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The necessity of developing common goods of coastal communities 

By Thomas Højrup, Saxo institute, University of Copenhagen, 2011 

 

The theme of the third day at the 2011 Sief-conference People make places in Lisbon 

is called Ecology and & Ethics. The introduction to this theme takes its point of 

departure by saying: Culture takes place.  

As ethnologists we know, that culture always exists in plural. Therefore we may say 

that cultures take place. And to take place implies that a place is occupied by the one 

who takes it. 

 By saying this, the twofold meaning of the introductory sentence becomes more 

explicit. When we substitute place with space it means, that the use of space - when 

cultures take place - is a potentially contradictory process, because the specific forms 

of life using the space are making the places to something qualitatively distinct, 

useful and meaningful for them.  

 

The fishing community Åstol at the Swedish west coast is placed at a little island with a fine painted fishing family home at every 

plot available. The harbour is now a high valued destination for yachting. Photo: Thomas Højrup 2009. 
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In the project Coasts of the Future we are investigating, how the resources of 

Scandinavian coastal people today are maintained, threatened, transformed, 

undermined, appropriated and developed in new ways by different groups. Our task is 

to participate in the complicated process by contributing to the elaboration of more 

sustainable life-modes and communities in the region, where Swedish, Norwegian 

and Danish coasts meet.  

 

 

At the Swedish west coast island Donsö tanker shipping and long distance fishing are the two main occupations of the coastal 

families. Photo: Thomas Højrup 2007. 

 

Most of these communities are shaped through centuries by the families and praxis of 

fishermen, artisans and seamen. This formative process explains the salty spirit of 
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these communities, the communal sentiment and the way people have shaped their 

places, houses and homes.   

Until recently many of the coastal resources were marginal and cheap. They were the 

last resort for marginalized people from the agricultural hinterlands - just like coastal 

resources are today in many developing countries.  

 

 

Cheap and marginal resources and places as the fishermenôs wooden houses in the skerries of Guldholmen, Bohuslen, are today 

transformed into commodities, destinations and resources in great demand. Photo: Thomas Højrup 2007. 

 

The last hundred years have turned this upside down in Europe. The industrial and 

post-industrial development has turned the coastal values into commodities in great 

demand. Wooden houses in the skerries, sandy beaches, sea view, light, smell and air 

from the sea, fishing harbors, authentic landing places, sandy fields near the shore, 

shipmasters residential quarters, cliffs and rocks, sailorôs narratives, maritime cultural 

heritage etc. are all transformed and traded as high value commodities. 
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Skagen is an old landing place and town which is situated where Skagerrak and Kattegat meets at the Danish coast. Today most of 

the families of seamen and fishermen are living in the hinterland behind the quarters of their old homes, which are sold to wealthy 

people with a career-professional life-mode from the big cities and maintained as a large romantic garden and destination for 

distinguished leisure of high value. Photo: Thomas Højrup 2002. 

 

The right of navigating 

The right to sail at the sea and the fishing rights at the sea are the two legal resources 

which have always been most important for the coastal communities.  

Because both of them have been protected by the western Scandinavian coastal states 

none of them have been owned as private property and traded as commodities at the 

market.  Nevertheless they have often been under attack during the last thousand 

years, but at the same time heavily defended by the states.  
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European sea powers have always been keen to maintain the right to sail and the Law 

of the sea, because it is the prerequisite and foundation of a big industry and its 

competent seamen supplying the naval fleets.  

 

 

Through thousand years shipping was successively expanding as a still more important occupation for the busy coastal communities 

favorably placed as pearls along the sea lines of communication. Mathilde is one of many Norwegian old timers still sailing as a part 

of the coastal cultural heritage. Photo: Thomas Højrup, Bohuslen 2009. 

 

In our times the industrialization of shipping has concentrated most of the seaborne 

transportation of goods in the hands of large scale operators ï moving containers on 

keel, road and railway.  

