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AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL EXPLANATION
OF ECONOMIC SPECIALIZATION

By

Yvan Daniel Breton

Since the incipient phase of industrial capitalism,
social scientists have shown a marked concern for the
economical problems of the peasantry. It would now be a
truism to assume that among these problems the most salient
is that of economic specialization. Nevertheless, recent,
increasing collaboration between economists and anthro-
pologists provides a more objective basis for analysis.

The mutual gathering of new illustrative data is conducive
to a better understanding of peasant economic specializa-
tion on either a national, regional, or local level.

Though limited in scope and content, the present
study is related to this problem of economic specialization.
More specifically, it deals with the analysis of the economic
organization of rural fishermen in Eastern Venezuela. The
effects and consequences of economic specialization are
examined by means of the comparative study of three com-
munities, each characterized by a differential involvement

in fishing activities. In the first one, Chiguana, halieutic
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activities represent a minimal source of income, as the
people participate as well in agriculture, cattle raising,
and wood cutting. In the second village, Guacarapo, fishing
is more important and cattle raising is the only activity,
apart from fishing, in which fishermen significantly invest.
Lastly, in Santa F&, there exists a large group of special-
ized fishermen who dedicate their time exclusively to fish-
ing.

The study of economic organization in each commu-
nity focuses mainly on production and exchange activities.
The allocation of the fishermen's investment, the crews'
formation and level of production, and the nature of their
involvement in marketing remain the main selective axes
for comparing and determining their degree of economic
specialization.

In the last chapter, which tabulates and analyzes
similarities and differences among the three communities,
the problem of economic specialization is re~examined through
the Marxist notion of mode of production. Such an approach
permits one to distinguish two analytical levels: one
external, which emphasizes the influence of the larger
society upon local economic organization; the other internal,
which seeks to point out the rationality of the community's
economic system. The analysis shows that: (1) the present
degree of economic specialization of the communities is

related to their former involvement in a peasant or capitalist
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mode of production, (2) that the majority of present fish-
ing groups are neither peasant nor capitalist, (3) that a
greater specialization has nevertheless produced changes
in the social relations of production, and (4) that the
fishermen's economic future depends upon the ways by which
the Venezeulan government will prevent a group of capital-

ist entrepreneurs from exploiting proletarianized fishermen.
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INTRODUCTION

A. General Orientation of the Study

Fishing has long been a topic of inquiry in anthro-
pology. Classic studies by late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth century ethnographers and ethnologists contain numerous
references to groups whose subsistence depends upon the
exploitation of marine resources. However, it is only in
the last decades that fishing communities have begun to be
intensively analyzed and that their relevance for anthro-
pological inquiry has been recognized (Anderson and Wadel,
1972; Comitas, 1962; Davenport, 1956; Faris, 1967; Firestone,
1967; Forman, 1966; Kootack, 1966; Orona, 1968; Gladwin, 1971).
In this regard, the anthropologists' growing concern with
"complex societies" and the emergence of economic anthropol-
ogy as a subdiscipline within social and cultural anthro-
pology had a positive effect.

To social scientists advocating a cultural-materialist
approach and interested in reconstructing evolutionary
sequences of the world's economic history (such as Morgan,
Marx, Engels, Thurnwald), fishing was an activity of reduced
importance. In fact, no society with a highly complex socio-
political organization--that of a state--relied entirely
upon fishing for subsistence or included groups of fishermen
whose number bypassed that of agriculturalists. As the

1



interest in macro-history diminished and anthropologists
focused their attention on smaller sequences of socio-
economic changes, fishing activities or cultural features

of fishing groups were analyzed in greater detail. Anthro-
pologists like Boas and Kroeber, for instance, provided
numerous data oﬁ the conduct of fishing activities among

the tribal groups of the Pacific Coast. But the Histori-
cists' and Diffusionists' particular theoretical orientations
prevented them from fully illustrating the importance of
fishing for anthropological inquiry. They tended to equate
economy with technology, and as a result, they limited them-
selves to a mere description of fishing technology without
demonstrating how fishermen differed from hunters or agri-
culturalists in socio-economic patterns.

With the advent of Functionalists, however, the
situation began to change. Malinowski's study of Trobriand
fishermen was the first anthropological study that gave a
complete description of the socio-economic organization of
a group of fishermen. But in spite of the quality of this
study, most of the Functionalists continued to focus their
investigations on tribal groups engaged primarily in land
cultivation. Possibly, this was because the verification of
an equilibrium model based upon the existence of strong
social solidarity was more easily obtained through the exam-
ination of groups whose activities presented a significant

regularity. Such characteristics were found among



agriculturalists, their work generally taking place in a
well-defined spatial and temporal cycle.

