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Rob van Ginkel & Jojada Verrips 
Unlverslty of Amsterdam 

Over the last two decades, more and more anthropologists, ethnologists, and 
other scholars have studied maritime communities and occupations. Some call 
their research the 'anthropology of fishing,' and examine the techniques and 
strategies of fishing, as well as shipboard life. Others work at 'maritime anthro- 
pology' or 'maritime ethnology,' doing fieldwork in fishing villages, and ex- 
amining the complex interrelations between the villagers' exploitation of the 
maritime environment and their sociopolitical structure and culture. MAST, 
however, does not make this subtle distinction, but uses 'maritime anthropolo- 
ev' in a broad sense to cover both subfields. 

of publication sources, so social scientists interested in fishing, fishermen, and 
maritime communities face both the problem of retrieving this material and of 
finding a suitable outlet for their work. 

anthropological research. Though MAST will be mainly an anthropological 
journal, it welcomes the work of sociologists, historians, folklorists, ge- 
ographers, ecologists, and biologists who address problems of anthropological 

gories, such as seamen, oil-rig crews, dredgers, divers, and bargemen. To en- 
courage debate over theoretical and methodological pitfalls in maritime studies, 
MAST will invite commentaries on articles that have appeared in its pages, as 
well as publish reviews of recent literature. 

So far, MAST has met with enthusiasm. But its future depends on the support 
of compatriots in the field of maritime studies. Institutional and individual suh- 
scriptions, as well as submission of contributions, therefore, are especially 
welcome. 

it does among the Newfoundland seine-netting crews he refers to for compari. 



son. This Shetland folk model helps maintain an egalitarian faqade, which serves 
social purposes. 

In his study of Icelandic skippers, Gisli Palsson shows that their folk model 
also explains differential success. They say successful skippers get into 'fishing 
moods,' and follow hunches and dreams. Palsson says the reason for this mode 
of explanation is social as well, though the Icelandic folk model does not miti- 
gate status differences (as in the Shetland case), but minimizes personal responsi- 
bility, misleads competitors, and emphasizes individual qualities. 

M. Estellie Smith enumerates the economic, ecological, and political risks to 
which Massachusetts and other American fishermen are now exposed. Her cen- 
tral question is how fishermen perceive and cope with problems of environmen- 
tal degradation, legislative restriction, and market forces. Taking sides with the 
fishermen, she criticizes fisheries managers for protecting stocks hut neglecting 
people. 

James Acheson takes up theissue of gear switching in the Maine fishing indus- 
try. Fishermen seldom specialize on one species throughout their careers, and 
this has important implications for fisheries management. Acheson shows which 
patterns of gear switching are apt to occur, given certain incentives and con- 
straints. Managers should take these patterns into account when they propose 
conservation measures, which usually concentrate on a single species. 

In their joint paper, lastly, John Poggie and Richard Pollnac consider the per- 
sonal and economic risks faced by New England fishermen, arguing that per- 
sonal risks explain why these fishermen observe rituals of avoidance: rituals 
serve to reduce anxiety. The authors also establish a correlation between the du- 
ration of fishing voyages and the number of taboos. 

Luck and Leadership 
The Management of Decisions in Shetland Fishing Crews 

Reginald Byron 
Department of Socral Anthropology, The Queen's University of Beltasi 

Burra Isle, Shetland, is a community of about 800 people. Before the oil econo- 
my came to Shetland in the mid-1970s, fishing was the chief source of livelihood 
of 85% of Burra's adult male residents. Although, as a result of oil, the local 
economy has now expanded and is more diversified, fishing is still the most im- 
portant native industry in the island. The boats, of 20 to 25 metres in length, 
are used to fish the waters just offshore for haddock and whiting with seine nets. 
The boats are owned in joint partnerships by their crews of four to six men who 
hold equal shares. Perhaps a little unusually, in comparison with other fishing 
communities elsewhere, the skipper does not normally own a larger share in the 
boat than his crewmen. Theskipper, then, is not. able to claimauthority by virtue 
of his proprietorship of the hoat, but rather must seek to validate his position 
through social means: by negotiation and maintenance of his reputation as a 
skilful fisherman, and by his ability to manage effectively the processes of 
decision-making. Yet the smallness of scale of Burra society and the complexity 
of interdependencies between fishermen militate against open assertions of so- 
cial hierarchy. This paper describes how theidea of 'luck' may beused as a diplo- 
matic way of expressing distinctions between individuals and groups; how 'luck' 
plays a pivotal role in thelegitimation of leadership, and how it serves as a criteri- 
on - and an explanation - of differences in the success of fishing crews. 

