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Abstract

This paper deals with the role of taboos as a
méans of psycho-cultural adaptation to personal risk
among fishermen in southern New England. It is argued
that knowledge of such wide spread psycho-cultural
features as ritual adaptations enables planners to
better select technological innovations that are psycho-
culturally appropriate and, thus, more likely to be
accepted by and, contribute to the well-being of
fishermen in regions of the world where technological

development of fisheries is possible.



Ritual Adaptation to Risk and
Technological Development in Ocean Fisheries:

Extrapolations from New England

Introduction

In a study of the success and failure of agricultural
develupment projects, Morss et al. (1976) have identified
social reasons as the main factors contributing to the
failure of such projects. Long-term observers of attempts
at planned change are probably not surprised by this.
finding, and many who are concerned with the development
'of fishing have indicated an interest in identifying
social and cultural factors that may get in the way of
development. While intentions are good all around, I
feel that the way we have looked upon social and cultural
features as "things that may get in the way" needs to be
changed. Instead of locking for aspects of peoples’
cultures that need to be overcome, it might be more
productive to try to understand what the cultural
patterns do for t-e culture. By understanding how
various characteristics operate within the existing

culture, we can more likely work within the context
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of the culture to produce new modes of higher production
and greater well-being,

Understanding peoples' cultures is not an easy
assignment, and it is one that takes time. I am .
afraid that one of the other problems with trying to
apply cultural inforhation to development plans is
that planners rarely allow sufficient time for the
kinds of analyses that are required to obtain the
kind of understanding that is useful (cf. Schindier
1976, Pollnac 1576). Contrary to the widespread view,
cultural pattérns of behavior and thought are not self-
evident to any observer. These domains are real to
people and require the same careful scientific study
that we give to such areas as biology and economics.

This paper will deal with one aspect of cultural
adaptation to risk. It will focus on ritual adaptation
to risk to person among fishermen in southern New
England. By looking at ritual adaptation to risk in
this sector of an industrial society, I hope to illus-
trate how we can better understand fishermen's adapta-

tions in general and how to better work with these
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adaptations in attempting development projects in
other areas of the world where fishermen cope with
risk to their lives each time they venture out onto
the water. The risk to self which is a common feature
of all fishing around the world is so ordered by the
foreign aquaeous medium in which all fishermen must

work. !

Personal Risk in New England Fisheries

The chronicles of fishing in New England are
replete with references to the great risk to life
involved in bursuing this occupation. For example,
Procter (1873) reports that between 1830 and 1873,
1,437 Gloucester fishermen were lost at sea. Connally,
writing in 1927 noted that over 800 vessels and 4,000
men were lost from Glouce;ter between 1830 and 1927.
Another indication of this is that during the Civil
War twice as many Gloucester fishermen lost their
lives at sea than did Gloucester sailors fighting in

the war (Connally 1940). One is also reminded of this
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risk in such places as tnhe chapel of the Fishermen's
Bethel in New Bedford where plaques describe how
various men lost their lives at sea. In old New
England graveyeards, tombstones often depict the fate
of the dead who may or may not be buried beneath. 1In
such places as the Block Island, Rhode Island cemetery
one encounters frequent referenées to people having
been drowned or lost at sea.

This risk to pefsonal self may be considered a
thing of the past by many, but although the rate of
lors of lifé has been reduced in recent times, there
remains a clear ever-present risk of death to fisher-
men. In this past half year (1977) without seeking
out all the cases of fishermen's deaths at sea, I am
aware of at least 23.in southern New England. Thirteen
of these were lost on the scalloper named The Navigator
from New Bedford which was equipped with all the modern
safety equipment such as survival suits, radar, radio,
lifeboats and was considered an exceptionally seaworthy
vessel. This vessel either capsized because of rough

seas and icing, or was hit by a freighter. This tragedy
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occurred at the same time as seven coeds were killed
due to a fire at Providence College. The news that
The Navigator with its 13 men was lost received far
less coverage on television news, an indication, I
think, of the marginality of fishermen to our society.
This marginality may be responsible for the lack of a
realistic view on the part of landlubbers as to Just
how dangerous fishing is. Besides the actual deaths
that I am aware of in New England this past year, 1
am also aware of numerous near-misses where Loats have
sunk and people have been rescued.1

