HUNTING CARTOGRAPHIES:
NEOLIBERAL CONSERVATION AMONG THE COMCAAC

By
Rodrigo F. Rentería-Valencia

______________________________________________

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the
SCHOOL OF ANTHROPOLOGY
In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements
For the Degree of
DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY

In the Graduate College
THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA
2015

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA
GRADUATE COLLEGE

As members of the Dissertation Committee, we certify that we have read the dissertation prepared
by Rodrigo F. Rentería-Valencia, titled Hunting Cartographies: Neoliberal Conservation among the
Comcaac and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement for the Degree
of Doctor of Philosophy.

____________________________________________________

Date: (November 11, 2015)

Thomas E. Sheridan
____________________________________________________

Date: (November 11, 2015)

Marcela Vasquez-León
____________________________________________________

Date: (November 11, 2015)

Brian Silverstein

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon the candidate’s submission of
the final copies of the dissertation to the Graduate College.
I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my direction and recommend that it
be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation requirement.

_____________________________________________________ Date: (November 11, 2015)
Dissertation Director: Thomas E. Sheridan

2

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for an advanced
degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library to be made available to
borrowers under rules of the Library.
Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, provided that an
accurate acknowledgement of the source is made. Requests for permission for extended quotation
from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be granted by the head of the
major department or the Dean of the Graduate College when in his or her judgment the proposed
use of the material is in the interests of scholarship. In all other instances, however, permission
must be obtained from the author.

SIGNED: Rodrigo F. Rentería-Valencia

3

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS
Yo no soy yo. Al menos, yo no soy solo yo. De manera fundamental yo soy Tere, mi madre, y su
amorosa tenacidad, soy también su felicidad entre limas; yo soy Fernando, mi padre, el que duda y
crea y duda otra vez. Yo soy Ximena, mi hermana, y su lucida fragilidad, soy también su entereza que
sostiene; yo soy Diego, mi hermano, siempre en pos del borde pleno; yo soy Cuca y nena Lucy y sus
conversaciones de madrugada, tejiéndonos la vida. Yo soy Emi y su tierna, inteligente paciencia. Soy
Sarah, quien imagina el mundo desde su sofá. Soy Matteo, mi hijo, es decir, el oleaje mismo, la vida.
Yo también soy aquellos que son sangre sin serlo. Esos que pululan el eco de mi voz; yo soy Jacob y
Natalia, Pete, Lucero, David y Mary Good, Nick, Wendy, Dana, Robin y Carrie, Ashley, Jupiter, y
Anayeli, Ben Nemer y Carolyn, y todos aquellos otros que componen esa interminable peregrinación
de voces que me acompañan cada vez que el sol incendia una nube o mi inquietud comienza a
caminar. Y por supuesto, soy todos aquellos que me han enseñado la palabra o el laberinto, Ingrid,
Alejandro y Raymundo, Norma, Marcela y Diane, Paul, Brian y por supuesto Dale. De todos ellos
un poco soy. También soy las correcciones que Amanda, Jessica, Mark y Lo hicieron a este trabajo—
infinidad de gracias por ello. Pero, de entre tantos y tantos, como antropólogo y ser humano soy (o
aspiro a ser) como Thomas, quien todas la mañanas sale a cazar su alma en Tiburón, a ser
crucificado en el monte, a recorrer las memoria de la vida a caballo y quien atardecer con atardecer
lee con atención la nota en su cartera para recordar lo que es fundamental y lo que no, y entonces
escribe libros y duerme el sueño de aquellos que son dueños de si mismos.
Soy Rey Salomón, Elizabeth, Clara, “El Indio”, Pancho largo, La chata, Angelita, Selene, Luis
Miguel, Alfredo (†), Cleotilde (†), Fernando, Emilio, Moisés, Francisco, “el pollo”, Felipe, Genarito,
y tantas y tantas otras formas de ser Comcaac; soy todos ellos—y a la vez, jamás seré ninguno. Pero
también soy Tiburón, soy la brecha del desierto, soy la estúpida frontera, soy los mestizos, las millas,
las noches, la maravillosa frontera, los días, las nubes y su ausencia, el arena, El Pinacate, los
pescadores, la panga, el oleaje, y la vida que se reinventa a golpe de ola.
Y porque soy todo eso, todos aquellos y aquello, los nombrados y lo no, que esta disertación es
posible. Cada uno de ustedes me es fundamental. Y sin cada uno de ustedes, sin cada palabra
compartida, sin cada kilometro recorrido, sin cada gesto de apoyo, amanecer o correría, nada de esto
seria posible—todos ustedes son culpables. Por tanto y tanto, gracias carambas! De corazón!
I of course would also like to acknowledge all the institutional support that made this possible work
starting with the Instituto Naciona del Antropologia e Historia in Sonora, El Colegio de Sonora, The
University of Arizona’s School of Anthropology, the National Science Foundation, the InterAmerican Foundation, the Institute of the Environment and finally, the Department of
Anthropology at Central Washington University. These organization and the people working in
them were all instrumental to this research. Thank you so much.
Y finalmente, de principio y fin, el mayor de todos los agradecimientos va para mi mami adorada,
quien ha estado siempre allí, quien me otorgó la vida. Te amo!

4

DEDICATION
a Tere, entre limas
a Emi, Xime, y Arturo,
A Diego, Vero y por supuesto, a nena Lucy
+
a Matte, entre oleajes
++
a la gente del arenal, entre fogatas y amaneces
a la brecha, a la noche
+++

5

TABLE OF CONTENTS
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ............................................................................................................ 4
DEDICATION ............................................................................................................................... 5
TABLE OF CONTENTS ............................................................................................................... 6
LIST OF FIGURES ....................................................................................................................... 8
ABSTRACT .................................................................................................................................. 9
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION .................................................................................................. 10
1.1.
RESEARCH STATEMENT................................................................................................. 10
1.1.1. Opening ................................................................................................................... 10
1.1.2. Background and Context ........................................................................................ 11
1.1.3. Problem Statement ................................................................................................. 13
1.1.4. Research Questions ............................................................................................... 16
1.1.5. Organization ........................................................................................................... 17
1.2. CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK ............................................................................................ 18
1.2.1. Overview ................................................................................................................ 18
1.2.2. Neoliberal Conservation ......................................................................................... 19
1.2.3. Environmental Expertise ........................................................................................ 22
1.2.4. Semiotics and the Nonhuman Turn ......................................................................... 26
1.2.5. Comcaac Ethnographic .......................................................................................... 29
1.3. RESEARCH METHODS .................................................................................................... 31
1.3.1. Background ............................................................................................................ 31
1.3.2. Research Design .................................................................................................... 33
1.3.3. Data Collection Methods ........................................................................................ 34
1.4. CASE STUDY ................................................................................................................. 36
1.4.1. Documenting the Comcaac .................................................................................... 36
1.4.2. Heuristic funnels ..................................................................................................... 38
1.4.3. Comcaac pluralism ................................................................................................. 40
1.4.4. Seri Nationalism ..................................................................................................... 45
1.4.5. Sport Trophy-Hunting on Tiburón Island ................................................................ 51
1.5. REFERENCES ..................................................................................................................... 58
CHAPTER 2................................................................................................................................ 65
PRESENT STUDY ...................................................................................................................... 65
2.1. THE GAMBLER’S EDGE: INDIVIDUALISM, POWER AND MORALITY AMONG THE COMCAAC.... 65
2.1.1. Abstract ................................................................................................................... 65
2.2. MORAL CARTOGRAPHIES: NEOLIBERAL CONSERVATION AMONG THE COMCAAC ................ 66
2.2.1. Abstract ..................................................................................................................... 67
2.3. ETHICS, HUNTING TALES, AND THE MULTISPECIES DEBATE: THE ENTEXTUALIZATION OF
NONHUMAN NARRATIVES .......................................................................................................... 67
2.3.1. Abstract ..................................................................................................................... 68
CHAPTER 3: CONCLUSION ..................................................................................................... 69
3.1. ON THIS STUDY ............................................................................................................... 69
3.2. ON CONSERVATION AND CAGUAMAS ............................................................................... 70

6

3.3.
3.4.

ON FUTURE RESEARCH ................................................................................................. 75
REFERENCES................................................................................................................. 77

APPENDIX A: THE GAMBLER’S EDGE: INDIVIDUALISM, POWER AND MORALITY
AMONG THE COMCAAC PEOPLE .......................................................................................... 79
A.1. Introduction ............................................................................................................... 79
A.2. The metaphysics of Comcaac Power ........................................................................ 83
A.3. On Gambling Giants ................................................................................................. 87
A.4. On Colonialism and Cocaine .................................................................................... 91
A.6. Conclusion ................................................................................................................ 99
A.7. References ............................................................................................................. 100
APPENDIX B: MORAL CARTOGRAPHIES, NEOLIBERAL HUNTING AMONG THE
COMCAAC PEOPLE ............................................................................................................... 103
B.1. Introduction ............................................................................................................. 103
B.2. Neoliberal Moralities ............................................................................................... 107
A.3. Comcaac Governance ........................................................................................... 109
A.4. Tahejcö or Tiburón Island ....................................................................................... 112
A.5. Mojet or Bighorn sheep ........................................................................................... 115
A.6. Wildlife Management in Mexico .............................................................................. 117
A.7. Bighorn-sheep trophy hunting on Tiburón Island .................................................... 122
A.8. Hunting sheep ......................................................................................................... 129
A.9. Conclusion .............................................................................................................. 134
A.10. References ............................................................................................................ 138
APPENDIX C: ETHICS, HUNTING TALES, AND THE MULTISPECIES DEBATE: THE
ENTEXTUALIZATION OF NONHUMAN NARRATIVES ......................................................... 142

7

LIST OF FIGURES

FIGURE 1. ANCESTRAL COMCAAC CULTURAL LANDSCAPE. IMAGE COURTESY OF NATALIA
MARTÍNEZ-TAGÜENA (2015) ...................................................................................... 12
FIGURE 2. CONTEMPORARY COMCAAC TERRITORY. MAP COURTESY OF NATALIA MARTÍNEZTAGÜEÑA (2015) ....................................................................................................... 47
FIGURE 3. A FACEBOOK POST BY THE COMCAAC TRADITIONAL GOVERNMENT DEPICTING
CONTEMPORARY IDEAS OF INDIGENOUS NATIONALISM AND PERSONHOOD (SCREENSHOT BY
THE AUTHOR). ........................................................................................................... 49
FIGURE 4. THE FLAG OF THE COMCAAC NATION (SCREENSHOT BY THE AUTHOR). .................. 51
FIGURE 5. POTENTIAL HUNTING GROUNDS IN SONORA, MEXICO, BROKEN BY SPECIES. INE. . 121

8

ABSTRACT
The fundamental preoccupations of this research align with emergent literature on neoliberal
conservation—understood as an amalgamation of ideology and techniques informed by the premise that
natures can only be ‘saved’ through their submission to capital and its subsequent revaluation in
capitalist terms. This literature shift attention “from how nature is used in and through the
expansion of capitalism to how nature is conserved in and through the expansion of capitalism”
(Büscher et al. 2012:6), thus opening up a new set of anthropological interrogations.
To investigate this phenomenon this work centers on the use of sport trophy-hunting as a neoliberal
conservation strategy in the Americas, where recent changes in policy and practice mark the creation
of wildlife enclosures in the hands of private capital. Despite the fact that these neoliberal reforms in
conservation have the capacity “of repositioning community resources within a new system of
meaning, altering the material realities of social relations within the community, modifying humanecological interactions, and introducing new forms of governance” (MacDonald 2005), little
systematic research and social analysis has been conducted exploring this phenomenon.
Responding to this gap, this doctoral dissertation examines the social effects of market-oriented conservation
through extended ethnographic research among the Comcaac (Seri), a former hunting and gathering
society living along the coast of the Gulf of California in the Sonoran desert of Northern Mexico.
The research documents the bighorn sheep sport trophy-hunting program taking place in Comcaac
territory, in order to better understand the processes contributing to the production and
performance of indigenous environmental expertise; in turn, this work produces new insights into how
morality, individualism and collective effort are affected by neoliberal logics involved in the management of wildlife,
while documenting concomitant local renegotiation of power, knowledge and wealth.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
1.1.

RESEARCH STATEMENT

1.1.1.

Opening
“The time has come,” the Walrus said,
“To talk of many things:
Of shoes–and ships–and sealing-wax
Of cabbages–and kings
And why the sea is boiling hot
And whether pigs have wings.”

Lewis Carroll, Through the Looking Glass (1871)

In times of rampant neoliberal environmentalism, the moral of this story constitutes a painful
elaboration of the obvious: if we want conservation programs to be sustainable in the long-term,
attention must be paid not only to their ecological or economic dimensions but also, to the social
actors involved at local, regional and global scales. Yet, if the above is accepted and we do decide to
see through the looking glass of the social realities that co-constitute conservation, the processes and
events described in this story become anything but obvious. Like a world envisioned by Lewis
Carroll, the actors of this play produce the strangest set of interactions in the most staggering of
scenarios: Tahejcö, a place where wild sheep ‘talk’, indigenous people are immune to bullets, ancient
giants gambled to extinction, and eccentric trophy hunters and dangerous drug dealers, among
others, interact. In the same Carrollian register, the questions raised by this world are puzzling: Do
wild sheep really speak? Why are narcos involved in conservation? Is trophy hunting something
anthropology should focus on? Can political power include a spiritual dimension? How do
individuals negotiate the tension between individualism and collective effort? Why of any of this?
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1.1.2.

