The “Modern Fisherman”

Masculinity in Crisis or Resilient Masculinity?

NICOLE GERARDA POWER

Cer article examine impact sur les
hommes des récents changements dans
les lois sur la gestion des pécheries et ce
que veut dire étre pécheur & Terre-
Neuve. Je critique la réaction et les
réponses aux changements des critéves
concernant l'accés aux ressources
poissonniéres,

A major shift is occurring in Cana-
dian fisheries management. Thestate
is in the process of dismantling its
extensive fisheries regulatory regime
including its scientific infrastructure
and transferring the responsibilities
for management onto participants
in the industry. This shift is prem-
ised on two key assumptions. First,
there are too many fishers chasing
too few fish; and second, economic
restructuring, informed by a neo-
liberal agenda, is the solution to such
overcapacity and associated prob-
lems, including stock collapses and
dependency on social programs.
These assumptions underlie adjust-
ment initiatives that accompanied
state-imposed moratoria on
groundfish in Atlantic Canada start-
ing in the early 1990s and subse-
quent fisheries-related policy, the
objectives of which are to reduce
capacity, rationalize access, and ulti-
mately create self-reliant and self-
managing individual entrepreneurs
(DFO 1996, 2001). These assump-
tions and initiatives reflect and en-
able what Barbara Neis and Susan
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Williams calla “global ecological revo-
lution” which is “based on the trans-
formation of nature, our productive
relations to nature, the reproduction
of fisheries households and commu-
nities and the dominant legal, politi-
cal and ideological frameworks that
govern fisheries” (56).

The effects on the lives of fisheries-
dependent peoples of this “global
ecological revolution” are mediated
by gendered and hierarchical divi-
sions of labour in local fishery econo-
mies, in communities, and within
households, and by gendered ideolo-
gies that provide spaces in which to
create meaning and that guide na-
tional and local policy- and decision-
making about access to fisheries-re-
lated wealth, resources, and jobs. In
her case study of a Newfoundland
fishing village, Dona Lee Davis ar-
gued that one effect has been a
feminization of local men. To putit
another way, there has been a “crisis
of masculinity.” This conclusion
seems logical given the well-docu-
mented historical importance of the
fishery as a site in which Newfound-
land men earn a living, live a dis-
tinctly masculine way of life, and
create meaning. In this paper I offer
a different response to the question,
“Has this global ecological revolu-
tion triggered a crisis of masculinity
in the Newfoundland fishery?” I do
so by critically examining the im-
pacts of and responses to the chang-

ing criteria concerning access to fish-
eries resources—as part of an overall
development process—on men’s
work, practices, identities and ways
of making meaning and on the im-
plications for women’s dependency
and visibility in the fishery. Idrawon
interviews conducted between 1995
and 1998 with 97 women and men
from the Bonavista-Trinity Bay re-
gion of the island portion of New-
foundland and Labrador.!

Men are Gendered Too!

Claims of a masculinity crisis re-
quire evidence and rigorous analysis.
According to the Gender and Devel-
opment (GAD) approach, develop-
ment processes—or a “global eco-
logical revolution” for that matter—
impact women and men in different
ways because they are differently and
unequally located in local and global
culturesand economies (Kimmel 21).
Patriarchal ideologies and structures
reflect and reinforce women’s and
men’s respective material conditions
and positions in the local, national,
and global economies and the mean-
ings, norms, and values available to
them (Connell 1998; Connelly, Li,
MacDonald, and Parpart}). GAD’s
inclusion of men exposes the main-
stream “invisible male” and recog-
nizes that more equitable social rela-
tions depend on changes in the struc-
tural position and identities of men,
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as well as women (White). Gender,
after all, is “a way in which social
practice is ordered ... in relation to a
reproductive arena” (Connell 1995:
71). And masculinity, like feminin-
ity, is “a place in gender relations, the
practices through which men and
women engage that place in gender,
and the effects of these practices in
bodily experience, personality and
culture” (Connell 1995: 71). This
relational construction means that
any claim of a “masculinity crisis”
would require evidence of a break-
down of patriarchy (Brittan 184).
There are also differences among
men (and among women), reflecting
cultural variation and the multiplic-
ity of other positions that mediate
masculinity. This means we can con-
sider the possibility of a local mascu-
linity crisis even if a more widespread
or global crisis does not exist. Local
economic crises, for example, may
undermine what Robert W. Connell
calls the “patriarchal dividend”—"the
advantage men in general gain from
the overall subordination of women”
(1995: 79). Furthermore, there may
be local-global tensions. Connell has
argued that the current world gender
order increasingly reflects a domi-
nant neo-liberal agenda that privi-
leges the male entrepreneur, trans-
national capital, and global markets.
The result, he contends, is a hege-
monic “transnational business mas-
culinity” (1998: 15-16) marked
byacommitment to rationality, capi-
talist accumulation, and a lack of so-
cial responsibility, which may or may
not conform to local gender orders.