Official statistics also support the view that
fishing is an extremely risky business. In fact, it
is far more dangerous in terms of loss of life than
the most dangerous land occupation in American society -
coal mining. The Office of Merchant Marine Safety in
1972 reported that in 1965 the commercial fisheries of
the United States recorded 21.4 deaths per million
man-days in contrast to 8.3 in coal mining (U.S. Bureau
of the Census, 1970). In contrast the rate of fatal

accidents in industrial jobs such as textile mill work



-6-
was 0.8 deaths per million man-days in the same year
(Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1971). Yet southern New
England fishermen do not often state that their work
is dangerous. When I asked a number of fishermen
about the danger involved, they often denied that it
is dangerous or said that it is no more dangerous
than riding in a car. The possible repression of
the danger in fishing leads one to suspect that they

may cope with it in more subtle ways.

Rituals of Avoidance

A number of social scientists have pointed out
that situations in which there is doubt, uncertainty,
and risk in the human condition are areas in which
ritual practices abound (Horton 1960). Thus the
rituals associated with the life crises, food produc-
tion, and danger have been well documented by numerous
ethnographic studies around the world.

Within the activity of fishing, Malinowski (1948)
discusses the increased amount of ritual associated

with the less sure, more dangerous open-sea fishing
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compared to the reliable and non-dangerous lagoon
fishing. Other authors have documented the presence
of rituals of avoidance among fishermen in a range of
different societies, such as Nova Scotia, Creighton
(1950) ; Scotland, Anson (1930); Japan, Oto (1963);
Micronesia, Lessa (1966); Taiwan, Diamond (1969);

Soviet Union, Taksami (1975); Trobriand Islands,
Malinowski (1948); Martinique, Price (1964); southern
New England, Poggie and Gersuny (1972), Poggie,

Pollnac and Gersuny (1976): Peru, Sabella (1974);
Tikopia, Firth (1967); Texas, Mullen (1969); Califor-
nia, Orbach (1977); and the Ainu, Watanabe (1972).
Poggie and Gersuny (1972) have argued that taboos among
New England fishermen are the result of risk associated
with protection of life and limb and not with production
of fish, a distinction not made by some theorists. Poggie,
Pollnac and Gersuny (1976) provide empirical evidence
from New England that degree of ritual in the form of
fishermen's taboos covaries with degrez of risk. That
is, time at sea and taboo usage were shown to be posi-

tively related to each other,
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The Psychology of Perceived Control

Psychologists have developed a theory which
helps explain in psychological terms the ritual
behavior associated with risk. Burgers (1575)
provides a discussion of the theory that both humans
and nonhuman animals are in a continual struggle
against randomness, trying to acquire the freedomn
to make choices or exercise control. Recent work
(PerTmuter and Monty 1973) shows that not only is
actual or "real" control important, but that perceived
control (the feeling of doing something to control)
plays a role in improving behavicral performance in
a variety of situations. It also plays a role in
covert physiological activity. For example, Stotland
and Blumenthal (1964) show that whether or not humans
feel they have control is related to degree of sweating
of the palms, a common indication of anxiety. DeGood
(1975) showed that sense of control resulted in reduction
of systolic blood pressure an.,ng college-age males.
Thus the experimental evidence from psychology seems

to support the view that perceived absence of control
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is dysfunctional to humans and reduces our ability
to deal with our environments.

It is the thesis of this paper that fishermen's
taboos function to reduce the sense of non-control
which humans experience in the face of the overwhelm-
ingly powerful forces of the sea and its sister the

wind.

Taboos of Southern New England

Fishermen's taboos in southern New England
consist of a series of proscriptive sayings such as:
"gcon't turn the hatch cover upside down," "Don't
whistle on board," "Don't mention pig on board,"
"Don't leave for a trip on Friday," etc. These
taboos have a wide distribution, being found from
Nova Scotia to Connecticut.

When asked, most fishermen can 1list 2 number of
these taboos, and it is the knowledge of these taboos
which has been used by Poggie, Pollnac and Gersuny
(1976) as a measure of an.individual's ritual involve-

ment in three ports in southern New England. This is
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not a direct measure of ritual behavior in the context
of fishing, but it has been shown that knowledge of a
topic is related to a person's interest in the topic
(Cat*ell 1965).