But internal dissent among the Functionalists in
the late forties-~for instance, J. A. Barnes and Leach
criticizing Radcliffe-Brown and Fortes'! emphasis on kinship--
revolving around the relative importance of social solidar-
ity versus social change, led to a significant re-evaluation
of their epistemology and method. First, they enlarged their
field of investigation, focusing their interest not only on
tribal society but also on groups forming a part of "a com-
plex society." Second, though assuming the interconnected-
ness of social and economic facts, they demonstrated that the
latter could be advantageously utilized to explain certain
"social" phenomena. Raymond Firth is probably the anthro-
pologist who best illustrates this reorientation. Inter-
estingly enough, in one of his major attempts to introduce
concepts and methods of economic science into anthropology
and to show the importance of individual initiative and
social processes in preindustrial society, he studied a group
of fishermen. Firth's study of the Malay, preceded by that
of the Tikopia fishermen, was related to his plea for a more
processual anthropology. First, he defined the Malay fisher-
men as belonging to a cultural type more complex than that of
tribal society, i.e. peasant, and showed that their economic
organization was not a static phenomenon but a dynamic entity
whose transformations depended upon both internal and exter-

nal pressure. Second, he assumed that internal features of



fishing gave rise to particular.situations which provided
the individual with economic alternatives different from
those found in agriculture. So Firth's analysis of Malay
fishermen was more than a conventional ethnography whose
immediate purpose lay in the enrichment of a corpus of
anthropological data. It represented a well-planned strategy
intended to focus anthropological attention upon the rele-
vance of peasant society for the understanding of social
change and to demonstrate the utility of economic concepts
for anthropological research.

The assumptions made by Firth, almost 30 years ago,
concerning the contribution that the analysis of fishing
communities might make to economic anthropology and the study
of social change in general, still have great operational
value. They can be summarized as follows: Unlike the
production of agriculturalists, that of fishermen is largely
one of daily increments. With their daily income, fishermen
must calculate against greater uncertainty and rely more upon
short-term planning. Partly by tradition, but also by
physical necessity, fishing is generally restricted to men.
The division of labor in fishing gives rise to daily cooper-
ation and generates more complex systems of distributing
the earnings. Fish is a product that has to be processed
rapidly, and its preservation requires more labor and outlay
in equipment than agricultural products. Fishing equipment
is, on the whole, more liable to sudden damage and loss and

is rarely handed on in its initial form. Full-time fishermen



do not live exclusively on fish; therefore, they tend to be
more significantly associated‘with an exchange economy than
do full-time agriculturalists. For all these reasons,
fishing attracts investors of a particular type (Firth,
1968, pp. 2-5). To the above, we can add that a fisherman's
work schedule is highly variable, that the exploitation of
marine resources does not generally depend upon the alloca-
tion of definite sites, and that fishing is found in more
diversified types of environment than agriculture, existing
even in arctic and desert zones.

| These remarks should indicate some of the theoret-
ical and methodological points of interest that the study
of fishing activities might raise. The latter provides the
anthropologist with unique situations in which he can examine
problems or aspects developed to a lesser degree in other
activities. Since the present study deals with the analysis
of the economic behavior of fishing personnel in three
Venezuelan communities, its epistemological and methodolog-
ical orientation will be strongly influenced by the above.

But beside their potential contribution to the bet-

tering of anthropological concepts and methods, especially
those of economic anthropology, studies of fishing communi-
ties correspond to a more concrete necessity. In recent
years, several anthropologists have manifested their growing
concern for economic problems of underdeveloped countries
and have tried, within the limits of their discipline, to

enlarge the body of knowledge dealing with this crucial



problem. The majority agree, together with other social
scientists, that in many cases economic specialization or
concentration of energy and capital in the exploitation of

a specific resource might not be the best solution, Under-
developed countries need a greater economic diversification
that will counterbalance the negative influence that a
specialized "dependence" upon foreign markets might have.

In this regard, many Latin American countries have undertaken
a significant step in the last decade. Though as a rule the
implementation of agricultural programs still represents an
important sector of investment, several countries have become
aware of the economic possibilities that the exploitation

of mining and marine resources represents.

In light of this, some Latin American countries have
recently extended their off-shore limits to 200 nautical
miles. Development of fisheries is now seen as a viable
alternative to agricultural development. At least, one of
the major difficulties encountered in the application of
agrarian reforms--redistribution of property or allocation
of exploitative sites--does not exist in fishing. It is
for these reasons that Venezuela, together with other coun-
tries, is now undertaking a serious effort to better its
fishing technology, production, and market.

The present analysis of three fishing communities
in Eastern Venezuela, besides its academic purposes, is also
intended to provide factual material about the condition of

fishing in that part of the country. The general orientation



of the study can be defined in theoretical as well as in

applied terms.

B. The Research Situation and the
Selection of Communities

Before undertaking a visit to fishing communities
in Venezuela, I knew, through personal communication with
scholars and a survey of pertinent literature, that there
existed two major fishing zones in this country: a conti-
nental zone, including all the fishing conducted in lakes
and rivers of the interior; and a maritime zone, covering
the whole coastal area, subdivided into three subregions--

western, central, and eastern (See Table 1). I immediately

rejected the possibility of doing research in the continental

and central regions for reasons I will now discuss.

Table 1l.--Fishing zones in Venezuela (1969).

