
14 Sense of place and socio-cultural values in 
fishing communities along the English Channel 

Timothy G. Acott and Julie Urquhart 

School of Science, University of Greenwich, Chatham Maritime, UK 

Abstract  There is increasing interest in the social and cultural impacts of marine 
fisheries in coastal communities. This chapter uses the idea of ‘sense of place’ to 
explore the material and perceptual relations that emerge as a result of marine 
fishing in a range of villages and towns in France and England along the English 
Channel. Currently sense of place is an underused concept in resource manage-
ment in general and within fisheries management in particular. We show how 
sense of place can be used to make visible a range of social and cultural values 
that emerge from the process of marine fishing. These values can then be ex-
pressed within a cultural ecosystem services framework, potentially helping to 
make the results accessible to a broader range of stakeholders, including policy 
makers and those involved in developing sustainable communities. The chapter 
concludes with some thoughts about the usefulness of approaches like actor net-
work theory in providing relational perspectives for understanding marine fisher-
ies management.  

14.1 Introduction 

Coastal communities exist on the littoral boundary between land and sea, with the 
influence of the marine environment and its living resources spilling out onto the 
land in a range of heterogeneous associations. Marine fishing is often thought of 
as a primary industry providing a valuable source of food and jobs for those in-
volved in the sector. However, marine fisheries also interface a largely hidden un-
dersea world and a series of ecologic-socio-cultural-economic translations that 
help drive the creation of a particular sense of place in coastal towns that is often 
linked to fishing. Fishing activity is bound up in relational processes, with the act 
of catching fish taking place at sea, but resulting in the creation of networks of in-
fluence and activity on land, including fish landing, selling and processing through 
to the creation of particular individual and community identities linked to a fishing 
way of life. The process of fishing, therefore, creates a range of values that tie 
people, places and ecosystems into a network of relational encounters.  

This chapter explores the importance of fisheries as a generator of social and 
cultural values for coastal communities by reference to a sense of place study in 



fishing towns and villages along the English Channel in England and France car-
ried out as part of the Channel Integrated Approach for Marine Resource Man-
agement (CHARM) III Interreg IVa project. In fisheries management, the idea of 
community has often not been given a high priority in policy development (Jentoft 
2000). However, if a sustainable future for marine fishing is to be realised, people 
and communities should form a central element of policy making. New perspec-
tives and methods are needed that make visible the wide range of cultural and so-
cial values that are generated by marine fishing to stakeholders involved in policy 
making. In other areas of resource use there are attempts to raise the profile of the 
community concept as central to building more sustainable places (Marsden and 
Hines 2008). We suggest that sense of place is a useful approach to begin to un-
derstand the range of social and cultural values emerging from the relational pro-
cess that connects marine fishing and terrestrial communities and is important in 
planning for a sustainable future.    

Sustainability, however, is a notoriously difficult term to pin down, with many 
definitions and typologies that describe its meaning (Williams and Millington 
2004). Agyeman and Evans (2004) define it as follows: “the need to ensure a bet-
ter quality of life for all, now and into the future, in a just and equitable manner, 
whilst living within the limits of supporting ecosystems” (pg. 157). This definition 
begins with the idea of quality of life and then casts that in terms of ecosystem 
limits (Blay-Palmer 2011). This has particular relevance for fisheries where ap-
proaches to management have tended to exclude explicit reference to well-being 
and focus on understanding ecosystems through the application of rational / sci-
ence-centric paradigms to manage fish stocks and their resulting economic value.  

This chapter explores how marine ecology, through the process of marine fish-
ing, drives a series of terrestrial relationships that are woven into material and 
phenomenological worlds. Using sense of place as an approach, we explore how 
fishing practice is enrolled into community relationships and discuss how emer-
gent cultural values contribute to developing a narrative about sustainable com-
munities. Drawing on ideas of cultural ecosystem services (MEA 2005; Mace and 
Bateman 2011) we show how sense of place can be used as an approach to identi-
fy a range of cultural values that are generated by marine fishing. This has applied 
implications for fisheries management by making visible relations that might oth-
erwise be hidden in studies that focus on ecological and economic dimensions of 
fisheries management. The chapter begins by reviewing literature describing the 
importance of social and cultural research to marine fisheries management and ex-
amining the idea of sense of place and the importance of this concept for under-
standing fishing communities. A case example is then presented that details re-
search into sense of place and fishing and demonstrates the utility in unpacking 
some of the natural, social and cultural values of marine fishing. The conclusion 
draws together the findings of the case example and describes the future research 
potential of bringing together ideas of sense of place and cultural ecosystem ser-
vices for sustainable marine fisheries management. The use of non-dualistic con-
ceptual theories to help understand relational processes resulting from marine fish-
ing is commented on.  



