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Abstract

The story of the International Fishermen and Allied Workers’ of America (IFAWA), a
Pacific North American trade union, allows a closer look at the relation between class-
consciousness and common property natural resources. In light of this story, I reexamine
the range of organizational forms considered in the literature on common property nat-
ural resource management, and conventional assumptions about the context of union
organization, to demonstrate that both are excessively narrow. The characterization of
fishers and other smallholders as independent entrepreneurs belies the relations of pro-
duction and class that hold in the fisheries, and organized labor can represent an effective
attempt to restructure a particular political ecology. Working-class consciousness emerged
among Pacific coast fishers during the first half of the twentieth century, and collective ef-
forts to manage common property reflected that class-consciousness.

Realizing the fact that the precious species of salmon and other valuable food fish
are decreasing rapidly and are facing extinction, and that thousands of fishermen
and cannery workers on the Pacific Coast of the U.S.A. are depending on the fish-
ing industry for a living, it is our object to use our influence, individually and col-
lectively, urging National and State Governments to enact laws against the un-
scrupulous tactics in fishing and improper seasonal limits in order to safeguard this
great industry.1

As manifested in the flurry of international activity surrounding climate
change, endangered species, and highly migratory fish stocks, “public goods,”
and the “commons” are at the center of contemporary political concern. This in-
terest is easily understood. As our awareness of ecological and economic inter-
dependence has grown, so has the desire to understand these dependencies and
the implications of their transformation.

In what follows, I reassemble the story of the International Fishermen and
Allied Workers’ of America (IFAWA), a Pacific North American trade union,
to look more closely at one thread in this conversation: common property nat-
ural resources. I reexamine the range of organizational forms considered in the
literature on common property natural resource management (CPNRM), and
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conventional assumptions about the context of union organization, and try to
demonstrate that both are excessively narrow: a geographically dispersed trade
unionism can be a means to achieve common property management goals. In
light of a history of IFAWA, I argue that a working-class consciousness emerged
among Pacific coast fishers during the first half of the twentieth century, and that
CPNRM efforts reflected that class consciousness.2

I place a great deal of importance on the concept of a “union,” in contrast
to other forms of collective association. It is possible that I overestimate the pow-
er of the organizational form; it would be naïve to assume, for example, that sim-
ply because an organization identifies itself as a “union,” it is in some essential
way unlike a “protective association.” Still, critical components of unionism are
central to this discussion.3 Following common practice in the industrial relations
literature, a union is here defined as “an organization of employees that has the
function of pursuing their work-related interests by dealing with their employ-
er on their behalf.”4 This pursuit takes the form of collective bargaining, the in-
tegrity of which is maintained with the threat of “collective aggressive action”
against the employer.5

Clearly, it will be up to me to demonstrate convincingly that fishers under-
stood themselves as “employees” and the processors as “employers.” A signifi-
cant part of the argument below is dedicated to this, in an attempt to untangle
the complexities of actors’ positions within the industry’s structure. Fishers on
the Pacific coast were either boat owners, employees of boat-owning fishers, or
lessees of boats and gear owned by a third party, usually a processor or whole-
saler. The fishing industry has always been affected by market, environmental
and regulatory contexts, and the changing size of the industry over time reflects
these pressures. From the outbreak of World War II to the mid-1950s, the in-
dustry employed between 33,000 and 50,000 fishers on approximately 11,000 to
14,000 boats.6 These fishers sold their catch to the 500 to 700 processors that dot-
ted the coast, and concentrated in significant ports like Los Angeles, San Fran-
cisco, Astoria (Oregon), Seattle, and Bristol Bay (Alaska).7 Individually, proces-
sors and boat owners held highly varied degrees of market power: some were
single establishment operators, others controlled several plants, boats and
wholesaling concerns. Some were fishers or former fishers, others were large cor-
porations like Star-Kist. Industry concentration varied across the fisheries; tuna
packing, for example, was basically controlled by six operators, while some
groundfish were processed by many establishments.8 As the Federal Trade Com-
mission reported in 1946, however, wholesalers and processors were usually 
organized and presented a coordinated market for fishers’ products.9 The mul-
tiplicity of economic and social relations that constituted the working life of 
industry participants produced class locations and strategies that do not fit eas-
ily into the standard capital-labor dualism.

The paper has four parts: 1] The story of IFAWA; 2] A characterization of
union organization as incorporating a collective attempt at common property
management through creative efforts to determine membership and access to
resources; 3] An explanation of why this attempt took the form and trajectory
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that it did; and 4] Concluding arguments. The paper calls for a dual reevalua-
tion: I argue that (a) the characterization of fishers and other smallholders as 
independent entrepreneurs belies the relations of production and class that hold
in the fisheries; and (b) organized labor can represent an effective attempt to re-
structure a particular political ecology.

