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Although I was born in Paris, I grew 
up in La Chaux-de-Fonds, a little 
town in the French-speaking part of 
Switzerland, in the Jura Mountains, 
where cows roam freely but not 
very far, because they have bells. I 
did not have a “normal” youth, but 
I did have hamsters, a goldfish, and 
sometimes a dog. However, I did 
not have the intimate connections 
with Nature that some well-known 
biologists enjoyed. I was into books 
and ideas, never a naturalist. I tend 
to see patterns in data, but not in 
raw Nature.
 
At 16, I dropped out of high school 
and went to work in Germany for 
a year as a “diaconic helper” for six 
months in an asylum run by the 
Lutheran Church and another six 
months in a city hospital, which 
cured me forever of the religious 
delusions common in juveniles. 

Instead, I realized that I needed to 
go back to school, and this I did: 
For four years, I attended evening 
school from 5 to 9 p.m., five times a 
week, while working low-level jobs 
in a paint factory, a brush factory, 
and other factories during the day 
to support myself. Nature receded 
even farther into the background of 
my life.

Then, in the spring of 1969, I 
graduated and went to the United 

This personal essay is an excerpt 
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“Vanishing Fish: Shifting Baselines 
and the Future of Global Fisheries,” 
published by Greystone Books in 
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for republication here.

States to connect with my father 
and his family for the first time, 
much as I had reconnected with 
my mother and her family three 
years before in Paris. As the son 
of a Frenchwoman and an African-
American G.I., I had previously 
been aware that I was biracial (and 
there was always somebody to 
remind me, lest I forgot), but I was 
not ready to be part of a group. 
In the United States, I became 
assimilated into one (“African-
Americans”) that was still engaged 
in the fight for civil rights and its 
various ramifications. 

I came out of this experience more 
confused than ever but convinced 
that I should somehow join in the 
struggle of people of color. I decided 
I would not live in Europe after my 
studies.

Thus, when I began my studies at 
Kiel University, I aimed to learn 
something “useful,” something 
that would enable me to work in 
developing countries. I obtained 
permission to do a double major 
in biology and agronomy, but 
unreformed, old Nazi professors 
(real, not metaphoric ones!) drove 
me out of agronomy. 

Marine science offered an 
alternative mix of useful and neat 
science, and Kiel University was a 
good place for it: You could learn 
classical fisheries science and 
marine biology at the very place 
where, in the late 19th century, 
Victor Hanen and Karl Möbius 
founded planktology and (benthic) 
community ecology, respectively.
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Here are two things that impressed 
me during my studies: First, my six 
months (in 1971) in Ghana to study 
a coastal lagoon, near the port 
city of Tema. I learned all about 
the little lagoon, which supported 
an artisanal fishery for blackchin 
tilapia, and even discovered a new 
species of parasite in their mouths. 
Now, almost 50 years later, the 
lagoon is inside Tema, and the 
tilapia, size-wise, have turned into 
guppies. It was also then that I got 
my first sunburn and learned that I 
was European, not African.

Second, my six weeks (in 1973) 
onboard a giant factory ship turned 
research vessel, surveying cod 
off Newfoundland and Labrador. 
These were the heydays of the 
cod fishery (which collapsed less 
than two decades later). We were 
fishing at 1,600-foot depths, with 
trawls capable of lifting a boulder 
the size of a Volkswagen. Now I 
understand: We did not know what 
we were doing. 

In 1974, I obtained a “Diplom,” the 
German equivalent of a master’s 
degree, and I was hired by the 
German international development 
agency (GTZ) to work in Tanzania. 
Then, in mid-1975, I was shipped 
to Indonesia to help introduce 
trawling to the country.

In Indonesia, I did the standard 
work of foreign fisheries “experts” 
working in developing countries, 
that is, helping to “develop” 
fisheries. This consisted mainly of 
conducting surveys to estimate the 
then-largely unexploited demersal 
fish biomass of western Indonesia 
and writing reports about how 
much was there and how much 
could be taken. Of the many 
scientific challenges at the time, 
three now stick out: (1) We were 
“terraforming” the sea (but did 
not know it), (2) We were ignoring 
small-scale fishers (but did not 
care), and (3) We were dealing with 
more species than we could handle.

I chose the last of these problems 
as my research challenge. The two 
years in Indonesia passed quickly, 
and I then returned to Germany 
with my head full of ideas for how 
to improve fish stock assessments 
in the tropics. I earned a Ph.D. 
working out some of these 
concepts and also teamed up with 
colleagues who helped me program 
some of the more outlandish ideas.

In 1979, I was back in Southeast 
Asia, this time in the Philippines, at 
the International Center for Living 
Aquatic Resource Management 
(ICLARM). This institution, founded 
two years earlier by the Rockefeller 
Foundation, was to do for the ocean 
what the green revolution had 
done for the land (increasing yields, 
the panacea in those days). For 
me, this meant teaching my newly 
developed methods and concepts 
as tools of “empowerment” 
throughout the tropical world. 
Thus, I got to know hundreds of 
colleagues on five continents and 
found out that they all had similar 
concerns.

Traveling as I did and crossing 
cultures and languages helped 
me see similarities where others 
saw differences. In the 1980s, the 
artisanal fisheries of Senegal, in 
northwestern Africa, were booming 
and were a source of wealth, and 
those of the Philippines were 
already in deep trouble.

However, unlike many 
anthropologists, I understood 
that this difference was not due 
to differences in the countries’ 
social organization, or “Asianness” 
versus “Africanness,” but to 
contingencies of development, 
such as when development began. 
Now, Senegalese fisheries are 
in the same trouble as those in 
the Philippines. This required a 
theoretical explanation, which I 
endeavored to develop.

For the full essay, check out “Vanishing 
Fish: Shifting Baselines and the Future of 
Global Fisheries” by Daniel Pauly.
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