Background and Context

The Comcaac, or Seri, are a small indigenous society of former hunter-gatherers living next to the
Gulf of California, in the Sonoran Desert of Mexico. Nowadays, they maintain legal possession of
part of their ancestral territory, including Tiburón Island (Tahejcö), through a collective land-tenure
system. Once existing in small groups, which held their own ancestrally-based territories but were
constantly moving to exploit different resources within and across these grounds, the Comcaac now
live in two sedentary settlements devoted to small-scale fisheries and wildlife management (RenteríaValencia 2006, 2009, 2011; Sheridan 1999). Punta Chueca (Socaaix) and El Desemboque (Haxöl
Iihom), their two permanent settlements are located on the continental coast at both ends of the
Infiernillo strait. In this channel, declared in 1975 as an Exclusive Fishing Zone for the community,
the Seri engage in the commercial fishing of callo de hacha (pen shell scallops) and crab (Callinectes


bellicosus) as a means of subsistence. They also rely on the manufacture of ironwood sculptures,
baskets and other handcrafts that they sell to national and international tourists.
In 1963, Tiburón Island, the ancient heart of Seri territory, was designated as a Natural Protected
Area. Not only were the Comcaac henceforth prohibited from living on the island, with their camps
subsequently displaced to the mainland, the designation also “erased,” from an outsider perspective,
internal territorial (and social) subdivisions including the practices responsible for the production
and maintenance of expert environmental knowledge. Partially reversing itself in the 1970s, the
federal government granted legal rights to the Seri over part of their ancient territory, including
Tiburón Island – although they are still prohibited from living on it. The act has created still more
confusion by imposing diverse legal frameworks that determine access and use of resources on the
island, a situation that has resulted in severe conflicts within the Comcaac communities, as well as
between them and different governmental institutions.
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Figure 1. Ancestral Comcaac Cultural Landscape. Image courtesy of Natalia Martínez-Tagüena (2015)

In recent years, the state-driven, neoliberal conservation management programs proliferating in
Mexico have found in Tiburón Island their “golden goose.” Bighorn sheep were introduced to the
island in 1975, as part of a repopulation program in the Gulf, but have come to serve another
purpose as well, as the objects of income-generating, sport trophy-hunting. Dozens of animals are
extracted from the island each year to increase the numbers of privately owned Wildlife Use and
Conservation Units (UMAs), but a few hunting permits also get auctioned yearly for considerable
sums. Early claims of success by those associated with the program, made soon after it was
implemented (in the mid-1990s), were largely based on the revenues that the Seri received for the
hunting and extraction activities on the island, as well as their involvement in the management of the
species. Nevertheless, little attention has been paid to the effects that the program has had on the
creation of new social practices among the Seri, practices now centered on environmental
12

knowledge and expertise relating to the bighorn sheep management programs. The ways in which
the old practices and values (including “spiritual” understandings) have continued to be influential,
while often appropriated by the new political structures and programs, have also been largely
ignored, as have the ways in which these contribute to the unequal distribution of wealth among the
Comcaac.
1.1.3.

Problem Statement

Literature at the intersection of neoliberalism and the environment often explores ways in which
natural realms are transformed through and for capital accumulation (Castree 2005; Heynen 2007).
Related, yet distinct, the field of neoliberal conservation has emerged in recent years through
focused attention on the analysis of growing enthusiasm for the ‘win-win’ solutions of the green
economy and markets for conservation, biodiversity and ecosystem services. This is coupled with a
focus on institutional and regulatory reconfigurations, new governmentalities of environmental
conservation, and the rescaling of governance and devolution of responsibilities into the hands of
supranational bodies, multinational corporations, NGOs, grassroots movements, and global donors
and investors (Büsche et al. 2012; Büsche et al. 2014; Cortez-Vasquez et al. nd).
Recent neoliberal turns in conservation have pushed at a global scale for state decentralization in
favor of private capital as a wildlife management strategy, with the concomitant establishment of
private hunting grounds for international elites. In Mexico the implementation, in 1997, of the
Programa de Conservacion de la Vida Silvestre y Diversificacion Productiva en el Sector Rural or PDP (National
Program for Wildlife Conservation and Productive Diversification), marked the creation of wildlife
enclosures designated as Unidades de Manejo y Aprovechamiento (Wildlife Management Units), referred
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to as UMAs or colloquially as ranchos cinegeticos1, where management is centered in the hands of
private capital. In alliance with discourses of sustainability and conservation, sport trophy-hunting
occupies a prominent economic place in many of these units. Under this new neoliberal
conservation model, the UMAs must routinely apply to buy hunting permits from the federal
government; once purchased, the UMA intermediaries can then auction these permits to wealthy
international hunters. According to the Secretariat, in 20032, 2,606 hunting permits were sold by the
federal government for a total of about $155 million USD; the subsequent earnings of the UMAs
may quadruple these amounts depending on the species being targeted. According to Weber and
colleagues,
“[…] it was in great part because of the pressure exerted on SEMARNAT by the wellorganized group of ranchers from northeastern Mexico (ANGADI [from its name in
Spanish for the National Association of Diversified Cattleman]) that the UMA system was
created and first implemented in northeast of Mexico. Currently some privately owned
UMAs in several northern states, such as Nuevo Leon, Coahuila, and Tamaulipas, are well
managed for sport hunting of abundant species, such as Texas white- tailed deer, whitewinged dove (Zenaida asiatica), several quail species, and waterfowl. Most of ANGADI's
members are wealthy landowners who make a living from enterprises apart from their
ranches.” (Weber et al. 2006:1481)

Within northern Mexico, the state that has fully embraced the UMA management system is Sonora
in part thanks to its great biodiversity but more specifically due to the presence of desert bighorn
sheep (Ovis Canadensis mexicana) in the west portion of the state. The hunting permits for this highly
coveted species often fluctuate in the international market between $35,000 and $150,000 USD per
permit, thus representing the most expensive of all possible hunting harvest in Mexico—all other
species range at much lower monetary value. The success of the bighorn sheep hunting operations
Cinegetico is a term used in Latin America to refer to the “sustainable harvest of wildlife”
These are the last official numbers I was given in 2008. For two years I requested an update on the number of
Management Units, their owners, number of permits per year, etc. but I was systematically denied this information—
under arguments that the data was not yet “organized”. According to my own estimations all of these numbers have at
least doubled in the last ten years.
1
2
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in Sonora has been such that said state decided in recent years to replace the traditional Yaqui deer
dancer icon—-an indigenous allegory that had decorated its license plates for decades—with the
silhouette of a majestic bighorn sheep.
This trend in conservation in Mexico has thus not only reshaped the contours of wildlife
management, as well as the ways in which local communities interact with environmental programs,
but also altered broader social and ecological settings. Currently, about 12% of the total land area of
Mexico (some 237,000 km2) is under this management system (SEMARNAT 2005), with
approximately 97% of the UMAs located in the northern part of the country. Furthermore, in the
north, most of the UMAs’ “Sustainable Use” refers specifically to trophy-hunting. However, the
UMA system, although it is the national strategy for wildlife and conservation, has never been
thoroughly evaluated (Weber et al. 2006). There are currently over 50 UMAs, occupying
approximately a million hectares, that are registered to operate with bighorn sheep hunting
permits—and that, by extension, are therefore supposed to contribute to the conservation of the
habitat associated with the species. Approximately 44% of this area is registered through the ejido 3or
comunidad land tenure system, and the other 56% operates through private landowners, most of
whom have agreements and contracts with local ejidos and comunidades to use their lands as well
(Valdez et al. 2006).
The social effects of this neoliberal turn in environmental policies inevitably reverberate at the most
intimate levels of individuals’ engagement with nature. An ethnographically rich assessment of the

After the Mexican revolution (1910-1917), the government established a collective land reform program in which lands
were expropriated from large private owners and redistributed to landless peasants. Ejidos are a form of communal
property in which land was distributed to a group of peasants (or fishermen in this case), where land ownerships reside
with the ejido community rather than the individual. In fact, the redistribution reform law stipulated that the redistributed
lands remained the property of the federal government. The administration and management of these lands and their
resources are collective. In 1991 the federal government passed neoliberal regulatory changes that allowed, among other
changes, the sale of ejidos. Nonetheless, ejidos remain the second largest form of land tenure in Mexico.
3
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ways in which these new forms of wildlife conservation impact local practices and knowledge is
absolutely vital, if the proposed economic, social and ecological benefits of such conservation
developments are to be assessed. Without in-depth analysis and systematic critique, the effects that
these management models have on local forms of social organization, distribution of resources, and
environmental knowledge may produce unintended consequences that benefit neither conservation
nor local communities.
To operationalize such analysis, this work identifies at the local level the social processes responsible
for the creation, maintenance and transformations of environmental expertise among the Comcaac
people. On a global scale this project sheds light on the global impetus to commodify wildlife as a
conservation strategy by documenting the bighorn sheep trophy-hunting implemented on Tiburón
Island. Finally, at a semiotic level this work analyzes the potential place of trophy-hunting as an
object of anthropological inquiry in the consolidation of a nonhuman turn in environmental studies.
1.1.4.

Research Questions

This dissertation constitutes an exploration of the way morality, individualism and collective effort
are impacted by neoliberal logics around the management of wildlife, while documenting the
concomitant renegotiation of power, knowledge and wealth that it involves.
Within this framework two sets of interrelated questions guide this research:
1. How does the tension between individualism and collective effort shape the transformation of
(environmental) expertise in Comcaac society? Why does power among the Comcaac seem to involve a
metaphysical dimension and how does this affect their political work—including the way they
recognize environmental expertise? How does expertise among the Comcaac mediate the relation
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between new and old ecological knowledge? How does the privatization of their wildlife affect
Comcaac understanding of “nature” and “society”?
2. How can an anthropological perspective illuminate the strengths and limitations of trophy hunting
as a conservation strategy? Do nonhuman actors play an active role in hunting narratives and, if so,
in what ways? Can the nonhuman turn in social sciences benefit from paying attention to hunting as
a social practice?
1.1.5.

Organization

The first two articles included in this dissertation (Appendix A and B) address the first set of
questions; the third article (Appendix C) tackles the second. These three articles are framed by an
introduction and a short conclusion. The introduction presents the background to this research’s
logic and its guiding questions, a literature review, the methodologies used in the analysis and, finally,
an ethnographic contextualization. The conclusion synthesizes the core arguments of the research
and opens for discussion possible venues of future analysis.
The first article, “The Gambler’s Edge: Individualism, Power and Morality among the Comcaac”
illustrates, from a cultural ecology perspective, the historical transformation of environmental
expertise and power within this indigenous society. The paper places special emphasis on the
complementary tension between collective accountability versus individualistic gain that markedly
characterizes the Comcaac. A crucial aspect of this tension, the article argues, is negotiated through
the metaphysical dimension that power (and politics) play; a condition that fluctuates in relation to
the very transformation of expertise among the Comcaac.
The second article, “Moral Cartographies: Neoliberal Conservation among the Comcaac” represents a
political ecology analysis of the market-oriented, sport trophy-hunting program implemented on
17

Tiburón Island—Comcaac territory—highlighting the multi-scalar effects related to the
commodification of wildlife at a global scale. The paper explores in detail the complex story behind
the implementation of the program, paying specific attention to its problematic articulation with
Comcaac society. The text contributes to emergent literature—both in theoretical and ethnographic
terms—on neoliberal conservation in the northern hemisphere.
The third article, published in Visual Anthropology Review (Rentería-Valencia 2015), renders visible the
semiotic devices by which nonhumans may enter the realm of human communication through the
analysis of hunting tales. This article brings to the forefront the analysis of sport trophy-hunting as a
necessary object of attention in anthropology. The paper not only analyzes in detail the narrative
provided by a hunter after the kill, but also provides a visual storyline to it. This text aims to couple
an analysis of hunting with recent theoretical developments on what is known as the nonhuman turn
in the social sciences.

1.2.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

1.2.1.

Overview

In recent times, many national and international conservation organizations conceive of trophyhunting as a foundational part of new conservation planning (Neumann 2002). This new ecological
ideology, as convincingly asserted by MacDonald (2005), has the capacity of repositioning
community resources within a new system of meaning, altering the material realities of social
relations within the community, modifying human-ecological interactions, and introducing new
forms of governance that attempt to ground authority within the institutional arrangements
produced through discourses centered on the notion of a global commons.
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It must be noted, however, that the use of sport trophy-hunting as a conservation incentive is not a
recent phenomenon. Conservation of wildlife in the U.S. began with hunting-inspired regulations
that then developed into state management regimes. Nevertheless, in recent years, in countries like
Mexico, Chile, Brazil and Argentina, striking developments in wildlife policy and practice have taken
place, in which the demands of wealthy national and international hunters have been accorded very
prominent roles. In Mexico, the implementation in 1997 of the National Program for Wildlife
Conservation and Productive Diversification (PDP) marked the creation of wildlife enclosures
where management was placed in the hands of private capital, and sport trophy-hunting occupied a
prominent place, all under the rubric of discourses of sustainability and conservation. The fact that
in certain instances, these new management programs have given formerly marginalized indigenous
communities new economic opportunities – allowing them to facilitate access to ancestral hunting
grounds in exchange for revenues– is another much lauded aspect of these policies. Despite the
publicity such programs have been given, however, little systematic research and social analysis has
been conducted exploring this phenomenon.
Addressing this gap, this research contributes to four different bodies of literature: (1) emergent
research on neoliberal conservation, (2) recent explorations of the notion of expertise, (3) the
nonhuman turn as understood under the lens of semiotics, and (4) ethnographic work on the
Comcaac themselves.
1.2.2.

Neoliberal Conservation

An alliance between capitalism and conservation is nothing new (Brockington et al. 2008; Neumann
2002). In fact, elites have been promoting conservation of particular species for personal enjoyment
long before the advent of capitalism (Rangarajan and Ranthambhore 2001). Yet, analysts of
conservation are observing an increase in the intensity and variety of forms of capitalist conservation
19

(Brockington et al. 2010). Growing numbers of countries and international organizations have come
to rely upon market-oriented interventions, such as sport trophy-hunting, to achieve multiple goals
of biodiversity protection and “development”.
The production and circulation of this discourse of global conservation emphasizes the protection
of biodiversity grounded in the legitimating value of science and the ontological status of ecology
that incorporates distinct political environments into a global commons. Curiously, the alliance
between neoliberal trends and conservation is articulated—at least discursively—at an ethical level;
namely, a shared concern with approaching the environment in economic and ecologically
sustainable terms. The pairing, however, forces an interrogation of the ethical dimensions of
neoliberalism—especially when considering that the Marxist critique of neoliberal capitalism
generally condemns its lack of ethics (Harvey 2005).
Many have argued, echoing seminal political economy works, that “real” morals are inexorably,
fundamentally located outside of capitalist markets, in a sphere heroically pitted against them.
Building on Muehleback’s (2012) perspective, I depart from this antagonistic view, considering
morality as neither epiphenomenal nor oppositional, but rather as integral, even indispensable, to
neoliberal orders. Neoliberalism consists of a mixture of neoclassical economic fundamentalism,
privileging market regulation in place of state intervention, and economic redistribution in favor of
capital accumulation; but it also, at its core, entails a moral authoritarianism that idealizes the family,
the nation, God or, in the case of the U.S., nature —the ultimate human frontier (Muehleback 2012).
Put differently, morals do pulsate at the heart of the free-market.
In fact, markets and morality are indissolubly linked and the contemporary neoliberal order works to
produce exceedingly rational, utilitarian, instrumental subjects. On the contrary, some forms of
neoliberalization — particularly environmental conservation— may simultaneously posit an
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affective, that is to say a compassionate and empathetic, self as the center of their social and moral
universes. Attention to the moral neoliberal subject allows us to approach neoliberalism as a political
form that contains practices and forces which appear as oppositional yet get folded into a single
order. This approach allows us to render visible the versatility and malleability of neoliberal projects
while exploring their limits —the unexpected ways in which new kinds of collective living may
emerge out of, and in spite of new forms of difference and inequality.
This is particularly relevant when we consider that the neoliberal moral hinges on the construction
of a particular type of ethical subject: the individual who “cares”. To some degree this caring subject
is engaged in acts of caring in the Foucauldian sense — a care of the self that entails specific forms
of self-knowledge and self-detachment “whereby one’s innermost feelings become objects of
scrutiny and then articulation” (Foucault 2007:223), and whereby the acquisition of certain attitudes
with the goal of self-transformation is central to becoming an ethical being. Acting in the world is
acting for others—for human and nonhuman presences. And it is in this acting that the neoliberal
moral becomes manifested in individuals’ identities and sustained through the affective work of
symbols.
Yet how are affects mobilized to produce subjects in the context of neoliberal transformations?
There are, necessarily, different answers for different scales of analysis. Relying on the philosophical
reflections of Charles S. Pierce Pierce around the way memory and time are configured, I analyze
how the daily practices associated with being an environmental expert (caring for specific species
and ecological processes) relies on the affective work of signs. My overall objective here is to discuss
how the often opposing forces created by neoliberalism between economic needs and ethical (i.e.
caring) stances, forces individuals to rely on the affective nature of signs to create coherence when
there is none; the analysis of expertise is situated at the core of this interrogation.
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1.2.3.