The Direction of Fisheries Policy
and Management

Informed by a neo-liberal and so-
cial investment framework (Gid-
dens), the state has been implement-
ing strategies through re-regulation
that enable a downloading of the
responsibility for fisheries manage-
ment onto an exclusive group of self-
reliant individual entrepreneurs
(DFO 2001). One such strategy is
the introduction of Enterprise Allo-
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cations, Individual Quotas (IQ) and
Individual Transferable Quotas
(ITQ) that allocate quotas to indi-
vidual enterprises or harvesters, re-
placing annual renewal arrangements
with longer terms (DFO 2001: 13,
31, 34). Another strategy is a tar-
geted reclassification scheme that
divides inshore fishers into core and
non-core categories. To limit capac-
ity, there is exclusive membership in

fishing years and fishing income.
Measures that support privatiza-
tion and off-loading of responsibility
of allocation and conservation on the
industry as the solution to stock de-
clines and overcapacity have been
criticized for weakening owner-op-
erator and fleet separation policies
that limit the abilities of companies
and non-harvesters to buy up licenses

and quotas (CCPFH 2001). Equally,

The current world gender order increasingly
reflects a dominant neo-liberal agenda that
privileges the male entrepreneur,
transnational capital, and global markets.

the core group, entry into which is
through replacement and conditional
on meeting prerequisites including
heading an enterprise, holding key
licenses, and demonstrating attach-
ment to and dependency on the fish-
ery (DFO 1996; DFO 2001: 24).
These categories are used to deter-
mine who gets what fisheries re-
sources, with core fishers having
privileged access to replacement and
new licenses and vessels. The imple-
mentation of the core classification
scheme has occurred alongside pro-
vincial and industry initiatives to
professionalize fishers. Together the
Professional Fish Harvesters Certifi-
cation Board and the Professional Fish
Harvesters Act entrench a set of cri-
teria—apprenticeship programs, for-
mal training and experience require-
ments—designed to keep out
“moonlighters,” improve the status
of the occupation, and increase a
sense of pride, security, and oppor-
tunity among the remaining partici-
pants (DFO 2001: 98). After meet-
ing the requirements, fishers advance
along the Board’s gradient designa-
tions—Apprentice Fish Harvester,
Level I, and Level II. In 1997 DFO
incorporated and applied these des-
ignations into its registration system,
with existing fishers grandparented
to the appropriate levels based on

“ownership” of resources does not
necessarily mean conservation. As
Neis and Williams have pointed out,
IQs may limit competition tempo-
rarily; however, declining stocks and
incomes and rising costs will push
fishers to increase harvesting effort in
the long term. Further, once quotas
are transferable, individuals and cor-
porations buy them up, leading to
concentrated ownership outside lo-
cal communities (McCay; Neis and
Williams). Also, the assumption that
there are too many fishers and not
enough fish driving state and indus-
try efforts to reduce capacity ignores
the differential impact of the various
technological and harvesting capaci-
ties between the inshore and offshore
sectors, and it ignores the fact that
the most serious stock collapses have
occurred where access to the com-
mons has been heavily regulated
(Alcock).

Nor are privatization, profes-
sionalization, and the allocation of
quotas gender-neutral. As docu-
mented in other North Atlantic fish-
ing economies (Munk-Madsen),
when fishing rights are atrached to
ownership of fishing “property,” the
patriarchal dividend is upheld or cre-
ated since men tend to be the ones
who formally have ownership. In
Newfoundland and Labrador, access
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to fishing licenses is limited through
professionalization and membership
in the core fishery. Yet, few women
are eligible because they do not own
any or at least key licenses, or they
have shorter or interrupted fishing
careers and thus less total and annual
fisheries income. If advancement in
the industry requires formal training
and a household cannot afford to
train more than one member, it is

cessitated that fishers wishing to re-
main in the fishery adopt or adapt
fishing strategies. Strategies reported
by fishers demonstrate variation based
on household and crew needs and
available resources. Some have been
able to resistabandoning investments
by purchasingcrab quotas. Some fish-
ers moved into smaller boats requir-
ing fewer crew and less gear or began
to fish with their wives, often de-