14.2 Social and cultural aspects of fisheries: the role of sense of 
place 

It is well documented that policy makers have been slow to include social and cul-
tural dimensions as part of the development of fisheries policy (Symes and 
Phillipson 2009). This is despite increasing evidence of the importance of devel-
oping holistic approaches to fisheries management (Firn Crichton Roberts Ltd 
2000; Forst 2009) alongside understanding the importance of people’s ethical val-
ues and perceptions (Jacquet 2009). In policy there is increasing recognition of the 
need to better understand the social, cultural and economic impacts of fishing (as, 
for example, in the recent proposals for the reform of the European Common 
Fisheries Policy (CFP), the European Integrated Maritime Strategy and the Euro-
pean approach to Integrated Coastal Zone Management). In the UK increasing in-
terest in the social impacts of fisheries is evidenced by the recent Defra (Depart-
ment for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs) project entitled Sustainable 
Access to Inshore Fisheries (SAIF) that examined the social impacts of England’s 
inshore fisheries alongside economic and environmental impacts. A gap analysis 
on behalf of Defra identified the need for enhanced research effort to understand 
community and social cohesion in inshore fisheries (eftec 2010).  

In Europe, the CFP is a major initiative that has influenced marine fishing 
since its inception; however, there are serious concerns as to its efficacy. Despite 
reform in 2002, the measures adopted yielded poor results and many fish stocks 
remain outside or almost outside safe biological limits with issues concerning poor 
enforcement of the CFP regulations, discarding, illegal landings, mesh sizes too 
small to protect juvenile fish and misallocation of catches (see, for example, EC 
2009). A further major review of the CFP was announced in 2008 to be finalised 
by the end of 2012. Although there is recognition that such policy reviews need to 
be aware of the social relevance of the regulations they implement, there is little 
evidence-based research to inform the decision-making process. As Symes and 
Phillipson (2009) argue, policy makers seem to be largely unaware of the social 
context and relationships that make up fishing communities and the authors go as 
far as asserting that EU fisheries policy is largely to blame for many of the prob-
lems faced by fishing communities, as it tends to favour the more economically ef-
ficient operation of the large-scale sector.  

The literature on social and cultural impacts of fishing is dispersed in a range 
of academic publications (Urquhart, Acott et al. 2011). Studies consider the lack 
of incorporation of social objectives into fisheries policy (Steelman and Wallace 
2001; Symes 2005; Symes and Phillipson 2009) or focus on social impact assess-
ments (Bradshaw, Wood et al. 2001; Pollnac, Abbott-Jamieson et al. 2006; 
McClanahan, Castilla et al. 2009). Processes of social representation and organisa-



tion of inshore fishing have been captured in more anthropological studies (Nadel-
Klein and Davis 1988; Nadel-Klein 2000; Symes and Frangoudes 2001; Williams 
2008) where an important element is the emphasis on fishing as not just an occu-
pation or a means of earning a living (Nuttall 2000; Jacob, Farmer et al. 2001; 
Brookfield, Gray et al. 2005). One challenge for fisheries management is how to 
capture the range of tangible and intangible cultural values that are associated with 
marine fishing. The idea of sense of place provides some methodological and con-
ceptual possibilities in this area. 

Understanding cultural values such as identity, heritage, attachment and social 
cohesion is not an easy task. It can be complex to try and unravel the relationships 
that people form with places; making them relevant in a policy-making context is 
perhaps even harder. However, sense of place is an approach that can help provide 
perspectives on community relationships and how people identify with a place. 
One of the potential benefits of sense of place is that it draws upon a range of aca-
demic disciplines including psychology, human geography, sociology and anthro-
pology to understand complex human-environment relationships and, within the 
field of social science and human geography, there is an extensive literature on 
how places are socially constructed, the role of place in identity and how people 
become attached to place (Relph 1976; Tuan 1977; Proshansky, Fabian et al. 
1983; Altman and Low 1992; Massey and Jess 1995; Holloway and Hubbard 
2001; Creswell 2004).  

Drawing on phenomenological perspectives, humanistic geographers, such as 
Tuan (1974) and Relph (1976), suggest that place attachment or sense of place re-
lies on the individual and the emotional meanings people associate with a place 
and is based on the social relationships and processes that occur in a particular set-
ting. Thus, sense of place entails complex human-environment relationships and, 
as Kaltenborn (1998) contends, it is bound up with the meanings attributed to 
places interpreted and constructed by people. In his seminal work Relph (1976, p. 
6-7) is particularly concerned with “exploring the various ways in which places
manifest themselves in our experience or consciousness of the lived world.” How-
ever, Malpas (2008) states that there is a common tendency to view culture as
something that is additional to and separate from its materiality. As well as human
experience and perception, places are defined by the physical environment (Relph
1976; Tuan 1977). Indeed, place attachment is related to the bonds that people
form with their environment (Hummon 1992; Low and Altman 1992; Stedman
2003), with a number of scholars suggesting that physical attributes contribute to
place satisfaction (Shumaker and Taylor 1983; Stedman 2003). Eisenhauer et al.
(2000) assert that there is a reciprocal relationship between physical environments
and people in what Crist (2004, p.12) calls a “cultivation of receptivity” in which
humans can receive meaning from the world through “opening oneself, listening,
watching, being within, letting be, or merging into.” In this sense, social life and
culture will influence place meanings, but the biophysical elements of place are
also important.