1. The International Fishermen and Allied Workers of America

IFAWA is not a well-known union; I stumbled upon it in a 1953 article on the
Taft-Hartley Act, and it is very rarely discussed in secondary sources.10 IFAWA
struck me because it contradicted the typical conception of the competitive
(even selfish) independent-minded smallholder that has held sway in rural soci-
ology. In the subsequent attempt to piece together the fragments of the union 
I could find, I have come to believe that the mere existence of IFAWA, from its
establishment in 1939 until it succumbed to various pressures in the late-1950s,
obligates us to reexamine that story; the union’s existence and the stock image
of the smallholder cannot simultaneously be true.

The first commercial fishers’ union on the Pacific coast, the Columbia Riv-
er Fishermen’s Union (CRFPU), was founded in 1886 in Astoria, Oregon.11 Al-
though there were several maritime unions on the Pacific coast in the early twen-
tieth century, for many years the CRFU was one of very few fishers’ unions.12

While there were some “cooperative guilds,” “protective associations,” and
“fishermen’s councils,” these organizations only partially shared the goals of the
CFRU and the few other unions that emerged in the first three decades of this
century. They did not emphasize collective bargaining for minimum prices, egal-
itarianism, and relationships with processors characteristic of union activity.
Rather, they focused upon the related tasks of “elimination” of foreign vessels
from fishing grounds, the burdens of administrative processes imposed upon
fishers, and the general representation of fishers’ interests.13 Most of these or-
ganizations functioned similarly to what would presently be called “industry as-
sociations.”

In 1937, three fishers’ unions amalgamated to create the United Fisher-
men’s Union (UFU), and affiliated with the new Congress of Industrial Organi-
zations (CIO). The following year, three other fishers’ organizations also affili-
ated with the CIO.14 In May 1939, these six unions, and several directly affiliated
locals, coalesced to form the International Fishermen and Allied Workers’ of
America, also CIO-affiliated, representing fishers from California, Oregon,
Washington and Alaska. IFAWA was constituted such that affiliated unions and
locals would retain significant autonomy, and intended to involve all fisheries
workers, from fishers, to “beachmen,” to cannery workers.15 Indeed, from the
wording of several IFAWA contracts negotiated in the late 1940s, it is evident
that the local autonomy it afforded its affiliates was a condition of their partici-
pation.16

The fact that IFAWA was born as World War II began had an enormous im-
pact upon its organizational life. Despite some initial bargaining successes,
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IFAWA’s leadership believed the war adversely affected the union and the se-
curity and economy of the Pacific fisheries for at least a year prior to the Unit-
ed States’ official declaration of war.17 Aside from individual concerns for fam-
ily and friends, the most significant impact the war had upon fishers was the
Office of Price Administration’s (OPA) imposition, in July of 1943, of price ceil-
ings on all commercially harvested fish.18 The ceilings were intended to stabilize
the fisheries economy, provide cheap wartime food, and enable “maximum pro-
duction” in the industry.19 Initially IFAWA resisted these policies, but by early
1944 union leadership was encouraging the membership to cooperate with the
OPA in the interests of the war effort, unity and postwar growth.20 Along with
concessions like the “no-strike pledge,” this cooperation was consistent with
CIO national policy.21

However, the exceptional sacrifices OPA restrictions demanded of fishers
did not go unopposed after the war. Unlike some manufacturing goods—most
notably, to fishers, fishing gear—the ceilings on fish prices were not quickly re-
pealed.22 As late as August, 1946, IFAWA was still fighting a “stabilization mon-
strosity” it claimed cut real wages in half.23 With the eventual removal of price
controls the following year, IFAWA had the fullest freedom to pursue collective
bargaining it had enjoyed in its eight-year history.

Yet it still faced several obstacles: inconsistent prices along the coast, which
“undermined price structures in one region or fleet by fishing in another;” an
“influx of fish from foreign countries;” and the “discontinuance of government
buying.”24 Also, IFAWA confronted stock depletion and increasingly frequent
attacks by the Federal Trade Commission’s (FTC) antimonopoly division, which
claimed that the union was an association of independent businesspersons col-
luding to raise prices.25 The latter was particularly burdensome given its coinci-
dence with the anticommunism and antiunionism that led to the passage of the
Taft-Hartley Act in 1947.26 Conservation concerns, and the significance of the
antitrust attack will both be addressed in more detail below.

Despite these difficulties, IFAWA negotiated some very demanding con-
tracts in 1948 and 1949, particularly in Alaska. Organizing was highly successful,
and membership reached 22,000 by the end of the war.27 Indeed, in 1946 the FTC
noted that the “Pacific North West fishing industry is one of the most highly
unionized industries of the country.”28

Still, enabling “100 percent organizing,” resisting Taft-Hartley compliance
and fighting accusations of collusion in the court changed the demands placed
upon the leadership.29 A general feeling prevailed among the executive that af-
filiation with a larger, stronger union would benefit IFAWA, and the Interna-
tional Longshoreman’s and Warehouseman’s Union (ILWU) seemed the logical
choice.30 The ILWU worked the same waterfronts, was also CIO-affiliated, and
had proven strength in both the legendary leadership of Harry Bridges and the
bloody San Francisco strike of 1934. Limited records make it difficult to gauge
rank and file support for the merger, but in January, 1949, the membership vot-
ed “overwhelmingly” in favor of operating as a “coordinated group,” a Fisheries
and Allied Workers Division within ILWU.31
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The ILWU’s strength, however, did not provide IFAWA with the longevity
and organizational capacity it sought. A series of blows to the fishers’ union re-
duced it to a shadow of its former self by the mid-1950s.

