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Abstract

Enjoying a recent resurgence in popularity, the fish symbol that emblematized the first- 
century Christian community has recently been co-opted by various other movements 
for differing purposes. A number of groups have used the sign of the fish as symbolic 
capital in recent years.

Symbols are often used as a way of marking identity, and the public display of those 
symbols as a way of expressing that identity. This paper traces the evolution of the 
use of the sign of the fish from its early Christian origins to its modern uses (and close 
association with specific groups), focusing on the symbolic capital associated with it and 
its use as a quazi-religious symbol.
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Introduction

Enjoying a recent RESURGENCE in popularity, the fish symbol that emblematized the 
first-century Christian community has recently RESURFACED and has been co-opted 
by various other movements for differing purposes.1 A number of groups have used the 
sign of the fish as symbolic capital in recent years. In the 1980s, atheistic evolutionists 
adopted it—with land-adapted legs. This evolutionary modification has fueled an 
escalating “fish war” between advocates of evolution and the fundamentalist Christians 
who evolutionists most closely associate with a Creationist position. American 
entrepreneur capitalists, playing on the recent popularity of the “dueling fish” theme, 
have now expanded the “FISH MARKET” to include any other group with a statement 
to make.

Symbols are often used as a way of marking identity, and the public display of symbols 
as a way of expressing pride in, and the dignity or distinction of, that identity—a kind 
of symbolic capital. This presentation traces the evolution of the use of the sign of the 
fish from its early Christian origins to its modern usage and tropes (emblematizing 
specific groups and ideologies), focusing on the symbolic capital associated with it and 
its use as a quazi-religious symbol.

So, why did we choose to write this paper? Perhaps our interest in the topic of the 
so-called “Jesus fish” and its SPAWN is related to our membership in the Network of 
Christian Anthropologists, whose e-mail listserve is titled “FishNet?” Or perhaps it is 
because of my own love of fishing? Or perhaps we’re doing it just for the HALIBUT. A 
complex issue, but it’s one we would like to try to TACKLE. We will see if you are able 
to follow our STREAM of thought. Oh, and by the way, Kevin and I are both strongly 
interested in linguistics, so keep your ears tuned for the many fishy plays on words we 
have added. We have a whole STRINGER full! 

Pre- and non-Christian fish signs 
The use of the base-form of the sign of the fish as a religious symbol predates the 
Christian use of the fish by several centuries. For example, dieties of Babylon, China, 
ancient Greece, the Roman Empire, India (both Hindu and Buddhist) and throughout 
the Mediterranean, Scandinavian and Middle East regions, have all been represented 
in the form of a fish.2 Since the presence of fish signs, used as symbols to represent 
deities of disparate pre-Christian and non-Christian traditions has been documented in 
numerous geographically, culturally, and historically-removed contexts, this suggests 
that at least some degree of independent innovation, rather than diffusion, has been at 
work.

1This paper, in PowerPoint form, was originally presented at the 104th Annual Meeting of the American Anthropological 
Association, Washington, D.C., December 2, 2005, in a session titled, “Visualizations of Embodiment: Fetishizing, Appropriating, 
Deconstructing, and Mediating.” We offer this paper as a lighthearted (but thorough) look at a serious topic.

2See http://christianity.wikia.com/wiki/Ichthys, http://www.religioustolerance.org/chr_symb.htm, http://buddhism.
kalachakranet.org/general_symbols_buddhism.html, http://religious tolerance.org/chr_symb.htm, and http://www.evolvefish.
com/NewsMedia/NewsMedia.htm for various citations of the wide geographical pre-Christian usage of the fish symbol.
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So, the basic form of the fish has been employed (CAUGHT, SNAGGED, HOOKED) to 
signify different religious meanings for different communities. We will be limiting our 
discussion (we want to be eFISHent) to what has come to be known in popular parlance 
as the “Jesus fish” and its modern usage as a symbol of Christianity, as well as to its 
recent appropriation by other groups for other ends. We will show how the Christian 
sign of the fish has been re-imagined by modern Christians through an “invention of 
tradition”-type process, how it has been co-opted by evolutionists as a trope to be used 
against creationists (all of whom are—falsely—assumed to be Christians), and later still, 
appropriated by other capitalists through other tropes, SOLELY for the PORPOISE of 
turning a profit. For the sake of brevity, we have really needed to GUT our paper.

