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ABSTRACT Do randomizing devices aid hunters in locating their prey? Several studies sug-
gest they do, although different types of devices are efficacious for locating different types
of prey in different circumstances. This article discusses how shark fishermen in Pacific Mexi-
co employ a randomizing device in order to help them locate schools of sharks passing
through their fishery. The similarities and differences between the use of this device and the
utilization of other types of randomizing devices by other hunters are compared.

Hunting and fishing are often perceived as games of strategy by hunters and figh-
ers themselves, yet the complex strategies that hunters and fishers employ is a
neglected topic in most contemporary anthropological studies of such peoples.
While early studies of hunting and fishing peoples did often describe actual
food-getting strategies in great detail, no doubt as a complement to their paralle]
interest in material culture, by comparison today’s studies almost seem to take

it for granted that their subjects will be successful, thus relegating how they suc-
ceed to matters of secondary or trivial concern.

Randomizing Devices as Aids to Hunting

In an interesting study published over three decades ago, Moore (1957) proposed
that certain hunters might actually increase their chance of success by perform-
ing divinatory rituals which they believed would help them to locate their prey.
This was an astonishing idea, since, as Moore stated, “Magic is, by definition
and reputation, a notoriously ineffective method for attaining the specific ends
its practitioners hope to achieve through its use” (Ibid.:69).

Moore’s observations derived from his study of an ethnographic account by
Speck (1935) which described rituals involving scapulimancy performed by the
Naskapi Indians living in the forests and barren ground of the interior plateau
of the Labradorian Peninsula. In order to locate their prey, migratory herds of
caribou, the Naskapi performed rituals in which a shaman held a carefully
cleaned caribou scapula over hot coals for a short time, then withdrew it and
‘read’ the cracks and charred marks on the bone for clues as to where the hunters
should direct their efforts next. Moreover, because the cracks and charred marks
appeared on the bone more or less at random, without any attempt on the part
of the shaman to influence where they wouid appear, the hunters were sent out
to look for the caribou herds in essentially random directions.
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From Speck’s account Moore noted that “. .. when the Ne}sif?plhi(;el:svf in-
formation about the location of game, they tf_:nd to act up;n 1{1:},} »\;um as th'e.i.r
it is when they are uncertain and food supphes get' low that they o (0 their

le for guidance” (1957:71). Of course, this behavioral patter.n cou :

Emgeen interpreted as a means of helping the hunters cope with the mounting
a?xxieties they must feel when the hunt is.n.ot going.well. Mooriei, hm:::;re, }:ﬁﬁu
cluded differently by proposing that the d';vma§ory. rituals actually %a kit
ters a slight edge they would not otherwise enjoy in the absemx;.:1 0c klljarred ming
them. He reasoned that by letting the marks which zt.pgeared on the harred bone
determine the hunters’ strategy it became mon’a difficult fpr the prey

how to anticipate, and thus evade, the hunters’ closure wthlt ecrln. e

By extending an idea put forth by Tylor ([18711:80) while also draw nglspbe‘
the work of Von Neumann and Morgens;ern (lctgf);h}ﬁ%(;;i :;f\;fn%atr;e o be-

ivi ry rituals such as those performed by .
E:?:S: S;Hi::ttﬁ): of randomizing devices in games of strategy. Thus he wrote:

. P

some classes of interactional problems can be solved Optu.nafuy by means c;f a r:g;edt
‘;; ‘statistical’ strategy. In order to employ a statistical strategy it 1s necessar-y 10 have, : 1p ,
or invent a suitable chance mecharism ... human beings require a functxonal.equwa a-ent
10 a table of random numbers if they are to avoid unwitting regularities in their behavior
which can be utilized by adversaries (Moore 1957:73).