Number of Production Production

Zones Fishermen Ts in Bs
A $ A $ A $
CONTINENTAL 14,900 39.0 7,000 7 8,319 7.95

Occidental 8,700 22.7 39,800 30 47,725 45.44
MARITIME Central 2,170 5.7 5,000 3 7,892 7.55
Oriental 12,500 32.6 81,000 60 40,858 39.06

o

Source: Produccion pesquera en Venezuela, Mac-Pnud-Fao,
1970. No. 1l6.

The great dispersal of fishermen in the continental

zone and their reduced number in the central region presented



some methodological difficulties. In both cases it would
have been rather strenuous to assemble a significant number
of informants and to obtain valid information about the gen-
eral situation of fishing in their region. Moreover, both
regions have clearly marginal production, representing only
7 percent and 3 percent of the total national output. These
regions have received little attention from governmental
agencies and have undergone minimal development in the last
decades. So I did not hesitate to concentrate my efforts
on the remaining regions, the western and eastern, given
their high percentage of fishermen and volume of their pro-
duction. The selection of either one would have provided
me with a valuable basis for the verification of certain
hypotheses concerning the characteristics of fishing in
Venezuela. After some hesitation, I chose the eastern
region. However, this choice was not entirely arbitrary.
The western zone showed a marked industrialization (fishing
equipment, boats, market facilities) compared to its eastern
counterpart. It has fewer fishermen (8,700 compared to
12,500) and a smaller production (39,800 compared to 81,000
tons of fish in 1969), but its fishing personnel have an
average income almost twice as high as their eastern coun-
terparts. The exploitation of a species of high commercial
value, shrimp, combined with the presence of good market
possibilities--proximity to major cities like Caracas and
Maracaibo as well as to major seaports adjacent to those

cities, thus facilitatingexportation to foreign markets,



especially the United States--explained this situation. I
then thought that the more traditional nature of fishing in
the eastern zone would correspond to a greater socio=economic
homogeneity, thus enhancing the chance to conduct an anthro-
pological study from a regional perspective. Given also its
relatively high number of fishermen and high volume of pro-
duction, I knew that governmental agencies intended to
industrialize the region as they did in the western zone,
this situation giving the study a practical significance and
orientation as wished at the beginning.

However, after visiting several fishing communities
in the state of Sucre, in the eastern zone, it was found
that the homogeneity was not as strong as expected. 1In fact,
there was local variation not only in the immediate environ-
ment, technology, accessibility, and size of the fishing
zone, but also in the extent to which fishing was a special-
ized activity. In none of the communities was fishing an
exclusive activity for the majority of the inhabitants.

Then the initial attempt to construct a categorization solely
upon ecological and technological features of fishing zones
was of little operational value because quantitative varia-
tions led to qualitative differences. For instance, it was
possible to establish a sample on the basis of fishing tech-
niques. I rapidly ascertained that the presence of a muddy
bottom in the fishing zone was generally associated with the

utilization of floating nets (chinchorros) and prevented the

use of hand-line (cordel) and fish-traps (nasa). But the
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fact that in some communities of identical demographic size
there were five floating nets and in others more than 20 had
serious empirical and methodological implications for the
study of the village economy. The establishment of partial
correlations between the local and the numerical importance
of certain techniques soon indicated that variations were
not primarily due to a difference in the size of communi-
ties but rather to the presence or absence of other signif-
icant activities in the communities.

In some villages, fishing was an ancillary activity
practiced by a few inhabitants whose production was assigned
to relatives or restricted to local population. The people
also participated in other activities such as horticulture,
cattle raising, lumbering, or periodic wage labor. 1In
other communities, fishing was conducted by the majority
of the inhabitants, who simultaneously dedicated some of their
time to another activity, usually horticulture or cattle
raising. They had a significant production sold in a regional
market. Finally, in other villages, fishermen formed a large
specialized group, devoting their time exclusively to work
at sea, while other specialized groups in the community were
engaged in various activities. I therefore decided to choose
three villages illustrating these situations., Though they
do not constitute a complete sample of the kinds of communi-
ties encountered (in some cases, fishermen also work in

salinas or live in cities in the portuary area), they
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nevertheless permit me to depict and analyze the major char~
acteristics of fishing economy in the area.

Some literature already exists about the socio-
economic situation of fishermen in the eastern zone. Among
those, Angelo Orona's study (1969) represents the most sig-
nificant contribution to the understanding of socio~economic
organization and cultural values of Oriental fishermen (on
the island of Margarita). Mendez-Arocha (1963) gave a pre~
cise and useful analysis of the fishing technology in the
whole area, and McCorkle (1965) described, from an historical
perspective, community persistence and adaptation for one
of the major native groups in the area, the Guayqueries.
Finally, the FAO, together with the Venezuelan Ministry of
Agriculture, has published some articles on technical aspects
of fishing and oceanography in the region.

The above discussion shows that anthropological
studies of peasant communities in the state of Sucre are
not numerous. This is related to the general situation pre-
vailing in Venezuelan anthropology; most of the work done
so far deals with tribal groups of the interior to the
neglect of peasant communities. Nevertheless, peasant
groups, fishermen included, still represent the major pro-
portion of the active labor force in the country. If indus-
trialization intensifies in the eastern zone, efforts will
undoubtedly be concentrated on this subregion or its imme-

diate vicinity. It already possesses good transportation
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and communication facilities, which could serve several
urban centers.

