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The Sociocultr-al Correlates of FI.qiing as a
 

Subsiatence Strategy
 

by 

Richard PolInac 

The objective of this paper is to examine the sociocultural 

correlates of the fishing mode of subsistence. This examination 

can serve several purposes: First, it will facilitate an under­

standing of fishing as a means of eidaptation; second, it can be 

used to generate hypotheses to be tested by further field re­

search; and third, it can be used to predict potential socio­

cultural strain in situations -vhere the prinoipal sub&&stence 

activity is being shifted either toward or atray from finhing. 

The data on vhich this paper is based is drawn from two prin­

ciple sources. Coult and labenstein (!1965) crosetabulated 33 

dimensions from Murdockta World Ethmographic sample of 565 soc­

ieties (1961) and calculated coefficients of association (phi) and 

probabilities (Fisherts exact testc) for every row and column value. 

The 3 dimensions include standard ethnographic categories such as 

basic economy (e.g. farming, fishing), sociopolitical organiza­

tion (e.g. kinship, political integration), and settlement pat­

terns. Textor (1967) derived coded data from a number of published 

and unpublished sources as well as 400 societies from Murdock's 

Ethnographic Atlas (1967). The diversity of his data sources re­

sulted ji varying sample sizes across different categories. Textor 

cross-taIxalated he data and calculated chi-squares, phi, and pro­

babilities for each pair of variables. Tables were printed for 
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variables :lanifesting a chi,-square with a probability less 'than
 

.10.
 

With regard to the subsistence variable, fishingthe Ethno­

graphic Atlas (Murdock 1967) did not distinguish bet;een fresh
 

and salt water fishing. Therefore the discussion of the socio­

cultural correlates of fishing preseh-ted apply to both types
 

of fishing. 
Despite the fact that the fishing variable examined
 

is a composit variable, abstraction of its correlates from the mass
 

of cross-cultural information is a first step in helping us to
 

understand this important subsistence pattern.
 

Out of the 565 societies in the ethnographic sample, 7 percent
 

have fishing as the principle subsistence activity. In this paper 

these societies will be referred to as "dominant fishing societies". 

In 6 percent of the societies, fishing shares the position of 

principle subsistence activity with some other such activity.
 

These societies will be referred to as "codominant fishing societiesn.
 

Fishing is important but not a major activity in 36 percent of the
 

societiesr and in 25 percent, it is present but unimporbant. In
 

the remaining 26 percent, fishing is absent, insignificant, or
 

sporadic as a subsistence strategy. Data concerning fishing was
 

unavailable for less than one percent of the societies.
 

DISTRIBUTION OF FISHIG SOCIIES IN THE SANPIE Table I shows 
the geographical distribution of societies in the ethnographic
 

sample manifesting different levels of fishing activity. 
It is 

apparent that the frequency of societies wherein fishing is either 

dominant or todominant is relatively low for most continents. 
This suggest,3either that.fishing societies are in the minority or 



Table 1. Geographical Distribution of Fishing Societies 

Fishing as SOUTH NORTHE IIENSUIR EAST
Subsistence AMRICA MMRICA PACIFIC EURASIAActivity 

dominant 5 20 4 6 
codominant 8 10 13 1 

impofrtnt but
not major or 40 35 50 30 

codominent 

present butuniwo-bant 16 14 20 24 

absent,nficaut,insig­or 8 31 10 24 
sporadic 

no data 0 0 2 •0 

3 

CIRCUM. 
VEDI -

RA.DMM 

AFRICA TOTAL 

0 

1 

4 

0 

39 

3 

18 32 205 

23 43 140 

36 37 146 

0 0 0 
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"hat tbore ore some sami.ling errors. 

VSION OF l.OR With regard to societies in which fishing is 
the dominant subsistence strategy, males do the fishing with neg­
ligible female participation in most cases (49 percent), In 26 
percent of these societies both sexes participate with males 
conducting most of the activity. Nales and females contribute 
equally in 8 percent and females contribute most in only -3 percent. 
10 percent of the dominant fishing societies manifest a division 
of lbor in which males do the major fishing and/or marine Hunt-
Ing while females conduct minor shore or reef fishing and/or 
shell fishing. Data 'ere unavailable for 5 percent of these societ­

ies 

In societies where fishing is codominant with some other
 
subs'.ktence activity, 
39 percent manifest the patterzn where the 
males do the major fishing and/or marine hunting while females 
dond-ct mixor shore or reef fishi.ng and/or collect shellfish. 
In 33 percent of the codominant societies males fish with negli­
gible female participa-bion. Both sexes participate with males pre­
dominating in I8 percent of the societies and both sexes contribut­
ing equally in only 3 percent. Data was unavailable for 6 percent 
of the codominant societies. 