‘Note also that Moore’s assertions about the advamtagc;1 thl?‘ Na?i%glhrgziziic; Egl
i ir divi ituals assumed that the behavior oT thig
erforming their divinatory ritua . t :
fhat of their prey was interactionally articulated, a matter to which I will return
rtly. . . o
Shiﬁogre is not the only writer who has likened hunting activities to gan’les} Zf
strategy. Palsson (1989:10), for instance, cites a passage f‘r‘om izaak Waf‘aton S'ncei
Complete Angler (1653) which states that fishing was ©... a game 1or p? o
and noble persons,” then elsewhere states that among early Western explore
. - hip‘ »n
“Fighing was a game, a test of sportsmans S _
Incieegd the formal elements of games of strategy are 1;:}piic1t in maf;y ;:;ii?h
ndi ine fi icularly those which are concer
rary studies of marine fishers, particu ( :
i‘Ji(;fori(nation management.” Thus, it has been widely observed th‘at comc;i)e‘tmi
boat skippers in their communications with one a.no'ther are 1molvef _ 1;1 8
minimaxing game of sorts in which they strive to minimize the{r if)ssc;; gr zigfgr
i i i d while striving to maximize -
mation concerning where fish are locate : e e
i i ! Similarly, although in a much broa 15€,
mational gains about the same. , _ ch b o
Gatewoodg’s (1983) description of the compit-_:x mosaic of social, fn‘terper;cs);:ia; i
environmental, and economic constraints which influence the decisions of $X1p-

. . i ed ’
pers of Alaskan purse seiners concerning where to fish suggests a comphca.t_.__ R

socioeconomic game which might be called "sk1p-pffr’s diiemmirt’s 1560)a
Particularly germane to the discussion here is W%ihikrp Dav_er}l}pvaﬂous i
ticle, “Jamaican Fishing: A Game Theory Analysis,” 1n (;Nhic e te format
strategies available to Jamaican fishermen were analyze acctoc1 o s e
game-theoretic principles. Certain Jamaican fishermen, he noted, _
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how many of their fish pots they should deploy on different fishing grounds
which were associated with different probabilities of profit and loss. Thus, by
formalizing the fishermen’s decision problem into a game-theoretic framework

I?avenport ‘solved’ their problem, conclnding that their vields would be 0;3i
timized if they randomly deployed their fish pots in certain definite overall
p_roporiions on the various fishing grounds. Moreover, he concluded, since the
fishermen’s actual behavior conformed quite closely with the optimum grand
strategy suggested by the formal, mathematical game, it seemed reasonable to
assume that thley had worked out the optimum solution to their problem after
years of experience, trial, and error. Note also here that quite unlike Moore’s
conclusions cpncerning the efficacy of the Naskapi divinatory rituals, Daven-
?ort’s a.nalysm made no assumption that the Jamaican fishermen’s game was
interactional in.the sense that the fish could anticipate the fishermen’s moves.
Thus, the Jamaican’s random-search pattern was efficacious for other reasons.

Bunting at Sea

ffhat there are strong similarities between offshore fishing and terrestrial hunt-
ing has been commented upon by several students of fishing societies: Pdlsson
§1989:7), for instance, summarized various arguments which assert that fishing
is . best considered as a kind of hunting activity,” while Leap (1977:252-57)
exammed fishing-related terminologies in 33 languages and concluded that their
native speakers regard fishing as different from hunting only *. .. with respect
to’ the commodity which serves as the focus of the subsistence effort” (cited in
I?alsson 1989:7). Similarly, several studies of modern fishing have explicitly
likened thg character of offshore marine fishing to that of hunting: Orbach
(1?77), for instance, in his wellknown book about the tuna seinermen from San
Diego entitled Hunters, Seamen, and Entrepreneurs.

Some of the more obvious similarities between terrestrial hunting and off-
shore marine fishing include the capture of wild prey, having little control over
the _prey’s movements and activities, having a keen understanding of the natural
envnjonmentlm_which the prey lives, predominantly male working groups, an
heroic association with hunting or fishing activities in local societies, high
degrec‘:s of geographic mobility, having physical strength and stamina, personali-
ty attributes emphasizing boldness of individual action combined with an ability
to work cooperatively with other members of one’s group, and so forth.

On_the other hand, there are many important differences. Fishers and their
prey live in_utterly different environments, for instance, and are not as interac-
tionally articulated; the marine environment is less differentiated, ever moving
and pe{ceived as essentially flat from the fisher’s point of view; marine prey aré
more hidden because they dwell beneath the ocean surface, leaving behind no
tyac.ks and seldom providing other clues concerning their whereabouts; ocean
f!:shxr%g is considerably more dangerous than most terrestrial hunting; a,nd ma-
rine fishers have greater difficulty asserting rights of ownership or access to their
prey because most living marine organisms are common property resources.?
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Shark Hunters of Pacific Mexico

In this article I describe how commercial shark fishermen from a small town
in Pacific Mexico hunt for their prey, Like the Naskapi caribou hunters these
fishermen also employ a randomizing device in order to help them locate their
prey. However, the device itself, the rationale underlying its use, and how it
benefits these hunters of the sea is quite different from what Moore claimed for
the randomizing device used by the Naskapi caribou hunters. i