History of the “Jesus fish” symbol
Christian tradition holds that under persecution (mostly during Nero’s reign over 
the Roman Empire, but intermittently throughout the first and second centuries), a 
sort of “secret handshake” developed between Christians as a way of identifying one 
another—with reduced risk—in a hostile social environment. This was a time in which 
it was extremely detrimental to “go public” about believing in Jesus.3 Supposedly, upon 
meeting a person suspected of belonging to the same “subversive sect,” a Christian 
might confirm their suspicion by taking a stick and drawing a curved line (half of a 
fish) in the sand.

If the other person drew a corresponding curved line (which would complete the sign of 
the fish), then the action confirmed the identity of both as Christians.

Some scholars suggest that the reason the sign of the fish was chosen by early 
Christians to emblematize their membership in a common faith community is that it 
served as a reference to Jesus’ miraculous feeding of the masses with fish and bread, or 
that it derives from Jesus’ call of his disciples to become “fishers of men.” Others point 
to the use of the Greek letters IXΘƳƩ as an acrostic for:

3Several authors have documented the emergence of this early Christian tradition. See Sherwin 1999; http://religioustolerance.
org/chr_symb.html/.
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When combined, the initial letters of the words sound out the Greek word for fish, 
ICHTHUS. Perhaps the sign of the fish alone then came to represent or symbolize 
membership in the community of Jesus Christ (God’s Son, the Savior) and his followers, 
in a way that would be less incriminating if observed by outsiders. After all, it was just 
a picture of a fish!4

Archaeological evidence from the period confirms the early usage of the word Ichthus 
and the fish symbol by the Christian community, but the traditional explanations for 
their origin are still purely speculative. Perhaps, one might say, even a little FISHY?

Picture is from http://www.plymouth-church.com/ichthus.html/.

Our search of the literature shows little reference to the popular usage of either the 
Ichthus acrostic or the sign of the fish by Christians during the ensuing centuries, from 
the late second century up until the modern era.5 Perhaps the disuse of the symbol 
by Christians following the second century was due to the cessation of persecution 

4For further discussion of the history of the ICHTHUS see: Dill 2005; http://religious tolerance.org/chr_symb.htm; http://
www.biblestudyguide.org/bible-answers/fish-symbol.htm; http://pigseye.kennesaw.edu/%7Ebgibbs/ixoyefish.htm; and http://
en.wikipeadia.org/wiki/Icthys, among others.

5We did find one late renaissance reference to the Ichthus acrostic in an early discourse on fishing published in 1653 (Walton 
1653:11). Although this was a lengthy discourse on fishing, it also contained a biblical reference to John 21:3 where it says that 
Peter went fishing.
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precipitated by the adoption of the faith by the Roman Emperor Constantine in the 
300s—there was no longer a need for a secret code when persecution ended.

Modern usage of the Christian fish symbol
The modern re-emergence of the “Jesus fish” is first noted in the late 1970s, when it 
initially appeared in the form of a shiny, metallic outline of a fish that could be attached 
to the bumper or trunk of a car.6 We have been unable to trace the creator of the first 
modern Jesus fish and a search of the literature reveals no authenticatable claim to the 
honor. By the early 1980s, the symbol was reproduced in the form of bumper stickers 
and jewelry.

The Jesus fish outline, with the Greek letters inside or the name, “Jesus,” also began to 
be seen in the same contexts. The “fish” rapidly became a well-known modern Christian 
symbol and has grown to be a mass-marketed indicator of Christian identity (see Tung 
2002; Sauer 2004). The reference shifts from Jesus to the individual Christian, so each 
member of a family may be represented by an individual fish, with larger families 
displaying a veritable SCHOOL.