Leadership and Decisions in the Fishing Crew 

Every morning, before the boats go to sea, their crews assemble at the head of 
the pier in separate groups to discuss the day's prospects. If the weather is unset- 
tled, as it often is, the BBC forecast is always the first matter of speculation. 
If wind and sea are judged not likely to be bad enough to make fishing unsafe, 
then the other mainitem of discussion is where to fish. The decision about where 
to fish may he influenced by the weather. If it is rough or worsening, the crew 
may choose to take the hoat in close to the shelter of the land; if it is improving 
or fair, more distant and exposed grounds can be worked. Each crew takes these 
decisions independently, but a certain amount of information about the inten- 
tions of other crews is usually available. Other crews, for example, can he seen 
to have put to sea already, or he seen to he making preparations for doing so. 
If another crew passes within conversational distance, a vague indication of 
where they are going may he given; if not, deductions can be made about their 
probable intentions by a knowledge of where they fished the previous day and 
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in what direction their boat was last seen heading. By adding together informa- 
tion from radio contacts about a crews's location on previous days with gossip 
about the amount, kind and quality of fish that was caught, opinions can be 
formed about the probable distribution of fish on the grounds offshore. Deci- 
sions about where to fish are always based on probabilities, and never certainties. 
The crew have no way of knowing whether fish will be found in the chosen place 
until they arrive there, and although there is a good chance that if the fish were 
'running' on a certain part of the grounds the day before they will continue to 
do so the next day, there is no guarantee of this. The fish may vanish just as 
suddenly as they appeared, leaving no trace of their whereabouts. It then be- 
comes a question of examining carefully every piece of information on the be- 
haviour of other crews for clues about where the fish might have gone. 

Every member of the crew is entitled to contribute an opinion on whether, 
and where they should fish. The skipper usually takes the most active part in 
the discussion, but his manner is not at all authoritarian; it is understated, almost 
reticent. The skipper skilfnlly steers the conversation toward consensus by ask- 
ing the general feelings of the crew and listening to their comments. He weighs 
their remarks and then off-handedly puts forward his own proposals, usually 
prefaced by, 'I don't know,' and rounded off by 'What do you think?' If no one 
actually objects to the skipper's proposals, the crew is presumed to he in unani- 
mous agreement. In practice, the skipper's position as leader in the decision- 
making process is reinforced by a much greater access than the other members 
of the crew to the information upon which these decisions are based, such as 
echo-sounder, Decca Navigator and radio data, the likely intentions of other 
Burra skippers, and the complexities of the marketing system. All day long the 
skipper is in radio contact with the other skippers, and so he has fairly shrewd 
ideas about how much fish they are catching and what they will do under a given 
set of circumstances. He also has a much more detailed knowledge of the fishing 
grounds, simply because it is his job to have this knowledge. The other crewmen 
are aware of these things, and are unlikely to call into question the skipper's 
judgement in these matters. Although seemingly consensual, decisions of this 
kind are little more than pro forma ratifications of resolutions the skipper has 
already made. 

Once at sea, a number of decisions have still to be taken. The fishing operation 
itself, casting and hauling the net, is a routine process that with an experienced 
crew takes care of itself, but decisions may have to be taken on whether or not 
to move to another part of the grounds if the first couple of shots are disappoint- 
ing; or whose turn it is to cook, steer or tend the winch; and when to stop fishing 
for the day. Also, from day to day the crew must choose when, and possibly 
where, to land the catch and load up with fuel, ice, empty fish boxes, and grocer- 
ies. Not all these questions may arise on the same day, and the answers to some 
may be a matter of standing policy. On their return to port in the evening, before 
they disperse the crew must agree an hour for departure the next morning, allow- 
ing enough steaming time for the boat to reach the chosen grounds ready to make 
the first shot of the net at the break of day. Indeed, the question of whether 