Stedman (2003) argues that places are co-constructed, drawing on the socially 
constructed meanings of humans, but also being influenced by the material reality 
of the biophysical world. He suggests that symbolic and value aspects of place are 



partially based on some form of material reality. This tension between the material 
and the subjective leads Malpas (2008, p. 204) to suggest that “culture and herit-
age are always configured in relation to the ‘material’, and that there can be no 
clear or sharp distinction between the natural and the non-natural, the tangible and 
the intangible.” Thus, to understand the cultural values that emerge from marine 
fisheries there needs to be consideration of the inherent interconnectedness of both 
material and subjective dimensions. This simple insight into the relational im-
portance of the material and the subjective begins to open up new possibilities for 
imagining how marine fishing exerts influence in terrestrial locations and how 
sense of place might be used to capture those relationships.   

Although there is perhaps a tendency in popular media not to differentiate be-
tween different types of fishing (e.g. inshore / offshore), fisheries activity can give 
rise to a diversity of relational associations and place characters; for instance large 
industrial ports to small coves with just a few boats. Sense of place can provide a 
conceptual framework for understanding this diversity and how people form at-
tachments to and identify with different environmental settings. These relations 
give rise to a range of material and non-material values associated with fisheries. 
There is clearly increasing interest in understanding the social and cultural dimen-
sions of fisheries but it is rare to find the idea of sense of place explicitly used 
even though the idea is often implied. For instance, in the run up to the reform of 
the CFP, EU Fisheries Commissioner Maria Damanaki stated in a meeting with 
artisanal and small-scale fishers that “... small-scale fisheries are very important 
for the survival of coastal communities, for their identity, culture, history and way 
of life” (ICSF 2010). There seems to be an implicit reference to the idea of sense 
of place in this comment even though the concept is not directly addressed. Sense 
of place can be used to explore the elements that Commissioner Damanaki men-
tions alongside other place-based issues like attachment, identity, dependence and 
belonging. An important aspect of sense of place is trying to understand how peo-
ple value their environment, and identifying elements of the environment that are 
important to them (Schofield and Szymanski 2011).  

While fisheries-related studies have not explicitly used sense of place there are 
calls for the concept to have a larger role in other areas of natural resource man-
agement. Williams and Stewart (1998) contend that sense of place allows resource 
managers to identify and respond to the emotional and spiritual bonds people form 
with localities. They suggest that sense of place is a way of integrating people into 
the idea of ecosystem management. Indeed, sense of place is now appearing in ar-
eas relating to ecosystem assessment. Church et al. (2011) suggest that a distinc-
tive sense of place can contribute to a range of human value needs. However, 
sense of place can also help to draw out some of the cultural services provided by 
ecosystems, for instance, cultural identity, heritage values, spiritual services, inspi-
ration, aesthetic appreciation, recreation and tourism.  

The following section presents a case example of marine fishing along the 
English Channel to illustrate how the concept of sense of place can be a useful ap-
proach for unpacking some of the material/subjective social and cultural values of 
marine fishing. Some background to fishing activity and communities in the 
Channel is presented first; this is followed by an exploration of how sense of place 



can be used to reveal some of the tapestry of social and cultural relations that 
emerge as a result of fishing activity.   

14.3 Fishing communities along the English Channel 

The English Channel separates southern England from northern France and joins 
the North Atlantic Ocean to the west and the North Sea to the east. It is approxi-
mately 560 km long and varies in width from 240 km at its widest, to 34 km in the 
Strait of Dover. The Channel covers an area of around 75,000 km2 and is the 
world’s busiest international seaway, used by over 500 commercial vessels per 
day (BMT 2009). As part of an Interreg IVa project CHARM III, a study was 
conducted on the sense of place of fishing communities along the English Channel 
in southern England and northern France (Acott and Urquhart 2012) (Fig. 14.1). 
Places were identified to ensure a broad range of sites in terms of the size of port, 
location, diversity of industries, extent and type of fishing activity and tourism 
(Box 1).  

Fig. 14.1 Sense of place study sites. 



Box 1: Case study sites 
Case study sites in England were Whitstable (Kent), Hastings (East Sussex), 
Brixham (Devon) and a range of sites in Cornwall. Whitstable is a seaside 
town and port in northeast Kent well-known for its oysters, which have been 
collected here since at least Roman times. Hastings is a town and borough on 
the coast of East Sussex and is one of Britain’s oldest fishing ports, with boats 
working from the shingle beach in front of the Old Town for over 1000 years 
and it was one of the medieval Cinque Ports. Brixham is a small fishing town 
in Devon, in the south west of England. Fishing and tourism are its main in-
dustries and it has been an important fishing port for centuries and it was the 
largest fishing port in the south-west in the Middle Ages. Cornwall is one of 
the UK’s most important regions for marine fishing, with fishing places rang-
ing from the busy fishing port of Newlyn, with around 150 fishing vessels 
working out of the harbour, to small fishing coves such as Penberth, with a 
handful of small open day boats pulled up on the shore.  