Teacapan, a small rural town with about 5,000 inhabitants, is home to the
shark fishermen I studied. The town is situated along the Pacific coast about
80 kilometers south of Mazatl4n, a large urban port and resort center (see Fig-
ure 1). I first went to live there in 1971, spending over a year in the community,
and subsequently I have revisited it any times for briefer stays. [amalsoa foster
parent to a boy from this community who lived with me in my home in the United
States for several years, and I still maintain ongoing communications with sever-
al local people. Moreover, in the course of my various field studies in and around
Teacapan I have accumulated approximately 5 months time accompanying the
town’s shark fishermen in their fishing acitivities.

Culturally the Teacapanefios reflect the traditions of modern rural-mestizo
Mexico, while economically they would be classified as impoverished in terms
of their overall standard of living. A traditional ‘folk’ people only two decades
ago, they have by now been greatly acculturated to modern values through their
exposure 1o radio, television, and visiting tourists (see M(:Gdf%dwin 1986). Thus,
while many remnants of their former folk culture remain - the survival of
magico-religious beliefs regarding the causes of ill health, for example, as well
as resorting to local curanderos (curers, or healers) in the event of iliness - their
local culture is now based mainly upon modern value orientations. This juxtapo-
sition of their modern values with the fact of their poverty also makes many of
them feel restless and unsatisfied with their position in the world, and truly the
community is a difficult place in which to live, manifesting practically all the
maladies which are associated with poverty in the developing nations. Even the
town’s most affluent inhabitants still have a standard of living which is consider-
ably below the average standard in most of the developed ngtions.

Teacapin’s Loeal Shark Fishing Industry

Shark fishing is a prominent activity in Teacapan which contributes to the wel-
fare of nearly half of the town’s total populace. The 19 men who own the town’s
shark-fishing boats are all heads of affluent local families, while some 80 regular
crewmen and an equal number of ancillary workers derive incomes from the ac-
tivity which far exceed those obtainable in most other jobs around the town.

While the local community has long been the site of maritime societies, it was
only recently - with the outbreak of World War 11 - that the Teacapanefios began
to fish offshore. Prior to that their fishing activities were confined to the sur-
rounding inshore estuaries and lagoons where they harvested shrimps, oysters,



and large table fish.? However, when global-scale war broke out in the earl
1?40:5 tht_a Ali‘ied Powers began to offer high prices for shark-liver oil, which i)sl
rich in vitamins, minerals, and other nutrients useful in the treatmexit of con
valescent _soldiers. Thus, several Teacapanefios took up offshore shark fishi ,
and acqulrec;l its basic skills, technology, and capital. e
The i'oca‘l ind}xstry dwindled after the war ended, then nearly disappeared as
s_ynthe'tlc vitamins were developed which duplicated the valuable ones in shark-
liver oil. Hoyve\.rer, over the past three decades it has made a nearly complete
recovery - th';s time based upon the marketing of diverse products obtained from
the sharks: fins, for example, which are exported to the Orient and are the most
v::quabIe product by weight, as well as domestically consumed products such
hides, salted meat, liver oil, and meal made from the scrap. *
‘ Because thg local shark fishing industry provides its participants with healthy
Incormes and_ls also associated with danger and individual daring, it has an hero-
fc m}:sthue in Teacapdn. The shark-boat crewmen are iocally e’steemed as the
town’s hombfes del mar (men of the sea), a unique local identity which the
alone can c?aim. Moreover, local children often doodle pictures of the sharlz
boats in thf_:ir school notebooks and nearly all townspeople have at one time or
another enjoyed a ride in a shark boat around Teacapdn’s harbor, particularly

during the annual Fiesta Marino (Mariti i i
aritime Fiesta), which ta i
at the close of the fishing season. ) Ko place in June

Photo 1. The shark boat owners guily decorate their boats and give the lownspeople free rides

around Teacapdn’s harbor during the annual Fiesta Mari 1
Tea arine which takes place §
of the fishing season. (Phota by the author,) ? o fune atshe end
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Photo 2. Wooden-hulled launches such as these resting ai anchor in Teacapan’s harbor are the
preferred fishing crafts among Teacapdn’s shark fishermen. (Photo by the author.}

Over the past several years around 30 fishing boats have been ig\;,oived in the
local shark-fishing industry. Most of these are sturdy, woodengulled, diesel
powered launches, although there arealso a few simpler crafts such as motorized
dugout canoes, fiberglass shell boats with outboard motoss, and steel-hulled
craft fitted with diesel engines. Local fishermen jokingly refer to the steel-hulled
craft as “floating funerals” because they lack flotation and will sink very rapidly
if they broach or otherwise take a large wave abeam.