Although, in its modern manifestation, there is a harkening back to the earlier use of 
the sign of the fish as a symbol of Jesus and his followers (“little fish” as they were 
called by one early Church father), it is clear that the modern meaning of the Jesus 
fish is markedly different from what it was in earlier times (involving the invention 
of tradition perhaps, ala Hobsbawm and Ranger). In the first and second century, 
its display was a way to connect with like-minded souls while avoiding persecution. 
Conversely, in the infancy of its reemergence in the modern era, it serves as a proactive 
statement or advertisement of one’s Christian faith (using a privately-owned vehicle as 
a moving billboard). By placing the symbol on one’s vehicle, the fish became a form of 
symbolic capital for Christian commuters. Perhaps Christians will be more inclined to 
let fellow believers displaying the symbol cut in front of them in traffic? Or perhaps the 
presence of the symbol on a bumper might defuse hostile emotions in the event of a 
fender bender?

6The bumper sticker began to gain in popularity about this same time as a means of publically announcing one’s beliefs, 
mainly religious, ideological, or political. The once taboo subjects of religion and politics found their acceptable expression on 
the bumpers of vehicles, an inanimate object, but an obvious extension of the owner of the vehicle. It was a new avenue of free 
speech during an era that saw much turbulence. A further study of bumper stickers would be interesting in its own right, but to 
TACKLE this here would be a red HERRING.



7

It has also been interesting to see the shift of context from a personal marker on 
cars and jewelry to a prominent feature in the yellow pages of the phone book. 
Business owners who (we suppose) would like it to be known that they are Christians, 
prominently display the Jesus fish somewhere in their ads.

Doing so, they are using it as a form of symbolic capital—an attempt to tap into the 
large Christian “market,” perhaps assuming that Christians are more loyal to their 
own. And why would Christians choose a fish-displaying business over one that doesn’t 
mark itself with the fish? Is the display a statement meant to inspire loyalty? Is it 
assumed that Christian businesses will be more honest and trustworthy? And why has 
this become such a prevalent trend in the commercial domain and not other domains? 
Interesting questions all, but we think we have made our point. To follow this STREAM 
of thought further would be a red HERRING and would be an ineFISHent use of the 
remainder of our time.

Initial Co-option of the symbol: Evolutionists vs. “Creationists”
Recently, the Jesus fish has SPAWNED many varieties of fish (or fish SPECIES?) all 
taking different ANGLES on the original sign.7 The first (and most popular) of these is 
the Darwin fish, that has, in turn, EVOLVED many of its own variations. This parody of 
the Jesus fish first entered the mainSTREAM in the early 1980s.8 The shape of the Jesus 
fish was REINTRODUCED, sprouting legs and displaying the word “Darwin” where the 
acrostic Ichthus would be found on the Jesus fish.

It is of great interest that those responsible for this modification first chose to represent
evolution as the most potent and poignant antithesis to Christianity. In actuality, there 
are many Christians who are theistic evolutionists—they may believe in Darwinian 
evolutionary theory in some form or another, but credit God with starting, guiding, 

7Many of the parody fish displayed here can be found swimming at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parodies_of_the_Ichthus_
symbol/and http://evolvefish.com/fish/emblems.html/.

8There is some debate about who the originator of the Darwin fish is. One author credits Chris GILLman, who claims to have 
come up with the idea in the 1980s and first manufactured the parody Darwin fish, and has since turned it over to the company 
that now owns the trademark (Yoon 2003). Another author (www.fishingnotebook.com) claims that “industry experts credit the 
work to Al Seckel and John Edwards circa 1982.” Perhaps another case of simultaneous invention, like Darwin’s theory itself 
(i.e., Alfred Wallace had simultaneously come up with the idea of natural selection)? But we digress. We will have to WEIGHT on 
this another time. I should REEL it back in to the topic at hand.
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and/or sustaining the process. There are many other potential antitheses to Christianity 
that could have been selected, but this one CAUGHT the public eye, and helped to shape 
the bumper debate between evolutionists and Christians.