In France, the case study sites were Boulogne-sur-mer (Nord-pas-de-
Calais), Fecamp (Upper Normandy), Barfleur & Saint Vaast (Lower Norman-
dy) and Paimpol (Brittany). Boulogne-sur-mer is a city in the north of France 
in the Nord-pas-de-Calais region and is the most important fishing port in 
France, with over 7,000 people earning a living in the fisheries sector (in the 
catch sector and processing).  Over 380,000 tonnes of fish are processed annu-
ally in the port’s fish processing district Capécure, making it Europe’s largest 
fish processing centre. Only around 10% of the fish is landed in Boulogne is 
from local boats, the remainder is transported by road from other ports in 
France and the UK. Fecamp is a town in the Seine-Maritime department in 
the Haute-Normandie. Fishing has been important in Fecamp for centuries, 
with salt-herrings dating from the 10th century and smoked herrings from the 
13th century. Its recent history centres around the Newfoundland cod fishing 
throughout the 19th century and up to the 1970s. After the collapse of the cod 
fishery, only a small inshore fleet remains and pleasure boats dominate the 
harbour. Barfleur is a small harbour town in the Basse-Normandie region of 
France, located 25 km east of Cherbourg on the eastern coast of the Cotenin 
peninsula. It is home to a small fishing fleet and is an important site for the 
harvesting of Barfleur Mussels and oysters, although 700 years ago it was the 
largest fishing port in Normandy. Saint-Vaast-la-Hougue is located about 7 
miles south of Barfleur in the Basse-Normandie region of France. Saint-Vaast 
has extensive oyster beds, where oysters are cultivated for consumption and 
renowned for their high quality. Paimpol is a harbour town in the Côtes-
d’Armor department in Brittany and is a popular tourist destination and hosts a 
bi-annual Sea Shanty festival. The town was important for the Icelandic and 
Newfoundland cod fishing. Although this extensive fleet has now gone, a 
small fishing fleet still exists in Paimpol, and there are also oyster beds.  



14.4 Sense of place as conceptual framework 

To date fisheries-related studies have not explicitly made sustained use of the idea 
of sense of place. The present study demonstrates the potential of sense of place to 
provide a conceptual approach for understanding the complex multidimensional 
human-environment relationships of marine fishing by considering place as an 
outcome of tangled material / subjective relations. These relations give rise to a 
range of values associated with fisheries including heritage values, spiritual val-
ues, identity values etc. However, for sense of place to be a genuinely useful ap-
proach for policy makers and practitioners there needs to be a broader considera-
tion of the epistemological foundation within which such studies are presented. In 
the UK, and more broadly, there is increasing interest in understanding the value 
of ecosystem services (Garcia 2003; MEA 2005; NEA 2011) an important element 
of which asks how does the natural environment contribute to cultural value.  

Fig. 14.2 Sense of place conceptual framework. 

The relationship between marine organisms, fishing activity, sense of place 
(method) and emerging narratives is depicted in Fig. 14.2. Fishing activity is a 
driver that translates marine organisms into a range of socio-cultural effects. Sense 
of place was used as an approach in our study to view the material / perceptual 
dimension of fishing activity and resulted in a range of outcomes being identified. 
We used sense of place as a methodological approach, but also expressed the re-



sults within a narrative framework consistent with this tradition (Fig. 14.2: narra-
tive 1). In addition to fishing activity being a driver of socio-cultural outcomes, 
there is a feedback loop from those outcomes back to the marine organisms and 
the fishing activity. If the range of effects spilling out from the fishing activity are 
not recognised (or valued) that has the potential to modify the fishing effort that 
will in turn impact on marine ecology.  

A multi-method approach was adopted to explore sense of place in the case 
study sites (see Acott & Urquhart 2012) including a desk study of tourism repre-
sentation and fishing, scoping visits, photographic surveys of material culture, 
townscape assessments and a total of 112 semi-structured interviews conducted 
with a range of stakeholders including fishermen, representatives of fishing com-
munities, fishermen’s organisations, heritage providers (e.g. museum curators), 
tourism providers (e.g. hotel/restaurant owners, tourism office), and artists and 
galleries. Participants were recruited by identifying the key stakeholders in each 
case study site through a web-based search, along with snowballing (Babbie 
2010), where participants recommended other potential participants.  

14.5 Place identity and character 

Marine fishing can exert a powerful force in shaping the material environment of 
terrestrial communities and the identity of people that live in and around fishing 
places. The extent of the impact depends on a range of factors including size of the 
community, range of other activities in a location, type of fishing operation, and 
the nature of the physical environment. Large populations centres have the ability 
to dilute the influence of fishing in ways that a small village does not. Similarly, if 
there is a range of other activities (e.g. tourist attractions, industrial centres, leisure 
facilities etc.) in an area, for instance Boulogne-sur-mer (France), fishing becomes 
just one dimension that contributes to place character. However, in a small coastal 
village such as Cadgwith in Cornwall (England), fishing is the dominant activity 
and forms the heart and soul of the community. In a range of locations fishing 
plays an important but different role in the creation of a place. In many cases the 
central focus of the town is the harbour and fishing is deeply embedded in the 
character of the place. A participant from a small fishing community, Mevagissey 
commented:  

“The whole place still revolves around the fishing industry really … If you think 
Mevagissey you think working fishing harbour” (Christine1, fishing community 
representative, Mevagissey) 

1 The names of participants have been changed throughout to preserve anonym-
ity. 



While another from a larger fishing port, Brixham, explained: 

“It’s Brixham, isn’t it, the fishing industry is Brixham so, you know, it is just part 
and parcel of the town” (Simon, tourism provider, Brixham) 