The first community selected, Chiguana, is located
at the lower end of the Gulf of Cariaco, on its northern
shore. It has a population of 638 inhabitants, the major-
ity of whom are black and who are mainly engaged in agri-
culture and cattle raising. A significant proportion,
however, also practice fishing and wood cutting either
during the whole year or occasionally. The plurality of
occupations is partially due to the emergence of a negative
economic context generated by the deterioration of 1local
resources, thus explaining why, in the last 20 years, almost
half of the native population left the village, looking for
better opportunities in neighboring villages or urban cen-
ters. Fishing is conducted with a few techniques, namely
the floating nets and harpoon, and nonmotorized boats.
Production is minimal and on many occasions does not suffice
to meet local demand.

The second community, Guacarapo, which has 438
inhabitants, the majority of whom are white and mestizos,l
is also located on the northern side of the Gulf of Cariaco,
a few kilometers west of Chiguana. In spite of its relative
proximity to Chiquana, strong ecological differences give

its economy unique characteristics. In Guacarapo, fishing

lIn Eastern Venezuela, the term mestizos refers to
people whose blood and/or phenotype indicate an Indian and
white origin. White refers to people of Spanish descent as
well as to North Americans.
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is the major activity, but a few inhabitants practice cattle
raising and to a lesser extent agriculture. Fishing is
conducted with more diversified techniques as well as motor-
ized boats, and gives rise to a substantial output which is
sold in a regional market; In contrast to Chiguana, a lower
number of people have migrated ffom Guacarapo in recent
years, and this cbmmunity is more dynamic demographically
than Chiguana.

The third community, Santa Fé, has a population of
approximately 3,000 people, equally divided between blacks,
mestizos, and whites. It is located half way betweeen the

major cities of eastern Venezuela, Puerto La Cruz and Cumana.

Most of its fishermen, numbering more than 450, are full-
time specialists, dedicating their efforts exclusively to
fishing. Similarly, other activities such as agriculture
or wage labor are conducted by specific occupational groups.
Fishing is somewhat more industrialized than in Guacarapo,
with a greater technical diversity and a greater variety of
commercially exploitable species of fish. Besides having
an important market place, to which people from the interior
make weekly trips to obtain maritime products, the Santa Fé
fishermen are engaged in the provision of a regional market,
access to which is largely facilitated by good roads and
major centers in the area. With the control of malaria

in the region, the community has shown a significant demo-

graphic vitality in the last decades.
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This brief characterization of the communities
selected already indicates some of the features of the

study. Chiguana, Guacarapo, and Santa Fé are differentiated

in terms of population size, ethnic composition, resources,
technology, production, and market facilities, giving fish-

ing a distinctive intensity and nature in these communities.

C. Methodology

l. Field Tactics

Integration into a community is probably the most
decisive phase in conducting an investigation. The length
of the initial period of adjustment varies according to a
series of factors which can be expected to be different as
one goes from one community to another. Obviously, to work
in three communities, within an approximate period of one
year, entails some difficulties. Time spent in becoming
acquainted with people had to be recovered by accelerated
work at the end of the stay. The approach of the Christmas

fiesta (Navidad) upon my arrival in Chiguana facilitated,

to a certain extent, acceptance by the community. The
drinking, dancing, and other celebrations created a festive
atmosphere conducive to establishing rapport. Moreover,

several Chiguaneros were returning from urban centers at

that time so I was not the only "newcomer" in the village.
Once the fiesta was over, I had already established enough
contacts to operate normally, though some people became less

receptive. Integration in Guacarapo was somewhat different.
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Before starting the study of this village, I had the chance

to make several informal trips with the Chiguaneros who had

relatives or "compadres" there. In this way, I progressively
became acquainted with several families. Although I under-
took my investigation in Guacarapo during another fiesta,

that of Semana Santa, during which several outsiders visit

its sandy beaches, I felt I had never been accepted or inte-
grated as completely as in Chiguana. People already identi-
fied me as the "stranger living in Chiguana." However,

the smaller size of the community and the greater occupational
homogeneity facilitated the gathering of comparative data.

It was in Santa Fé& that I spent the most time getting estab-
lished. With a population of more than 3,000 individuals

and with the dispersal of numerous fishermen in rancherias

outside the village, I had to stake more on acquaintance
with a reduced group of informants, relying mainly upon
observation and indirect information for the rest of the
community.

The economic focus of the study also entailed some
particular methodologiéal orientation. To know that I used
participant observation, interviews, and questionnaires would
not be sufficient to give the reader a precise idea of prob-
lems encountered in data gathering. The nature and the
relative importance of those field techniques vary according
to what interests the anthropologist. In fishing communi-
ties, at least in the communities mentioned above, the highly

variable work schedule of fishermen required much flexibility
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on the part of the observer. Since most of the fishing was
done at night, fishermen's working hours were first deter-
mined or conditioned by the lunar cycle. They usually left
the village just before nightfall, location of schools of
fish being simplified by the phosphorescence of water after
sunset. But this means that within a period of one month,
the average daily time spent at sea varied between three and
twelve hours according to the moon, with different leaving
and returning hours. Thus, the economic anthropologist
interested in gathering data on production has to be con-
stantly alert and present at the right place at the right
time.