The initial binary opposition of the two symbols suggests de facto that one cannot be 
both a Christian and a Darwinian, a continuing common assumption today, perhaps 
reinforced by this symbolic meaning-attachment. With the topic of debate set (Christian 
= creationist; creationist vs. evolutionist) the fish fight soon intensified. Christians 
TOOK THE BAIT and created the “Truth” fish, which devours the “Darwin” fish in a 
kind of “survival of the fittest” motif that is a trope on the core assertion of Darwinism.

In turn, the “Darwin” fish adherents introduced several alLUREing modifications, 
including an “evolve” fish (sprouting legs like the “classic” Darwin fish, but holding a 
wrench) and a procreative (not to be confused with pro-creationist) Darwin fish that 
is, as one author has delicately put it, “sharing its genes with the Christ fish.”9 There 
are many other modifications on these two themes and we will show you some more of 
them shortly. In any event, each camp has cast their NETS widely.

What is behind this co-option of the Jesus fish? One author claims the Darwin fish is a 
reaction by atheists who feel like a persecuted minority that needs to subversively “fight 
back against the onslaught of religion”10

 in a Christian-dominated American cultural and 
political landscape. The Darwin fish is for them, according to this author, something 
akin to the earliest use of the fish symbol by persecuted Christians. Another scholar has 
noted that cooption and desecration of another’s sacred sign is “the symbolic equivalent 
of capturing and desecrating an enemy’s flag, an act of ritual aggression.”11  According 
to this same scholar, assimilating and manipulating the Christian symbol gives the 
Darwin fish “unique power to express ridicule in a vivid and symbolically-pointed 
fashion.” Another author claims that through the appropriation and transformation of 
this symbol, enemies of Christianity are “celebrating a sense of triumph over religion as 
they take its symbol and desecrate it.”12

Perhaps for many who display the Darwin fish on their vehicle, their intent is not 
quite so antagonistic? An author writing in The New Humanists magazine posits that 
Darwin iconography simply provides “an all-purpose icon for the scientific worldview,” 

  9Cherry 2002
10Yoon 2003
11Lessl, as quoted by Bird 2000.
12Sauer 2004
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much the same way that the Jesus fish now does for a Christian worldview. He further 
contends that for many, “Darwin is the definitive rebuff to fundamentalist Christianity” 
(Cherry 2002).

Again, it is interesting to us that, through the co-option of a symbol (and the 
subsequent infusion of additive meaning, i.e., evolution) which necessarily infers 
and simultaneously constructs opposite meaning for the other (i.e., Creationism), the 
meaning associated with the Jesus fish has shifted from a marker of Christian identity 
(which can include a belief in theistic evolution) to a debate between creationism and a 
“scientific worldview.” The once-secret sign of a personal religious belief has been co-
opted (through various layers of modification and subsequent meaning production) into 
a major icon in the current cultural debate over “science vs. religion” that assaults our 
senses through most, if not all, channels of American mass media today.

Ethno-religious Adaptations
Once the Darwin fish made its big SPLASH, the way was opened for other adoptions, 
adaptations, and assimilations of the fish sign. Believers in Jesus who belong to ethnic 
communities whose other members might be hostile to more overtly Christian symbols 
like the cross, have employed the fish in ways evocative of its earliest uses. For example, 
Chinese Christians have developed a fish with Chinese calligraphy declaring “The 
Lord is above all.” Coptic Christians in Egypt (many of whom consider themselves a 
persecuted minority) imported the fish from America. In a display of what might be 
convergent evolution of the tropic “battle of the fishes” we have seen in America, some 
Cairene Muslims began to display fish-eating sharks enclosing the words “No God but 
Allah” on their bumpers.13 Jewish believers in Jesus (also known as messianic Jews) 
have combined the fish motif with the Star of David.

In 1990, a new variation on this theme was INTRODUCED: the star mediating a “Jesus 
fish” and a menorah.

It is based on a design found on several artifacts purported to prove the early unity 
of Old and New Testament faith (i.e., that Christianity is Jewish, and therefore 
“Kosher”). However, the archaeological context has not been well documented (they 
were “found” by a monk, much like the faked “James Ossuary” that was in the 

13Michael 2003
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news a few years ago), and their discovery was announced to the world by three 
jewelry companies who market to messianic Jews.14 In any case, the “messianic” 
interpretation is far from certain, since the so-called “Jewish Star” motif was only 
used in decorative and magical contexts, not as a marker of Jewish identity, until 
the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries. Perhaps we are dealing with the invention of 
tradition on yet another level.