First, after summary trials in early 1950, both the ILWU and IFAWA, along
with nine other unions, were expelled from the CIO for “pursuing policies and
activities which were ‘consistently directed toward the achievement of the pro-
gram or the purposes of the Communist Party.’”32 While the long-term effects
of the expulsion are difficult to determine, the lack of access to the resources of
a national association like the CIO, the exacerbated “red” stigma, and the loss
of morale that might accompany such a loss of legitimacy almost certainly weak-
ened IFAWA’s resistance to other federal and industry pressures.

Second, the FTC stepped up its pressure on IFAWA both during and after
the CIO trial. Following a 1946 federal conviction in San Pedro, private suits
were filed by “operators” (processors) on the same waterfront.33 Federal pros-
ecution followed.34 In 1949, the FTC filed suit against Local 36 (San Francis-
co).35 Between 1953 and 1957, six more complaints were filed by the FTC.36

While the full extent of these pressures is uncertain, it is probable that the judg-
ment of one of the present ILWU leaders—that these suits were the last straw
for IFAWA—is appropriate.37

It most likely did not take very many convictions to convince the dwindling
number of unionized fishers that organization and collective bargaining would
simply attract unwanted attention. There was talk of a “United Front” within
the union at least as late as 1952, and in 1958 the division still claimed to repre-
sent 5,000 workers.38 But by 1955, the Fisheries and Allied Workers Division
was rarely mentioned in ILWU records.39 Apart from a couple of brief notes in
1959, it appears the fishers were only a paper union after about 1957. Essential-
ly, IFAWA simply slipped out of sight.40

2. IFAWA and Common Property Natural Resource Management

This is one possible telling of IFAWA’s story. The paucity and bias of sources and
historical distance may hide essential elements of the union’s life, enabling a dif-
ferent telling. Still, certain elements of the story are clear. The perspective of
IFAWA’s leadership is well-represented, as is their understanding of the organi-
zation’s purpose. These enable an interpretation of the union as attempting a
form of CPNRM. This section briefly introduces the field of common property,
and common property natural resources in particular. It then examines IFAWA
in light of the dominant perspectives in the common property literature.

Common Property. “Common property” is originally a legal concept. It
emerged in British common law to distinguish the relations that determined the
exploitation of resources that had customarily been open to all community mem-
bers, an idea based in the work of political theorists like Rousseau and Locke.41

Like all property, it describes a relation between people concerning access to and
use of a particular resource or “thing.”42 But unlike individual or “private” prop-
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erty, the subjects of that relation are collective and are usually associated with a
group whose membership is formally or informally defined by the group itself.
No individual has complete control of the resource in question, as common prop-
erty is by nature available to all members.

This does not imply, however, that there are no rules or organization re-
garding access and use. Both formal and informal rules are common, the most
fundamental of which is the limitation of access to members. These restrictive
procedures distinguish common property, like a fishing ground which has been
used by local fishers over time, and the use of which is determined by custom,
from “open access” resources like open ocean oil deposits, the access to and use
of which is unconstrained and unmanaged.

The majority of the common property literature focuses on the developing
world, in which formal state-sponsored law has not penetrated some important
aspects of economic life. The subsistence nature of many of these economies has
also meant that most of the literature emphasizes the management of common
property natural resources. Furthermore, since many resources are the object of
local or customary relations, common property is often associated with pre- or
noncapitalist systems of production. But the significance of common property is
not limited to subsistence economies and developing countries. For example,
North American groundwater systems are increasingly managed as common
property—a massive improvement upon open access models of the past—and
the intricate local regulation of Maine’s lobster fisheries is a well-known con-
temporary example.43

Modern CPNRM literature begins in the 1960s with the publication of E. P.
Thompson’s The Making of the English Working Class and Garrett Hardin’s 1967
paper, “The Tragedy of the Commons.” In his examination of the enclosure move-
ment in England, and later in his study of the infamous Black Act, Thompson
highlighted the organized and historically-determined ways in which English
peasants understood their relation to and dependence upon the “commons.”44

He paints a picture of a system of justice, access and use that was well-adapted
to local conditions, and far from a destructive free-for-all. In contrast, Hardin re-
lates a parable of common grazing land in which consistent overstocking of the
commons by self-interested individuals leads to the inevitable destruction of the
resource for all. He therefore advocates the privatization of common property
in the interests of conservation and efficiency.45

The debate between the “defenders” of the commons and the proponents
of privatization has become an extensive literature, especially in sociology and
economics, and to a lesser extent in political science and law. The work that in-
forms the following section originates in this discussion, although by taking com-
mon property seriously, I only engage with the “defenders.” I hope to demon-
strate the applicability of the CPNRM model to the history of IFAWA.