Environmental Expertise

In order to operationalize this analysis, this project follows recent calls by critical scholars who see
the analysis of expertise as a crucial field of inquiry in order to explain how certain environmental
accounts become prevalent over others and to what effect (Robbins 2000; Sillitoe 2002). In
particular, the analysis of expertise as a constitutive part in the production and transformation of
environmental epistemologies has remained largely unsystematized (Davis and Wagner 2003). To
address this issue, this dissertation follows recent developments in the analysis of expertise, where
expertise is treated as an interactional phenomenon, constructed in the socializing practices of
specialized groups, subject to public evaluation and influenced by changing material and symbolic
conditions (Carr 2010; Collins & Evans 2007). Two sets of scholarly work have tried to tackle the
issue of expertise. On the one hand, building on Latour’s (2005) focus of assigning agency to
objects, recent work in anthropology and geography has investigated how the culturally ascribed
qualities of the things that engage experts shape manifestations of expertise (Lambek 1993; Latour
2005; Mitchell 2002; Robbins and Marks 2009). On the other hand, linguistic anthropologists
interested in the regimentation of language ideologies – cultural ideas about the functions and effects
of language – have approached expertise as a historically constituted and meta-discursive practice
that mediates the relation between would-be experts and sets of cultural goods (Gal 1995; Goodwin
1994); Hanks 1996; Keane 1997; Silverstein 1996, 2003, 2006; Urban 1996, 2001). These approaches
share an understanding of expertise as being inherently interactional and ideological, as well as
implicated in the evolving hierarchies of value that legitimate particular ways of knowing as an
"expert" (Carr 2010). Expertise is thus a constant act of becoming rather than a crystallized state
(Lambek 1993). This makes it an ideal proxy to analyze the effects that different conservation
interventions have in specific settings.
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Although (Collins and Evans 2002, 2007) and Evans’ model of expertise rests on many flawed ideas
and misleading exemplars, the assumptions behind their typology seem to be in alignment with a set
of common assumptions that have begun to take form in the literature about expertise. For instance,
the notion of interactional expertise, which they characterize as their main theoretical contribution,
seems to coincide with recent analyses in linguistic anthropology that conceive expertise as
inherently interactional, involving the participation of objects, producers, and consumers of
knowledge (see Carr 2010). More importantly, Collins and Evans’ analogy of expertise as language
socialization resonates in these studies in the conceptualization of expertise as a specific type of
register (see Bauman 2002 and Silverstein 2003). Because being socialized as an expert involves
establishing a deliberate stance in relation to a set of culturally valued or valuable objects, novices
must master a register—that is, a recognizable, if not specialized, linguistic repertoire that can include
technical terms or acronyms, specific prosodic practices, and non-verbal signs such as facial
expressions or gestures (Agha 2007; Silverstein 2003, 2006). In her excellent review of the field, Carr
defines “an expert register as a way of speaking that is recognized as a special kind of knowledge,
which manifests in interaction as such” (2010:20).
Contrary to the idealized typology presented by Collins and Evans, Lambek’s study of ritual experts
in Mayotte makes clear that there is no precise threshold between being a novice and expert, nor
does expertise entail an irreversible progression. Because expertise is always subject to public
evaluation, “the appellation is [not] in most cases absolute; rather it is relative and situational, a
matter of social context” (1993:86). Indeed, expertise seems to emerge in the intersection between
claims about types of people, the relative knowledge they contain and control, and claims about
differentially knowable types of things. As Silverstein’s (1998, 2003, 2004) discussions of Mr. A and
Mr. B demonstrate, would-be experts work to establish their expertise not so much by trying to
diminish each other, in verbal or written displays of what they know about an object of mutual
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interest, but instead by engaging in less predictable, real-time performances, which often take the
form of one-upmanship. The enactment of expertise may therefore involve talking to even more than
it entails talking about.
At the same time, linguistic anthropologists have argued that expertise is always ideological,
implicated in semi-stable hierarchies of value that authorize particular ways of seeing and speaking as
an expert. Collins and Evans (2007) define this particular register as the realm of “meta-expertises”,
wherein different types of experts evaluate the work of other experts. Various linguistic
anthropologists have argued that once an individual’s situated speech is “devoiced” as expert
opinion, it can travel far from its interactional and institutional origin. This is achieved through a
phenomenon glossed by linguistic anthropologists in the twin terms of entextualization, or “the
rendering of a given instance of discourse as text, detachable from its local context” (Urban
1996:21), and contextualization, the accommodation of those texts to new institutional surrounds
(Briggs & Bauman 1992; Hanks 1996; Silverstein & Urban 1996). In his comparative analysis of
transcriptions work conducted by both a young man and an elder, Urban (1996) shows how the
metadiscursive understanding of entextualization necessarily involves assessments of participants’
power and authority such that entextualization both reflects and constitutes asymmetrical social
relations. In other words, the dynamics of entextualization and recontextualizations (Agha 2007) are
highly political phenomena (as thoroughly discussed in Appendix C).
One of the most markedly entextualized, generically regimented, memorable, and repeatable forms
of discourse in a communicative economy is performance. Performance forms tend to be among the
most consciously traditionalized in a community’s communicative repertoire, which is to say that
they are understood and constructed as part of an extended succession of intertextually linked
recontextualizations (Bauman & Briggs 1990). More importantly, the collaborative participation of
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an audience is an integral component of performance as an interactional accomplishment (Duranti
& Brenneis 1986). From the point of view of the audience, the act of expression on the part of the
performer is laid open to evaluation for the way it is done, for the relative skills with which it is
done, and the effectiveness, appropriateness, or correctness of the performer’s display – in other
words, what Collins and Evans label the quintessential component of interactional expertise:
performative skills. Thus, understanding performance as a critical aspect of expertise, makes salient
the set of semiotic practices that accompany the utterances in a expert’s register, for it is arguably
only when we rigorously attend to real-time semiotic interaction—where struggles over the nature
and relations between different fields play out in improvisational and contingent (if already
conventionally controlled) ways—that we can also discern just what role institutions play in the
organization, authorization, and enactment of expertise.
In conclusion, then, current approaches consider expertise as an exemplar of what Silverstein calls
“second order indexicality” (1992, 2003) – that is, historically constituted and contingent
metadiscursive practices (e.g., rationalizations, evaluations, diagnoses) that mediate between wouldbe experts and a set of cultural goods. Expanding on this, a number of aspects may be considered in
the analysis of expertise-in-practice. Following Carr (2010), these aspects can be classified as four
different sub-processes: (1) socialization practices such as training and apprenticeship; (2) cultural
processes of evaluation, validation, and authentication; (3) the institutionalization of ways of seeing
and speaking into authorized and authorizing domains; and (4) the naturalization of specified
activities as specialized knowledge.
Taken together, these categories support an understanding of expertise as the performance of a
register. However, we still need to explore what the semiotic processes are by which expertise is
realized, and what cultural and linguistic resources are deployed in this inherently improvisational,
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interactional, and institutional work. This leads us to consider the role that multiple semiotic levels
may have in the configuration of expertise and how to make sense of their relationships in
conceptual and methodological ways.
More importantly, a performative approach to expertise allows me to avoid the problematic
tendency of homogenizing the plurality of knowledges and practices that characterize Comcaac
society. As an alternative, I follow Edwin Hutchins’ (1995) concept of distributed cognition—a concept
he uses to illustrate that the knowledge of how to run a ship does not reside in any single individual,
but is distributed as both archived and embodied knowledge throughout all of the individuals who
work on the ship. Distributed cognition is characterized, then, as an epiphenomenal process that
springs forth from embodied interactions with space, landscapes and texts. Reformulating this
concept into the notion of distributed memory, Mendoza-Denton (2008) links language practices to
other semiotic planes in her examination of the creation and stabilization processes involved in the
social identities being negotiated among young Latina sub-cultures. She argues that under the
concept of distributed memory, language-based practices, through their links with embodiment and
their reinforcement in the circulation of material practices and artifacts (drawings, poems, bandanas,
make-up, dress, etc.) to create and extend social memory for youth groups (Mendoza-Denton
2008:178). Drawing on this, I propose a similar yet broader logic to that of distributed cognition as a
way to account for the semiotic processes by which expertise is realized, attending to the material
and linguistic resources that are deployed in this inherently improvisational, interactional, and
institutional work.
1.2.4.

Semiotics and the Nonhuman Turn

“If we appreciate the foolishness of human exceptionalism,” Donna Haraway asserts in When Species
Meet, “then we know that becoming is always becoming with—in a contact zone where the outcome,
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where who is in the world, is at stake” (Haraway 2010:244). Haraway’s cryptic claim is located at the
center of what has been defined in the social sciences as the “species turn”, an ethical and
conceptual attempt to frame nonhumans not only as entities to be studied or consumed, but as agents
to live with, “to become with” (2010). Multiple scholars have responded to this call by developing
frameworks of analysis around contact zones or entanglements (to use some of the terms characteristic of
this approach), where any clear boundary separating nature and culture is difficult to discern and
instead the possibility of becoming with arises—an approach preoccupied, ultimately, with the
processes that underlie the co-constitution of selves.
Within this species turn, the term “multispecies ethnography” has emerged as an approach focused
on documenting how a multitude of organisms’ livelihoods shape and are shaped by political,
economic, and cultural forces (Kirksey & Helmreich 2010:545). This approach proposes new ways
to conceptually and materially represent the entangled becoming of interspecies; that is, the way
species co-define their identities. Following this direction, Thom Van Dooren and Deborah Bird
Rose (2012) have produced some of the most persuasive multispecies narratives. Positioning their
research as an alternative to human exceptionalism, they claim: “We explicitly reject the idea that
narrative is an anthropocentric ‘proper,’ that is, another of the many attributes carefully defined and
(mis)identified in the ongoing effort to locate a capacity unique to the human that can do the work
of holding us apart from the rest of the animals” (Van Dooren & Rose 2012:4).
Assuming nonhumans as authoring subjects in their own right, Van Dooren and Rose advance the
notion of storied-places, a concept centered on the capacity of animals to create via their (recorded)
actions meaningful time-binding sequences in relation to their own experience of place. To illustrate
this type of story-making, the authors refer to Shepard’s work (1996:16 cited in Van Dooren & Rose
2012:5), who describes how an animal weaves sounds, smells, or other experiences into a meaningful
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sequence so as to, for example, determine whether a predator is drawing nearer or farther away, and
on this basis make life-or-death decisions about what to do. “What interests us,” writes Van Dooren,
“is the fact that the experiences of many nonhuman animals are rendered meaningful by them in a
way that might be recognized and thought about through the familiar lens of ‘narrative’” (van
Dooren & Rose 2012:4).
Nonetheless, by assigning agency to nonhumans, notions like that of “storied-places” invite further
examination not only in terms of the politics of representation they generate (whether and how
humans should speak with and for nonhuman others, for instance), but also in terms of the semiotic
mechanisms that structure such “narratives” into intelligible sequences. An inescapable paradox at
this specific crossroad seems to be the unavoidable dependence of nonhuman sequences on a
communicative vehicle other than its own (i.e., a human narrative or a technological device) in order
to be able to (be documented and) circulate. Certainly, this dependency on the human
unquestionably halts the autonomy of nonhuman agents to communicate on their own terms and
transforms humans into inescapable mediators—translators, if you will.
Recognizing the inherent challenges of said paradoxes, Eduardo Kohn (Kohn 2013) proposes an
alternative take. Kohn’s use of Charles S. Pierce’s semiotics—an elaborated body of work devoted to
understanding how signs produce representation— allows him to find a shared realm of
communication between humans and nonhumans beyond the symbolism that defines human
language. The basic line of argumentation consists in recognizing three different modalities of
representation: two of these modalities are either “iconic” (involving signs that share likeness with
the things they represent) or “indexical” (involving signs that are in some way affected by or
otherwise correlated with those things they represent); the icon of a tree represents all possible and
imaginable trees just as smoke always, inevitably, indexes fire. “Symbolic” representation, on the
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other hand, is based on signs that are conventional, systematically related to one another, and
“arbitrarily” related to their objects of reference— language constituting the quintessential example
of this modality of representation. It is often assumed that all representation processes are symbolic,
a teleology that assumes that all possible forms of communication are intrinsically human. Yet,
iconic and indexical signs are modalities of communication that are pertinent to all living forms; or,
in the words of Terrence Deacon, “In addition to being symbolic creatures we humans share these
other semiotic modalities with the rest of nonhuman biological life” (1997, as cited in Kohn 2013:8).
Following this axiom, humans and nonhumans do share specific mechanisms of communication
that are inclusive to all species—a condition that tentatively resolves the ethical and political
contradictions of multispecies representation in an anthropocentric world.
Complementing Kohn’s (2013) work, this article interrogates the role that entextualization (i.e., the
semiotic process by which a given sign or idea “travels” from one context to another) plays in
incorporating nonhuman sequences into the discursive depictions that hunters customarily deliver
after a hunt. My intent is to show how nonhuman iconic and indexical signs can be embedded in
symbolic narratives and not only exist as separate representational domains. A crucial consequence
of this phenomenon would be the identification of nonhuman agency tokens in domains we have
not previously paid attention to, namely, hunting— a first step in finding a common ethical ground
between the multispecies ethos and hunting agendas.
1.2.5.