or not to go to sea at all the next morning may need to be considered. The fish 
might be so scarce as to make it not worth the fuel, or some event ashore, such 
as a wedding or a funeral, may oblige the crew to stay ashore a day or two. Some 
of these things will be matters of general discussion around the cabin table at 
the midday meal, the only time of day when all the crew, including the skipper, 
are gathered together and conversation is possible. It may be decided, for exam- 
ple, that if a member of the crew needs to be absent for a day because of an 
appointment ashore, how the work can be redistributed among the remaining 
members of the crew, or whether an extra man should be taken on for the day. 
On Fridays, the crew often decide to stop fishing early, so that they will be home 
in good time to enjoy the evening with their friends and families, but a good 
run of luck may cause them to reconsider this. In other, purely technical matters, 
likemoving to another part of the grounds, the skipper may act on his own initia- 
tive, and the crew would not expect to be consulted unless, perhaps, it makes 
a substantial difference to the hour of their return to port. 

The Role of the Skipper 

At sea, the skipper acts as foreman in charge of the fishing operations. While 
the rest of the crew work on the open deck, the skipper stands at the helm in 
the enclosed wheelhouse monitoring the radio and electronic equipment and 
deciding where, when and how to deploy the net. His decisions are based partly 
upon the wishes of the crew, as expressed in policies agreed by all, hut for the 
most part he is guided by his own experience in finding fish and by the data 
provided by the echo-sounder and scraps of information picked up by listening 
to other skippers on the radio. Ultimately, it is the skipper's responsibility to 
catch the fish, and his alone. The skipper is the hunter. The other men in the 
crew, however essential their individual contributions, play only supporting 
roles. The success of the entire joint enterprise, the livelihood of each member 
of the crew and the welfare of his family is focussed in the skipper's ability to 
assess probabilities, to make consistently correct estimations of where to find 
fish, and to capture in the net the fish he finds. 

During a typical day's fishing, a Burra boat does not voyage out of sight of 
land. The skipper takes his bearings to establish his general position on the 
grounds from landmarks, but the electronic navigation equipment enables him 
to fix his position over the sea bed within a few metres. Occasionally he may 
glance at an old notebook containing notes he has made correlating navigational 
coordinates with data about bottom quality, depth and the location of suhma- 
rine obstructions such as rocks in the sandy sea bed, or wreckage. Establishing 
the exact location of these obstructions permits the skipper to lay out a course 
that will permit him to drag the net round them, for the lee of these obstructions 
are often gathering places for fish seeking shelter from submarine currents. Simi- 
larly, he charts isolated patches of sandy ground on otherwise hard bottom 
where certain species of fish are likely to congregate. 

The echo-sounder shows the depth and bottom contour, and by studying the 



density of the trace, the skipper can decide whether the bottom is rock, shell, 
mud or sand. Given his intimate knowledge of the topography of the sea bed, 
the fragmentary reports of other skippers, the state of the tide, phase of the 
moon, the weather, time of day and season, the skipper can compute the proba- 
bilities of finding fish in certain places. He steams the boat round the part of 
the grounds he has chosen to search with an eye on the echo-sounder, looking 
for evidence of the presence of his quarry. The fish must be at a certain depth, 
no more than a couple of metres from the bottom, for a shoal that is rising will 
escape the net. When he sees a promising mark on the echo-sounder, he makes 
a brief note of the navigational coordinates to fix its location, and then starts 
to bring the boat into position to shoot the net. Once the net is away, the skipper 
cannot alter course or in any way pursue the shoal of fish. He has to hope that 
the shoal stays where it is until the net entraps it. If the shoal of fish is a large 
one, the skipper will continue to stalk it, renewing his attack with further casts 
of the net. This may continue for several days. Each morning the skipper will 
bring the boat back to the same spot, attempt to relocate the shoal, and attack 
it with the net until the fish disperse. On the other hand, the fish may be less 
obliging. The shoal may rise just as the skipper is laying out his first shot, and 
during the two hours it will take to bring the empty net t o  the surface, the shoal 
may have vanished from the echo-sounder. The skipper will have to reassess the 
situation and begin searching all over again. On some days, chance will be 
against him and he will catch little or nothing; onothers his fieldcraft and patient 
stalking will pay off. 

