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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.  