IFAWA and CPNRM. There are two dominant strands in the CPNRM lit-
erature: the institutional, as typified by Elinor Ostrom, and what could be la-
beled the ethnographic, exemplified by Pauline Peters and Bonnie McCay.



Institutionalists share the methodological individualism and contractual
emphases that underpin an entire school of thought in economics and political
science.46 For Ostrom, collective action is the way through which “broadly ra-
tional” “appropriators” attempt to address environmental complexity and uncer-
tainty.47 Most effective at smaller-scales, the “management” element of CPNRM
consists in the institutionalization of practices that enable “credible commit-
ment” from, and properly align incentives among, local actors dependent upon
the resource.48

The ethnographers generally eschew methodological individualism and as-
sociated assumptions of rationality. Instead, they emphasize the cultural and 
local “embeddedness” of CPNRM institutions.49 They argue that all such insti-
tutions are the product of historically informed norms of social interaction and
expectation, and therefore that relevant actors can often be understood collec-
tively.50 Thus, it is assumed that as “social relations of production change, so do
the rules of access to resources.”51

There are some perspectives common to the two schools of thought. Both
advocate self-regulation and at least limited autonomy from state institutions.
Also, both defend the viability of CPNRM. Still, they are in many ways philo-
sophically and methodologically opposed. Ostrom’s emphasis on generalizable
“principles” of CPNRM can be seen as missing the essence of the social partic-
ularity critical to ethnographic work.52 Bill Maurer, for example, accuses meth-
odological individualists of reducing common property to:

the relationship between different individuals, with presumably conflicting inter-
ests, and the land, rendered as an inert object or a resource, over which they fight.
In this framework, the social relationships that make up individuals, interests, and
the land itself, are removed from view.53

Further evidence of this opposition is visible in the communities each “school”
chooses to study. With few exceptions, the ethnographic literature addresses rur-
al or marginalized communities, often in the developing world. The institution-
alists, while covering a broad range of cases, seem far more willing to tackle ur-
ban, industrial concerns, often in Europe or North America. In each instance it
is arguable that the dynamics of interest to the different approaches are more
readily identified in the settings they choose.54

Yet despite these oppositions, the perspectives can be complementary. I
hope to show that the dimension in which IFAWA has the most to tell—the com-
plex nature of the historical response to “progress” of those on the economic
and geographical periphery of industrializing and urbanizing North America—
can best be understood with access to ethnography and institutionalism. The
only way to describe and legitimate the experience of IFAWA is to understand
it as a CPNRM institution that took the form of an industrial union. This allows
for a dialectical approach to the institutional-ethnographic opposition, for each
offers insights into dilemmas faced by IFAWA in its capacity as a CPNRM in-
stitution. While ethnography can sensitively capture cultural particularity, his-
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tory, and geographic specificity, institutionalism can better highlight structural
features like economic expansion and state regulation. Only an examination of
these spatial, technological, economic and social tensions IFAWA was forced to
address can enable us to understand its historical role.

First though I must address the initial question: Putting aside the problem
of efficacy, can IFAWA be understood as a CPNRM institution?55 If, as 
McCay and Acheson write, “common property should refer to an exclusive as
well as inclusive notion of the commonwealth involved” that “encompasses 
a wide variety of institutional arrangements that delimit access and impose re-
strictions on use,” then what did IFAWA do to delimit and restrict?56 On the
shore and on the water, how did these essentials of CPNRM take forms appro-
priate to union action?

Clearly, any trade union both excludes and includes. In this simple sense,
IFAWA attempted to include as many fishers and allied workers as possible, and
exclude nonfisheries workers and those who chose not to join. On the shore, or-
ganizers drew on a variety of sources of organizational potential. They appealed
to self-interest, describing what Mancur Olson calls “selective incentives” like
better fish prices, wage payment (in contrast to piecework), or health insur-
ance.57 They referred to the “solidarity” of fisheries workers, the importance of
the industry to the local community, and the value of a shared, “traditional” way
of life. Other times the union argued that joining was crucial for the long-term
health of the fishery; management and regulation, by and for fishers, was possi-
ble only if all belonged. In addition, the injustice of the fisher’s plight was high-
lighted: foreign fish on the markets, the unjust practices of “operators,” or the
unfair interventions of the “men back in Washington, who know nothing about
fishing.”58 Finally, IFAWA leadership could point to the substantial achieve-
ments of unions both within the fishing industry and across North America.59

These tactics were effective. In the early 1940s, many fishers joined the
union: eight thousand by 1939, and by 1942 IFAWA represented approximately
nineteen thousand of the fifty thousand fisheries workers on the Pacific Coast.60

Membership continued to grow throughout the mid-1940s, although not as
rapidly as the industry. Still, in 1949 IFAWA’s membership comprised almost
one-third of the workforce.61