The radio set in the wheelhouse is switched on before the boat leaves port in 
the morning and is not switched off until the boat returns in the evening. All 

I day long there is a continuous stream of radio messages and the skipper listens, 
only partly consciously, to all of them. Much of the chatter has little to do with 
fishing. Lonely skippers who spend much of the day standing in cramped wheel- 
houses with only the radio for company pass thelong hours gossiping disjointed- 
ly. Occasionally they compare notes on their luck, but it is thought had manners 
to be too inquisitive about what another man is catching. Remarks are laconic, 
vague, non-committal. When a skipper mentions a place where he is fishing, 
he gives only a rough indication, such as 'south by Foula.' If he is doing reasona- 
bly well, he might offer, 'We're getting a few baskets. Bloody small stuff, 
though.' If he is catching less fish than he thinks he ought to be, he might say, 
'Getting nothing at all' or 'Just a little trash.' On one typical occasion, askipper 
told me in the privacy of his wheelhouse that he estimated his last shot at 65 
boxes. A few minutes later he replied to another skipper's 'What are you get- 
ting?' with 'I don't know. Maybe about forty. I don't know. What are you get- 
ting?' The other skipper in this case happened to be another Burra man, with 
whom the skipper was on friendly terms. If he had been asked by an outsider, 
he would have admitted to no more than twenty boxes, an unattractively margin- 
al catch that would have given the other man no encouragement to relocate. At 
least, that would have been the skipper's hope. It is a guessing game; for all the 
skipper might have known, the outsider could have got only ten boxes on his 

last shot which he over-estimated by a factor of four or five, a double-bluff so 
as not to look incompetent when his performance is compared with local fisher- 
men. Skippers listen to the radio and probe others in the hope of learning whcth- 
er or not fish seem to be running in greater numbers elsewhere. Interpreted and 
analysed for their true significance, these pieces of intelligence frequently moti- 
vate skippers to relocate their boats on another part of the grounds. A skipper 
who has found a satisfactory shoal of fish deliberately underestimates his 
catches to keep it for himself for as long as he can, or at least until the end of 
the day, when the amount of fish he lands will give his secret away to the other 
Burra skippers. To some extent, these bluffs are a forlorn hope. Skippers who 
know one another well, as all Burra skippers do, can read a great deal into even 
the vaguest remarks and assess one another's situations with disquieting accura- 
cy. They may have little to gain by keeping each other guessing, but collectively 
they have much to gain by keeping outsiders at a disadvantage. 

Technological Experimentation 

The local fishing grounds are an open and common resource, where anyone is 
free to hunt for any fish he can catch, and no one can claim ownership over any 
part of the sea or the fish therein. All fishermen are in competition for the fish 
which are, in their reckoning, in limited supply. The relations of competition 
are governed by the zero-sum principle: one man's gain is another's loss. Since 
no one can claim rights in fish that would be respected by others, the object of 
fishing strategy is to attempt to secure an advantageous access to resources, to 
outdo rivals using whatever means are at one's disposal. The way skippers use 
their radios is one strand of this strategy. Another is technological experimen- 
tation. 

Burra fishermen are continually tinkering with new equipment: new materials 
for nets and gear, improved engines, winches and perhaps most importantly elec- 
tronic gadgets, things that they hope will give them an edge over their rivals. 
Radar, for example, made it possible for the crews that first adopted it to poach, 
or fish within the three-mile zone forbidden to boats over 20 metres long. Watch- 
ing the radar screen, the skipper could 'see' the fishery protection vessel at a 
distance of 15 nautical miles, giving more than thirty minutes to escape. But 
without radar, the appearance of the fishery protection vessel on the horizon 
steaming at 25 knots meant that it was too late to take evasive action. Radar 
made it possible to work rich but forbidden seaareas and get away with it. Simi- 
larly, more sophisticated types of echo-sounders that distinguish more clearly 
between the sea bed, shoals of fish and inert objects lying on the bottom elimi- 
nated some guesswork for the skipper and made the detection of marginal shoals 
of fish easier and reduced the chances of damaging the net. New electronic navi- 
gation equipment enables the skipper to plot the position of a shoal of fish with 
a high degree of accuracy and allows him to bring the boat back again and again 
to the same place where good catches were made, and to track the movements 
of the fish. 










































