Comcaac Ethnographic

It was not until the1960s and 1970s that scholars had systematic access to Seri society through the
pioneering work of Edward and Rebecca Moser, who documented the multiple dimensions of
Comcaac life and in particular the relationships between ecological traditional knowledge and material
life (Felger & Moser 1970, 1971, 1973, 1974a, 1974b, 1985; Moser 1963, 1973). More recently,
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scholars have examined the roles of specific species in Seri society, creating taxonomic classifications
and documenting the cultural forms that work as repositories for Seri ecological knowledge (Basurto
2004; Bourillon 2003; Nabhan 2003, 2003; Rentería-Valencia 2009; Rosenberg 1997; Torre-Cosio
2002). Attention, however, has remained mostly centered on providing broadly-generalized
information on Seri society and Seri knowledge, all but omitting an examination of the enormous
variability of their knowledge and the often-contentious nature of their social relationships. In the
same tenet, attention must be drawn to the underlying processes of territory or species-specific types
of expertise that sustain different types of expertise and its implications in terms of social networks,
reciprocity, and access to resources.
Acknowledging the structural conditions and concomitant paradoxes that have defined research
among the Comcaac—as I addressed in the previous section—this work approaches this society
through two complementary, yet radically different lenses. On the one hand, this dissertation
represents an effort to conceptualize Seri culture and its transformations through time and space4;
and on the other hand, it documents the endemic struggles of specific Comcaac individuals in their
daily navigations through life. This dual lens allows me escape the folkloric, exoticizing types of
narratives that so often permeate Seri literature. In order to achieve the above, my research
methodologies have mirrored the dual need for conceptual sophistication and intimate
documentation—in turn, both Seri culture and Comcaac friends have transformed my own sense of
identity.
More importantly, the intimacy of such analysis allows me to conceptualize Seri culture and expertise
through a series of discrete instances, often times understood as mutually oppositional to one

This is something Sheridan so aptly did in relation to colonial Seri culture in his crucial introduction to Empire of Sand,
(1999).
4
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another. I am referring in particular to domains as “disconnected” as politics and metaphysics. In
the Comcaac universe, these two domains are inescapably linked in the production of environmental
expertise. This, as the result of specific ritual practices and ideas devoted to test an individual’s
cognition in the wild (to paraphrase a term coined by Edwin Hutchins 1995) or their capacity to deal
not with what is known out there in nature, but more importantly, “with that what we face that is
beyond our control” (Alfredo Lopez: personal communication, 06/14).
The above certainly hold strong epistemological implications. “In Western culture, expertise
generally refers to mastery over some body of knowledge related to the ‘material’ world” (Sheridan:
personal communication, 01/16); in contrast, this analysis shows how expertise among the Comcaac
transcends a material locus by incorporating what Western imaginaries would refer to as “spiritual”
domains. In this sense, power and expertise in Seri culture escape the dichotomy of materiality vs.
spirituality; in fact, for the Comcaac, mastery over one is impossible without mastery over the other.
The political and the metaphysical, the intangible and material all constitute part and parcel of the
same process—a condition that could only be rendered visible by conducting long-term
ethnographic research.

1.3.

RESEARCH METHODS

1.3.1. Background
This dissertation is the result of more that thirteen years of continuous work dedicated to
documenting and conceptualizing the Comcaac world through a multiplicity of lenses and domains.
Born and raised in Mexico City, I moved in 2001 to the state of Sonora after completing coursework
for my bachelor’s degree at the National School of Anthropology and History. In Hermosillo, the
capital city of the state, I secured a position at the Instituto Nacional de Anthropologia e Historia
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(National Institute of Anthropology and History) regional center, which allowed me to conduct
ethnographic fieldwork among the indigenous societies of the Sonoran desert.
I conducted extensive research in the Comcaac communities of the Gulf for a period of six years
(2001-2006), as part of a national project entitled “Ethnography of the Indigenous Regions of
Mexico,” sponsored by the National Council of Science and Technology, and implemented by the
National Institute of Anthropology and History. Working as the principal field researcher for the
Comcaac, I specialized in the ritual life and ethnic aspects of this indigenous society, publishing four
academic essays (Rentería-Valencia 2005, 2006a, 2007, 2008) and crafting a bachelor’s honors thesis
(Rentería-Valencia 2006b) that subsequently received the national Fray Bernardino de Sahagún
Award, which recognized my thesis as the year’s best work in cultural anthropology.5
In 2006 I started my graduate studies in Anthropology at the University of Arizona. During my
studies, the Comcaac continued to represent the core of my anthropological preoccupations—and to
the extent that was possible, I managed to maintain an intermittent presence in the Gulf during my
nine years in the program. As my graduate studies progressed, my understanding of Comcaac reality
included larger spatiotemporal dimensions of analysis. For my master’s thesis I began to conduct
informal participant observation in contexts related to conservation projects implemented in the
Comcaac region by different NGO’s, federal agencies and individuals. Majoring in Ecological and
Environmental Anthropology, I came to realize the relevance of the bighorn sheep management
program implemented in Tiburón as a proxy to better understand the radical transformations

Complementing these set of experiences, I also conducted in-depth ethnographic research in the urban Yaqui (Yoeme)
communities of Hermosillo for a period of four years, analyzing the effects that gang-related lifestyles have on the
shared imaginaries relating to the annual Lenten celebrations, which these marginal communities perform as a
fundamental part of their identity (Rentería-Valencia 2006c). I also carried out research on the borderlands, forging a
close relationship with the Tohono O’odham elders that come from the U.S. reservation to Sonoran territory to perform
the Vikita ceremony, a pre-Columbian ritual affected by the current events unfolding along the U.S.-Mexico border.
5
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experienced by Comcaac society in the last hundred years. To this end, I had the fortune to witness
two different bighorn sheep extractions from Tiburón Island during two consecutive summers (2006
and 2007), as well as my first experience accompanying a ram-hunting expedition in January 2008.
The work that resulted from these experiences allowed me to defend my master’s thesis in the fall of
2009.
Expanding on those initial lessons, in 2012 I was awarded an Inter-American Foundation’s
Grassroots Development Program fellowship to conduct formal ethnographic research among the
Comcaac for a period of one year. I developed a research program that would allow me to collect data
at different scales, including a variety of social actors, running the gamut from Comcaac youth in
charge of the bighorn sheep program, and mestizo outfitters operating on Tiburón, to North
American hunters and governmental officials at institutional levels. The resulting data, enriched by
my ethnographic experience of 13 years, opened up the full complexity of this story.
1.3.2.

Research Design

The collection of data for this research addressed the following set of questions:
1. How does the dialectical relation between individualism and collective effort determine the
transformation of (environmental) expertise in Comcaac society? Why does power among the Comcaac
seem to involve a metaphysical dimension and how does it affects their political work—including
the way they recognize environmental expertise? How does expertise among the Comcaac mediate the
relation between new and old ecological knowledge? How does the privatization of their wildlife
affect Comcaac understanding of “nature” and “society”?
In order to address these questions this project relies on a variety of ethnographic methods,
including general participant observation; structured, semi-structured and unstructured interviews
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with a sample of Comcaac individuals and identified key consultants; interviews with governmental
officials, policy makers and environmentalists related to the wildlife management programs; and
particular observations of a range of practices that include specific Comcaac rituals and performances,
the activities associated with bighorn sheep hunting and extraction on Tiburón island, as well as the
daily practices of men and women during their subsistence activities. The bulk of fieldwork for this
project was conducted between April 2012 and March 2013. The hunting season for bighorn sheep
takes place in the winter (December to early March). In preparation for this crucial period, the early
stage of fieldwork was exploratory, where I conducted multiple open-ended interviews in order to
identify iterative themes that would guide my research framework for the second stage, during the
hunting season.
1.3.3.

Data Collection Methods

At the beginning of the project (April-July 2012), I identified key consultants (Johnson 1990) among
the Comcaac and the environmentalist and governmental officials working in the management
programs. With this purposive sample I conducted a cultural domain analysis (Weller and Romney
1988) on how expertise is conceptualized in Comcaac society through semi-structured interviews; I
was interested in identifying the most salient attributes for someone to be considered an expert in
environmental terms. I carried out comparative analysis of the data to identify patterns (Bernard
2002).
The cultural consensus analysis was aimed at collecting data on the former ihiizitim system, assessing
the number and limits of ancestral grounds that existed on Tiburón Island, their environmental
characteristics, the families that were related to each subdivision, and the practices of subsistence
and expertise that characterized each of these. I also asked about the contemporary elements of
Comcaac environmental expertise. I collected data on the contemporary subsistence practices of Seri
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men and women in their territory; the ways in which environmental knowledge is transmitted and
ratified; and the ways in which expertise is materially, discursively and aesthetically performed. The
linguistic features involved in these interactions were recorded to the extent that is was possible (the
wind blowing in the region often-times makes this impossible), in order to identify key features of an
expert’s register (Agha 2007) where experts engage with the objects and instruments of their
expertise.
I also conducted interviews with governmental officials involved in the management program.
Fundamental for this research was my interview with Felipe Rodriguez, the biologist who was in
charge of the program in Tiburón for over eight years. Participant observation continued
throughout the project (April 2012-March 2013), during which I documented a number of activities
related to the performance of environmental expertise, paying specific attention to those related to
the bighorn sheep management program, which took place mostly in the winter. Participant
observation was important in providing a context for the interview data, allowing for observations
of the ways in which current enactments of expertise take place and specific practices determine the
formal characteristics of these experts. In January of 2013 I was able to participate in a bighorn
sheep trophy-hunt on Tiburón Island; the information collected during this experience proved to be
crucial for this dissertation. Finally, I collected data on the social, economic, political, and
environmental implications that the transformation of expertise has brought to Comcaac society,
including new forms of authority and wealth circulation.
It must be noted that in order to conduct this research I not only had signed authorization from the
Seri Traditional Government and the Seri Elders Council, but the interest of numerous families to
participate in what they consider a necessary analysis. I also got clearance from the Human Subjects
Office at the University of Arizona. In Mexico, I maintained institutional affiliations with the
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National Institute of Anthropology and History’s regional center in Sonora, where a solid network
of academics working in the area were always willing to provide feedback and support.

1.4.

CASE STUDY

1.4.1.

Documenting the Comcaac

The “Seri” people constitute an uneasy presence in the academic record. ‘Seri’, was the term coined
in colonial times to refer to the different fishing and hunting-gathering groups that inhabited the
central coast of the Gulf of California, including Tiburón and San Esteban Islands. In preColumbian times these different groups had distinctive patterns of appropriating their surrounding
landscape (Felger and Moser 1985; Sheridan 1999). However, colonial warfare and epidemics
decimated the native population to the point that these different groups were eventually forced at
some point in the nineteenth century to merge into a single collectivity. “Comcaac” (‘the people’) is
the term this contemporary indigenous society uses to refer to themselves—although they
interchangeably use the term Seri in their interactions with non-Comcaac interlocutors. In this work, I
will use the term Seri to refer to this society as a continuous cultural tradition that spans from preColumbian to modern times; in contrast, I will use the term Comcaac to refer only to the
contemporary descendants of this tradition. Such a distinction is crucial for a number of reasons.
Decades of multi-disciplinary research conducted among the Comcaac has amassed a considerable
wealth of ethnographic, visual and linguistic data, most of it articulated around their environmental
knowledge. Nonetheless, pervasive voids remain in our most basic understandings of their history,
societal structure, ritual life, political configurations and kinship. These voids largely relate to the
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complex processes of transformation Seri society has experienced since the arrival of the Europeans
to the northern province of the New Spain in the late seventeenth century.
These voids are reinforced by a recurrent tone of exoticism that characterizes most narratives about
the Seris —portrayals that run the gamut from the myth of the noble savage to that of vicious,
blood-thirsty killers. My own early works were incapable of escaping said tones of romanticism. Yet,
it is important to recognize that this perennial propensity to exoticize the Comcaac is a mere
reflection of that which escapes our comprehension. Additionally, it is necessary to bring to mind
the multiple social and academic circumstances that have defined ‘Seri’ research. In other words,
attention must be paid not only to the epistemological tendencies that have characterized our
understanding of this society but to the intrinsic research conditions that are, in a way, responsible
for it. I am referring here to the unique binational context and concomitant socioeconomic and
academic differences that have played a crucial role in determining the way Comcaac life has been
explained and represented. After all, the Mexican and North American anthropological traditions
could not differ more in the way they have conceptualized and approached northwestern Mexico;
the former treating it with the disdain of a region that is not Mesoamerica and the latter approaching
it with the paternalistic sympathy of a playground—both tendencies being reflected in the Seri
bibliography. There are of course researchers on both sides of the US/Mexico border who have
escaped this gross typification. Nonetheless, northwestern Mexico continues to be evaluated in
terms of what it is not.
In this context, it is only by paying attention to the structural conditions that have defined the way
anthropological research in northern Mexico has been done is it possible to transcend the tones of
cultural exoticism that pervade Seri literature in order to gain a more nuanced, critical, and alwayspartial understanding of Comcaac society; an approach that, in the acknowledgment of its limitations,
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embraces participatory research as the only possible venue of anthropological inquire among the
Comcaac. Thus, rather than summarizing what we know of the ‘Seris’ (for some serious accounts of
the Seri culture and society refer to (Bowen 2000, Felger and Moser 1985, Martínez-Tagüena 2015,
Sheridan 1999), the present work is interested in discussing the heuristic windows that have
determined our understanding of this society in order to identify major epistemological issues and
their effects.
1.4.2.

Heuristic funnels
“In the beginning there was no light and there was no life. Then Hant Caai ‘land maker’, or
‘he who made the land’, created a number of land and sea animals and placed them on a
huge balsa (reedgrass boat) on the sea. Hant Caii caused a male green turtle (Chelonia
mydas) to assist in the forming of the land. When this was accomplished, Hant Caii caused
the personage Hant Quizim “he who hardens the land” to appear and make the ground firm.
And yet, there were neither people nor vegetation on the land. Then Hant Caii caused a tree
to grow. This first tree was a red elephant tree (Bursera hindsiana). Next he created a man, a
woman and a horse and placed them under the red elephant tree. This first man and woman
were giants” (Felger and Moser, 1985:100).