Overall, males conduct most of the fishing activIt-7 in the 
societies in the ethnogra hic sample. Of the 330 societies for 
which data concernimg the division of labor in fishing is avail­
able, both sexes participate equally in only 10 percent of the cases 
and female participation predominates only 5 percent. 

http:fishi.ng
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CO0MMUNCE OF FWSeTG V.1TH 0TrR SUIS.rE ACTI-¢ITIR. eore
 

£fLsflg is the dominant subsi stence activity we find that ai-. 

culture is absent, unimportant, or recent in 82% of the societies 

and gathering of plant foods is imortant in the majority (53%). 
Among codominant"fishing societies, 30% cultivate roots or tubers, 

27% cultivate tree fruits or starches, 3% cultivate grain crops, 

27%gather plant foods, and 12 %hun land animals. Turning to 

societies where fishing is important but not dominant or codomn­

ant, we find that 40% cultivate grain crops, 35% root crops, 5% 

tree fruits or starches, 131 gather wild plant foods, and 6% hunt 
land animals. 6% of the societies where fishing is absent or 

unimportant are cultiiators of grain crops. Where fishing Is 

codominant with some other activity, this activity is agriculture 

in 55% of the cases,
 

Overall, where fishing is the dominant or codominant subsis­

tence activity domesticated animals are absent or unimportant in 

74% of the cases. Waere domesticated animals xre Present, they 

tend to be the smaller ones (e.g. do-wnkeys, goats, pigs). in only 

one case is fishing codominant %rth animal husbmid'y. Where 

fishing is the domunab subsistence Mctivity. hunting aid gather­
important 

ing is the most,secondary activity in 82% of the cases. Hunting 

and gathering is codominant with fishing in 14% of the cases. 

In 52, of the societies where fishing is important but not dominant 

or codominant:, hunting and gathering is either dominant, cod~minant 

with some other activity, or also important. 

SEMTLEMME PATTEM S Settlement patterns tend to be compact villages 

(54%) or seminomadic (3O%) in societies where fishing is the dom­
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inant'subsistence activity. The Dmainder are either fully non­

adic (I ) or compound settlements with nuclear villages and sat­

telite homesteads or hamlets ( inI). comparison with other societ­

les dom'nanT fishing societies tend to be seminomadic (0 = .139; 

p = .001) and have no city or ,ki present and en average community 

size of less thm 200 (0 = .174- p = .009). 

Where fishing is codomin=nt with some other subsistence 

activity 4E8 of the settlements are compact villages and 3056 

are either fully or seminomadic. The remainder are either clus­

ters of separate hamlets (10%) or ndighbor1hoods of dispersed 

homesteads (6%). 

, o aspects 

of local kinship based co.,rmLl'aity erganization or family form serve 

to signific "t!y(1.ff'e'n-iat either dor.nmt or codominant fish­

ing societies from other sociel;al types 11ith respect to house­

hold fo., we find that dowinant fishing societies tend to have 

more lineal family households than other societies (0 = ."29; 

p = .003). A Lineal fnily household is characterized by an entire 

lineal (small eended) family occupying a single dwelling. 31% 

of the societies .fhereinfishnng is the domina.nt subsistence ac­

tivity manifest this type of household. Additionally, there Is 

a weak, but statistically sig-_ficAnt tendency for both dominant 

and codominant fishing societies to have fewer mother-child 

GORW ORAIE1!U T,-N 

hause!Solds!.ehan other societies (0 = .08; p C .04). A mother­

child household is composed of a married female end her offsprmg
 

occupying a single dwelling with the husband living separately.
 

http:domina.nt


As with other societies, most fishing societies practice 

patrilocal residence. It is interesting to note, however, that 

out of the 4 duolocal societies in the sample of 565, 2 are in 

societies -here 'fishing is the predominant sub3±stence activity, 

This diftribution is statistic llsignificEnt (0 = .102; p = .026). 

but should be viewed with caution beczuse of the extremely low 

frequency of this residence pattern. A duolocal residence pattern 

consists of an absence of common residence, with both spouses con­

titiuing to live with or near their omIkinsmen. 

There is a slight tendency for dominant fishing societies 

to practice general polynyny in comparison writh other societies 

(0 = t089; p = .024). Tho polyginous unions are preforentiel, 

common (> 20%), and not reported to be either exclusively non­

sororal or preferably sororal. The distribution of other mariage 

types do not serve to distingLUish fishing societies. 

