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Abstract

By focusing on the practice of underwater speargun fishing among local fishermen m the

Republic of Palau, Micronesia, this article depicts the detailed process of the fishermen s choice of

丘shing methods as well as their perception of recently introduced fishing techniques. It is argued

that the complexity involved in designing tools, selecting speci丘c techniques and choosing fishing
locations is connected to both functional and cultural reasons, which fishermen themselves

consta皿tly reinterpret through the practice of everyday丘shing. To support this argument the paper

presents a detailed ethnographic study on the practice of underwater speargun fishing, including

丘shermen s cognitive construction of seascapes, their choice of different speargun mechanisms and

the use of specific fishing techniques. Through this study, I argue that the primary motivations

behind the fishermen's complex arrangement of fishing practice are often linked to their perception

of what it means to be a traditional fisherman', a notion embodied in the physical exercise and

hardship inherent to the practice of underwater speargun fishing.
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Intro duction

The Republic of Palau (ROP) is a newly independent archipelagotic country

located in the western Micronesia The region displays a variety of oceanographic

settings,including

colonialcountries

a world famous coral reef, which attracts keen divers from ex-

Although Palau now relies on a market economy supported largely

The original version of this paper was presented at the session 3 'Pacific Modernity'ofthe ESFO

申uropean Society For Oceanists) International Conference in Vienna, July 2002. My fieldwork
was supported by the University of London Central Research Fund and the University College

London Graduate School. My research in Palau was sponsored by Palau Community College.

Department of Anthropology, University College London, Gower Street, London WCIE, UK

Fax number: +44 - (0)207-8338832, E-mail: ucsayot@ucl.ac.uk
Palau has a unique colonial history, starting from the late 19th century with the arrival of the

Spanish colonial administration. After the brief occupation by the Spanish, the country was

occupied by the German colonial government of Micronesia from 1904 until 1914. Then from 1914

until the end of the war, 1945, it was taken over by the ex-Japanese imperial government of South

Pacific, Nanyoucho. During this period Palau had the most significant social influence from the

occupational administration due to rigorous Japanese colonial rule. A鮎r the war and until its

independence in 1994, Palau was under U.S. political control which created another significant

change for the political structure (a dual structure incorporating both democratic and traditional

chieftain system) as well as its socio-economic state (For more detailed information, see Hezel, F

1985 and Hanlon, D 1998).
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by imported goods, the sea has always been the main source of subsistence supply for

the people of Palau. Marine products gathered by women near the shore and fish

caught by men in the relatively large lagoon still provide the major part of the people's

everyday protein intake.

Earlier studies conducted in the region have described a variety of techniques and

methods practiced in traditional fishing, established through generations of fishermen s

experience (Kubary 1885, Kramer 1929, Clark 1953). This `traditional indigenous

knowledge' is thought to inform fishing practice, notably in shaping native

understandings of marine environmental factors, such as weather conditions, fishing

location, and types of fish targeted. All such conditions are taken into account in the

choice of fishing methods. However, it has recently been remarked that the variety of

fishing methods and techniques seen in traditional Palauan fishing practice has been

reduced as a result of the people's appropriation of modern technology. The central

thesis which governs the interpretation of this loss is that fishermen have taken modern

methods to replace traditional ones, as they are more practical and productive

(Johannes 198 1).

The above hypothesis on the transformation of Palauan fishing practice projects the

simple logic of the optimal forager', stressing the priority of the functional aspect in

the fishermen's choices of technology. However, in actual practice, the fisherman's

fine mastery of his craft requires a complex blend of knowledge and consideration vis-

a-vis cultural concerns. The significance of cultural propensity in technological choice

has been discussed in anthropological studies of technology. It has been argued that

choices of technology appropriation are determined by social representation or

relations that go far beyond a mere action on matter (Lemonnier 1993).

In this article I offer a detailed ethnography of the complex decision-making

process involved in Palauan underwater speargun fishing. My focus stems from an

ethnographic unease related to the discrepancy between local perceptions of the

method and its emergence as technological development. Among contemporary

Palauan fishermen, the method of underwater speargun fishing is often described as

'Palauan/traditionaT. During my fieldwork, I found that a fisherman was considered

good and skilfiil -with all the attached prestige and recognition- if he practised

underwater speargun fishing. However, the technique itself was only introduced to the

islands in the 1950's and has only become productive enough for fishermen in the last

twenty years.

Palauan women are traditionally involved in agriculture, mainly growing taro potato and tapioca

for starch. The gender division of labour is symbolically represented in the preferred Palauan meal,

which requires Odoim (protein) provided by men and Ongraol (starch) provided by women (For

more detailed information on this topic, see Akevochi, T. 1 986).

In his study of Palauan fishing, Johannes (1981) argues that traditional techniques of Palauan are

so endangered that the classical anthropologist might say that fishing today in Palau is a pale

shadow of what it once was '(1981: 15).

My interviews with most informants were conducted mainly in English. I used the local language

in most fishing taps and other contexts of everyday life but it never developed enough to be better

than their speaking English. Certainly words, traditional and Palauan were commonly used in

conversations between my informants and I, and each time I clarified their use of terminology. The

unease I discuss here was in fact one of the questions that came out of my conversation with

informants to clarify the point of their recognition of the word `Palauan and Traditional'.