This excerpt is the beginning of the creation myth of the Seri universe as documented in the field
notes of Edward Moser and posthumously published in Richard Felger and Mary Beck Moser’s
monumental volume People of the Desert and Sea: Ethnobotany of the Seri Indians. Although numerous
variations on the myth of creation have been registered in the past decades, I wanted to use Ed
Moser’s version because he, just like Hant Caii, represents a creational figure of the Seri universe as
we know it today. Starting in 1951, the Mosers devoted a good part of their lives to mastering cmique
iitom (the Comcaac language) and to putting it down in a written format, opening up in the process the
possibility for multiple generations of scholars to finally access Seri understandings of the world
from an emic perspective— a difficult feat to achieve for anyone lacking fluency in this indigenous
language. In this sense, the Mosers represent a major point of inflection in our understanding of Seri
life (an intimate understanding of Comcaac reality unlike how it was ever understood before) making
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them in turn a crucial window through which many others have approached this indigenous society.
Yet, this heuristic horizon took root with a specific task: the Mosers, a couple affiliated with the
Wycliffe Bible Translators, ultimately had the mission to translate the New Testament into cmique
iitom. Therefore, from a critical perspective, it could be said that the body of work produced by the
Mosers has enlightened our understanding of the Comcaac world as much as it has, in some instances,
obscured it — by failing to explore social processes that fell beyond the comfort zone of their
Protestant ethic. The consequences of this heuristic funnel in Seri scholarship have rarely been
addressed in part because of the dependence of many scholars who were not fluent in cmique iitom on
the Moser’s contribution to and validation of their work. In turn, very few scholars have openly
criticized the role that the Mosers played in the incorporation of Protestantism among the Comcaac
and the drastic social change that followed.
Yet, in juxtaposition to the role played by the Mosers, another presence in the analysis of Seri
scholarship—largely ignored until recently—serves to provide a contrasting perspective. I am
referring to the controversial figure of William Neil Smith6, another foundation figure of Seri
studies. Smith’s presence in Comcaac territory coincided in the mid-twentieth century with that of the
Mosers. From 1945 to 1967 he conducted extensive fieldwork among the Comcaac people. As a
young scholar affiliated with the University of Arizona in Tucson, Smith was interested in
documenting what he considered the traditional, vanishing forms of Seri life. To do so, he spent
considerable time with the Montaño family, one of the last families to reside on Tiburón Island; this
set of experiences provided Smith with invaluable, intimate ethnographic and visual data on Comcaac
life. Like the Mosers, Smith also decided to play an active role in helping the Seri by providing

Comcaac history during the twentieth century is thoroughly explained in Luis Bourillón’s (2002) doctoral dissertation,
which in turn relied mostly on the field notes, booklets, and newspaper clips collected and written by William N. Smith.
These documents are on file at the Special Collections Library at the University of Arizona, Tucson.
6
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clothing, food and medicine. To do so, he constantly put in motion fundraising campaigns to aid
them in times of need. But Smith’s involvement with the Comcaac people extended beyond research;
it is said that he fell in love with a young Seri boy with whom he maintained a close relationship for
years. Because of this an other event, the Mosers and Smith kept a respectful distance from each
other, certainly recognizing the radical differences that existed in their approaches to Comcaac life
despite their common effort to alleviate their condition.
It is in the context of these foundational figures that I want to frame my critical understanding of
Seri bibliography. I believe the heuristic horizons established by Smith and the Mosers allow for
different if complementary interpretations of the universe created by Hant Caii — and how to
approach it. In a sense, Smith’s work allows us to understand Seri individuality; the Mosers in
contrast provide crucial clues around the systems of reciprocity that shape Comcaac life. Both
individualism and reciprocity constitute crucial anchors to my own interpretation of the Seri world.
In this sense, it is not only despite of but because of the intrinsic differences in these seminal stances
that the wealth of information collected by these researchers sets up the horizon upon which I will
approach the Comcaac world — a complex, changing puzzle with forever-missing pieces. Thus, in the
end, while critical of the practical and epistemological consequences of these foundational
approaches, it is necessary to recognize (and decontextualize) the relentless dedication that the
Mosers and Smith devoted to understanding (and influencing, in spite of their best intentions) a
rapidly changing Comcaac universe and the legacy of a lifestyle forever gone.
1.4.3.

Comcaac pluralism

Research devoted to explaining Comcaac reality (with very notable exceptions, e.g. Sheridan 1999) has
recurrently failed to recognize the drastic consequences of the cumulative transformations that Seri
society has experienced in the past five centuries — and especially over the past 70 years. The
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frequent characterizations of contemporary Comcaac as an indigenous “community” attests to this
tendency. As I have argued elsewhere (Rentería-Valencia 2009, 2011, 2014, 2015), to frame
contemporary Comcaac as a “community” (in reference to other iconic indigenous societies in
southern Mexico) constitutes in this case an epistemological oversimplification that blatantly erases
the brutal process of Spanish and Mexican colonization that forced a mobile, territorially subdivided
and highly individualistic society into the sedentary indigenous settlements they form today. The
theoretical and practical consequences that the colonial process exerted in the configuration of
contemporary Comcaac life are evident at any level of analysis —at least when we choose to pay
attention to it —the uneven distribution of knowledge, power and wealth are a testament to it. In
this sense, a new academic understanding of what being Comcaac means nowadays is needed; an
attempt capable of recognizing the historical continuity of this tradition as well as the
insurmountable losses and sociocultural (re)creations that co-constitute a definition of their current
daily existence—their quotidian becoming.
Scholars believe that the ancestors of the contemporary Comcaac represent the descendants of a
single cultural tradition that has inhabited Tiburón and San Esteban islands and the desert coastal
ranges of the midriff region of the Gulf of California for at least 2000 years (Bowen 1976; Griffen
1959a); Felger & Moser 1985; Sheridan 1999). The early colonial records of the northwestern
province of New Spain recognized the existence of different yet related fishing, hunting and
gathering groups living along the coasts of the Gulf of California.
The Europeans also realized that these different groups shared a common language and culture, and
so they also called them the Seris. Although the nature of the Seri subdivisions mentioned by the
Spaniards is impossible to determine (Sheridan 1999:10). Moser (1963) documented 6 different main
groups based on contemporary Comcaac accounts. These subdivisions included the Xiica hai iic coii or
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Tepocas or Salineros, the Tahejcö Comcaac or Tiburones or Seris, Heeno Comcaac or Tiburones who
lived in the central valley of Tahejcö or Tiburón Island, Xnaa motat or Guaymas and Upanguaymas,
Xiica xnaii iic coii or Tastioteños, and Xiica hast ano coii or the people from San Esteban Island (Moser
1963). During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, these groups remained isolated for the most
part from contact with Europeans aside from a few unsuccessful, Jesuit-led efforts to incorporate
them into the mission system.
However, as ranching settlers extended their presence further and further into indigenous territory, a
bloody cycle of Seri raids followed by retaliatory killing by ranchers began. As the violence escalated,
the Spanish forces in Sonora proved insufficient to control Seri, Yaqui and Mayo revolts; at the same
time internal conflicts between the Spanish crown and the Jesuits crippled the Seri mission program.
2

Spanish and Seri relations had broken down by the eighteenth century (Sheridan 1999). It eventually
became clear to Spanish officials that if they wanted to be able to defeat the Apaches, and expand
the northern frontier, they would first have to control and defeat internal Indian foes. Seri
extermination7 subsequently became a priority for the authorities of the Northern provinces of New
Spain. Military campaigns were especially intense between the 1740s and 1771, but continued for
several decades and into the nineteenth century as well (Sheridan 1999).
Seris managed to survive these military expeditions by taking refuge on their most formidable
bastion: Tiburón Island. At some point towards the end of the eighteenth century, the old territorial
divisions among the Seri seem to have disappeared; their population, decimated by the epidemics
brought by Europeans from the Old World , as well as by decades of violent confrontation with
3

Europeans, was forced to consolidate into a single group that has since recognized themselves as
Comcaac or “The People” (Sheridan 1999, Rentería 2006).
7

For an in-depth analysis of Seri-Spanish interactions between 1645 and 1803 refer to Sheridan (1999).
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The Spanish offensive against the Comcaac ceased at the end of the eighteenth century. After
Mexican Independence in 1810, inhabitants of the Republic settled along the borders of Seri
territory, bringing resources in the form of livestock with them. Seri raiding of this livestock
resumed soon after. Pascual Encinas, owner of the Costa Rica ranch, precipitated the bloodiest
confrontation with the Seris during the nineteenth century. The conflict, known as the “Encinas
Wars”, lasted from 1855 to the late 1860s (Felger and Moser 1985). Encinas, men killed about half
of the Seri population ((McGee and Hewitt 1898 as cited in Felger and Moser 1985). The last
military expedition conducted by the Mexican government against the Seri took place in 1904 on
Tiburón Island under the command of Rafael Izabal, governor of the state of Sonora. By the turn of
the twentieth-century, having lost most of their ancestral territory and with their social subdivisions
erased, the few Comcaac families that survived the carnage8 continued to live, hunt, and gather in
Tiburón.
But the old ways were not the same. Based on extensive previous fieldwork, I have found that the
emergence of environmental expertise in Seri society in earlier times was related to specific
subsistence practices based on the possession of particular ihiizitims (ancestral grounds); the
possession of specialized knowledge about a family’s territory and its resources was crucial to the
survival of that lineage. The necessity of being able to pinpoint the location of potable water and
food, as well as the management of access to these, forced the Seri to rely on clearly delineated
ihiizitims to regulate use among these hunter-gatherers. Social interactions among the Seri were often
determined by the possession of such location-based ecological knowledge, since resource
availability and type varied from ihiizitim to ihiizitim. Consequently, different kinds of environmental

The epidemics of the Old World, especially smallpox, had an enormous impact on the indigenous population of the
Americas: it is believed that some groups experienced mortality rates of 80-90% due to post-contact diseases. The last
epidemic to strike the Seri occurred in 1926, killing 120 out of a community that only numbered 240.
8
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expertise developed along familial lines. This, in turn, produced a complex system of reciprocity
within and between different ihiizitims, and entire social networks developed that helped ensure
resource distribution. At the same time, the experts of each ihiizitim legitimized their specialized
knowledge through a series of material, discursive and aesthetical expressions that were constantly
evaluated by other experts and family members.
With the disappearance of the old territorial subdivisions, the Ihiizitim system collapsed as well. All
of a sudden, a multiplicity of specialized knowledges were forced to coexist at once—as a single
group, the Comcaacc—and with that, a complicated web of power, expertise and legitimacy was
restructured. But the collapse of these subdivisions in practice did not meant the disappearance of
the Ihiizitim system as a concept; to a large degree, Comcaac families continued to associate
themselves with their Ihiizitims and the endemic knowledge and power it conveyed. Unquestionably,
there is a cultural base layer for all Comcaac, but there is also a strong sense of pride and privacy for
the possession of highly specialized knowledge based on the Ihiizitms and the families or individuals
who posses such knowledge are clearly recognized. In the words of Edward Moser:
[…] the hant iiha quimxoj or those who tell about the ancient ways, who in turned passed it on
to the hant iiha cöhacomxoj or those who have been informed about the ancient ways. Today
only a few members of the community are considered to be hant iiha cöhacomxoj, entrusted to
be the carriers of knowledge to transmit it to future generations (Moser 2014:39).
The above point has profound implications for anyone conducting research among the Comcaac—
especially those that insist on treating them as a homogenous “community”. There is an
extraordinary amount of variation in terms of how Comcaac people approach the world—
something evident to anyone who has ever conducted serious fieldwork among them. Yet, in books
and articles Comcaac plurality is erased, clumped together at best into conveniently cohesive tokens:
“the Seris believe this…the Seris are that”. This homogenizing types of narratives result extremely
problematic for they fails to represent the nuances, complexities and contradictions that permeate
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their daily life. In this sense, researchers working in the area must acknowledge the fact that the
Comcaac are to a great degree a creation of the colonial encounter and as such, approach them as a
social universe that resembles an always-changing kaleidoscope encompassing multiple ways of
being “Seri”—a true challenge for our theoretical and methodological attempts to document and
explain their plurality.
1.4.4.

Seri Nationalism

If the Comcaac are a result of the colonial encounter, the Seri nation is a product of the twentiethcentury. Five major processes greatly affected Comcaac society in the last hundred years or so: 1) their
incorporation into a capitalist economy as labor for the small-scale fisheries operating in the region,
2) their sedentarization in two main settlements, Socaaix (Punta Chueca) and Haxöl Iihom (El
Desemboque), 3) their conversion to Protestantism, 4) gaining (partial) control over a crucial part of
their ancestral territory and its valuable natural resources and, 5) the emergence of an ethnic project
crafted in terms of constituting an independent indigenous nation within Mexico.
By the early 1920s the few Comcaac families that had survived the last campaigns of extermination
against them, which were implemented by the Mexican government, resided on Tiburón Island. The
establishment in Bahia de Kino of a mestizo9 fishing camp and the Kino Bay Sportsman’s Club
(Smith unpublished; Bourillón 2002) promptly changed this arrangement. Bahia de Kino became a


fishing camp as a result of the boom in fishing the totoaba (Totoaba macdonaldi) in the Gulf of
California. This settlement became one of the first non-indigenous populations to be established on
the coastal ranges of Seri territory. The Club, for its part (established in 1926), became a popular
place among North American businessmen, who found plenty of game and fish to hunt in the

9

Mestizo is a social category used to describe a non-indigenous person in Latin America.
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area—not to mention drinking opportunities unavailable to them at home during Prohibition in the
U.S. (Felger and Moser 1985; Bourillón 2002). The Comcaac, who were accustomed to establishing
their wintering fishing camps near Bahía de Kino, started interacting with American tourists, who
offered them food, clothing and all sorts of trinkets (Spicer 1962); around 1927 the Comcaac also
began to participate in the mestizo commercial fishing activities. Soon the material benefits that
resulted from these interactions attracted most Comcaac families to the proximities of Kino Bay.
But Bahia de Kino continued to attract Mexican fishermen and the Comcaac, who at this point
consisted of no more than 120 individuals, rapidly became outnumbered. Social unrest and armed
conflicts appeared between mestizos and the Comcaac—and they could have easily disappeared as a
group if they had not been convinced by Jesus Solórzano, a middleman for whom some of the
Comcaac worked, to move to a distant fishing camp 100 km north of Kino called El Desemboque ,
2

where they formed a fishing cooperative. The cooperative successfully operated for a few years until
the intermediaries in the region forced Solórzano out of business, leaving the Comcaac at the mercy
of market profiteers ever since. Nonetheless, the establishment of El Desemboque provided enough
isolation from the mestizo population for the Comcaac to gain strength as a group.
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Figure 2. Contemporary Comcaac Territory. Map courtesy of Natalia Martínez-Tagüeña (2015)