The material dimension of sense of place includes not just the marine ecosys-
tem and the coastal landscape but also those objects and buildings created by peo-
ple. In fishing communities, the physical objects associated with fishing contribute 
to place identity and are markers of identity. These material objects may include 
fishing boats (Fig. 14.3), nets, pots, street decoration, buildings etc. and the selec-
tive (re)production of these material objects can strongly influence the physical 
character of place. Such objects constitute an important element of the materiality 
upon which ideas of sense of place can be constructed and interpreted from an aes-
thetic perspective. As an example, there was overwhelming agreement that har-
bours look better with fishing boats, rather than other vessels, such as yachts. Par-
ticipants felt that fishing boats, especially the smaller inshore boats, have a certain 
charm that contributes to the character of a harbour, perhaps reflecting a sense of 
authenticity and contemporary working activity.  

Fig. 14.3. Beach launched boats on the Stade at Hastings 

Another important element shaping the physical character of fishing places is 
the abundance of fishing gear (nets, floats, storage boxes etc.). In some places the 



fishing gear is stored in racks or crates in order to keep it tidy. In other places 
gears are laid out on quaysides or beaches. Arguably the presence of fishing gear 
adds authenticity in that contemporary activities of fisherman are contributing and 
adding to the environment. 

“They [tourists] love seeing pots and nets on the quayside” (Leon, artist, Barfleur) 

“It’s like crab pots, every photograph of any Cornish fishing village there’s a crab 
pot in the middle of it” (Victor, fisherman, Sennen Cove) 

14.6 Authenticity and fishing heritage 

There were concerns about the authenticity of fishing heritage, with fears of fish-
ing harbours becoming like theme parks if the fishing stopped, with fishermen 
paid to mend their nets on the harbour-side, wearing sou’westers and talking to 
tourists about the days when they used to fish. Although it might be possible to 
recreate the idea of fishing in a staged inauthentic way, this would create a differ-
ent sense of place to that being created as part of a contemporary working indus-
try. Part of the cultural value created by marine fishing is its active and dynamic 
contribution to place character. 

“I mean economically Saint Vaast and Barfleur it’s really, I mean fishing it really 
contributes to them and without fishing or without oyster farming it wouldn’t be the 
same, it wouldn’t be Saint Vaast anymore” (Nicole, heritage provider, Saint-Vaast) 

“Without the fishing there is no character in Hastings… It’s just part of the land-
scape here, it’s part of what Hastings, it’s part of it’s cultural identity” (Bob, Fish-
erman, Hastings)  

“And there is an attitude here, in Whitstable, we like the mess. We like the noise.  
We like the activity, because you can come through here in the middle of winter, on 
a cold, wet, rainy day, and there will be activity here.  There will be people around, 
life, activity, people going about their day to day jobs” (Adam, harbour master, 
Whitstable) 

In addition to sense of place being able to help construct a picture of contem-
porary environments, there is also a temporal dimension that is expressed through 
the idea of heritage. Heritage is part of the narrative in understanding sustainable 
community development and is important for quality of life and providing a sense 
of belonging that is central to issues of cultural identity (Tweed and Sutherland 
2007). Vileniske (2008) suggests that built heritage plays a role in the creation of 
local identity, cultural diversity and social cohesion. In addition to providing part 



of the fabric of the built environment, heritage can also contribute to human needs 
in providing symbolic meanings. A theme emerged concerning heritage and the 
importance of fishing as both a past and contemporary activity. Fishing in the past 
is memorialised in the landscape through the buildings (net huts, fish cellars, 
warehouses etc.) and infrastructure (e.g. capstan wheels) that remain today (Fig. 
14.4). In addition to these tangible elements of heritage there are intangible as-
pects, including traditions, stories, skills, culture and memories.  

Fig. 14.4. Preserved capstan wheel and contemporary fishing boats in Penberth, Cornwall. 

 Most of the respondents felt it important to preserve this long history and cul-
tural heritage of fishing: 

“I think we are interested in activities which form part of who we are and whether 
it's fishing or whether it's another activity it's, you know, how does that activity de-
fine who people are and from that point if you think that yes it is important to pre-
serve the cultural history of an activity, in that case I would say well yes because 
fishing is part of, it's all part of that” (Aimée, heritage provider, Fécamp)  

“Fishing is part of the heritage of Boulogne, it’s definitely a part of the heritage of 
the town” (Pierre, tourism provider, Boulogne) 

Having a strong link to the past can help root a community in its locale and 
give it a sense of identity and strength to adapt to a changing world. There is a 
connection to the past through the skills that have been passed down through gen-
erations, skills that cannot be learnt in a textbook, such as how to get the boats up 



and down the beach, how to mend nets (Fig. 14.5) and how to prepare the fish. 
Boats, gear, knowledge and skills have been passed on from father to son for gen-
erations and there is often a sense of pride in coming from a local fishing family. 