Notable in all these appeals are two elements common to many CPNRM
arrangements. First, whether calling upon some shared collective interest, a nos-
talgic romanticism, or blatant self-interest, IFAWA excluded in the very act of
inclusion. For those who participated in the organization membership set them
apart from what they had been, and from those who refused to join: the articu-
lation of a “we” simultaneously identified a “them.” Second, insofar as these ap-
peals organized the attention of fishers to the issues explicit and implicit in union
organizing, they not only justified IFAWA, but also constituted it. The 22,000
members clearly identifying themselves not as “independent businessmen,” but
as “brothers” very probably represents a significant development in what might
be called the “fishers’ ideology.” In section three, I will attempt to explain this
development of class-consciousness among fishers.
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While crucial to CPNRM, social restrictions are effective only if material-
ly tied to the natural resource. Most conceptions of common property, therefore,
are concerned with the social relations of material production: Who can fish,
where and when can they fish, how much can they catch? On the water, IFAWA
had to address this, but could not practice CPNRM in the conventional man-
ner—preventing all nonmembers from extracting the resource—for their “ter-
ritory” consisted of the entire Pacific coast of North America and extended a
great distance out into the ocean. Yet while the fishers did not have the means
of exclusion or inclusion available to other unions, they developed a no less dis-
tributive strategy. Given their institutional and legal resources, they could not
prevent nonunion fishers from fishing, nor could they regulate the quantity and
content of their catch. But they understood very well the market processes upon
which commercial fishing depended. While they could not stop anyone from
bringing fish into their boat, they could—or so they hoped—stop them from get-
ting those same fish out of their boat. Collective bargaining agreements almost
always involved agreement on the part of the processor to buy only union fish.
The threat of boycott, and therefore of no fish coming into the plant, was in-
tended to ensure compliance. The only difference between IFAWA and most 
of the common property fisheries examined in the literature is the point of in-
tervention. Most CPNRM institutions intervene to restrict entry. IFAWA inter-
vened to prevent profitable exit.

Finally, IFAWA undertook fisheries management and regulatory initiatives
both on the water and on the shore. It fought infrastructure and technology it
considered destructive, like dams, fish traps and poundnets; indeed trap owners
were denied membership to some of the locals.62 It also advocated scientific
stock assessment and funded some biological research. It imposed harsh penal-
ties upon members who took undersized fish, overfished, or fished out of season.
And, although they usually “vigorously opposed” government fishing regula-
tions, union members frequently set their own regulations, often stricter than
those imposed by the state. For example, the union imposed its own “coast-wise”
size limitations on black cod, levied substantial fines from members who
breached conservation rules, and even suspended the membership of those who
fished out of season.63 While neither the length of IFAWA’s lifetime, nor the fish-
eries science of the time (or, arguably, of the present) enables a judgment of the
efficacy of these efforts, there is little question that they were extensive.

Many of these efforts are uncommon in the CPNRM literature. Certainly,
most common property arrangements have internal harvest and environmental
regulations, but the extensive scientific and economic study undertaken in the
IFAWA assessment of the California sardine fishery or the relatively complex
arguments for environmentally sustainable electricity generation that frequent-
ed the union’s newsletter are of a different magnitude and form than the man-
agement efforts of many common property fisheries.64 These differences can be
explained by the nature of the resource. Of the several fisheries upon which the
membership depended, many, like salmon, migrate over great distances. Given
the spatial scales of concern and using the best science and technology available,
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IFAWA undertook common property regulatory efforts that were appropriate
to the problems at hand.

3. Why a Union? An Emerging Working-Class Consciousness

Why has there been so little union organization among smallholders? Much of
the literature in rural history, and on the “agrarian question” in particular, has
addressed this question.65 In the history of Pacific coast fisheries, there have
been many “marketing associations,” some “boat owner associations,” and even
a few “fishermen’s protective associations,” but relatively few trade unions. If
unionization is an indication of the evolution of a working class, or at least of a
collective consciousness in an industry, why has this consciousness not emerged
more frequently among small-scale fishers?66

The dominant answer to this question is: (a) Workers work for somebody
else, while fishers are believed to work for themselves, and/or, (b) small-scale
fishers are independent entrepreneurs in competition with each other. It makes
no sense to speak of them as “workers” potentially interested in collective ac-
tion and bargaining. But the intricacies of relations of production lead to a com-
plex continuum of social relations that have long posed empirical puzzles to work
in class analysis and labor history.67 It is difficult to argue that small-scale pro-
ducers are described by the conventional employer-employee or labor-capital
dualities. There are many class positions that fill the space between these poles.
The claim that simple commodity production and working-class identity are in-
compatible has been challenged on the basis of those who, like the members of
IFAWA, occupy this ill-defined social space.68

Without slipping into facile functionalism, I would like to address the ques-
tion of why, if IFAWA represents a CPNRM initiative, such a fisheries institu-
tion emerged as a union and not in some other form? The pressures of foreign
fishing, stock depletion, and the changing productive and technical nature of the
fishery evidently convinced fishers that some institution addressing the condi-
tion of their common property and the livelihoods that depended upon it was
necessary. But why did fishers not form a federation of marketing associations,
or cooperatives (which were common in agriculture), or independent, commu-
nity-based collectives?69 Why would they join a coast-wide, multi-gear, multi-
ethnic and industry-wide organization that many would predict would be un-
wieldy, oligarchical, and unresponsive to local needs?70 Moreover, why would
they form a union, with “workers” contrasted to capitalist businessmen? Were
these people not independent entrepreneurs?