In the 1950s, Protestant missionaries from three different denominations arrived in the community,
bringing drastic transformations to certain aspects of Seri culture, particularly their ritual life. These
denominations were: (1) The Wycliffe Bible Translators, operating in Mexico under the name of the
Summer Institute of Linguistics; (2) the American Friends Service Committee (A.F.S.C.), operating
in Mexico as Comité de la Sociedad de los Amigos; and (3) the Pentecostal Iglesia Apostólica de la Fé en Jesus
Cristo. The presence of the missionaries permeated Seri culture, and certainly influenced their
worldview in forms not yet understood (for a detailed analysis of these processes, see Rentería-
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Valencia 2006). However, it is clear that the Protestants’ condemnation of individual and collective


Comcaac ritual practices strongly affected the metaphysical resources of their environment and by
extension, with their environment in general10. The influence of these groups also led to the
establishment of a second permanent settlement: Punta Chueca, located just a few miles north of
Kino Bay. This occurred when a third of the Comcaac population, unhappy with the dominance of
the Christian religious practices, decided to leave El Desemboque (Bourillón 2002; Rentería-Valencia
2006). In the early twenty-first century Punta Chueca would become the center of Comcaac economic
and political activities.
In 1963, the Mexican Federal Government declared Tiburón Island a “Nature Reserve and Wildlife
Refuge.”11 This event took place in response to claims of over-hunting of mule deer on the mainland
by poachers; given its relative inaccessibility, it was thought that the island could be used as a refuge
from illegal hunting. This decision however, did not take into consideration the fact that the island
constituted the ancestral heart of Comcaac territory, nor that they continued to use it. The decree
forbids permanent human presence on the island as well as unrestricted visitation and movement in
the interior. To enforce this, in 1967 the Federal Government established its presence on the island
by building wildlife management facilities and a military outpost to prevent poaching.
In 1970, however—and as result of a populist reform at the federal level—the Comcaac were granted
property rights over a portion of the mainland coastal desert that their ancestors had occupied since
pre-Columbian times. The ejido El Desemboque and its annex, Punta Chueca, were created in

For a more detailed analysis of the effects of the missionaries on Seri society, see Rentería-Valencia 2006, in which I
discuss the different ways the old metaphysical logic of Seri religious views intertwined with the Protestant perspective.
In the process, I argue that Comcaac songs played a critical function, as they were the main medium through which Seri
rituality manipulated the spiritual resources of their environment, just as praying did with the Holy Spirit. I also analyze
the realms in which social prestige occupied a fundamental aspect of these processes.
11 Presidential Order published in the Federal Register (Diario Oficial de la Federación) on February 10, 1963.
10
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November 1970 by presidential order,12 granting the Comcaac 91,322 hectares of mainland.
Importantly, in 1975, Tiburón Island was added to the Seri ejido by presidential order13. The text of
this presidential resolution recognizes the traditional use of the island by the Comcaac adding 120,756
hectares to their communally-owned land (Rentería-Valencia 2006).

Figure 3. A Facebook post by the Comcaac Traditional Government depicting contemporary ideas of indigenous nationalism
and personhood (screenshot by the author).

12
13

Presidential Decree published in the Federal Register (Diario Oficial de la Federación) on November 28, 1970.
Presidential Order published in the Federal Register (Diario Oficial de la Federación) on February 11, 1975.
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As the 1980’s progressed, the conservation movement gained force in Latin America and Mexico.
The Gulf of California soon came to represent one of the most valuable ecosystems in the world.
With this understanding, the Comcaac acquired considerable political power—as legal owners of an
extremely important space in ecological terms. This proved to be much-welcomed political capital as
mass tourism, urban sprawl, and development projects threatened to encroach on Seri territory.
Responding to these pressures the Comcaac increased their efforts for self-determination and local
control over their resources, a process of resistance fueled by the aftermath of the rebellion of the
Zapatista Army in early 1994. This helped the Comcaac to articulate the ethnic discourse of
constituting an “Independent Indigenous Nation” within Mexico—an argument based on their
exclusive dependence on the natural resources of their territory and in the considerable political
capital they maintain at a regional level, and in the strong sense of identity they possessed. This
could be rephrased more clearly. A Comcaac flag, a “National Anthem”, and a “Traditional Guard”
among other ethnic symbols were soon created (Rentería-Valencia 2006).
After decades of tense relations with the federal and state governments, in the twenty-first century
Comcaac continental territory constitutes in many practical ways an autonomous space—
characterized by the absence of federal or state authorities. Yet, Tahejcö represents a different type of
equation where many voices, both Comcaac and not-Comcaac alike, claim rights of use. The condition
of Tiburón as a space of “interlegality,” that is, constituted by the intersection of different legal
orders that coexist at the same time and in the same political space, often results in severe conflicts
within the Comcaac and between them and different governmental institutions. In this sense, it is
intriguing, from a Latourian perspective, the way countless social actors (from environmental
agencies to wealthy hunters to Comcaac people, to name a few) articulate on Tiburón Island around a
single figure: bighorn sheep.
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Figure 4. The flag of the Comcaac Nation (screenshot by the author).

1.4.5.

Sport Trophy-Hunting on Tiburón Island

Located in the midriff region of the Gulf of California, Tiburón Island represents the territorial
heartland of the Comcaac. Tiburón’s unique biogeography (Cartron et al. 2005; Felger et al. 2012) has
made it the object of a number of environmental interventions since 1963 when it was declared a
Wilderness Refuge—a resolution that prohibited the Comcaac henceforth from living on it. In 1975,
bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis mexicana) were introduced on the island as part of a repopulation
program in the region. The reproductive success of the species on Tiburón in the decades that
followed came to serve in the mid-1990s as the object of an income-generating, sport trophyhunting conservation management program.
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In 1974 the federal government established the Programa Nacional de Borrego Cimarron (National
Program of Bighorn Sheep or PNBC) in an effort to prevent poaching. Another stated goal of
PNBC was to use the money obtained from carefully regulated hunting to pay local campesinos for
building and maintaining water holes for the sheep and other desert animals. In 1975 the federal
governments of Mexico and the United States, through the Dirección General de Fauna Silvestre (Wild
Fauna Direction or DGFS) and the New Mexico Department of Game and Fish (NMDG&F)
signed the Convenio Binacional para la Conservación de la Fauna Transfronteriza de Interes Cinegetico. The
main purpose of the Convenio would be to recover the original distribution of the bighorn sheep in
northern Mexico on those areas where the species had recently been extirpated as a result of habitat
loss and poaching.
That same year, as part of this initiative, Tiburón Island was identified as the best possible natural
breeding place for the species and became the site of the bighorn sheep introduction and
repopulation program. The island was chosen because of its inaccessibility for poachers and its lack
of large predators, even though there were no previous records of the species living on the island
(Felger and Moser 1985). Twenty sheep, 16 females and 4 males, from continental Sonora,
specifically the Pico Johnson in the Sierra Seri and Punta Cirios in Sierra Bacha were captured and
released on the Island. Of these, 16 lived long enough to leave descendants. The first survey of this
population was conducted in 1984, when the population was estimated at 120 animals (Cartron et al,
2005). In 1993, Lee and López estimated a population around 488-977 sheep (SEMARNAT 2000).
Today the population is considered to remain around those numbers.
That same year, Patricio Robles Gil , a photographer and wildlife journalist, founded Unidos para la
1

Conservacion2 (United for Conservation), a Mexico City-based environmental NGO created with the
intention “to carry out specific actions for the conservation of wildlife and natural areas” . As a
3

52

conservationist Gil frames his actions in terms of what he considers to be “Conservation
Marketing”. In 1983, in alliance with Carlos Manterola, Gil had had already founded Agrupación Sierra


Madre (ASM), a NGO based on this principle. Gil was born in Coahuila, where bighorn sheep
disappeared in the 1960’s. Based on the estimation conducted in the 1993 census, Gil developed the
idea to use the cimarrón project initiated in 1975 on Tiburón Island to reintroduce the species in
Coahuila. The following year (1994), Gil approached the Comcaac community with the proposal of
establishing a management program. Pedro Romero, the Comcaac governor, was receptive to Gil’s
offer at a time where the community was seeking to gain more control over their natural resources.
Moreover, Romero felt that the program could bring economic benefits to the community and the
Comcaac government. An alliance was then established among UPC, the UNAM (National
Autonomous University of Mexico), and the Comcaac.
UNAM’s Ecology Center , under the lead of Rodrigo Medellin as principal investigator, was in
5

charge of conducting a population study of the desert bighorn sheep on Tiburón. The study would
define the viability of extracting bighorn sheep from the island without critically affecting the
population. Starting in 1997, the project launched annual helicopter surveys according to the
methodology defined by the UNAM, UPC, the AGFD and the FNAWS, and supervised by the Islas
del Golfo Protected Area (IGC-CONANP) and the Wildlife Direction of the SEMARNAP. The
team of the UNAM’s institute of Ecology began collecting important information on the habitat –
vegetation, water resources, topography, etc. - as well as the impact caused by the sheep on the
ecosystem and its competition with other endemic species.
The population study estimated the number of sheep on the island to be around 600 (ASM 2002;
Medellin 1999; Rodriguez 2002). According to the population dynamics model implemented, it was
feasible to transfer cimarrón from Tiburón to other areas without a major impact in its population.
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The count also supported the possibility of developing a project of sport hunting that allowed both
the project and the Comcaac community to obtain revenues from the implementation of such
activities. Once the population study provided the first estimates, the identification of suitable areas
for the reintroduction of the species started as well as negotiations for the creation of breading pens
in proximity to potential wild areas for repopulation. For this task, UPC and ASM considered it
necessary to create a committee of expert advisors to give support in the sorting of potential areas
that were to receive breeding stocks. In this regard, advisors from the Arizona Game and Fish
Department (AGFD), the Foundation of North American Wild Sheep (FNAWS) and the
NMDG&F were integrated to the project, together with economic support of the National Fish and
Wildlife Foundation, Cemex and the Ford Motor Company.
The first extractions were directed to the breading facilities of ANGADI in Sonora. During the


capture, clinical and genetic studies had been carried out and telemetric techniques were used to
track the released sheep. With ASM’s and UPC’s main objective of repopulating the sierras of
Coahuila and Chihuahua, where the sheep disappeared 60 years ago, Cemex was advised to create a
breeding facility in the foothills of the Maderas del Carmen Sierra, Coahuila. In 2000, an initial herd
of 30 sheep was released in this 5,000 hectare breeding pen. Today, the vast majority of occupied
bighorn sheep habitat is registered as UMAs (SEMARNAT 2000). Translocations in Sonora have
established at least 16 additional populations within the species’ historical range (INE 2000).
Between 1995 and 2008 (the last year sheep were extracted) these populations received around 317
animals from the Tiburón Island population. Most translocations have been private operations
supervised by the federal government and, although recent (the first one received its founding stock
in 1995), have all shown ram recruitment and population growth (M. Valdéz, personal
communication in Cartron 2005).
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Sport trophy-hunting on Tiburón began with the establishment of the Wildlife Sustainable UMA
Bienes Comunales Isla Tiburón, managed by the field team led by biologist Felipe Rodriguez and
members of the community, the IGC and UPC. The team was composed of Comcaac youth trained
as “paraecologists” by the UNAM and the University of Arizona to carry out surveys, participate in
scientific studies and guide the hunts. In 1996, the Comcaac community auctioned the first two
permits in Reno, Nevada for $200,000 and $195,000 U.S.. Since then, the community has auctioned
4-6 permits per year ranging from $80,000 to $120,000 U.S. per permit. Despite the fact that the
prices for these permits have dropped almost by half, they still constitute the most expensive
permits in Mexico; no other UMA selling permits for bighorn sheep come close to the prices paid in
Tiburón. As noted above, this is due to a series of factors that include the exclusivity of the permits
in the international market, the bighorn sheep phenotype on Tiburón, the high rate of success in the
hunts (95%) and the sense of exoticism surrounding the Comcaac. This makes Tiburón a very
profitable hunting ground.
After heading the project for eight years, Rodriguez resigned from the UMA. During the year
following his departure, the Comcaac were almost entirely in charge of managing the program;
however, they lacked the attitude of servitude expected by wealthy hunters, among other factors,
and the program subsequently suffered. In 2011, following Rodriguez’s departure, two different
mestizo outfitters entered Tiburón. One of them, “Desert Hunt”, property of Braulio Romero—a
successful businessman from Monterrey—managed to obtain hunting permits from Tiburón by
convincing the Comcaac governor to sell them to him instead of auctioning them in Reno, as was
customarily done by Rodriguez. With the permits in his power, Romero was able to act as an
intermediary between the wealthy hunters and the Comcaac, receiving in turn a considerable part of
the overall profit. Moreover, with the Comcaac lacking institutional representation through
Rodriguez, Romero was recognized by the Wild Sheep Foundation as the “manager” of the bighorn
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program, granting his hunting company half a million dollars to improve the program. Romero used
the money to equip his company with the latest technology, including the introduction of three offroad vehicles in Tiburón Island. The Comcaac people never saw a single penny of that money; quite
the opposite, the few Comcaac guides hired by Romero (and greatly underpaid) were only there to
legitimize his presence on the Island.
The other company to start working on Tiburón, “Dark Hunt”, came from Caborca, Sonora. The
outfitters’ spokesperson was Luis Cota—rumors were that he worked for the drug-dealing cartel
operating in the region. Competing with Romero, Cota obtained two permits from the Comcaac
governor that same year. Contrary to the proper hunting practices and standards maintained by
Desert Hunt (following the same model designed by Rodriguez), the Comcaac considered Dark Hunt
to conduct very “sloppy, dirty work” (creating new roads on the Island, selecting poor animals to be
hunted, etc.). In the immediate future however, this proved to be the least of the problems. The next
year (2012), the Comcaac governor was pressured to sell most of the permits to Dark Hunt, and
Romero was slowly displaced. The logic behind it, according to rumors, was that Dark Hunt would
not only willingly profit from a very lucrative conservation market, but more importantly, that the
whole operation allowed Dark Hunt to launder money from drug-dealing activities. I intended to
establish relations with Cota and his people to get more information on these matters, but it soon
became evident that my own personal security would be jeopardized. I halted my research in the
area. To my knowledge, Dark Hunt continues to control the hunting program on Tiburón; to
prevent an unfortunate escalation of tensions, Romero withdrew from working on Tiburón in 2014
and moved his hunting operations across the Gulf, to Baja California Sur. The Comcaac people
continue to play a minimal role in the management of their own UMA.
+