The larger, wooden-hulled launches are the preferred crafts for offshore shark
fishing and comprise most of the shark-fishing vessels used by the
Teacapanefios. Typically, these are around 30 feet long by 10 feet through the
beam and are equipped with a powerful diesel engine which drives a single screw.
They represent a considerable investment within the context of Teacapdn’s
depressed economy and low income levels (costing around 75,000 pesos, or
$6,000 U.S, in 1973).

Other than simple compasses, none of the shark-fishingboats are equipped
with any other navigational gear, not even fishing charts, nor do any of them
carry any electronic equipment such as radio transceivers or fish-locating de-
vices. A few vessels are equipped with rubber inner tubes which the crewmen
can utilize in the event that their vessel sinks, but otherwise none of the crafts
are equipped with any other lifesaving gear such as life jackets or inflatable life-
boats - a sobering thought considering they sometimes voyage as far as 80 miles

from the mainland shore in this very productive shark fishery,
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Photo 3. Two brothers in a steel-hulled craft going out in the morning to deploy their longline.
The Teacapanefios refer 1o these vessels as “floating funerals™ because they lack flotation and will
sink very quickly if they broach or otherwise take a large wave abeam. The rubber inner tube atop
the mast is the only lifesaving equipment on board. (Photo by the author.)

Shark-fishing activities mainly take place around Isia Maria Isabelita, a small
island approximately 20 miles off the mainland coast and 50 miles by sea south
of Teacapan (see Figure 1}. A primitive work camp on this island is the fisher-
men’s home throughout most of the long shark-fishing season (December
through early June). A few women aiso come to the island during the season
to cook for the men, for which they are paid wages.

Nearly all the shark fishermen state that they greatly enjoy shark fishing and
would not consider doing any other type of work which is available in and
around Teacapdn. Shark fishing pays well, they stress, while life around their
island camp is superior in many ways to life in the town ~ more peaceful, more
comfortable, better food, and so forth.

Fishermen state that the length of a voyage is “as long as the salt,” meaning
that once the bags of salt they carry to the island to preserve the catch are ali
used up they will return to Teacapdn to sell their catch. However, once home
they are rarely in town for long because the boat owners are interested in max-
imizing their boat’s production during the fishing season. Thus, the fishermen
spend very little time in Teacapdn during the nearly seven-month long shark-
fishing season, Indeed, the resulting long separations from one’s families, lovers,
and friends are the most deplored aspect of the profession among shark fisher-
men themselves, and undoubtedly this in conjunction with the occupation’s
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Figure 1. <The Cusrorﬁary Range of Teacapdn’s Shark Fishermen. Shark fishing occursin the shaded
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hard work and great hazards helps to explain the high incomes the fishermen
earn,

Most shark boats require three crewmen and crew organization 1§ explicitly
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Photo 4. The Teacapaneiio’s shark Sishing camp is situated along a cove on the Isla Jsabelita’s
leeward shore. Salting tables and curing sheds stand at the water’s edge, shark meat and Jins dry

inthesun along the beach, while the men’s cooking shacks and sieeping tents are located still further
back from the shore. (Photo by the author.)

hierarchical, consisting of a jefe (boss, captain or skipper), a marinero (sailor,
seaman, or mariner), and a pavo (an apprentice). The Jefe and marinero spend
more time on the water than does the pavo, who instead spends most of his time
engaged in processing work at the island camp. Moreover, one of the crewmen,
usually the pavo, is always present in the island camp to safeguard the boat’s
gear, the crew’s sleeping shack, and the processed catch.

Experienced shark-boat crewmen constitute skilled labor and command good
compensation, which is paid upon the basis of shares from the proceeds of the
catch which are agreed to prior to making a trip to the island. Thus, it is a for-
tunate boat owner who has several sons or other working-age males who share
his household, since by asserting his dominant position as patriarch of his family
he can usually secure their labor at a fraction of the cost he would incur by hiring
able crewmen from outside his household (see McGoodwin 1976).

