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Abstract.—Ever since fishing was called recreational fishing, a cruelty charge has
hovered around somewhere in the background. In recent times, however, it has made
it to the fore substantiated by anthropomorphic reasoning and fuelled by high-visi-
bility papers claiming that fish can feel pain and suffer. Because some segments of the
public perceive the infliction of these mental states to fish as abhorrent and not out-
weighing the costs imposed on the individual fish by appropriate benefits to the hu-
man, recreational fishing is coming under attack on moral grounds. Other challenges
have also emerged that do not center on the issue of whether fish are sentient or not.
In this paper, we describe five of the most prevalent moral challenges to recreational
angling, two of which—animal welfare and wilderness-centered perspectives—can
offer a constructive outlock by calling upon improved treatment of individual fish
{animal welfare) and generally more sustainable management (wilderness perspec-
tive). In contrast, if one subscribes to animal liberation or animal rights philosophies,
the outlook for recreational fishing is generally negative: it has to stop. A final chal-
lenge is associated with the motivations of anglers, The moral argument there is that
the activity is carried out largely for angler pleasure rather than as a means of se-
curing survival. The outlook of this ethical challenge sometimes leans towards only
accepting one form of recreational fishing: catching, killing, and eating. Voluntary
catch-and-release fishing and practices such as tournament fishing with a strict total
catch-and-release policy would then not be ethically permissible. In this paper, we
highlight the origin and background of each of the five ethical challenges and explain
their implications for recreational fishing.

Introduction

Philosophy in the popular meaning of the word
has always been, and always will be, central
to recreational fishing. For example, each an-
gler has his or her own philosophy regarding
the right or wrong weather conditions and the
right or wrong bait and will also have ideas
about “the one that got away.” In contrast to the
meanderings of piscatorial contemplation, the
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academic discipline of philosophy follows more
rigorous procedures; it only recently graduated
to recreational angling and did so mainly on the
strength of ethical questions. However, within a
very short time, its tentacles reached into every
aspect of recreational angling. Presently, the de-
mands of some contemporary academic philoso-
phers as well as biologists with hidden or explicit
agendas (e.g., de Leeuw 1996; Balon 2000; Web-
ster 2005) command more and more attention in
postindustrialized societies. The constraints on
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voluntary catch and release of legally sized fish
from German and Swiss waters is a prime ex-
ample of the combined persuasiveness of moral
philosophy and science on the issue what fish
might feel if captured by an angler (Arlinghaus

et al. 2009). More and more, anglers find them- .

selves under ethical scrutiny, for example being
accused of being cruel to fish (de Leeuw 1996;
Balon 2000; Drossé 2002, 2003). How can this de-
velopment be explained? -

Before the late 20th century, the ethlcal c_hal- '

lenges to recreational fishing largely followed in
the wake of various movements directly or in-
directly concerned with human use of animals,
indicated by calls for prevention of cruelty to
animals, vegetarianism, and general social re-
form (Salt 1980). In substance, these challenges
boil down to Lord Byron’s (1788-1824) famous
lines (Byron 1823}):

And é.nglihg, too, that solitary vice,
Whatever Izaak Walton sings or says:
The quaint, old, cruel coxcomb in his

gullet

Should have a hbok and a small trout to
pull it. ‘
{Don Juan, Canto X111, cvi)

The first angling philosopher of renown to
take on this challenge was Arthur A. Luce (1959).
His book Fishing and Thinking (Luce 1959) is now
a classic. Luce implied the possibility of anglers
being cruel if the angler went fishing without the
intention to harvest fish. After Luce, it was the
perspicacious and observant angler Bryn Ham-
mond in his Haleyon Days (Hammond 1992) who
addressed the questions of cruelty and voluntary
catch and release, but it was not until Hook, Line

and Thinker by Alexander Schwab (2003) that a-

philosophically trained angler, mushroomer,
and hunter tried to put contemporary ethical
challenges to recreational fishing into perspec-
tive to lay people. Soon thereafter, J. Claude
Evans (2005), an angler and academic philoso-
pher of international standing, followed Schwab
(2003) by publishing an academically much rich-
er book entitled With Respect for Nature: Living as
Part of the Natural World. Evans was stimulated
to write his book by reflecting on the ethics of
voluntary catch and release, which follows on
from the prominent ethical challenge introduced
by Luce (1959) and which is relevant until today
(Arlinghaus 2007; Arlinghaus et al. 2007a, 2007b,

2009). Evans’ writing is of seminal importance
because it deals with most of the burning ethical
questions that contemporary recreational fish-
ing increasingly faces, and he offers new and
unexpected” perspectives. For example, Evans

' (2005:220) writes in the context of catch and re-

lease that “we need more than ever to cultivate

- experiences and practices that connect us with

integrity of wholeness....The practice of catch-
and-release is most properly based on respect for
the integrity of ecosystems and populations that
are subjected to the pressures of human use and
exploitation. Embedded in this practice is a spe-
cific respect for the individual fish one attempts
to catch and then releases.” Such a conclusion
would be unthinkable for many that base ethical
criteria on the potential ability of fish to suffer
tremendously in the process of being caught and
released, as will be detailed below,

By 2005, when Evans published his thought-

- ful analysis, the nature of the ballgame had al-

ready changed in comparison to 30 years earlier.
Peter Singer’s Animal Liberation (Singer 1990) and
Tom Regan’s The Case for Animal Rights (Regan
1983), and their academic supporters and dis-
ciples, placed recreational fishing in the wider
context of the legitimacy of animal use. As we
get closer to the present time, the specific attacks
against recreational angling based on moral phi-
losophy—with themes such as cruelty, suffering
of fish, or the presumed superflucusness of the
pursuit—increase (de Leeuw 1996; Balon 2000;
Hastein et al. 2005; Webster 2005; Huntingford
et al. 2006), and, in some countries, laws have
been enacted to constrain recreational fishing on
moral grounds {Arlinghaus 2007).

An example of the now rapidly emerging
ethical debate is Sandee et al. (2009), who call for
a “genuine ethical debate” on fish welfare and a
“framework for a discussion on fish ethics.” The
main reason given is “society’s ongoing reflec-
tion” about the use of animals. A precondition of
a sound or genuine ethical debate is, according
to Sandee et al. (2009), that the debate as such
is seen as necessary. In this context, it is worth-
while to examine in detail five kinds of partly
interrelated ethical challenges raised against rec-
reational fishing and to investigate their implica-
tions. These challenges encompass three views
that center on what happens to individual fish
when targeted by anglers, the question of the in-
tention of an angler (individual angler-centered