Despite the low wages experienced by many
inshore fishers, their peculiar semi-proletarianized
position offered men the opportunity to be

their own boss, to work outdoors, and exercise

a certain amount of autonomy.

likely that he will train. Of course,
women’s domestic and childcare re-
sponsibilities also constrain access to
training. The criteria developed for
professionalization assume a male
fisher embedded in a fishing enter-
prise unencumbered by family re-
sponsibilities, which further strength-
ens male control of the fishery. Thus,
we must exercise caution when in-
terpreting the increase in participa-
tion rates for female fishers—from
eight per centin 1981 to 20 per cent
by 2000 (Grzetic 17). This increase
reflects decreased work opportuni-
ties for women and household eco-
nomic strategies. Women'’s status as
fishers remains subordinate to men’s.
Theyareunderrepresented aslicense
holders (2.2 per cent) and are over-
represented at the Apprentice Level
(Grzetic 19-21).

Responses that “Look to the
Past”

Fishers responded to and made
sense of this shift in regulation using
varyingand often contradictory fish-
ing practices and meanings. Those
who have been edged out of the
fishery through retirement schemes
and re-training initiatives tended to
do so slowly. Stock declines, mora-
toria, and policy directives have ne-
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pending on the age of children and
the availability of childcare. Less in-
vestment and husband-wife crews
allow more potential income to re-
main in the household. This strategy
also reflects material losses for women
and their increased dependency on
men. Women are disproportionately
concentrated in the processing sec-
tor, which has been arguably hardest
hit(Neis, Grzeticand Pidgeon). Oth-
ers decided to fish on their own or
entered into cooperative work rela-
tionships with other fishers. Some
reported supporting the household
economy by manipulating the wel-
fare system, participating in the un-
derground economy, and fishing il-
legally for the purpose of selling ot
personal consumption—although
the extent to which is difficult to
gage. Fishers defended illegal actions
and manipulation of state rules in
terms of economic need. Such activi-
ties are, however, also symbolic dis-
plays of resistance to authority. Al-
though it would be a stretch to argue
that such activities might effect any
real change. Nevertheless, poaching
is meaningful insofar as it reflects
adherence to a particular framework
shaping one’s position on access to
fisheries resources—I call this the
“looking to the past” framework.
According to this perspective, all

Newfoundlanders—which really
means all Newfoundland men, not
just fishers—have the right to fish for
food. As such, restrictions on both
commercial fishing and fishing for
food were interpreted by some locals
as an attack on their “way of life.”
The fact that poaching is practiced
not only by fishers but other local
men and the wave of protest fishing
by non-fishers in the summer of 2005
aimed at opening a food fishery sup-
port this idea.

The “looking to the past” per-
spective also provided men with cri-
teria with which to identify “real
fishers.” The personal work histories
of “real fishers” include long careers
on the water, accumulated experi-
ence and skill, and possession of in-
ter-generational ecological knowl-
edge. This construction uses the dis-
course of tradition, and deliberately
so, as the state has crafted its own
notion of “traditional rights” which
it has used to determine access to
fisheries resources and adjustment
programs. Originally, the state de-
fined tradition in terms of adjacency
and historical dependency but more
recent documents demonstrate its re-
formulation to fit a2 male business
model. Nevertheless, when fishers
used the language of tradition, it
was grounded in their version of “the
past” and the intent was clearly to
develop an argument to support their
involvement in the future fishery.
Interviews suggest that the “looking
to the past” perspective is not con-
fined to the level of ideas, but has a
practical purpose. Local people have
been dealing with the impacts of the
local version of ecological revolu-
tion by returning to or relying more
heavily on subsistence practices and
other flexible and highly valued sur-
vival strategies, performed along gen-
der lines, including relying on fam-
ily and personal ties for support,
services, and paid and unpaid work
(Sinclair, Squires and Downton).
Such subsistence work did not de-
tract from being a “real fisher;”
rather, it supported the local value
of self-sufficiency and the egalitar-
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ian ethic of “being satisfied as long
as you are getting by.”