Class matters in answering these questions. But to tell this story in class ana-
lytic terms, it is necessary to move beyond the orthodox perspective that class po-
sition and consciousness are determined solely by the relations of production.
Looking at a union that covered a vast area and arguably would have been inef-
fective had it not, the spatial dimension of IFAWA’s organizational constraints and
opportunities is crucial.71 In this sense, unionization among fishers was the result
of a conjuncture of contingent and structural tensions, both productive and spatial.



Production. As theorized by Karl Marx, class is an “analytical construct”
useful in understanding differential relations to the means of production.72 In
general, Marx relied upon what David Harvey calls a “two-class model,” capital
versus labor, through which he sought “to lay bare the exploitative character of
capitalist production.”73 Although in his more programmatic writings Marx
does reify class in the form of an actual group of laborers, an emphasis on “class-
as-thing” misses the conceptual power of the term.74 I would like to follow E. P.
Thompson by understanding class not as a “structure” or a “category,” but as
“something which in fact happens in human relationships.” It is the relation that
emerges through the sentiment and articulation of interests derived from “com-
mon experiences (inherited or shared).” Usually these interests are understood
as opposed to those of others and produce a class-consciousness “in which these
experiences are handled in cultural terms: embodied in traditions, value-systems,
ideas, and institutional forms.”75

In the Pacific fisheries the conflicting interests are evident. To the state, fish-
ers were entrepreneurs. Like all proprietors, they were exempt from the mini-
mum wage and maximum hour provisions of the Fair Labor Standards Act.76

But at the same time, those familiar with the industry understood the fishers’ po-
sition; ironically, government representatives countered fishers’ identification as
employees by defending the interests of those “who give jobs to fishermen.”77

This is not to say that fishers did not see themselves as independent, but
that they did so in a qualitatively different manner. They understood working-
class identity as a choice, and they freely chose it. As George Johansen of the
Alaska Fishermen’s Union stated:

Under present laws, a union can be prosecuted under the FTC Act, and antitrust
laws, if it attempts to bargain for so-called independent fishermen or fishermen
who own their own boats and gear. A man who owns his own boat and gear is in
an independent position. He wants to belong to a union. Why should he be dis-
criminated against by law if he chooses to have a union bargain for him?78

I believe that the story of IFAWA makes it clear that, in Thompson’s terms,
class “happened” in the Pacific coast fisheries, and class-consciousness helped
motivate IFAWA. If this claim is tenable, it enables a particular interpretation
of the members of IFAWA as caught in the contradictions of the meanings of the
capitalist mode of production for their way of life.

These contradictions are most readily visible in fishers’ ambiguous attitudes
toward technical development. Although the adoption of new technology, from
on-board refrigeration to “fish-finders,” obviously necessitated the increasing
capitalization of the fisheries, and thus the restriction of access, this technology
also had the potential to make fishers’ very strenuous and dangerous work a lit-
tle easier and safer. Throughout the newsletters, meetings and correspondence,
I found an unromantic welcoming of these expensive industrial techniques. “Sar-
dine refrigeration helps labor.”79 “Fathometer finds fish.”80 Yet at the same time,
fishers lamented the impact of increased harvest: “I am moving farther out each
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year, and the fish are getting fewer each year. In a few years, there will be no
fish.”81 Fishermen both feared and favored technical advances.

In the face of these conflicting developments, what organizational re-
sponses were contextually possible? It would be wrong to paint the fishers as an-
ticapitalist. IFAWA members relied upon the commodity market for their living;
they caught fish to sell. But like most participants in CPNRM, they had to en-
sure a sustainable supply to maintain their living. Furthermore, like many la-
borers in a capitalist system, they relied upon an economy to which access was
unevenly distributed. The fishers were economically and geographically periph-
eral to national and international markets. They had neither the time nor capi-
tal to sell their catch directly. To reach the consumer in marketable condition,
fish needed to be processed, an expensive and labor-intensive process. Thus,
catches were almost always sold to an “operator,” who acted as both processor
and broker of the product. Given the potential for spoilage, fishers had to sell to
the operator closest to the fishing grounds.