Fig. 14.5. Mending nets in Barfleur 

Thus, the past often plays an important role in the construction of collective 
identities as it can help make sense of and confront future challenges (Dalby and 
Mackenzie 1997). This is demonstrated by one participant: 

“It roots you in something, whether you choose to reject it or embrace it, if you 
know where you come from perhaps it gives you more confidence to go on.  Per-
haps you’ve got more of a chance to make choices if you know where you come 
from” (Gemma, borough council representative, Hastings)  

The way the past is remembered is subject to interpretation and representation. 
This might be through the way material objects are displayed and interpreted in a 
museum, interpretation boards on the quay, stories that have been passed down or 
through the memories of those who were engaged in fishing or fish-related activi-
ties. A number of participants spoke about how it is important not to romanticise 
past fishing activity, but that it was often a difficult and dangerous way of life. 
The relationship between the heritage of fishing and contemporary practice was 
important. It was the time-deepened tradition of fishing that provided a cultural 
rootedness, but this was tied into, and not separate from, the contemporary contin-
uation of fishing. In some of the small fishing places, like Cadgwith, there was a 



clear concern that if the fishing disappeared the heart would be taken from the 
community. An understanding of heritage is central to a dialogue on sustainable 
communities and is closely bound up with the creation of distinctive place charac-
ters.  

14.7 Art, fishing and a sense of place 

The character of a place is subject to many influences, one of which is the objecti-
fication of marine fishing through the activities of artists. As Tuan (1976, p. 267) 
comments: “In artworks people’s experiences of life and the world are vividly ob-
jectified.” The coast has long been a source of inspiration and an attraction for art-
ists, due to the particular light and environment.  

“I like that moment, that sort of in-between moment, of the tide, the fluctuations be-
tween the high tide and low tide and the whole kind of lights and how the light 
changes, and at the same time, how the daily life of fishermen changes as well” 
(Philippe, Artist, Paimpol) 

The activity of fishing, fishermen and fishing boats often appear in paintings 
and influence other artworks. As a creative resource, marine fishing is incorpo-
rated into the material environment through the actions of sculptors, artists and 
writers. Artistic activity is carried out for numerous reasons, including the revenue 
created by a lucrative tourism market. People are attracted to iconic images as rep-
resentations of places visited. However, relationships between art and marine fish-
ing are more complex than a single economic dimension might infer. In addition 
to the ‘creation’ of artworks, the ‘process’ of painting or sculpture is related to the 
negotiation of livelihood opportunities and personal reflection.  

In one village an art gallery was providing a source of income for a family 
where the fisherman had retired from fishing due to ill health. The gallery exhibit-
ed a wide range of ‘art’ products, many associated with marine fishing.  A series 
of paintings, created by the fisherman, reflected his recollections of what hap-
pened to him over the years while fishing. Another member of the family had 
learned to sculpt and was now making models of fishing boats that were for sale in 
the shop. The gallery was the locus of relationships that tied together fish, fishing, 
inspiration, reflection, skills (painting and sculpture), family relationships and in-
come. The physical presence of the gallery combined with the production and sell-
ing of artworks formed a web of relationships, not just for the family involved but 
also for visitors and potential customers to the area.  

Perhaps one of the most well-known and extensive records of fishing in art is 
the Newlyn School of Painters, a colony of artists that lived and painted in and 
around southwest Cornwall in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 



Many of the artists had spent time painting the pastoral lives of people in Brittany 
in France, and found a similar source of inspiration in Cornwall in the fishing 
communities. They saw a way of life that seemed untouched by the Industrial 
Revolution and wanted to capture that on canvas before it disappeared. 

14.8 Personal and community identity 

In addition to exploring the influence of marine fishing on place character, a sense 
of place approach allowed feelings of personal and community identity to be ex-
pressed by participants. Being a fisherman gave fishers and fishing families a 
rootedness in their community and in the place and provided a ‘marker’ of identi-
ty. For these reasons, fishing is more than a means of earning a living and van 
Ginkel (2001) suggests that fishermen may strive to continue fishing even when it 
is no longer economically viable to do so, as it defines their identity as individuals, 
households and communities. For example, one inshore fisherman from Cadgwith 
spoke of his love for fishing and the way of life it offered: 

“You’ve got to want to do the job, it’s not a job you do for the money, you 
wouldn’t do it in all honesty.  You’ve got to love the job, want to do the job and 
then the money’s secondary you know. That’s the way I see it. ... fishing is a way of 
life, a completely different way of life” (Craig, fisherman, Cadgwith) 

Fishers’ attachments to fishing also revolved around the harbour or beach as a 
physical setting where the fishing activity took place. Harvey (1996) suggests that 
places are often seen as the ‘locus of collective memory’ where group identity is 
created through the construction of group memories. Harbours and beaches were 
important in the construction of both individual and collective identities. Working 
in a particular environment and use of that space created a sense of belonging to 
that environment. For fishing communities, as in other rural areas, fishing is part 
of a cultural process that is collectively constructed and defined. The role of fish-
ing in community life and social cohesion was seen as important by most of the 
participants, not just the fishermen. This was illustrated by one participant, who 
came from a fishing family: 

“I mean we got a good community here and we’ve got a nice school, lots and lots of 
different things going on in the village. And I think the fishing industry plays a 
huge important, well, keeping it all going” (Christine, fishing community, Mevagis-
sey) 



These findings support Brookfield et al. (2005, p. 56) who assert that: “the 
fishing industry is seen to be the forum through which community bonds, values, 
knowledge, language and traditions are established, confirmed and passed on … 
For fisheries-dependent communities, fishing is the glue that holds the community 
together.” 