Poggie, Pollnac and Gersuny (1976) found that the
number of taboos a person knows was positively correlated
with length of trip (r=.36, p<.0l) and concluded that
this represented a relaticnship between ritual and risk.
A day fisherman who goes out for one day at a time is
more "secure" than a "trippei" who spends anywhere
from two to eleven days at sea. The greater amount of
risk associated with trip fishing results in greater
anxiety which is lessened by more extensive ritual
behavior.

These researchers also found that there was a
negative relationship between ritual involvement and
coming from a fishing family. That is, individuals
who grew up in a fishing family know fewer taboos than
those who grew up in non-fishing families. They
suggest that there is a process by which individuals

coming from & fishing family a}e "preadapted” to the
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Psychologica] stresses of fishing through familial
involvement and exposr: to successful role models
(primarily father) as fishermen. |

This observation deals with the question of intra-
cultural variability in perceived control. As Rotter
(1966) has pointed out, there is considerable individual
difference in the perception of control. The Poggie,
Polinac and Gersuny (1976) finding in Southern New England
provides some possible insight into why this variability
exists. In a reexamination of the same New England
data reported on by Poggie, Pollnac & Gersuny (1976)
I found that there is also a negative relationship
between wife's father occupation and number of taboos.
Although the zero order correlation of wife's father
a fisherman and number of taboos (r=:13) is not quite
statistically significant at the .05 level, its partial
correlation with number of taboos when trip length and
father fisherman are controlled is significant (r=721,
DF=2 105, p<.05) and contributes three percent to
explaining the variance in number of taboos. Further-

more, in a recent (1977) survey in Point Judith, R.I.,
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it was also found that the more kinsmen a person had
who are fishermen the more satisfied the individual
was with the safety of his work (r=.23, DF=1 79,
p<.05). These findings further suggest that having
other relatives as role models helps to preadapt and
adapt individuals to the personal risk involved in
fishing.

It might be argued that not all the fathers or
wives' fathers in the sample of southern New England
fishermen are successful role models. This may be
true. However, by the time a father or wife's father
becomes a role model for his son or son-in-law he will
have been through a selective process by which those
individuals who do not have the complex of attributes
that are necessiry to be a successful fisherman will
be less likely te still be in the industry.

Before turning to the discussion I would like to
summarize the points made thus far in this paper.
These are as follows:

(1) T have argued that it is useful for individuals

concerned with the social and cultural aspects of
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development to develop a view of understanding how
social and cultural features contribute to the
adaptation of a culture rather than viewing these
traits as obstacles tuo be overcome.

(2) I point out that this kind of understanding
often takes considerable time. |

(3) As an example of how a cultural trait may be
analyzed as an adaptive characteristic I discuss how
fishermen rituals in southern New England are understand-
able as adaptatiors to personal risk.

(4) I have shown that there is individual variability
in the use of ritual related to aspects of fishermen's
social organization which serve as preadaptations to
risk, namely close kinship-linked role models.

(5) The last point I wish to make is that a more
complete understanding of any population would require
that we analyze much more than a single trait and that
we determine the interrelationships between and among

various socincultural traits.
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Discussion

The applied significance of rituals of avoidance
in New England may seem remote if one does not understand
how these rituals function. But once it is realized that
they are not just quaint relics of a past era and are
psychologically important, their significance becomes
clear. The New England case appears to provide an ex-
ample of the applied significance of such an understanding
which may be extrapolated to other areas of the world.

In 1968 the United States Bureau of Commercial Fisheries
(now the National Marine Fisheries Service) provided funds
for the construction of a 294-foot factory stern trawler,
the Seafreeze Atlantic. This project was an attempt to
revolutionize. the o 1d-fashioned New England fishing tech-
nology by introducing modern offshore fishing technology
that was so successful at that time for foreign fishermen
in the same waters, This was an attempt at technology
transfer of an order of magnitude above anything that ex-
isted in the American fleet.

The decision to introduce this technology was based on
projected productivity from actual figures from the foreign

trawlers of the same type. As pointed out by Boeri and Gibson
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(1976:108), the scheme failed because it was made with the
assumption "...that American fishing labor would perform
just like their foreign cnunterparts, a supposition that
became the Achilles heel of the plan." According to Boeri
and Gibson (1976) American fishermen were not attracted
to this scheme because it meant that they would have to
give up their independence and be paid a fixed wage rather
than by the traditional incentive of the lay system and
would have to spend 60 to 120 days at sea. We might sus-
pect, as will be argued below, that there were additional
reasons why fishermen could not accept this radical change
in so short a time. However, the main point here is that,
as was the case for the majority of cases of agricultural
development studied by Morss et al. (1976), it failed for

social and cultural reasons. The plan was not grounded

in an understanding of the reality of the social and cul-
tural characteristics of New England fishermen.