+

+
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From a neoliberal conservation perspective the program on Tiburón Island represents an
outstanding success; not only does the number of rams on the Island remain steady in spite of
constant harvesting, but the monetary revenues yielded by the program are extraordinary—around
five million dollars based on my last estimate. However, counting sheep in terms of its population or
the dollars it produces is not the only way to measure the rate of success of a program with this
complexity. There are a number of social implications that also need to be accounted for. In
response, this dissertation renders visible social and nonhuman processes and dimensions that ought
to be considered in conservation. More importantly, this work illuminates from a radically different
perspective the nature of Seri environmental knowledge and expertise, and, in turn, the way they
approach their landscape and the intrinsic set of socio-ecological relations it contains.
Moreover, from a closer perspective, the patterns of distribution of the revenues generated by the
program are dependent on the historically contingent processes of transformation experienced by
Seri social organization. As a society, the Seri had clearly established systems for the distribution of
resources by the time the Europeans arrived—one of the systems referred to as quiimosim. However,
these systems of distribution and political representations were founded on the constant recirculation of wealth, whether material or symbolic, rather than on its accumulation. The set of
social transformations experienced by the Comcaac since the colonial period but particularly during
the twentieth century challenged these systems of redistribution to the point of its almost total
disappearance. The logic of the free-market took control, and with that, a radical increase in the
disparity of access to resources—including in the revenues produced by the bighorn sheep program
(all of these issues are extensively discussed in Appendix B).
Finally, there is one dimension of this conservation program that is necessary to analyze from an
anthropological perspective: the way the program and its logic make possible a new understanding
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of what being Comcaac means. The implementation of this program had an enormous impact on the
young Seri, beyond the individuals directly participating on the program. A new sense of pride,
independence and Comcaac expertise were incorporated by this indigenous society as the practices
surrounding the management of a “new” species brought new forms of wealth and prestige to those
involved. In turn, a new Seri environmental imaginary emerged within Comcaac society; in a way, a
new love for the desert.
Nonetheless, as Comcaac people are incentivized by neoliberal conservation programs to learn and
care for species highly valued in the sport trophy-hunting world, their youths’ relation to “nature”
balances precariously on uneasy grounds, where pressing economic necessities, foreign ecological
epistemologies, and new ethical stances have a destabilizing effect on the way they craft their own
selves. Individuals, aiming to make sense of the often-contradictory forces that compose their
quotidian subsistence, rely on narratives like the one described in this dissertation (Appendix A and
B). As symbols, moral stances, practices and identities work in tandem in neoliberal landscapes, this
work seeks to draw attention to the crucial role that expertise plays in the articulation of the
antagonistic laminations of a Comcaac sense of self that always seem to somehow, in a Carrollian way,
emerge from that interstice of sea and sand they call home.
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CHAPTER 2
PRESENT STUDY
Three articles (Appendix A, B and C) that complement one another constitute the core of this
dissertation; collectively, they investigate from different angles the social effects of neoliberal
conservation.

2.1.

THE GAMBLER’S EDGE: INDIVIDUALISM, POWER AND MORALITY AMONG
THE C OMCAAC

The first article, “The Gambler’s Edge: Individualism, Power and Morality among the Comcaac”
illustrates, from a cultural ecology perspective, the historical transformation of environmental
expertise and power among this indigenous society. The paper places special emphasis on the
complementary tension between collective accountability versus individualistic gain that markedly
characterizes the Comcaac. A crucial aspect of this tension, the article argues, is negotiated through
the metaphysical dimension that power (and politics) play; a condition that fluctuates in relation to
the very transformation of expertise among the Comcaac. A shorter version of this paper is intended
for submission to Anthropology Quarterly.
2.1.1. Abstract
Following Weber’s (1958) seminal work, a wealth of academic literature has raised strong critiques of
capitalism’s individualistic ethics. Nonetheless, little attention has been paid to understanding
endemic notions of individualism that may pre-exist, and even reinforce, capitalism’s most recent
iteration: neoliberalism. Conceptually, this article departs from Durkheim’s (1964, 1965)
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characterization of individualism as a moral endeavor in order to ethnographically analyze the way it
manifests among the Comcaac, an indigenous society of northern Mexico. Considered a moral value
within this former hunter-gather society, Comcaac individualism often times takes the form of power.
Yet, power (cacáaso) in this indigenous world transcends the realm of politics to become an object of
metaphysical concern. In this regard the present article conducts a critical evaluation of the
metaphysical unfolding across time of power and individualism among the Comcaac– tracing its
definition, maintenance and transformation as a cultural value. To exemplify these claims this article
relies on two narratives that speak to the inner tensions between individuality and reciprocity in this
society. The article concludes with a reflection on the way neoliberalism exacerbates this preexisting
value of individualism to the point of locating individuals at a crossroads where many times they
must, metaphorically and literally, gamble with their own lives.

2.2.

MORAL CARTOGRAPHIES: NEOLIBERAL CONSERVATION AMONG THE
C OMCAAC

This second article, “Moral Cartographies: Neoliberal Conservation among the Comcaac” represents a
political ecology analysis of the market-oriented, sport-trophy hunting program implemented on
Tiburón Island—Comcaac territory—highlighting the multi-scalar effects related to the
commodification of wildlife at a global scale. The paper explores in detail the complex story behind
the implementation of the program, paying specific attention to its problematic articulation with
Comcaac society. The text contributes to emergent literature—both in theoretical and ethnographic
terms—on neoliberal conservation in the northern hemisphere.
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2.2.1. Abstract
The effort to elucidate the relation between morality and capitalist forms of production represents a
centuries-old debate aimed to determine in ultimate instance the ontological threshold between
social reciprocity and economic instrumentalism. For many thinkers, morality constitutes by
definition a dimension intrinsically opposed to that of the market. Yet, while instrumental to many
political configurations, this oppositional relation does not explain the contradicting set of ideas and
practices that oftentimes characterizes individuals’ existence under neoliberal regimes. This paper
proposes an alternative take. By understanding morality neither as epiphenomenal nor as
oppositional but as integral, indeed indispensable, to neoliberal orders (Muehlebach 2012) this paper
asks how, in the context of neoliberal conservation, individuals negotiate the often contradictory
tensions between “compassionate” reciprocity and “cold” instrumentalism. As individuals and
natural resources are repositioned at a global scale under neoliberal conservation policies, the
production, maintenance and reformulation of “environmental expertise” constitutes an ideal lens of
analysis to investigate the complex moral cartographies that unfold. The paper thus centers on the
analysis of environmental expertise as the locus of the productive tension between social reciprocity
and individualism (Durkheim 1964; Mauss 1950) that preexist neoliberalism. To illustrate the above,
I rely on the bighorn sheep sport trophy-hunting and management program implemented on
Tiburón Island, Sonora, Mexico. Tiburón is the ancestral ground and communal property of the
Comcaac people, a former fishing, hunter-gather society devoted nowadays to small-scale commercial
fishing and wildlife management.

2.3.

ETHICS, HUNTING TALES, AND THE MULTISPECIES DEBATE: THE
ENTEXTUALIZATION OF NONHUMAN NARRATIVES
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The third article, published in Visual Anthropology Review (Rentería-Valencia 2015a), renders visible
the semiotic devices by which nonhumans may enter the realm of human communication through
the analysis of hunting tales. This article brings to the forefront the analysis of sport-trophy hunting
as a necessary object of attention in anthropology. The paper not only analyzes in detail the narrative
provided by a hunter after the kill, but also provides a visual storyline to it. This text aims to couple
an analysis of hunting with recent theoretical developments on what is known as the nonhuman turn
in the social sciences.
2.3.1. Abstract
As an object of anthropological inquiry, trophy hunting occupies a marginal position at best—due in
part to the pronounced moral assessments it seems to provoke. Questioning this lack of attention,
the present article interrogates the role that hunting, as a discursive practice, may have in what has
been defined as the “species” turn in anthropology. Overall, the article argues that the type of
narratives promoted under the multispecies ethos and the discursive renditions that hunters produce
of their experiences share a similar semiotic mechanism in the way both genres incorporate
nonhumans as active (even if tacit) coauthors of said narratives—via the works of a semiotic process
defined as entextualization. In consequence, this analogous structuring allows for the recognition of
a common ethical ground toward nonhumans in practices that may intuitively read as having
radically divergent ethical agendas: an important lesson not only for wildlife conservation efforts, but
also for the overall multispecies approach
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CHAPTER 3: CONCLUSION
3.1. ON THIS STUDY
The Sonoran desert simultaneously constitutes a simultaneously human creation and a natural place.
For centuries, different agricultural societies have farmed its valleys, changing the flow of its rivers
and modifying the distribution of its vegetation (Fish et al. 2008). Hunter-gatherers have altered the
ecological landscape of different areas, including the Islands in the Gulf of California, by introducing
new species as emergency food and to mark the birthplace of new family members (Nabhan, 2003).
The Europeans colonizers brought with them new species of plants, animals, viruses, and bacteria
that profoundly modified the human and ecological composition of the entire region (Sheridan,
1999).
Modernization and development in recent centuries have stepped up the pace of change and
brought urbanization, new technologies, and an international border that divides the same desert via
two radically different national approaches to living in and preserving it. Decisions over how to best
preserve the desert while living in its spaces and using its resources can never be made solely on the
basis that the region is a “natural” one, nor a “social” one. The area is simultaneously neither and
both, with environmental features inspiring invasive human actions that sometimes produce
altogether new habitats and environments (Robbins & Marks 2009). From this perspective, any
contemporary (anthropological) attempt to understand the Sonoran desert must undoubtedly take
into consideration the dialectics between its social and ecological components.
This dissertation is a result of such an understanding. It is also the culmination of more than a
decade of ethnographic research among the Comcaac people in Northern Mexico, and solid training
as a scholar in the University of Arizona’s School of Anthropology. This work tackles the ethical and
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political dimensions of sport trophy-hunting as a conservation strategy by analyzing the way these
processes affect the Comcaac people living along the coast of the Gulf of California, where the
implementation of a bighorn sheep management program has reconfigured the way ecological
knowledge and expertise is understood within this indigenous group. Yet, the different insights that
result from such research transcend its ethnographic settings; this work presents the opportunity to
shift lenses in current conservation practices; it constitutes the point of departure for an emerging
collaborative research agenda focused on the interface of conservation, hunting and environmental
expertise elsewhere around the globe.
It does so through the lens of an innovative theoretical approach centered on tracking the
reconfiguration of Comcaac environmental expertise across time—paying particular attention to the
complementing tension between individualistic and reciprocal patterns of social configuration. Yet,
much remains to be done, for hunting constitutes only one of the many ways in which neoliberal
conservation affects local understandings and practices. The conservation ethos, relying on the
construction of individuals that care, is capable of reaching the inner corners of indigenous culture.

3.2. ON CONSERVATION AND C AGUAM AS
In the last four decades, different conservation initiatives have taken root in Seri territory. In the
beginning, these initiatives were mostly the byproduct of academic research or Federal intervention.
Consequently, the biologists and botanists working in the area made no formal attempts to train the
indigenous youth; only a few Comcaac individuals like Humberto Romero decided to devote time to
understanding western epistemology. This change in 1998, when the first wave of “Seri paraecologists” was formalized as part of a multi-institutional effort to train Comcaac youth as stewards of
their natural resources (Nabhan 2003). The young Comcaac was trained to conduct basic monitoring
while being taught fundamental ecological concepts. Since then, many pilot conservation programs
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have been implemented among the Comcaac (through a reliance on the previously trained youth)
ranging from trash collection to fostering the transmission of “Traditional Ecological Knowledge.”
The Grupo Tortuguero Comcaac (sea turtle monitoring group), a youth organization founded by the
NGO Ocean Revolution14 represents the most stable and successful of these efforts. The purpose of
this group is to monitor sea turtles (Chelonia mydas) in the Infiernillo strait, the Seri Exclusive Fishing
Zone. Every year, Comcaac youth conduct surveys and tag resident caguamas (as they are locally
known). Green turtles represent the core of traditional Seri diet; in some cases it is said that up to
30% of their food supply depends on this species (Moser 1985). But the poaching of nests and the
incidental death of many by commercial fishing trawlers have drastically reduced the global
population of Chelonias to the extent that national and international bans have been imposed on the
consumption of the species. Many young Comcaac align with the western ethos of conserving
caguamas, in opposition to more “traditional” views that consuming caguamas is still an important part
of Comaac identity. In response, many of the young Comcaac involved in the grupo tortuguero have
crafted an alternative Seri environmental identity. But their way of thinking seems to go beyond just
that.
Betsabe Molina is one of the young girls involved in the Grupo Tortuguero. She had been monitoring
and rescuing green sea turtles for a few years when she heard the news of a moosnipol being captured.
Moosnipol is the Comcaac word for leatherback (Dermochelys coriacea)—nonetheless, when one of these
magnificent creatures is captured, the moosnipol must be referred to as Xiica Cömotomanoj out of
respect.