When a boat returns to Teacapdn its catch is unloaded, weighed, and sold to
a buyer who pays the boat owner for the catch. Next the boat owner reimburses
himself for his fuel and gear expenses from out of these gross proceeds. The re-
maining proceeds are then divided according to whatever predetermined shares
were designated for the boat owner, Jefe and marinero. The pavo usually does
not share in these proceeds, but instead is permitted to sell whatever shark-liver
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il he was able to render while at the island camp - a job experienced crewmen
gonsider too distasteful, tedious, and malodorous to be worth the effort.
Nevertheless, because the pavo’s share constitutes a part of thi overall s}‘:ark
catch the other crew members often refer to the pavos as “spongers” or
“narasites.” _ o

p;he main method utilized for catching sharks is to Fleploy longlines in de;p
water several miles away from the island camp. These b:nes are placed alon%vt‘t ;:1
sea floor where the fishermen feel their prey 1s mos;t 1:}kely t(ci) be ca;xiggt th; n

i i just as easily be made up s :

minor changes the longlines could jus . . he
gzged hooks ran along near the surface. However, a few fishermen tried this in

ast and always got very poor resui.ts. N
thiptypicai longline consists of approximately %00 met@rs of oil 1mpregnat§d
line with approximately 100 chain leaders running off g 311 rteitlﬂar zln(t)(;‘rzzcsﬁ

i i ic fish are attached at the en

e hooks bajted with chunks of pelagic atta _ :
i::zl;iger. Anchors are also fastened at each end of the line in order to hgld it sec;re
iy along the sea floor, yet these are light enough tbat ashark can easily tow them
a?;ross the sea floor sands, which prevents the line from‘bemg broken by e‘;len
the largest sharks. Attached near each end ofhthf: longline are also two oth.;:r
lines which run up to the surface. One of these is tied to a large glass float while

Photo 5. One of the Teacapdn’s shark boat owners holds a drum of fresh drinking water which

; iately to
has just been brought aboard prior to departing on a voyage fo the island camp. Immediately

i irri, n watch
his right are his three sons who work with him, while to their right two other boat crewme
a mechanic who is working on the boat’s engine, (Photo by the author.)
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Photo 6. A shark fishing boat which has Just returned to Teacapdn with its catch, The boat owner
{standing in the stern} looks on as the erew shows him the cateh in the hold. A fish buyer from

Mazaildn (wearing a hat at the extreme right} will buy the catch once it is unloaded and weighed,
(Photo by the author)

the other is attached to a block of polystyrene foam with a cane pole inserted
through it. A small flag is also affixed to the top of the cane pole to facilitate
spotting the longline’s location from long distances away. Moreover, except for
the polystyrene block with its cane pole and flag, the Teacapanefios obtain most
of the remaining gear that makes up the longline by taking Japanese longlines
they sometimes find in the waters which have also been set out to catch sharks.4

The work routine around the island is rather monotonous. Every day the crew-
men arise before dawn, voyage out to the lines, haul in the sharks, and rebait
and reset the lines, sometimes also relocating them. Then they return to the is-
land with their catches, bring these ashore, butcher them, and salt the various
products. The salted products are then put in curing sheds for a short while be-
fore they are placed in the sun to dry.

Hauling and re-setting the line requires precise teamwork, while undoubtedly
hauling in the sharks is the most dangerous activity associated with this type
of fishing. As the sharks are brought aboard the deck becomes slippery with
blood and slime, while at the same time a number of unhooked sharks are often
seen swimming in tight circles around the boat, attracted by the blood in the
water as well as that running off the boat. Sometimes these free-swimming
sharks become so frenzied that they bite into the boat’s wooden hull or its metal
rudder or screw, and particularly when they bite into the metal parts one can
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metimes hear their teeth breaking - a very disquieting sound. Certainly this
SO #
: i r a crewman to fall overboard! . ‘
* I\la\{i)o?g;gﬂ;s a team the crewrnen methodically haul in the .hne, remove the
ks from it, and coil the line and stack the hooks and. chain leaders out ;f
Shm\,r\fay Most often the sharks are already dead by the time they are brought
o ard .having exhausted themselves and drowned fpllowmg their struggiz on
3;13: Iinf; Sometimes, however, as the fishermen hau}.m the line, ther.e mzsqlzl elg
f rge sﬁark caught on it which s only groggy and still very much alwg. Ouhi
ach a shark abruptly kick its tail and run a crewman on deck may be ca;;gh
o surprise as coils of line, chain leaders, and hooks suddenly fl)f thrqug the
:j}; The flying hooks may snag one of the crew membei‘s/,hdrafg_mi;gn; ;:Svegé
' i i i blue water. en this p
d and pulling him down into the cieqr ”
t;;d; quickijy rip the barbed hook out of his body so he can get back to the sur
fore he drowns. _ .
facl\iI:rfy of the Teacapan’s shark fishermen have ugis_r scgrs on (;hen E(O):;Zs
i i by flying hooks and being dragged over .
resulting from getting snagged cd overboard.
i d when they were unable to extrica
A few fishermen have even drowne  exiricate the hook
i i i des on deck struggled to pull them
from their bodies as their comra : . back to the
i i the resistance of a large shark w
face, unable to haul in the line against
f:ars 100 strong for them. Nevertheless, when asked how they feel about the