In a New England port (Point Judith, Rhode Island )
where fishermen have a choice between day fishing, short

trip fishing (3-4 days), and long :rip fishing (7-10
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- days), the vast majority select day and short trip over
long trip. We asked a stratified (by type of fishing)
random sample of 79 fishermen to rank different types
of ¥ishing. The result of.this ranking is interesting
in that it shows that of the three types of fishing
(day, short trip, and lTong trip) long trip fishing is
considered the least desirable in terms of personal
independence, family and social life, the best future,
and personal enjoyment (see Table 1). The fact that

- long trip fishermen themselves do not rank their type
first in personal enjoyment suggests that they are

not strongly committed to it or are locked into it
because they cannot shift to short trip fishing which
they rank first. Overall, long trip fishing is con-
sidered more financially rewarding than day fishing,
but less than short trip. The trip fishermen themselves
consider this type most desirable only in terms of
income. They do not rank it first in any other

domain: Lorg trip fishing appears to be tolerated by
actual long trip fishermen because of its economic

returns; and, for others, its economic return does not



-17-
outweigh the social and cultural costs that accrue to
it.

Among these social and cultural costs could very
well be an overwhelming sense of added risk on the
already high threshold that fishermen carry. This
view is supported by the fact that ritual involvement
is positively correlated with length of trip in this pop-
ulation (Poggie, Pollnac and Gersuny, 1976). Contrary to what one would
expect, larger trip boats do not appear to result in a
sense of greater security among New England fishermen.
This appears to be due to the fact that they are out
for long periods of time, being away from one's normal
surroundings including land and family and subject to
the stimulus deprivation that accompanies the monotonous
1ife at sea (Boeri and Gibson 1976). It has been suggest-
ed that the longer one is cut off from one's normal
surroundings the less rational one is likely to be. We
and others have observed this in doing fieldwork on
board fishing vessels (cf. Finn 1970; Boeri and Gibson
1976). If this is true, then we might suspect that the

longer a person is out to sea the greater will be his
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perceived risk and perceived non-control. Gloucester
fishermen refer to "channel fever" as something that
one feels upon returning to port after being out on the
water for extended periods (Miller and Pollnac 1978).

Some of the symptoms of this are restlessness, impatience,
and inability to sleep for extendad periods of time
(Bartlett 1977).

Given the worldwide distribution of rituals
associated wit: the risk of fishing, it behooves us
to consider the interplay between proposed technological
change and psychocultural adjustment to risk. Such an
understanding may improve our ability to enhance the well-
being of fishing people in all parts of the world by
introducing psychoculturally appropriate technology that

does not create an overwhelming sense of non-control.



Table 1
Ranking of Types of Fishing on Different Criteria

Point Judith Fishermen (N=79)

Income
Rank: Overall Sample Rank: Long Trip Fishermen
(N=12)
Day 3 3
Short Trip 1 2
Long Trip 2 1
| Independence
Day 1 3
Short Trip 2 1.5
Long Trip 3 1.5

Family and Social Life

Day 1 2
Short Trip ~ 2 1
Long Trip 3 3



Table 1 (continued)

Best Future

Rank: Overall Sample Rank: Long Trip Fishermen

(N=12)
Day 2 3
Short Trip 1 , 1
Long Trip 3 2

Personal Fnjoyment

Day 2 3
Short Trip 1 1
Long Trip 3 2



Notes
1. According to the Providence Journal (October 15,
1978) in the six-year period ending September, 1977,
71 fishing boats sank off Rhode Island to Maine.
Thirty-nine fishermen went down in these wrecks.
In the 12 month period ending October 1978, thirty-

one additional men lost their lives.



References Cited

Anson, P. 1930. Fishing Boats and Fisher Folk on the
East Coast of Scotland. London: J.F. Dent and Sons,
1974 edition.

Bartlett, K. 1977. The Finest Kind: The Fishermen of
Gloucester. New York: W.W. Norton.