In Chiguana, when fish were plentiful, I had but
to cross the gulf at midnight and wait for the crews coming
in to sell their production to the market of the Muelle de
Cariaco, the front village. I was then able to gather data
on the amount of fish sold and the amount kept for local
consumption. But in other circumstances, such as during
periods when fish were scarce, most of the teams returned
directly to the village. Since in Chiguana, most of the
fishermen used a personal wharf accessible only by water
or by the front door of the house, it was rather difficult
to gather data on boat inputs without awakening the entire
family. In Guacarapo and Santa Fé, such problems did not
exist since both villages have a large, open beach used by
all fishermen. Observation could then be done in a more

informal manner without losing precision.
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On the other hand, information on capital assets
in fishing had to be gathered very carefully, given the
depreciation rate of the equipment and its simultaneous cost
of maintenance and repair. Fishermen rarely make a precise
quantitative evaluation of their outfit and are reluctant
to give detailed information on their consumer expenses,
because of the high variability of their daily or seasonal
income.

However, field work in fishing communities also has
some positive practical aspects., Observation of technology
and work organization can be done rapidly, since the period
of time for the overall activity is relatively short. A few
trips with a crew might give one a helpful idea of the pro-
duction and sharing processes, though there are inevitably
minor variations according to the species exploited. Spend-
ing several hours in a boat with fishermen constitutes an
ideal physical setting in which to conduct an interview.
Informants cannot, as they sometimes do in the village,
invoke reasons to politely avoid your questions. Finally,
fishing is generally an activity in which the observer can
easily participate after a short period of adaptation.
Fishermen are very proud of their knowledge, and a demonstra-
tion to an outsider is for them a good occasion to prove
their ability. The anthropologist, in a short time, will
never learn what it has taken fishermen years to acquire,

but his participation creates common points of interest
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and a friendly atmosphere based on the inexperience and
clumsiness of the observer,

Statistical data, which constitute a good part of
this study, came first from systematic observation and
interviews, and second from time schedules left to fishermen,
in which they provided detailed information about output and
price variation. However, this method was of limited use,
given the restricted number of fishermen who were literate
and motivated enough to undertake such compilation. In
fact, only three informants in Chiguana and two in Guacarapo
agfeed to participate in this manner. Third, statistical
information came from questionnaires. Besides being geared
to gather general demographic data (age, sex, marital
status, family size, household composition, migration), these
questionnaires were devoted to economic data. In Chiguana
and in Guacarapo, the questionnaires were applied to the
entire households (respectively, 125 and 53), while in
Santa Fé, I proceeded with a sample of 150 questionnaires,
including all fishermen and some representatives from other
occupational groups, the total representing approximately
one-third of the community. The questionnaires focused
mainly on capital assets involved in fishing, agriculture,
or animal husbandry. The categories were slightly modified
in the case of Santa Fé, because of its greater speciali-
zation in fishing. The application of the questionnaires at
the beginning of the study would have been of some practical

utility in providing me with data already categorizable,
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that could have permitted a faster delimitation of the
problems to be considered. But with the high individual
variation in economic behavior and the confidential char~
acter of information when individuals questioned are involved
directly, I felt that better precision and greater analyt-
ical control could be achieved by applying the question-
naires at the very end of the stay in the communities.
Indeed, it paid off analytically, for my acquaintance with
informants permitted me to correct, in certain cases, erron-
eous information.

Finally, governmental fishery offices in Cumana
possess a good amount of statistical data on fish production
and marketing in the region. Their data come mainly from
"planillas" that fishermen are supposed to send in at the
end of each month. Though the answering percentage is rela-
tively high (between 80 and 85 percent according to personal
verification), one has to be careful in utilizing those data.
Fishermen rarely give precise information on the nature and
amount of the catch, and often limit themselves to a rough
estimate, especially with regard to price fluctuation on

local and regional markets.

2. Plan of the Study

Independently of their substantivist or formalist
orientation, economic anthropologists working in preindus-
trial societies are always faced with the problem of deter-

mining, within a given socio~cultural system, facts strictly
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economic and the ways by which they relate to each other and
to other behavioral spheres. In other words, anthropolo-
gists must dissociate, for analytical purposes, economic from
other social facts in order to approximate thelr internal
structure and functioning. But at the same time, they must
identify factors external to the economic sphere that directly
or indirectly determine its modalities. Such a perspective
requires a method of analysis that goes from the general to
the particular and into which economic actions, either idio-
syncratic or group oriented, can be seen as influenced by
and taking place within a series of behavioral frameworks
(ecological, social, or ideological), whose actualization
and importance vary according to situations.