The “traditional fisher” model also
entails a bodily dimension described
by fishers as being “in the blood.”
Indeed, the acquisition of practical
knowledge and fishing skills is a
“bodily exercise” (Palsson 37). Such
acquisition involves an integration
of the generational transfer of knowl-
edge, the immediate task, the natu-
ral world, and social relations. This
means that fishing knowledge is dif-
ficult to quantify or not easily un-
derstood without being experienced.
According to this “traditional
model,” formal education and train-
ing are not able to capture these
elements. Fishers, adopting this
model, laid claim to “common sense”
based on what they learned from
their day-to-day work experience,
which had correctly discredited for-
mal versions of the health of fish
stocks before the moratorium. Of
course, this model must also be un-
derstood in terms of the intersection
of local cultural meanings and struc-
tures of work along the lines of class
and gender. Fishers were well aware
that besides fishing there is little
meaningful and culturally significant
work available for men in their com-
munities. Despite the low wages
experienced by many inshore fish-
ers, their peculiar semi-proleta-
rianized position offered men the
opportunity to be their own boss, to
work outdoors, and exercise a cer-
tain amount of autonomy. While
women are entering harvesting in
increasing numbers, the “traditional
fisher” model is largely unavailable
to them both at the levels of ideas
and practice. Gender-segregated
work histories, patrilineal transfer of
know-how and property and wom-
en’s subordinate position as new
entrants mean that women, for ex-
ample, do not have access to boats
to engage in resistance practices like
poaching and that women cannot
claim those experiences and ideas
that make a “real fisher” or make
fishing “in the blood” as constructed
by the local culture.
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Responses that “Look Forward”

“Looking to the past” and valuing
the “traditional fisher”—however
partial and simplified—are deeply
embedded in the cultural psyche of
fishers. Indeed, these have framed a
history of resistance to the state’s
assumption that the inshore fishery is
irrational and backwards and in need
of modernizing. In the most recent

pie. As noted in other Newfound-
land communities (McCay), there
was more widespread resistance to-
wards ITQs and the neo-liberal
“profit ethic.” Neis and Williams
warn, however, that if incomes and
resource continue to decline, fishers
may increase support for ITQs in
order to leave the industry.

At the time of the interviews, few
accepted the idea that total privatiza-

Women's concentration in processing, their
positions in harvesting as crew, and their
culturally-assigned responsibilities for childcare
and domestic work perpetuate their dependency,
vulnerability and invisibility in the industry.

round of restructuring and adjust-
ment, fishers once again used this
framework to decide that DFO poli-
cies, including the core classification
schemes, arbitrarily and unpredict-
ably excluded “traditional fishers”
from qualifying for access to the re-
source and its wealth. Yet, this well-
developed framework has not pro-
duced much organized resistance.
Most of the coping strategies have
been individual- and household-
based. When fishers organized col-
lectively, the protests tended to be
issue- or sector-oriented. Further-
more, there is a competing frame-
work—one that supports profes-
sionalization and exclusivity and is
fueled by scarcity of fish, cuts to
adjustmentbenefitsand incomesand
general uncertainty about their fu-
ture positions in the fishery. The
tension between the competing
frameworks—one that uses the past
as its referent and one that uses the
future—becomes clear in fishers dis-
cussions of quotas. While 1Qs are
part of the state’s overall plan to-
wards privatization, fishers tended to
acceptand interpret them in terms of
acultural egalitarian ethic. Most fish-
ersagreed that boat quotasare a fairer
management strategy than the allo-
cation of overall competitive quotas
by ensuring each fisher a piece of the

tion is the best way to ensure conser-
vation. Nevertheless, using a com-
peting framework—that [ call “for-
ward-looking,” which supported the
state’s position on the future direc-
tion of the fishery—fishers devel-
oped a number of arguments sup-
porting a more limited fishery and
drawing the line of exclusion at their
feet. These fishers tended to be
younger and demonstrated commit-
ment to the fishery by emphasizing
their willingness to change with the
times—measured in terms of accu-
mulation of fishing gear and com-
munication and labour-saving tech-
nologies, movementinto largerboats,
and overall increased financial in-
vestment. A common interpretation
of state fisheries policy among locals
was that larger boats (measuring over
35 feet) would be favoured in terms
of the future allocation of quotas and
licenses. Thus, many felt tremen-
dous pressure to choose between “go-
ing bigger” or getting out, even if
ideologically they were committed to
a “traditional” fishery. At the same
time, it takes time and money to
procure technology and some fish-
ers, especially newer entrants and
those lacking capital, are being left
behind.