Co-option of the capitalists—how many and what types
There is no way to know exactly how profitable the modern Jesus fish has been for 
those who sell what we call “Jesus junk.” We know that the Jesus fishes have been 
a popular purchase among Christians for over twenty years, but according to a 
spokeswoman for the Christian Booksellers Association (the ones who sell and track 
the sale of Christian books and “Jesus junk”), it is impossible to track sales for these 
specific artifacts.15 It is even unclear who owns the copyright for the Jesus fish (bummer 
for Jesus!). According to those who hold the copyright on the Darwin fishes, however, 
their volume is 75,000 fish SPAWNED per year, worth an estimated half million 
dollars, NET.16 Given the approximately 10/1 ratio of Jesus to Darwin fish that we 
have informally and unscientifically observed ourselves, the SCALES are tipped, and 
someone is certainly REELING in the bucks on the sales of Jesus fish as well! By pulling 
the fish into the RAGING religion/science debate, the makers of both are now PERCHED 
to SWIM to the top and SCALE new financial heights as their income RUNS into higher 
and higher figures!

Tropes play on conventional points of reference. The Darwin fish plays on the Jesus fish
as a reference to creationism. Yet others have played off the popularity of the Jesus/
Darwin fish signs in the “fish wars.” Some have co-opted and propagated the sign in 
radically varied forms, either purely for economic gain, or for a good ironic (iconic?) 
laugh that could bring in some money as well. Others have attached ancillary meanings 
to the basic Christian symbol while keeping its core referent. For example, some 
religiously-minded nationalists have begun to turn their “Support Our Troops” bumper 
stickers into fish signs, and one group has recently began marketing a “Bush Fish” to 
show “worship to the Lord, respect for the President, and hope for all.”

14Scmalz and Fischer 1999.
15Sauer 2004
16Yoon 2003
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Others are tropes on the Jesus fish, TROPICAL FISH, if you will, which follow the 
religious STREAM into other non-Christian PONDS. These include the corpulent Buddha 
fish,

the Hindu fish (complete with udders),

the Universalist fish (that includes all religions “as one”),

the gefilte fish (for non-messianic Jewish tastes; and its Kosher too, note the circled “k”), 

the Pagan fish (with horns and a fishing-pole staff that has been used to catch both the 
Jesus and Darwin fish),
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a Rastrafarian fish (smoking a pipe),

the angel fish,

the Devil fish,

and even a “Science” fish (interesting that this and Darwin often get included with 
other “belief” systems in the online catalogs from which we collected much of our 
data).

The “fish market” has expanded to other non-religious fare as well. A Norwegian 
Lutefisk Cod fish,
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dead fish,

fish and chips fish,

scuba fish, etc.

One company has even begun producing morally positive (but religiously neutral) fish 
with internal messages such as hope, love, compassion, forgive, peace, family, etc. And 
the fish has even evolved to other non-fish species: Aliens,

the Flying Spagetti Monster (which is actually a farcical form of non-Christian 
Creationism, Chili peppers, etc.). 
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There are even a few examples of non-organic fish SWIMMING around out there, like 
the Star Trek Enterprise,

UFOs,                               

the robot (a trope on the evolve fish),

and the Borg, which has been assimilated as no other fish has been.

There is now a virtual OCEAN of options for those who are FISHING for just the right
emblem!

Concluding Remarks
Since these re-appropriated symbols are meaningless apart from the original signified 
(the Christian fish), they have become tropes, or TROPICAL fish, as they embody their 
objects. While we would like to DIVE deeper into this topic, our time is short. Since 
this presentation has gone so SWIMMINGLY, you can expect to see our full paper soon, 
published in either the American Quarterly of Underwater Anthropology (AQUA) or the 
Bulletin of Anthropological Silliness and Sarcasm (BASS). Thank you.
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