In many cases, this meant an operator monopsony, and the creation of a
“dependent” employment relation, not (as processors claimed) a business-to-
business contracting transaction.82 While there remained certain significant dif-
ferences between fishers and wage laborers (who comprised much of the rest of
the union in the canneries), in particular the former’s frequent role as an em-
ployer of non-family labor, the integral structure of the fisher-processor rela-
tionship was very like that of employee-employer. The fisher, whose income was
usually entirely dependent upon one processor, commodified his labor in one
marketable form (fish), and was forced to sell to one price-making buyer. A por-
tion of the fishers’ income was wage-like “run money,” meant to diminish the
risk of seasonal fluctuations that made companies’ and employees’ contractual
timing imperfect.83 Often, the processors owned the boat. Almost always, they
owned at least some of the gear—nets or lines in particular.84 Moreover, the
processor demanded a great deal of control over when, where, who, and how fish
were harvested.85 Where the fisher was “independent,” the processor was usu-
ally the main source of credit, which forced the fisher, if there were options (as
there were in some urban centers), to sell his catch to that processor as part of
debt repayment.86 Characteristic of the employment relation, surplus value was
extracted by the processor through privileged access to and control of the means
of production, and monopsony as the sole purchaser of fishers’ labor power.

The nature of this relation was very clearly understood by the union; the
Constitution of the Columbia River Fishermen’s Protective Union clearly iden-
tified “capital” and the “employer.”87 Fishermen could not avoid participating
in capitalist production and remain fishers, but they could try to force the oper-
ators to maintain the smallholder structure of the industry by monopolizing the
labor supply. This is exactly what a union is structured to do.88 Labor contracts,
while acknowledging the seasonal nature of the industry, nevertheless formal-
ized the employer-employee relationship in a manner that blatantly contradicts
the conventional understanding of the fisher as he or she who “works for no one
but him or herself.” Instead, they demonstrate two characteristics very clearly.
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First, while fishers’ legendary independence may hold true, it manifested itself
not so much by working for themselves, but by choosing for whom they would
work. Second, that choice was only significant if it were made collectively. Giv-
en the mobility of both labor and resource in fisheries, that collective had to be
relatively large scale; locally specific but uncoordinated responses could easily
be undermined.

Space. Clearly, the spatial and productive analyses of fisheries cannot be
completely separated; indeed, David Harvey argues that this is true of all capi-
talism.89 For the Pacific fisheries, as noted above, coast-wide organization was
the only scientifically viable means of CPNRM in light of stock and labor mo-
bility. Yet this scale of organization was new to fishers. Note, for instance, that
five of the six founding unions of IFAWA identified themselves as fishing
ground-specific: Puget Sound, the Columbia River, California, Prince William
Sound, and Alaska (Bering Sea).

There are evident tensions in how the fishers felt about the scale and di-
versity of issues that IFAWA had to confront, and this no doubt affected the
union’s decision to operate in a more decentralized manner. Still, the demands
of the resource, and the economics of processing, which was dominated by rel-
atively few players, made it clear to the founders of IFAWA that locally specif-
ic organization was insufficient for fisheries management or economic survival.

This recognition highlighted another dynamic tension among fishers, one
that is often forgotten today: In the mid-twentieth century, many small fishers
still operated out of urban centers like Seattle, San Francisco and Los Angeles.
Furthermore, since a significant portion of Alaska’s fisheries labor was not resi-
dent there, much of the Alaska fishery was urban in the off-season.90 Western
coastal cities have often been at the center of radical unionism in the United
States, and this was never more true than during the first forty years of this cen-
tury.91 This almost certainly influenced the institutional form the fishers’ orga-
nization eventually took. It also led to an occasionally marked disparity in the
political radicalism of different locals. Strike threats, tie-ups, and conflict were
more frequent in the urban locals, and the risks that individual fishers were will-
ing to take seem to have been greater in urban centers, which may be a function
of differential exit opportunities in the form of other work or other processors.

A fascinating and perhaps tragic element of this urban-rural integration is
that smallholder, natural resource-based class organization may only have been
possible when these economies were extant in urban areas. The organizational
and political focal capacities of cities are well-known, and IFAWA certainly can
be understood on these terms. The leadership, which remained relatively steady
throughout, mostly came from Los Angeles, San Francisco and Seattle. Also, es-
pecially following the ILWU merger, organizational leadership, while sensitive
to rural concerns, was substantially involved in national political conflicts that
necessitated an urban emphasis, like antitrust suits and the CIO trial. This is
speculation, of course, but it points toward further possible explanations for the
rapid rise and fall of IFAWA.
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In any case, contradictory spatial and productive demands encouraged the
coastwide fishers’ unionism. Industrial-smallholder, local-coastal and urban-
rural dynamics helped create an organization that struggled to confront the con-
flicting demands of the local particularities inherent in the coast-wide concern
and the individual fisher’s reliance upon a regional resource. This interpenetra-
tion of the local and the global, the general and the particular—and the interplay
of forces out of which actors shape their lives—is characteristic of a dialectical
understanding of history, and is, I believe, the most defensible understanding of
IFAWA.92 This is one instance of how class happened on the Pacific coast. The
differential relation to the means of production between fisheries workers and
operators made possible the class relation. Class-consciousness manifested itself
in an institutional form that could address both concerns for the physical re-
source and the economic realities of capitalist production by coordinating the
harvesters at the relevant scale: a fishers’ union. As with technology, though, the
union was neither a plain leap of faith into industrial production, nor was it a
“traditionalist” effort to disable it. Rather, it was an attempt to rein it in and con-
trol its development on fishers’ terms.