8

Phote 7. Fisherman hauling aboard a shark while carefully feeling the line to see if .thcirj ,z;.;ehc;;:;
five sha;:ks on it in the water below, This is the most dangerous phase of the Teacapunel

fishing activities. {Photo by the author.}
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Photo 8. Two fishermen with a large shark they have just hauled in over the stern. On a particularly
{good day these boats may catch as many as 50 such sharks, in which event they may return 1o the
island camp with their decks nearly awash. (Photo by the author.}

dangers associated with their work most crewmen merely shrug it off, “Me,

afrauq of sharks?” a fisherman once said to me. “No way. We're eating fhem,
not vice versa.”

During a few weeks.in the_Spring some of the boats utilize a different method
for catching sharks: gillnetting. The method is quite productive, although only
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Photo 9. Fishermen re-deploying their longline after hauling in sharks, one paying out the line while
the other baits the hooks with chunks of fish. Note the glass float in the water which is of Japanese
origin and was taken by these fishermen when they found a Japanese longline in their fishing
grounds, (Photo by the author.)

a few boats are equipped with gillnets because of their great expense and the
relatively short season during which they can be used. Moreover, while gillnet-
ting is not as dangerous for the crewmen as longlining, it is still very risky for
the boat because the gillnets are deployed in shaliow water - in the surf zone
neat the mainland shore.
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For a few weeks each Spring schools of spawning sardi 1
S}xrf zone near the mainfand shore, bringingpwith thim grclfzf iﬁ?;lg:fst;??eghe
fish a:}d sh.arks. During this spawn sharks of all sizes swim up and down ir}ig
fg:siime ; in éhe sh?lllow troughs parallelling the beach - often in water no mor:
1 a meter deep, their mouths a i i
fish_which have also come to fee%:lagf; il{;(e)gfmg 1P thesardines s well s other
Little dec.ision making is involved concerning where to deploy the gillnet
Oncfe spawning sardines are observed in the waters around Teacapan those boa: .
having gillnets merely return to certain customary sites along the mainland coa i
near San Blas, a small port town which is situated nearly 80 miles down the mairsa
land coast .south of Teacapdn. These sites have always yielded depend blh
catches during the Spring sardine spawn. pencene
A§ I discussed in a previous article about these fishermen (McGoodwin 1979
the risks ‘and U{lcertainties associated with this type of fishing engender ma )
cooperative activities among these men who are otherwise economic com e?i)j
tors. However, one of the most interesting is the cooperative strategy the utg li
to locate sharks when their daily catches begin to dwindle. v

Zl:;zo Ef). Burche._rr'ng sharks at the water’s edge of the island fishing camp. Note the S;?(‘If?:; tables
uring sheds in the rear ground. Left of center a fisherman has just withdrawn an unborn shark

Jrom its mother’s uterus, which is i
; practically the only shark product that th fi
themselves consume. (Photo by the author.) g ¢ Tacapanehos
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Photo 11. Shark fishermen repairing gillnets which will be set at customary sites along the mainland
coast. {Photo by the author.)

The Teacapaneio’s Random-Search Strategy

Unlike most terrestrial prey animals, sharks seldom manifest clues concerning
their whereabouts which are visible from above the sea surface. While television
and motion pictures have fostered an impression among the general public that
sharks customarily cruise just below the water’s surface with their dorsal fins
jutting into the air, sharks actually spend most of their time well beneath the
surface, Thus, sharks remain mostly invisible to fishermen seeking them, provid-
ing few clues as to their whereabouts. .