While we can read the accumula-
tion of new technologies (or at least a
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willingness to adopt new fishing tech-
nologies) as a strategy to deal with
stock declines, which necessitated
increased harvesting effort, such will-
ingness may also symbolize conform-
ity to dominant notions of what it
means to be a “modern fisher.” The
concern with appearing compliant
and compatible with the dominant
versions of who and what should and
will be included in the future fishery,
of course, reflects a recognition that
the state has the power to exclude and
include. Those fishers adopting the
“modern” approach tended to view
professionalization and exclusivity as
progressive and favourable. This ap-
proach, however, does not easily co-
exist with the idea that all New-
foundlanders are entitled to fish for
personal consumption—an idea I
have associated with the “looking to
the past” perspective. Like the “tradi-
tional fisher” model, however, women
are largely excluded from the mean-
ings and practices assoctated with the
“modern fisher.” Women’s concen-
tration in processing, which is not
part of the professionalization move-
ment, their positions in harvesting as
crew, their lack of direct fishing capi-
tal, and their culturally-assigned re-
sponsibilities for childcare and do-
mestic work perpetuate their depend-
ency, vulnerability and invisibility in
the industry.

Policy changes in the form of IQs,
professionalization and core status,
and fishers’ responses to them are
reshaping how people think about
and the rules distributing access to
fisheries resources—from favoring
familial links to capital investment.
According to DFQ’s reform strategy,
new core members must replace exit-
ing core members and licenses in
turn are distributed via the state as
“replacement licenses.” These crite-
ria appear to disrupt patrilineal in-
heritance patterns. However, the ap-
prenticeship prerequisiteand the abil-
ity of core fishers to name fishers for
replacement licenses appear to ad-
vantage those with links to the fish-
ery. Indeed, there was a tendency for
fishers with sons interested in pursu-
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ing the fishery, to take efforts to stay
in the industry. That said, the rising
costs of licenses and the reluctance of
banks to accept licenses as collateral
are forcing many to seek financing
through processing companies—
which opensup other spaces forcom-
pany control (CCPFH). The deci-
sions fishers make will no doubt af-
fect family members’ involvement in
the fishery, the makeup of the next
generation of fishers, and the condi-
tions under which they work. One
thing seems certain, however; the
fishery will remain predominantly
male.

Crisis of Masculinity?

There is no disputing the ongoing
crisis in the Newfoundland fishery.
However, this crisis has not produced
a “crisis of masculinity” or a
“feminization” of men—either in
terms of identity or social position.
There has been no breakdown of
patriarchal privilege at the policy or
local levels. There is evidence of
feminization in parts of the industry
where employmentincreasingly takes
on the traditional characteristics of
women’swork—insecurity, low earn-
ings, and deskilling. However, men
have remained relatively privileged
in the overall gender order through
policies that distribute access and
wealth via their relation to licenses
and fishing property, and to wom-
en’s reproductive labour. Notall men
benefit in the same ways or to the
same extent, and those best able to
adhere to the state-sanctioned ver-
sion of masculinity—a modified ver-
sion of Connell’s “transnational busi-
ness masculinity”—benefit most. In
other words, the current policy re-
gime that offers restricted access and
privatization has solidified corporate
interests and reinforced a history of
male privilege. While local resistance
to the corporate model has been
strong with the discourse of “tradi-
tion,” there has been little, if any,
challenge from men or women made
to the patriarchal dividend men gain.
In fact, privatization and profes-

sionalization have encouraged wom-
en’s complicit identification with
conservative gender relations by lim-
iting their other options. Local con-
figurations of masculinity seem
to be changing form and adapting.
Davis’s argument that male fishers
havebecome “feminized” is grounded
in men’s assessment that they can no
longer “be men” in culturally pre-
scribed ways. However, this does not
necessarily mean that they have be-
come “women.” In fact, Davis pro-
vides evidence to the contrary. Men
adapted masculinity—through con-
frontation and alcohol abuse—rather
than abandoning it as a way to cope
with their changed economic and
cultural circumstances.

This article was drawn from material
in the author’s book, What Do They
Call a Fisherman?: Men, Genderand
Restructuring in the Newfoundland
Fishery (St. John's, ISER: 2005) and is
printed here with permission from the
publisher.
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