4. Implications and Conclusions

It may seem that in section three I have neglected to address CPNRM. In trying
to explain why IFAWA emerged as it did, I may have painted a picture of an or-
ganization that addressed common property management only incidentally. If
this is the case, I mean to reemphasize IFAWA’s common property management
dimensions in these conclusions. To do so, I will focus on an element of the his-
tory of IFAWA glossed over in section one: the antitrust and anticommunist 
tactics of the operators and the federal government. I want to argue that the ve-
hemence and relentlessness of these attacks make evident the potential of the
union as an institution of CPNRM. Moreover, this demonstrates the significance
of a class-based CPNRM in the industrialized West that is not recognized by the
common property literature. It also moves towards an understanding of a polit-
ical ecology of class on the Pacific coast.

In reassembling the story of IFAWA, I occasionally lost touch with the ap-
propriate time register. I found myself wrapped up in the intricacies of daily life
in the union and on the water, flicking forward five years, then back another
eight, without much thought. Rereading the fragmentary records of the antitrust
and Taft-Hartley pressures, though, I am reminded of their astounding relent-
lessness. This all happened in less than twenty years. FTC accusations were de-
cried in the union’s newsletter by September 1942, only three years into a short
life, and did not let up until the union was only a paper shell. Moreover, these
impositions took place, at least initially, in a context in which labor had relin-
quished a great deal of its strength for the war. Willingly, they did so through the
no-strike pledge, and unwillingly, through measures like the “Connally Amend-
ment,” which enabled the government to “take over and resume production in
any plant where production has been interrupted.”93 Admittedly, the fishers
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were not the only ones under scrutiny, but this does not diminish the immediate
question: why so much time, energy, and persistence directed against the fish-
ers?94

IFAWA was a radical union, which almost certainly did have Communists
in the leadership. Many unions did at the time.95 Taft-Hartley compliance was
an issue with working people throughout the United States in the postwar peri-
od.96 IFAWA, the government said, was a “fishermen’s trust.” Setting aside the
irony of the Clayton Act, designed to curb the power of corporations like US
Steel, turned against a group of working people, the antitrust suits underscored
the visible potential for the fishers to collectively and exclusively manage the
fisheries. Recognizing their class-specific shared reliance on the fishery, the fish-
ers formulated organizational objectives that would have, if successfully met,
created a de facto common property regime on the Pacific coast.

The only way the government could justify antitrust measures was if the
fishers were not “supposed” to organize. This required not only a denial of the
employment relation the fishers felt was evident in fishing industry, but an as-
cription of entrepreneurial independence that the fishers themselves intention-
ally rejected. As the FTC remarked in 1957, after a group of Alaska fishermen
claimed bargaining rights as employees: “The record clearly shows that the skip-
pers of Purse Seine Vessels are independent businessmen . . . Neither the skip-
pers nor their crews are shown to be employees of individual canners. The rela-
tionship involved is that of buyers and sellers of fish.”97 As in the case of the New
Jersey fisheries studied by Bonnie McCay, the government understood open ac-
cess to natural resources as “the structure of laissez-faire competition.”98 But
the structural position of IFAWA’s membership was not easily reconciled with
the logic of atomized, competitive businessmen-harvesters. To the extent that it
was successful in maintaining an open access regime, the government refuted the
counter-claim implicit in unionization and in CPNRM, the demand for “social
equity.”99

At the local level, and territorially specific, CPNRM is usually understood
as structuring a contained local political ecology. By crossing geographical
boundaries with an appeal to class interests, IFAWA attempted to take CPN-
RM far beyond these bounds. This is perhaps the most striking lesson the
union’s history has to teach, for it illuminates a site of analytical and political
possibility. The dominance within the political ecology literature of the study of
pre- or non-capitalist, relatively homogenous communities in developing coun-
tries mirrors the conventional focus of studies of CPNRM; indeed they are of-
ten one and the same. An emphasis on the local, “traditional,” and non-West-
ern has proved enormously fruitful, but it has diminished the significance of
non-local axes of organization and obscured larger scale concerns. In doing so,
it has effectively excluded the concept of class and its power as a tool for the
analysis of capitalist societies. Very probably, this has reinforced the literature’s
focus, in a kind of theoretical-empirical vicious circle. While there is great val-
ue in working inward, in filling the gaps in existing theory, the potential for
working out from this model to the complexity of the lived world is great. As
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David Harvey writes, “[w]e reach out dialectically (rather than inwardly and
deductively) to probe uncharted seas from a few seemingly secure islands of
known concepts.”100

The wider possibilities for the study of work, class and nature are imma-
nent in IFAWA’s story. The Pacific coast fishery is an ecologically determined 
political economy—a particular regional political ecology—and the social re-
sponse to it was at least partially shaped by the constraints and opportunities of
the environment in which it took place. If I have convincingly argued that the
social response was the realization of class membership and the emergence of
class-based organization in the form of a fishers’ union, then IFAWA is evidence
of class as a political-ecological relationship. This seems reasonable, for where
do work and nature so intertwine but on the sea?
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