previous commonalities” in order to construct a new and larger
consensus better fitted to the introduction of an administrative reality

addressed to the redressing of the fishermen’s logic(10},

To this process, the majority of anthropologists have reacted
negstively and have sought to establish the priority of the community
over the firm, of the fishermen over external economic agents and of

labor over capital.
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What preceeds however indicates_that in their efforts to solve the

dilemnas_aSSociated with the growing inadequacy of the tragedy of the

. commons pafadigm for the 'development of fisheries, anthropologists are

characterized by both positional advantages and disadvantages. If on one
hand, their disciplinary training, strongly embedded in micro-levels of

analysis and driehted ﬁowards.direct contacts with.prodUcers,“haS allowed

——————

them to documént empirical facts that contradict to some extent the basis
of the paradigm, on the other -hand, they intervened lately into the

debate and still have little aulience, compared to other disciplines;

within the state apparatus involved in fisheries. A better recognition
of this situation should influence the way with which they will further

investigate elements related to the paradigm.

3 - RESEARCH AND PROBLEM FORMULATION

What follqws is nét intended to praise in absolute terms the
uniqueness of anthropoiogical contributions to the solving of pratical
pfobleﬁs iﬁ fisheries mangement. Deeply convinced that such an aim can
be achiéved only through iﬁcreasing interdisciplinary coilaboration, my
intention is rather fo‘ look at social anthropology in a prospective way
and to suggest, for discussion, a few lines of development or of reorien-=
tation that could better our research hypothesis and results within the

above debate.

My previous comments on the anthropological influence on the
tragedy of the commons paradigm underlined the fact that, in spite of

positive and sometimes provocative elements, it remained rather eclectic
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and in = the wake of other disciplines. Given the importance of problem
formulation in policy development and the fact that it is necessary to
focus not only on the problem itself but also on the problem setting,
anthfopologists who have a certﬁin expertise at the levellof both commu-
nities.and, larger forms of social orgapization should clarify more their

position with regards to the problem setting.

fhe greatest difficulty with the tragedy of the commons paradigm
is that it is primarily rooted in a variable (fish stocks) rather than in
a problem itself. The later subseguently arose and developeq but with a
more consistent emphasis on biological and economic factors than on their
social counterparts. When anthropologists began to be involved in the
debate, they .wereltherefore already fﬁced with an "intelleétual Jjargon"
deri?ed from the needs of an ladministrative apparatus whose formalist
guidelines favoured economic over -‘social rentability. In spite of cer-
tain efforts to rectify this situation, there is still room for locking
more critically at the influence of this "official terminology" upon our
problem formulation and hypothesisf By this I mean that this terminolo-
gy, rooted in the management of fish resources' and of their habitats,

| . - guarctzly ?

also entails the management of people. Very often, wishing to valorize
the people’s reactions to the parédigm, we have limited our research to
the "translation” of the core concepts of the paradigm into a concrete
reality without coming up with systematic views of the producers’ feel-

ings and reactions.
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The counterpart of thié .situation is that-'in additioﬁ to our
restricfed " acquaintance with thg functioning of bufeaucraéy (a short-
coming enhanced by the ideological distanoe between academic gnd govern-
ment-institutiOAS), rke have-‘a‘tendency1to 1ook'at-it in a too "neutral"
way or to consider it as "an independant variable" whose influence is
primarily due to its legal and aéymetric power. Its "inevitable" charac-
ter means that we take i£ for granted and know _little either about its
historical development. or present;day soéial_featurés énd organization.

Rather than conceive of the state apparatus involved .in fishing as an

e
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homogeneous "external' agent”, we should develop' research hypothesés
—A% : R I N
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‘that would take more into consideration its internal oppositions and con-
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flicts, i.e. take it as a social entity in which are encountered social‘

———T A ———..

relations of clasées, power struggles Qhose relevénce fér analysis lies
'in something_relse than in the official discourses of politicians or of
their immédiate representatives., Paf£ of_ our comprehension .of the pro-
blem is reduced by our limited interest in the ﬁodalities of feproduction
of bureauéracy and of their effécts on policy settings. There-néyerthe—
less exist social studies of state apparatus whose analytical contribu-
fioﬁ should influence ué more Qn our problem formulation, | Even if this
involvemént could  bear 'soﬁe'.political dimension‘ leading to greater
alliances or opppsitionsr between anthropologists and bureaucrats, it
could.at 'least‘serve to rectify a situation in which bureaucrats have so
far leafﬁt more from anthrépologists about fishermen than fishé;ﬁen have

learnt about bureaucrats from anthropologists.
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Thirdly, one of the major consequences of the 1mplementat10n of

N

the tragedy of the commons paradigm has been the progresblve dlbloCdtlon

o st it e 48, RO RO AL S

B

of prev1oubly more generalized and communal labor processes 1 in flshlng at
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the he expense of specialized fishing. As a result, fishermen’s demands are