Before that happened most coastal communities were favorably placed along the sea 

lines of communication following the coasts or crossing the sea from coast to coast.  
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ñThe Great Trunklineò passed at its way from the Baltic to the Channel through the 

Scandinavian archipelago and shaped huge shipping business possibilities as well as 

channels for information and innovations from abroad.  

 

 

Capital demanding large scale advantages are dominating the shipping industry and have stripped most coastal communities of their 

commercial fleetôs carrying trade. Photo: Maersk Lines 2006. 

 

Because of that many communities were able to take part in the shipping industry and 

their yards and many other workshops maintained the ever increasing number of 

ships. Shipping was an important foundation of their growth and in times of war at 

the sea they carried a heavy burden of conscripted seamen to the naval fleets. With a 

few exceptions this industry has now disappeared from most of our coastal 
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communities. Only the physical and sentimental heritages from the long seafaring 

area are still there and play the role as cultural background for local self 

consciousness, for visitors and for tourism. 

 

 

Skjernøya is an old out port outside Mandal at the Norwegian Agder-side of Skagerrak, where the export of iron, oak and pine since 

late medieval times contributed to the Great Trunk Line between the Baltic and the Channel regions. Photo: Kirsten Monrad Hansen 

2010. 

 

The right of catch 

The other essential legal resource of the coastal communities is the fishing rights. In 

the Danish-Norwegian as well as the English sea power fishery was recognized as ña 

very important nursery of seamen to the navyò. As a quid pro quo seamen and 
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fishermen have been conscripted to the naval fleets long before the national 

conscription of peasants became dominant at the European continent. 

The right of catch has been defended against the introduction of property rights and 

until recently the coastal citizens therefore have had open, protected, and regulated 

access to the fish resources under the domain of sovereignty of the state where they 

belong. From an ethnological perspective this access is the precondition for three 

distinct cultural life-modes grounded on two very different modes of production. 

 

 

The pelagic and whitefish trawler fleet of Killybegs, Donegal, at the Irish west coast is an actual example of how the EU is 

subsidising the construction of a new and capital demanding long distance fishing fleet taking part in the global struggle for maritime 

resources. Killybegs is thereby taking over the dynamics from other Irish west coast communities. Photo: Thomas Højrup 2008. 

 

These modes of production contrast each other in the fishery and ever since late 

medieval times European fisheries have been dominated by these two fundamentally 

different types of fishing.  
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One is mobile long distance fisheries, where shipping companies in European ports 

financed fleets of large vessels to fish at well known fishing grounds, benefiting from 

industrial advantages of scale and concentrating their effort in areas, where the 

concentration of fish was high in certain seasons.  

 

 

Heavy engines and energy demanding trawling combined with freezing and cooling facilities on board are the techniques which get 

most of the EU subsidy for European fisheries. Killybegôs fishing harbour is selected as the place where Irish fishing is concentrated 

and capitalized in the district of Sligo, Donegal. Photo: Thomas Højrup 2008. 

 

In this type of fishery, the size of the catch is the determining factor, and the large 

vessels can compete by storing and transporting fish over great distances. In six 

centuries this fishery has supplied Europe with dried, salted, canned and now frozen 

fish from distant oceans and fishing banks.   
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The other mode of production is a multi-species near-shore fishery, practiced by self-

employed fishers in the many small coastal communities all around Europe.  This 

simple commodity mode of production is just as old as the capitalist one and still 

occupies around 80% of the fishing people in Europe. They fish together in tight and 

flexible crews, sharing the earnings in a way so boat, gear and each crew member get 

a share.  

 

 

The small scale fishing fleet of Greencastle, Sligo, is the share organized basis of a large and dynamic fishing community at 

Inishowen on the Irish North coast. Photo: Thomas Højrup 2008. 

 

This share system makes everyone on board each boat motivated in operating the 

fishery efficiently and sustainable. This fishery is delivering fresh fish caught the 