Therefore, the first chapter, devoted to the exami-
nation of regional ecology, economy, and soclety, provides
the reader with a general understanding of basic elements
of production in the area (resources, technology, and human
population). While permitting the reader to see the repre-
sentativeness of the communities selected, this chapter
demonstrates how the sharing of common or differential ecolog-
ical features entails community specialization and consti-
tutes general or specific frameworks for economic action.

The three following chapters examine in detail the economic

organization of Chiguana, Guacarapo, and Santa Fé, focusing
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principally on fishing.1

It then implies, in order to
respect the methodological principle aforementioned, that
the analysis of the economic behavior of fishing personnel
be preceded by a more thorough description of the immediate
ecology and ways of articulation of fishing with other activ-
ities. Thereafter, the analysis is devoted mainly to levels
of investment and production, and exchange processes as
related to fishing activities. The last chapter compares
structural and organizational features in the three commu-
nities. It explains, through the notion of mode of produc-
tion, the extent to which specialized or generalized economy
generates specific frameworks for economic action and what

their implications are for the present situation of fishing

in Eastern Venezuela.

lThe reader should note immediately that the succes-
sive comparison of three communities is not intended to
establish a "Redfieldian" continuum in which greatest special-
ization is associated with a greater acculturation. I
already assume that fishermen in the most isolated villages
do not differ essentially from those of villages closer to
urban centers. The fact that in the latter fishing tech-
nology is more industrialized has to be explained first by
differential opportunities of investment in exploitative
activities, individuals judging more advantageous, given
particular local and external factors, to invest in some
activities and not in others.
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CHAPTER I

REGIONAL ECOLOGY, ECONOMY, AND SOCIETY

A. Resources

The state of Sucre lies in the extreme northeast
part of Venezuela, between 10°04' and 10°45' north and
64°36' and 61°50' west. With a total surface area of
11,800 kmz, it includes nine distritos whose size varies
between 2,780 and 331 kmz. Though representing a relatively
small area of the country--only fourteenth in rank among
23 states--, the stéte of Sucre is characterized by a great
geographical diversity, comprising desert as well as tropi-
cal zones, hills and basinal plains. In addition, it has
open and protected littorals and includes several outlying
islands in its western section. With its anvil shape, this
state is almost entirely surrounded by water, either the
Caribbean Sea, gulfs (Cariaco and Paria), or numerous rivers,
a context that well explains the suitability of fishing as a
viable domestic and commercial activity. As we already
know, littoral populations also engage in well-diversified
ancillary activities. This first chapter, intended to be a
general presentation of regional ecological features underly-
ing economic activities in the area, then emphasizes only
resources which are of greatest importance for the people's

subsistence. Thus it would be pointless to provide detailed
24
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information of subsoil geology, given the nonexistence of
mining in the area. Because the communities selected for
investigation are located in the western part of the state,
more attention will be given to the region adjacent to the

Gulf of Cariaco.

l. The Aquatic Environment

To become familiar with the ecology of a marine zone
requires long-term experience and an acute sense of observa-
tion. Unlike agriculturalists, who usually exploit small
portions of land, fishermen often operate within relatively
large zones, adjusting their mobility to fish migration.

But fish migration, which explains intensity of fishing at
given periods, is directly dependent upon the trophic inten-
sity of the water. 1In turn, this trophic intensity is influ-
enced by factors such as depth, temperature, currents vel-
ocity, tide, salinity, turbidity, planktonic life, and winds.
Some of these factors are relatively stable, others change
periodically, and still others change constantly. This
affects the differential productivity of sites and the com-
munities' specialization in some locations. Certain species
of fish are common throughout the whole area, while others
are present periodically at specific points. Fishermen,
then, must identify not only those factors underlying trans-
formations but also predict the result of their possible
combination in particular locations. Therefore, fishing is

constantly conditioned by marine elements whose interaction
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cannot be apprehended in isolation but as forming part of a
complex whole. 1In this regard, fishermen have developed
sophisticated mechanisms of observation which enable them to
distinguish stable from more variable elements and to adjust'
their activities to modifications of the marine ecosystem.
In contrast to the central zone, the eastern region, whose
major part revolves around the state of Sucre, has an impor-
tant continental platform which goes from meridians 61°50"
to 65°20', with an approximate width of 50 miles and an
average depth of 100 brazos. It benefits from an affluence
of detritus coming from the Orinoco River, the Guayana

currents, and other rivers such as the Rio Neveri and Man-

zanares in the western part. The smaller region of the Gulf
of Cariaco, the section of the maritime zone dealt with in
this'study, has a particular mechanism of nutrition. The
trophic intensity is enhanced by the pumping up of bottom
water by trade winds. The Gulf of Cariaco has a sill at its
entrance with a maximum depth of abou£ 75 meters,

the Gulf's maximum depth being about 90 m. Much of the time
the water is stagnant. But in the early months of the year,
with the removal from the Gulf of surface water by the strong
northeasterly trade winds, there are influxes of cool and
oxigenated open-ocean water, over the sill at middepths
(Griffiths and Simpson, p. 16l1). A special geological for-