Boeri, D. and J. Gibson. 1976.' “Tell it Good-Bye,
Kiddo": The Decline of the New England Offshore
Fishery. Camden, Maine: International Marine
Publishing Co.

Bureau of Labor Statistics. 1971, Injury Rates by
Industry-1969. Ae¢shington, D.C.

Burgers, J. 1975, Causality and Anticipation. Science -
189:194-198.

Cattell, R. 1965. The Scientific Analysis of Personality.
Chicago: Aldine Publishing Co.

Connally, J. 1927. The Book of the Gloucester Fishermen.
New York: John Day Co.

Connally, J. 1940. The Port of Gloucester, New York:
Doubleday, Doran and Co.

Creighton, H. 1950. Folklore of Lunenburg County,

Nova Scotia. Ottawa.



-ij-

DeGood, D. 1975. Cognitive Control Factors in Vaszular
Stress Responses. Psychophysiology 12:399-401.

Diamond, N. 1969. K'ur Shen: A Taiwan Village. New
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Finn, W. 1970. The Dragger. Boston: Little Brown
and Co.

Firth, R. 1967. Tikopia Ritual and Belief. Boston:
Beacon Press.

Horton, R. 1960. A Definition of Religion and its
Uses. Journal of the Royal Anthropological
Institute 90:201-225.

Lessa, W. 1966. Ulithi: A Micronesian Design for
Living. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Malinowski, B. 1948. Magic, Science and Religion,
Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday.

Miller, M. and R. Pollnac. 1978, Responses to the
Fisheries Conservation and Management Act of 1976:
The Port of Gloucester. Manuscript, Oepartment of
Sociology and Anthropology, University of Rhode

Island, Kingston.



-iii-

Morss, E.R. et al. 1976. Strategies for Small Farmer
Bovelopment. Boulder: Frederick A. Praeger
Publishers, 2 vols,

Mullen, P. 1969. The Function of Magic Folk Belief
Among Taxas Coastal Fishermen. Journal of
American Folklore 82:214-215.

Office of Merchant Marine Safety. 1972. A Cost-
Benefit Analysis of Alternative Safety Programs
for U.S. Commercial Fishing Vessels. Washington,
D.C.

Orbach, M. 1977. Hunters, Seamen, and Entrepreneurs:
The Tuna Seinermen of San Diego, Berkeley:
University of California Press.

Oto, T. 1963. The Taboos of Fishermen. In Studies
in Japanese Folklore (R.M. Dorson, ed.) Bloomington:
Indiana University Press.

Perlmuter, L. and R. Monty. 1973. Effect of Choice
of Stimulus on Paired-Associate Learning.

Journal of Experimental Psychology 99:120-123.



-jv-

Poggie, J. and C. Gersuny. 1972, Risk and Ritual:

An Interpretation of Fishermen's Folklore in a
New England Community. Journal of American
Folklore 85:66-72.

Poggie, J. et al. 1976. Risk as a Basis for Taboos
Among Fishermen in Southern New England. Journal
for the Scientific Study of Religion. 15:257-262.

Pollnac, R. 1976. Continuity and Change in Marine
Fishing Communities. Anthropology Working
Paper No. 8. University of Rhode Island, Kingston.

Price, R. 1964. Magie et Peche a la Martinique.
L'Homme 4:84-113.

Procter, G.H. 1873. The Fishermen's Memorial and
Record Book. Gloucester: Procter Bros.,
Publishers.

Rotter, J. 1966. Generalized Expectancies for
Internal Versus External Control of Reinforcement.
Psychological.ﬁohographs 80.

Sabella, J. 1974.° The Fishermen of Coleta San Pablo.
Latin American Studies Program No. 57, Ithaca:

Cornell University.



-y-

Schindler, D. 1976. The Impact Statement Boondoggle.
Science 192:509,

Stotland, E. and A. Blumenthal. 1964. The Reduction
of Anxiety as a Result of the Expectation of
Making a Choice. Canadian Journal of Psychology
18:139-145.

Taksami, M. 1975. Tr-4itional and Contemporary
Fishing Cultures on the Soviet Pacific Coast.

In Maritime Adaptations of the Pacific (R.
Costell and G. Quimby, eds.) The Hague: Mouton
Publishers. |

U.S. Bureau of the Census. 1970. Statistical Abstract
of the United States. Washington, D.C.

Watanabe, H. 1972. The Ainu Ecosystem. Seattle:

University of Washington Press.