Moreover, while sharks are ubiquitous in nearly all the oceans and seas around
the planet and exist in good numbers off the Pacific Mexican coast, for the
"Teacapaneiios to be economically successful they must locate dense aggregations
of sharks which will make possible obtaining consistently large catches on an
almost daily basis,

Fortunately, aggregations of sharks are commonplace along this coastline
during most of the Teacapanefio’s long fishing season as various migratory spe-
cies, particularly the hammerheads, pass through these waters in dense schools.
Thus, for Teacapdn’s shark fishermen the main problem concerns how to find
these migratory schools as they pass through their fishery.

Unlike the interactional relationship which Moore assumed existed between
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the Naskapi caribou hunters and their prey, there is little reason to believe that
the sharks the Teacapanefios hunt would eventually learn to anticipate the fisher.
men’s moves, not even if the same strategy were redundantly employed. In es-
sence these fishermen and their prey are not interactionally articulated until the
moiment a shark becomes caught on a longline. Thus, when the Teacapanetios
employ a randomizing device in order to help them decide where to deploy thejr
longlines it is not because they hope to decrease the sharks’ abilities to anticipate
their strategy and evade capture,

Seeking good places to deploy their longlines along the sea floor sometimes
takes these fishermen far from their island camp and into the vicinity of the Islgs
Tres Marias, particularly southward of Isig Mariq Cleofas, near the northern
rim of the deep Middle American Trench (see Figure 1). From the fishermen’s
perspective this is a large ocean expanse indeed and one over which the schools
of migratory sharks are not evenly distributed. Thus, deciding where to deploy
the longiines can be problematic indeed.

When catches around the camp on Isabelita are running high there is little
discussion concerning where the lines might best be deployed. During such times
the boats merely return each day to whatever fishing locations are currently
producing well for them, which are often places they have relied upon in past
seasons. On the other hand, when catches begin to dwindle the fishermen in-
creasingly consult one another concerning where aggregations of sharks might
be found. Mostly these discussions take place in the evening after the work day
has ended, as a group of fishermen sit around a campfire and informally ex-
change information concerning where sharks were caught that day, how many

were caught, and in which directions they seem to have been moving. By sharing
such information the various boat crews reduce their chances of losing contact
with the schools of sharks.

However, when severe lulls in fishing activity occur and practically none of
the boats are making good catches these fishermen will jointly formulate a
strategy which relies upon a randomizing device in order to help them locate
schools of migratory sharks. Thus, they agree to deploy their fonglines the next
morning by proceeding away from the island in essentially random directions
along certain specified compass headings for specified amounts of time. In £s-
sence, implementation of this joint strategy causes the fishing boats to proceed

away from the island in a ‘sunburst’ pattern.

Having deployed their lines in this manner and then once they have returned
to the istand with their catches, the various boat crews compate their results and
anew joint strategy is formulated. If no aggregations of sharks were found then
they will repeat the sunburst pattern the next morning. However, if any of the
boats brought in good catches then the next day all the boats will focus their
effort in those areas where the most sharks were caught, deploying this time in
what might be called a ‘concentration’ pattern - while being careful, of course,
to give each other adequate room to properly set their lines,

Not all the boat crews participate in this joint strategizing activity, however.
A few ruggedly independent jefes do not play the game, remaining partial to
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v fishgrmen, the national government is considering integrating this local indy sty
within its system of fishing organizations. Should this happen Teacapdn’s shark

guess what strategies they will then employ for finding their elusive prey,

Notes

1. See, for example, Andersen (1972, 1980), and Orbach (1977:104-31}.

2. Many of the foregoing similarities versus differences between hunting and marine fishing can
be inferred from Acheson (£981), Palsson (1989), and Pollnac (1976).

3. McGoodwin (1987} describes in great detail the rise and then demise of the inshore fisheries in
this region,

4. Japanese longlines became scarce in these waters in the late 19705 as Mexico be
defend its 200-mile Exclusive Economic Zone.

3. The Teacapanefio’s sunburst pattern does not constitule a random search in the strict sense of
randomness a5 defined by mathematicians and statisticians, A truly random search pattern would
entail these fishermen assigning numbers to all possible headings leading away from the island and
then selecting specific headings by consulting a 1able of random nembers, or ty drawing numbers

from a jar or a hat. Nevertheiess, 1 still feel the shark fishermen’s deployment in the sunburst pattern
basically constitutes a random search.

gan to actively
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