Another reported impact on social structure was the perception of an increase 
in outsiders moving into communities. Sometimes incomers were seen as diluting 
community cohesion, and changing the nature of community structure. Incomers 
and local residents may have different attachments to place, as illustrated by one 
fisherman from Cornwall. He indicated the potential for conflict between incom-
ers and locals, with each forming different attachments: 

“We’ve been fighting for 14 years to try and get a new quay there so we don’t have 
to put our fish in mud before it goes into the car to bring it over.  But all the resi-
dents, most of the residents because there are very few permanent residents don’t 
want any development. So which is really hypocritical in a way because they, a lot 
of those people have bought houses in the village because it’s a picturesque fishing 
village, they don’t want any more fishing activity” (Phil, fisherman, Cornwall) 

However, this response was balanced by other views that saw the importance 
of incomers, particularly linked to tourism, as vital for economic revenue.  

Fishermen often referred to the physical environment, to the sea, the weather, 
tides and the coastal landscape. Their identities were co-constructed through a 
combination of knowledge and relationships to the sea/land-scape together with 
their individual perspectives, experiences and relationships within the community. 
The occupational identity of fishers was also mediated by their daily engagement 
with the natural environment. Although conversations were not necessarily framed 
around religion and spirituality there was clearly a connection being made with the 
sea that was deeply emotional and bonding: 

“It’s for the love of the work of the job and the love of the sea which is 
why, I mean you don't become a fisherman randomly just like that.  There 
is the love of the sea and of the environment itself which is important which 
pushes to accept the difficulties of the profession which is actually quite, it 
is hard work being a fisherman … Well the freedom, the pleasure of fish-
ing, of trying to understand nature – there is quite a few things that, there 
is quite a few factors which bring you to loving what you do to the kind of 
work and to the profession and that bring you to practising it” (Théodore, 
fishermen's organisation, Boulogne) 



14.9 Cultural ecosystem services 

The earlier sections have provided a brief description of the emergent themes re-
lating to sense of place. In discussions with stakeholders and policy makers it is 
clear there are conceptual difficulties in communicating qualitative sense of place 
ideas, in particular to those more familiar with an epistemological position emerg-
ing from positivism and the harder natural and physical sciences. 

For studies to have impact and applied meaning beyond life in academic 
books and journals, thought must be given to the salience of the results for other 
stakeholders and the broader policy-making community. Currently there is in-
creasing importance being given to the idea of ecosystem services (Fletcher, 
Saunders et al. 2011; Lundy and Wade 2011; Chan, Satterfield et al. 2012; Mace, 
Norris et al. 2012; Robertson 2012) and the ecosystem approach to fisheries 
(Garcia 2003). However, the valuation of cultural ecosystem services is a particu-
larly difficult area as identified in the UK National Ecosystem Assessment 
(Church, Burgess et al. 2011, p. 63): “One important challenge is how to develop a 
conceptual and/or methodological approach which allows the humanities and 
more interpretive social science disciplines to make their distinctive contributions 
to the assessment in such a way as to strengthen the integration of scientific, eco-
nomic, cultural and socio-political evidence for policy.” This perspective is ech-
oed by Chan et al. (2012) who suggest that methods from diverse social sciences 
should be used to help characterise cultural services. In this regard, sense of place 
may offer a conceptual and methodological approach to investigate socio-cultural 
values associated with marine fishing. 

Aligning sense of place with cultural ecosystem services has the potential to 
provide a policy-relevant context within which the contribution of marine fisheries 
to sustainable community development can be articulated. Therefore, drawing on 
the framework provided by the MEA (2005), we interpreted our results in the con-
text of cultural ecosystem services (Table 14.1; see also Fig. 14.2: narrative 2). As 
Table 14.1 illustrates, many of the sense of place themes identified in our study 
can be understood as cultural ecosystem services.  

Table 14.1. Sense of place and cultural ecosystem services of marine fisheries

Sense of Place themes Cultural Ecosystem Services 

Fishing as ‘a way of life’. 

Contribution of fishing to social cohesion and commu-
nity identity. 

Fishing as ‘iconic’ marker of identity. 

Cultural identity 



However, some caution does need to be taken in pursuing this goal. Chapter 16 
of the UK National Ecosystem Assessment is a discussion of cultural ecosystem 
services (Church, Burgess et al. 2011). This primarily deals with the way particu-
lar ‘environmental settings’ can provide ecosystem services. Through the lens of 
sense of place, we have revealed how an environmental setting is a result of a 
complex entanglement of nature and society where marine fishing is acting as a 
process of identity creation that connects the often unseen undersea world with 
places on land. This might be through direct experience of the fishermen, or indi-
rectly through the way fishing activities spill out into coastal locations (place 
character, community identity, personal identity).  

There are two important conceptual points to note about using sense of place 
and ecosystem services in this way. First, sense of place is understood with refer-
ence to relational associations of activities (fishing and non-fishing), events and 
‘things’ that connect the undersea world with terrestrial places. The focus is, there-
fore, to understand place-making as processes that span different environmental 
settings of the sea and land. In using sense of place as a lens to understand these 
processes, we are exploring sets of relationships being created and in part driven 

Fishing is represented through ‘memories’ in the land-
scape: harbours, capstan houses, net huts etc. 