Gift exchange at ,marriage is more common among dominant fish­

ing societies than other societies (0 = .226; p< .001). Gift 

exchange involves reciprocal exchange of substantial gifts or a 

contiruing exehange of equivalent goods and ser'vices between rela­

tives of the bride and groom. Other types of considerttions at 

marriage do not serve to differentiate fishing societies from 

other societies. 

Patrilineal kin groups are significantly absent from dominant 

fishing societies in comparison idth other sociertes (0 = .133; 

P'1.= .001). Hatrilineal kinship groups are also predomimntly 

absent, but their absence does not significantly diffentiate... 
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sr.t fiz
dcwn... ,societies (0 --020; p ,.50). Xt is "nter­

esting to note however, that exogamous matrilneal moiies are 
more common in dominant fishing societies (159) than other soc­

ieties (M). This difference is statistically significait (0 = .128; 
p = ,*005). In comparison with all other societies, dominant 

fishing societies are proportionately more bilateral. 51, of the 
dominant fishing societies are bilateral in contrast to 25% of 

other socleta2 types (0 = .140; p = .001),
 

The.distribution of cousin xor riage rules and cousin termnin­
ology do not serve to differentiate dominant fishing societies
 

from other societies. However, there isa tendency to bifurcate
 

collUiteral avuncular te.wminology among domInant flshing societies&
 

49/ of the do..mindant fislinG societies as opposed to 21/ of other
 

societies bi:urcato collateral a-umcular teraminology (0= .172;
 

p q .001). The bifurcation of collateral avrcula terminology 

refers to the existence of distinct elementary terts for'father, 

father's brother,. and uother's brothe,. 
SOCAL SkTr TION MM _.LMORGANIZAT.ON With respect 

to differentiation of freemon, dominant fishing societies manifest
 

a lower propcrtion of complexr stratification into three or more
 

classes or castes than do other societal types combined (0 = .101; 

p w .004). Where class stratification is present in dominant 

fishing societies it tends to be based more on wealth (0 = .150; 
p = .03-) and something other han occupationOl statms (0 .146; 

p = .037) as compared to other societies. The distribution of 

slavery does not distinguish fish.ng societies. 
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The poltical integration ox dominant fishing comunities 

Is chaacteo-Azed by politicaly independent local groups not
 
eveeeding 1,500 in average population. These autonomous local com­
mumities are proportionately more common in dominant fis2L ng soc­

ieties than in othor societies (62% versus 38% respectively; 

0-= .114; p = .004). The same Is true for societies Vherein 

fishing is codominant with some othext subsistence activity 

(0 = .191; pO01). In keeping with this low level of political
 

integration, there is a strong tendency for codified laws to be
 

umimportait or absent (0j .344; p =.025) end indiiidua t 
in real property or rules of inheritance to be absent (0 = .170; 
p = .005) in dominant fishing societies as compared to other 

societies.
 

~~~_~O , TWr-oEM, L0GIs Dominantr fishing societies 

tend to lack metal wo riing (0 = -. 269; p',.001), weaving ( =. - ; 
p = .025), and pottery technologies (0 = -. 275; p-.O01) In comparison 
to societies iihere fishi is not the dominnti subsistence pattern. 
Overall this suggests that the level of teclmological dovelopment 

of dominant fibShing societies tends to be rather low. 

In comparison to societies where fiehing is not the dominant 
mode of subsistence , male genital mutilation tends to be absent 
In dominant fishing societies (0 = -. 119; p = .031). ThIs findIng 
in combination with the tendency in dominant fishing societies 
for the mother and nursing child to sleep in sep.rate beds (0 = -.278; 
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pv,05), the tendency for exclusive mather..son sleeping arrange­

merits to last less than one-year (0 = .280; p = .064), and the 

presence of bellicosity to be moderate or negligible (0 = .255; 
p = .017) tends to suppoit a recent model advanced by Wniting to
 
explain mele genital mutilation (1964). Whtiting presents a com­
plex model relating avalability of protein, exclusive mother­
child sleeping arrangemeats, long post-partum sex taboos, and cir­
cumcision rites. The model is too complex to be discussed Ln this 

context, but the relative absence of protein malnutrition in fish­

ing societIles ik combination with the above noted relationships 

fit"perfectly into Vhitingts model., 
With regard to games, ,iierze present dominant fishing soc­

ieties have fewer games of stratesg than other societies (0 = -.234; 

p = .002). 

Fjnally, wirth respect to wel:igion, a high god tends to be 

absent in domimant fishing societies (0 = .-t2; p.001) as corn­

pared to dther societies. 
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