T MU ki Ko ArSb i D 8 it D e T B

now often channelied through their profe351onal associations rather

et o) ka5 T denrk o L e L S ENe

than through their communlty as a whole. This also bears some contradic—-

I T T T PR

tions for the problem setting since the term "community", largely used to
describe the counterpaft to government institutions or representatives,
loseslits operational content, a situation thus creating a terminological
haziness which renders more difficult the explicating of hypotheses. It
would be tﬁerefore necessary to inveétigate more; with regards to the
paradigm, the extent to‘which Qnions, syndicates or associations succeed
or not in transposing the interests of the community development in ffont

of the state apparatus. An increasing social dlfferen01at10n between

T B o

producers, encouraged and supported indirectly by state intervention,

creates a new context in which anthropologigts, without denying the

importance of the community as a social setting still influencing the

fishermen's reaction, should pay more attention to‘emerging social clas-

gigmgﬁ;iéﬁi}ons as analytical factors in the development of fishingt1?!),
Finally, in spite of many recent efforts in this direction, we
should tend to "denationalize" more our generalizations and confront them
with experiments that occurred on a largeflscale. This is obviously an
arducus task that might seem an ideal statement.‘ But I am convinced that
at the level of problem formulation, =a better acquaintance with the

effects of the paradigm in other social and economic settings, even



- 14 -
limited to its general evolution, would be greatly helpful in developping

better hypothesest12),

CONCLUSION

This paper seeks.to exéﬁine in a retrospéctive way;how the tragedy
of the commons paradigm influenced the evolution Dfranthropological
research on fishepies. Assuming that in its initial phase, it has liltle
effect on the anlhropologist’s view of'maritimé communities, we have
identified some of the reasons, of institutional and. ideu1ogical nalure,
relaLed to Lhis situation. We have afterﬁards seen that E@gﬂ_ﬁg&h{ggglg—

._gists became more aware of its relevance for the understanding of the

e g e

slates dincreasing - influence upon the fishermen’s life, they tended to

criticize it and to suggest, =along with scientists from neighbooring

discipliﬁes, altérnative' devices better suited to the understanding of

the fishermen’s logic.

No doubt that iﬁ spite' of this critical attitude towards Lhe
paradigm, the -latter served as a useful landmark for an internal ques-
tionniﬁg on existing explanatoryrapproaches of limited operatiopal value
and led to the adoption of more dynamic‘orientations which corresponded
beﬁter to the complexity- of coricrete situations encountered in fishing
economies.  This ﬁapef neveftheless points out that this precess still
dﬁte—to be'enriched by‘further effofts in which epistemological thinking
should'play a key roie, both at the level of the new éoncepts that we

developed or that are imposed on us and at the way we conceptualize a

growing social differenciation in fishing.
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NOTES
Cf. the works of Kuhn T. (1972) and Bachelard G. (1977) and Gurs-
dorf (1967).
I refer to Gordon H.S. (1954) and Hardin (1968).

Cf. Acheson (1981) and Breton Y. ({1881} for a summary of this
evolution,

"Several articles included in Andersen R. & Wadel C {1972) and

Spoehr A. (1980) illustrate well this 31tuat10n

For a more detailled view of this process, cf. Rothschild B.J.
{1983) p. 152-153 and Cushing D.H, {(1983) p. 264.

This attitude varied according tc the anthropologists’! academic
training. Those whose background was originally influenced by
French sociology and subsequently evolved around structuralism
were necessarily oriented towards the promotion of "a social
science” distinct from natural sciences, praising culture over
nature. : '

Community has been a key-concept in most of the anthropelogical
studies of fishing. It is a good example of a disciplinary "so-
ciocentrism" leading to the uncritical wuse of a concepl whose
inductive and ideological content prevented anthropologists from
better integrating, in analytical terms, fishermen into the larger
social division of labor.

Articles by Guppy N. (1986), Durrenberger E.P. and Palsson G.
{1985), Reveret J.P., Boude J.P. and Morrisset M. (1986), Sider G

{1986) and Samson R. (1984) 'all have in common the following

point: they demonstrate that capitalism already affected the
social relations of production in fishing during the 18t® century,
thus destroying the image that it was a rather recent phenomenon.

The book of Sider G. (1986) is a convincing illustration of this
process. Combining in a dynamic way the concepts of culture and
class, he shows that fishermen's position must be first understood
in terms of social relations instead of instrictly economic terms.

In her introduction to the special issue of the J.C.S. on Fishe-
ries, P. Marchak positions well this problem, pointing out that
this destabilization goes far beyond the distiction between bmall

‘and large-scale fishing operations (p. 124).

The growing body of literature deallng w1th this issue Clement W.

{1986), Lansom C. and Hanson J.H. (1984) and J.C.S. {1984) indica-
tes that such an orientation is already established but there
still rcom for clarifying the exact nature of fishermen’s organi-
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zations within this process of class differenciation.

This supposes at the same time - that we should not "universalize”
local or regional cases (Canadian fisheries are characterized by a
great diversity which is sometimes disreagarded when fishing is
discussed at a paradigmatic level) we should pay more attention to

- similar process in other countries. For instance, anyone acquain-

ted to some extent with the Mexican fisheries will detect that the
nature of the relations between Tfishermen organization and the
state apparatus is at the wake of the relations prevailing in the
agrarian sector. This could lead to an interesting research
hypothesis for the Canadian situation. I mean to which extent
quotaes, limited entries, marketing regulations, subsidies etc. are
rooted in approaches already consolidated in the agricultural

. sector. Given the specificity of the resource in {fishing, a too

strict transposition of models already existing in agriculture
could partially explain the difficulties encountered by the bu~
reaucracy in its relations with fishermen.
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