Memory of past fishing activity influences identity. 

Heritage values 

Fishers feel a deep connection to the sea through their 
daily engagement with it. 

Spiritual services 

Fishing and the marine environment provide inspiration 
for artists, music and literature. 

Inspiration 

Fishing influences place character through its material 
presence (contemporary and historic), e.g. boats, fishing 
gear, buildings, street decoration etc. 

Aesthetic appreciation 

‘Fishing culture’ contributes to the appeal of places for 
tourism through the presence of fishing fleets, heritage 
and fish as cuisine. 

Tourist boat trips, buying fresh fish etc. 

Recreation & tourism 



by marine fishing. Part of the marine ecosystem service is a direct experience of 
fishing and being at sea, but further complications emerge as the idea of fishing 
gets incorporated into the socio-cultural mix of different places. Mechanisms 
should be found to incorporate this process-driven, relational understanding into 
fisheries policy, coastal zone management and sustainable community develop-
ment more broadly. It is possible that the popular categories of supporting, provi-
sioning, regulating and cultural services might prove conceptually limiting and 
new approaches to thinking about relationships between the material / subjective 
worlds might be needed. Possible conceptual frameworks for building this ap-
proach include actor network theory (Latour 2005), hybrid geography (Whatmore 
2002) and non-representational theory (Thrift 2007). Actor network theory (ANT), 
as an example of a non-dualistic approach, offers the potential to explore process-
es and relations that are driven by the activity of marine fishing. ANT is co-
constructionist and can be used to identify “how relations and entities come into 
being together” (Murdoch 2001, p. 111). In addition to conceptual ideas like ANT 
there is a broad area of research examining the inter-connection of social and eco-
logical components within marine systems (Perry and Rosemary 2010). A special 
issue of Marine Policy (vol. 37, 2013) reports on approaches to help bridge the so-
cial ecological divide while developing perspectives on governance strategies.   

Second, we adopted a narrative approach where the voices of the participants 
were allowed to emerge and tell the story of the importance of marine fishing in 
their lives and the places in which they live. While economic valuation in ecosys-
tem services is fundamentally important, the relationships between land and sea, 
human and ecosystem, need to be understood through narrative as well as eco-
nomic valuation. In order to plan for a sustainable future for fishing communities, 
there needs to be broader understanding of the multiple cultural ecosystem values 
that result and spill out from the act of fishing. The economic value of fishing, and 
associated activities, is ultimately only one type of value in a broader network of 
relationships that emerge where the activity of fishing occurs. These values are 
depicted in Table 1 as relating to various dimensions of identity, heritage, spiritu-
ality, inspiration, aesthetic and recreation. Chan et al. (2012, p. 16) call for a “new 
research community and program at the nexus of ecological–economic analysis 
and the social sciences of decision- making, a program dramatically different from 
the existing ES [ecosystems services] research program.”  

14.9 Conclusion 

The focus of this chapter has been to generalise the contribution that marine fish-
ing makes to sense of place across the different study locations. However, the 
qualitative research undertaken provides a rich source of data that describes mate-
rial and subjective associations with marine fishing in particular localities. Alt-



hough beyond the boundaries of this chapter there is considerable scope to mine 
the data to provide local contextual accounts of sense of place related to particular 
villages, towns or regions (for examples see Urquhart and Acott (2013) and 
Urquhart and Acott (in press)). The cultural ecosystem services identified during 
our research form part of the broader tapestry of issues important in sustainable 
community development. Tweed and Sutherland (2007) discuss cultural heritage 
for sustainable urban development while Roseland (2000) considers the broader 
necessity of integrating environmental, economic and social objectives into sus-
tainable community development. This theme is taken further by Britto (2011) 
who suggests a multi-modal systems method for capturing the broad dimensionali-
ty associated with sustainable development. We believe that sense of place allied 
to a cultural ecosystems services perspective can produce a policy-relevant ac-
count of the importance of marine fishing. The challenge will then be to embed 
that perspective into local and regional planning frameworks so that the broader 
cultural contribution of marine fishing to sustainable community development can 
be evaluated.  

Brookfield et al. (2005) contend that fishing is the glue that holds the com-
munity together. Perhaps rather than thinking about it as ‘sticking’ together pre-
existing entities, fishing can be considered as an activity that drives the process of 
place-making. Particular places emerge with fishing playing an integral part in the 
formation of place character and identity. If policy makers involved with fishing 
places are to plan for a sustainable future there needs to be a clear articulation and 
understanding of the myriad social, economic and environmental relationships that 
emerge as a result of marine fishing. Sense of place provides a starting point for 
exploring these relationships. Without such a perspective, social and cultural val-
ues can be overlooked or only partially addressed in the decision-making process. 
We argue that sense of place studies can deliver a policy-relevant account of cul-
tural ecosystem values that emerge when marine and terrestrial environments are 
drawn together by the activity of fishing. Such analysis needs to be combined with 
ecological, environmental and economic valuations to understand how marine 
fishing can contribute to a sustainable future for inshore fishing communities. 
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