mation, the Fossa de Cariaco, which lies in the open sea to

the west of Margarita Island, has a depth exceeding 800

brazos.
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Differential tide and surf conditions prevail in the
area. The strongest change in water level takes place in
the Gulf of Paria adjacent to the Orinoco delta. On the
northern side, around Margarita and the Gulf of Cariaco,
tide is minimal with 12-hour variations of approximately 99cm.
(This explains why fishermen do not generally need long
wharves to take fish ashore, as is always the case in
Labrador for instance.) Fishing villages located around the
Gulf of Cariaco and at the mouth of this Gulf, where numer-
ous islands lie, are generally less exposed to rough surf.
A noticeable annual feature is the rising of the water level
starting in September and lasting until early January. This
rise, probably caused by rain accumulation during the summer
months, causes probiems to villages where homes are located
close to the sea. On the other hand, such tides £ill numer-
ous lagoons and pools adjacent to the shore, whose subse-
quent evaporation leaves a layer of salt which is exploited
commercially in certain areas, namely in the vicinity of
Araya and that of Guaca on the northern side.

As mentioned earlier, a special ecological feature
of the aquatic environment is reflected in the phosphor-
escence of the water, which permits the location of fish at
night. Such luminosity is produced by microscopic plants
and animals which fish feed upon and whose concentration
varies according to the presence or absence of phosphates
and nitrates. The first planktonic boom occurs in the spring-

time, and is caused by the returning strength and intensity
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of the sun (during the dry season). The upwelling effect

of winds in the first months of the year, which transport
nutrient salts from the bottom to the surface layer of
water, and bring up cold water, has a positive influence on
the trophic process by increasing the planktonic life. At
that time, luminosity is the strongest, glows of light being
emitted by planktonic organisms. As an object moves through
the water, it agitates the plankton, which in turn emits
light. Fishermen can approximate with a small margin of
error, not only the type but also the quantity of fish com-
ing at a distance of two or three miles. Luminosity of water
progressively diminishes toward the end of the year as the
upwelling effect of winds diminishes and water temperature
warms up (Cf. Orona, 1970, pp. 19-27). Fishermen adjust
their time schedule to water phosphorescence, and 1n general
prefer to fish in the late morning or at the end of the day
from October through December.

Another feature intimately related to the phyto-
planktonic cycle is the turbidity of water at certain periods
of the year. Though fishermen cannot explain the appearance
of this phenomenon, they observed that it is generally asso-
ciated with the beginning of the dry season. They know that
it occurs in specific ways in particular areas. A spot of
water whose dimension is highly variable progressively loses
its clearness, becomes red or pink, finally turning brownish

or white, poisoning the fish entering it.
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This phenomenon, locally called turbio, has a strong
negative effect in restricted fishing zones where currents
are minimal. This is particularly the case at the lower end
of the Gulf of Cariaco, where the villages of Chiguana and
Guacarapo lie. It often happens in that area that people
have to devote most of their time to gathering dead fish
lying on the beach rather than to fishing. In other areas,
such as the northern side, spots of turbio can be crossed or
passed around and fishing gear fixed in more fertile or
productive water., In the case of a large turbio, fishing
in a whole region might be strongly affected, It is believed
that the beginning of the rainy season contributes to kill~-
ing the turbio, and that heavy rain drives the evil organ=
isms to the bottom. Variations of production in certain
villages are largely explained by the presence or absence
of turbio, and the higher frequency of this phenomenon in
certain regions (e.g. the southern side of the Gulf of
Cariaco) explains why people are more oriented to land
activities there.

In the vicinity of Margarita Island and the northern
shore of the state, surface current velocity averages 0.8 to
1.2 sm per hour in January and 1.2 to 1.6 in April and July.
Surface water varies annually about 4.6 degrees C, with an
average of 26.2 degrees C (Orona, 1970, p. 20). In the
Gulf of Cariaco there is a noticeable absence of currents
through most of the year, and surface temperature averages

somewhat less than that of the northern shore, with a mean



30

total of 25.6 degrees C. Given the predominance of east-
northeasterly winds in the Gulf, its southern section is
generally colder (Griffith and Simpson, pp. 161-69). Minor
variations in surféce temperature directly affect f£ish migra-
tion, especially in the case of pelagic species living close
to the surface. Scilentific observations have demonstrated
that such variations do exist, but given the limited nature
of these observations precise correlations between variations
and fish movements cannot yet be postulated.

Finally, current and wind velocities and directions,
though affecting fish migration, are now less important in
determining the fishermen's work schedule since sailboats
are on the decline in the area.

Tropical waters are well known for their great
variety of marine species of commercial value. Fishermen in
the eastern part of coastal Venezuela derive theilr subsis~
tence from more tpan 40 species, among which the most impor-

tant are the lisa, jurel, pargo, bagre, carite, arenque,

anchoa, cataco, cuna, cabafia, tajali, cojinua, corocoro,

and cachoretta. Appendix A, a synoptic presentation of the

above, shows a significant correlation between the commer-
cial value of species and the limited length of the period
during which they can be exploited, the most illustrative

cases being those of the jurel, pargo, cojinua, and cabafia.

Subsequent analysis of economic organization in fishing will
clearly indicate that the presence of those species gives

rise to strong competition and promotes cooperation of a
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particular nature. From the above, the reader can deduce
that some species are fairly common throughout the whole
year. The list already provides information on general fish
consumption patterns in the area. However, though largely
representative of the species found in the eastern zone,
this list has been established principally from data col-
lected in the vicinity of the Gulf of Cariaco. The average
time and depth of capture and their technical correlates
might not be exactly duplicated in subzones which present
slight differences in their marine ecology.

In essence, the aquatic environment constitutes a
complex reservoirl of resources whose exploitation requires
considerable ecological knowledge and adaptive capacity,
giving to sea-oriented activities dynamic aspects not found

in agriculture.

2. The Terrestrial Environment

Although devoted to the study of fishing activities,
the foregoing analysis had to consider several features of
terrestrial ecology in order to explain fishing intensity and
its nature. As mentioned earlier, a typology of fishing
communities emphasizing their degree of specialization can-
not be achieved without reference to fishermen's participa-

tion in land-oriented activities.

lFor more detailed information about fish species
of Venezuela, refer to Cervigon, 1966, Vol. I and II.
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Topographically, the eastern zone is made up of a

series of hills and mountains belonging to the Cordillera de

la Costa. Absence of significant elevation is noticed to
the west, along the basin of the Neveri River; to the east,
in the large delta of the Orinoco; and to the north, at the
bottom of the Gulf of Cariaco. The highest region, the

Macizo Oriental, lies in the interior zone, south to the

Gulf of Cariaco, between the state of Sucre and that of
Monagas with an average altitude of over 2,000 m.
Juxtaposition of Figures 3 and 4 shows a fair cor-
relation between types of soils and elevation, permitting us
to isolate some general trends of agricultural specializa-
tion in the area. Alluvial soils and terrace deposits,
types of soils best suited for productive and diversified
agriculture, exist to the west along the Neveri basin, to
the east at the very beginning of the Orinoco delta, and to
the north, covering a small section adjacent to the lower
end of the Gulf of Cariaco. The fact that Chiguana is
located in the immediate vicinity of the latter area explains
why many of its fishermen also practice agriculture. Except
for a few saline or alkaline sections, alluvial areas permit
the production of a wide variety of crops such as manioc,
yams, sweet potatoes, carrots, beans, rice, maize, and sev-
eral fruit species. Lithosols cover the largest part of
the state of Sucre, especially the southern shore of the
Gulf of Cariaco. In spite of their low fertility, they

sustain the production of subsistence crops, around which
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Figure 3.--Eastern Venezuela: Altitudes.

Figure 4.--Eastern Venezuela: Soils.
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revolve the economy of most of the villages in the interior,
Changes in elevation give rise to sectional production cen-
tered on monocultivation of either coffee, coconut, or sugar
cane. Indeed, most of the plantations are located in this
area. Podzolic and desert soils are found in areas of rela-
tively low altitude, covering respectively the northern sec-
tion of the state of Monagas and almost all the Peninsula
de Araya, in the state of Sucre. Because of their high
acidity, those soils are not suited for agricultural activi-
ties so that the major land-oriented activity in those regions
is goat raising. |

Natural vegetation also shows a marked diversity.
Areas of deciduous forest and rain forest, whose wettest
sections possess many epiphyte species, are somewhat
restricted, existing only at the beginning of the Orinoco
delta and in a very reduced portion of the Cariaco Valley,
at the bottom of the Gulf of Cariaco. Once again, the loca-
tion of Chiguana in the latter zone confers .upon the village
a strategic position in supplying wood for a relatively
wide area. Knowing the importance of this resource in boat

and house construction, the forest potential of Chiguaneros

has contributed greatly to the diversification of their
economy. The most frequently occurring wood species are

the Guatacare, Guayacan, Pardillo, Cedro, and Palosano

(Cf. Appendix B). The vital importance of deciduous forest
in the Cariaco Valley is well illustrated by the presence

of arid and semi-arid vegetation in almost the entire coastal
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Figure 5.--Eastern Venezuela: Vegetation.

Figure 6.--Eastern Venezuela: Climate.
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region of the state of Sucre. Such vegetation is mainly
xerophylous, consisting of low brush, cactus, and mountain
scrub. Some sections on both sides of the Gulf of Cariaco
are purely coastal steppes and halophytic meadows with damp
saline soils where forest 1s nonexistent. It is in the lat-~
ter spots that salinas are most common; salt is extracted
from these after water that filled lagoons during high tide
has almost completely evaporated.

Climate and precipitation follow similar lines of
demarcation on an east-west axis. Desert climate, in which
evaporation exceeds precipitation, characterizes the western

section of Margarita Island and of the Peninsula de Arava.

The average temperature oscillates around 26°C and precipi-
tation does not go beyond 400 mm. Steppe climate (in which
evaporation exceeds precipitation to a lesser degree) exists
in the rest of the western coastal area of the state of
Sucre. In this region, the warmest season occurs after the
summer solstice, and the mean annual temperature is about
27°C, with an annual precipitation var<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>