14http://www.oceanrevolution.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&catid=35:OR%20Revolutionaries%

20Entries&id=18
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The Xiica Cömotomanoj occupies a central role in the Seri imaginary. According to some myths, a male
moosnipol was crucial to the formation of the world’s land, helping Hant Caai (“the land-maker”) by
bringing sand from the bottom of the ocean. In other stories, moosnipol was a Seri woman who lost
her children and turned into a leatherback, whose weeping eyes cruise the oceans forever. Out of
these and other stories most people agree that moosnipol is a Comcaac person capable of understanding
cmique iitom (the Comcaac language). Therefore, when a fisherman finds one at sea, he must speak to
her to invite her to come to shore so that people can celebrate a fiesta (a communal ceremony) in its
honor. Not doing so would cause misfortune to the fisherman and his family.
Thus, when Betsabe’s brother-in-law found a moosnipol near the fishing poles he was harvesting one
morning on the north shores of Tiburón, he knew what to do. The last leatherback ceremony took
place in 1986, in Campo Onas, when two leatherbacks were celebrated. If these unplanned fiestas
occurred during the summer, the chances of the leatherbacks’ survival were slim, due to the intense
heat that characterizes these months. The Xiica Cömotomanoj celebrated at Campo Onas perished;
their bones were cleaned and carved with signs of power (zig-zags) and buried in the sand. Betsabe’s
Xiica Cömotomanoj was also captured in the summer. But a whole generation of Comcaac people had
been raised without witnessing this ceremony, and the excitement was tangible among all of them,
especially the kids.
All collective rituals among the Comcaac involve the same ritual script, whether they are puberty
ceremonies, the conclusion of a big basket, or a leatherback celebration. For four days and four
nights food, songs, dance and ritual games must be performed; the Amacs, the sponsors of the
ceremony, are in charge of organizing and providing whatever is necessary for the collective feast to
take place. The Amac is a complex system of symbolic alliances between different families. On the
fourth day, in anticipation of the sunset on the peaks of Tiburón Island, the celebration lasts
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through the entire night. In the moment the sun rises, a song exclusive to that specific ceremony is
performed— then and only then—while little gifts are thrown in the air for the attendants to catch
as good luck charms. Such has been the ritual script for countless generations. Yet, to honor the
arrival of this Xiica Cömotomanoj, the ritual script was altered.
The day had almost gone. I was sipping my third cup of coffee browsing through my Facebook
account, when I saw a picture of a leatherback in Comcaac territory that I had never seen before. It
looked different…almost recent. I went to my friend’s page only to discover that they had captured
one just a few days before! I immediately got in touch with Gabriel, who readily informed me that
the leatherback was a juvenile Xiica Cömotomanoj and that the fiesta in its honor had already been
going on for two days. I dropped everything in my calendar and started to pack. If I hurried, I could
be there for the last day of the celebration—one I had been waiting for years.
The forest of cardones (Pachycereous pringlei) always invite me to take my time while approaching El
Desembque, in order to admire these giants and ponder what changes they may have witnessed
across the last few centuries. It was early in the afternoon and I knew the fiesta would be at a low
point in anticipation of the rest of the night. But something told me to hurry. So I put my foot to
the gas instead, leaving a trail of dust behind me and the veiled cardones.
When I arrived to town I went straight to Saul’s house, where the fiesta was held. I saw many people
gathered around what I assumed was the leatherback. I hurried to park and grab my camera.
Greeting everyone (they are used to my unannounced appearances), people soon filled me in:
Betsabe and some other members of the Grupo Tortuguero were concerned with the survival of the
Xiica Cömotomanoj. After much deliberation between everyone involved, Betsabe was able to
convince her father to release the leatherback before she died, that is, before the ritual script was
fulfilled. I only had time for a few pictures before we pulled the Xiica Cömotomanoj up into the bed of
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a rusty truck, with the aid of some blankets underneath it. Because it was early in the evening and
the tide was low; the leatherback would have to be helped to reach deeper waters. The whole
community followed the truck, which was loaded with the leatherback and countless Comcaac kids
who were curious and caring for this ancient creature. About a mile down the coast, the truck
stopped. As people caught up, we placed the Xiica Cömotomanoj at the edge of the ocean. The
leatherback was immediately invigorated by the touch of the water, yet, made no effort to depart.
Everyone gathered around the Xiica Cömotomanoj while Betsabe placed some branches of xoop on her
back to bless her away; elders cried, children smiled with excitement, and the Xiica Cömotomanoj’s
song was sung. Everyone acted as if an old and dear relative was going away. Everyone was taking
pictures with their cell phones. Slowly, helping her reach deeper waters, the Xiica Cömotomanoj finally
swam out of sight and into the horizon.
As I walked back to town, immersed in thought, I ran into a figure drawn in the sand just minutes
before: the silhouette of the leatherback. The Xiica Cömotomanoj was gone—certainly not following
the ritual protocol—but a new generation of Comcaac people would never forget it. Even if her
memory was drawn in the sand.
Rodrigo Renteria’s field notes, El Desemboque June 2013
What does it mean to be a Comcaac these days? This last fiesta celebrated in honor of Xiica
Cömotomanoj constitutes a window through which we can witness the complexity of the answer. As
new ecological paradigms affect the way Comcaac people understand and approach their
environment, a new set of anthropological consideration becomes salient. Some of these questions
have been asked in this dissertation, but many others, including methodological and epistemological

74

ones, still remain. What is certain is that, as the Comcaac continue to change, the anthropology that
can be practiced with and among them must also change.

3.3.

ON FUTURE RESEARCH

Founded in 2012 under the leadership of Ben Wilder, Carolyn O’Meara and Nemer Narchi—all
young researchers working in Seri territory—the Next Generation Sonoran Desert Researchers
group (http://nextgensd.com/) represented an innovative attempt to foster transdisciplinary
collaboration across the U.S./Mexico borderlands. The imminent success of this group speaks of
new ways in which researchers are willing to approach the Sonoran Desert—moving away from the
rigid disciplinary model with results characteristic of the twentieth-century. It also speaks of realities
that escape easy cataloging. As a board member of NGen for two years I soon recognized the
epistemological potential behind the creation of a binational network of researchers, especially in
relation to those dedicated to the study Seri culture and environment.
As stated in this work’s introduction, pervasive epistemological issues have plagued our understating
of Seri society—recurrently assuming them as a homogenous, stable community without considering
the complex colonial history that, in a way, produced them, nor its contemporary consequences. If
we aim however to approach Seri culture/Comcaac society under a more accurate set of lenses, a
deeper understanding of their history and its epistemological implications must take center stage as a
departure point to any research. NGen represents one possible way to achieve this. During the
summit of 2012, most scholars working among the Seri reunited to discuss common assumptions,
issues and implications. At that time, I had the fortune to sit at the same table with figures like
Thomas Bowen, Elisa Villapando and Natalia Martinez-Tagüeña (archaeology), Richard Felger
(botany), Ben Wilder (Island biogeography), Stephen Marlett and Carolyn O’Meara (linguistics),
Cathy Moser and Nemer Narchi (ethno-biology), among many others, to discuss many of the main
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conceptual issues raised in this dissertation. In the end, the roundtable was representative of what is
needed for the future—the capacity to develop a shared set of anthropological understandings about
the Comcaac. In fact, collaborative, transdisciplinary research among the Comcaac should constitute
the basic modus operandi for the coming generations. Only then can we be accountable in
epistemological terms to this society, both their past and future.
After all, as Natalia Martinez-Tagüena (2015) made clear in her doctoral dissertation, participatory
research constitutes a fundamental practice these days not only in epistemological but in ethic terms.
Her research on the construction of a Seri sense of space greatly documents this participative
approach and its rewards. Co-writing much of her work with young Comcaac specialists in, well, Seri
culture, her analysis reaches unique dimensions of intimacy. In a similar vein, many segments of this
dissertation would not have been possible without the direct collaboration of a number of Comcaac
friends—in particular Emilio, Alfredo (†) and Cleotilde (†) Lopez.
Much remains to be done however, particularly in terms of documenting the way the conservation
paradigm continues to change Seri epistemologies. For instance, Ben Wilder (2015), founder of
NGen and a specialist on Seri botany, conducted an extensive workshop this summer (2015) in
Punta Chueca devoted to training young Comcaac as “biological researchers”—the rationale is to create
new job alternatives for the Seri. Nonetheless, these new alternatives are contingent upon external
funding. Thus, as new forms of expertise are positioned in an increasingly competitive neoliberal
market, where scholars funding conservation projects represent a resource as valuable for some
Comcaac families as, say, trophy hunters, more detailed critical anthropological analysis are necessary.
A comparative analysis between old and new subsistence practices and forms of expertise among the
Concaac, especially across different genders and generations, is required for instance to consolidate
the initial lessons that emerge from this research. This work is devoted to the analysis of Comcaac
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environmental expertise in relation to the bighorn sheep market oriented program implemented in
Tiburón; at no point does it intend to be an exhaustive account of Seri expertise or culture. In fact,
there are many other practices related to expertise among the Comcaac—some more evident than
others but most of them, affected by the logic of free-market logic. Expertise has thus become a
crucial asset for many Comcaac individuals seeking to play the role of “the specialist” for X or Y
species. It is in fact common to hear the expression “yo soy un expert en…” (I am an expert in…) as
obvious researchers arrive to Punta Chueca or El Desemboque. Scholars have become a clear source
of income in Comcaac society.
In this context, the present work only constitutes an initial step to better understand the alliance of
knowledge and free-market logics in the configuration of new social practices, and the way they are
performed in the light of existing cultural values and social aspirations. How this same correlation
occurs in different Comcaac settings remains to be studied—ideally implementing cross-cultural
comparisons in the long run. In the meantime however, it is evident that the malleability of Comcaac
society to adjust to radically changing social and ecological environments represents their most
valuable cultural trait—one that will allow them to navigate the often-confusing waters of the
twenty-first century. As for me, I will always be willing to go down the rabbit hole that is the place
where the Sonoran Desert meets the Gulf of California—a place where life is full of open Comcaac
possibilities.
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A.1.

Introduction
“The San Esteban people were also great gamblers, and in this pursuit they were even more
reckless and crazy. The men would often stake their own lives on a bet or contest. The game
most vividly recalled was a form of ‘chicken,’ played on a steep slope of volcanic ash above
the sea cliffs just north of Playa Limantour. Taking a running start at the top, each man would
jump into an inverted sea turtle shell and careen down the slope. The last man to scramble
out of his shell and cling to the edge of the cliff was the winner. Anyone who failed to eject
in time went sailing over the cliff to his death on the rocks a hundred feet below. When a
married man went over the edge, his widow would be claimed by the first man to shout
Ohohooo acom quih hatyáahi ‘Hey look-his wife-is-mine!’”(Bowen 2000:10)

Thomas Bowen’s description of the “Chicken” game said to be played by the people of San Esteban
Island—before their extermination during the colonial period— illustrates a type of individualism
endemic to Seri culture; one that correlates high risks with high gain. As a former fishing and
hunter-gather society the Comcaac have often been characterized as extremely individualistic,
independent people (Felger and Moser 1985). At the same time, however, their survival as a society
in the Sonoran desert depended greatly on the informal enforcement of a number of reciprocity
systems (Griffen 1959). Yet, far from constituting opposing tendencies, these cultural forms worked
in tandem to enforce social accountability within this society. In turn, this article departs from this
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productive opposition to frame individualism as a moral value – one fundamental to social
aggregation (Durkheim 1964).
It must emphasized that morality here is understood as a crucial instance of negotiation between
social systems of reciprocity and individualism – a perennial tension long-ago identified by
Durkheim (Durkheim 1965; Marske 1987). For Durkheim, the contrast between traditional and
modern societies at the moral level was not related to the strength or weakness of what he defined as
‘the common conscience,’15 but rather the contrast between two types of that common conscience:
mechanical solidarity and organic solidarity – the former replaced by the latter as the division of
labor became prevalent in contemporary societies. Thus, in Durkheim’s view, the fundamental moral
basis or ultimate unifying principle of modern society resides in individualism, a specific type that he
referred to as moral rational individualism. Crucially, for individualism to be a moral and therefore
unifying factor, it must necessarily be shared by most of society (Marske 1987). In this sense, for
Durkheim, “the progressive emancipation of the individual does not imply a weakening but a
transformation of social ties. The individual is not separated from society but joined to it in a new
manner” (Marske 1987:3). Following this logic, individualism is then understood as a moral form
intrinsic to capitalist settings – a crucial insight, necessary to understanding its pre-existence in
indigenous settings.
Once existing in small groups, Seri families were constantly moving to exploit different resources
within different ecological niches of the Sonoran Desert and the Gulf of California. Recurrent
grounds composed the ihiizitim, the fundamental unit of territoriality for this society. An extended
family or group of families held priority in the use of a given ihiizitim. Ritual gestures like burying a

The common conscience as “the totality of beliefs and sentiments common to the average members of a society,
[which] forms a determinate system with a life of its own” (1964, 39)
15
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newborn’s placenta at a particular ihiizitim permanently established a relation between the individual
to the land. Social interactions among the Seri were often determined by the possession of such
environmental knowledge, since resource availability and type varied from ihiizitim to ihiizitim and
consequently, different kinds of environmental expertise developed along different familial lines.
This condition was reinforced by social patterns of transmission of knowledge that emphasized
individual creation over reproduction (Martínez-Tagüeña 2015; Alfredo Lopez, personal
communication, June 2013). In turn, highly specialized knowledge “belonged” to just a few16:
[…] the hant iiha quimxoj or those who tell about the ancient ways, who in turned passed it on
to the hant iiha cöhacomxoj or those who have been informed about the ancient ways. Today
only a few members of the community are considered to be hant iiha cöhacomxoj, entrusted to
be the carriers of knowledge to transmit it to future generations (Moser 2014:39).
While specialized knowledge and the resulting subsisting skills it created were considered a matter of
individual achievement, the distribution of resources resulting from such specialized skills was not.
In fact, Seri society enforced different modalities of reciprocity within and between different
ihiizitim, generating a network that helped ensure resource distribution. The Kimosin represented one
of such modalities:
The kimo?sími?a represents a type of begging, somewhat akin to the palanqueo17. When food is being
prepared, a person can approach another’s house and announce his purpose, using the proper
grammatical form of kimo?sími?a. If the family has a sufficient supply on hand or is of “good heart”,
the person will receive something to eat; the procedure indicates that one has come to ask for food
because he is hungry—he has not come to visit or to trade. Today some people abuse this practice

Nowadays, only a handful of people are still considered to be hant iiha quimxoj.
According to Griffen, one of the principal forms of distribution among the Comcaac is designated with the Spanish
word palanqueo. It has its roots in an older custom where a man (although not a woman) Comcaac could sit on the beach
and wait for a returning boat with the assurance that he would receive a part of the catch. This right fell to the first on
the beach and any later-comers were obligated to wait for the arrival of another vessel (1959:33).
16
17

81

and go around saying “give me” but this is not the same as the kimo?sími?a; others, on the other
hand, are not willing to give as freely as they did in the past (Griffen 1959).
From this it should be evident that reciprocity and individuality as moral values played a key role in
Seri subsistence. The first assured a relatively balanced distribution of resources across different
families. The latter propitiated the constant updating of specialized knowledge and the mastering of
basic subsistence skills. Together, they orchestrated power and expertise among the Comcaac –
domains that were greatly affected not only by the colonial encounter but also by different waves of
external influence during the twenty-century, including their shift to market-oriented subsistence
practices.
In order to shed light on these issues, the present article begins by discussing the metaphysical
quality of Comcaac power – something most specialists on the Seri universe have failed to recognize.
Then, the article delves into the background of the Seri as a hunting-gathering society, in order to
contextualize a story told by Emilio Lopez on the xica coosyatoj, or giants (Seri ancestors) and
demonstrate the way tension between individuality and reciprocity is axiomatic of this culture. The
article then reviews the colonial encounter between Comcaac and Spaniards to set the stage for
Fernando Torres’s narrative on his quest for power. The last section documents the celebration of a
leatherback ceremony (the first one in over 30 years) and the prominent role played by a Comcaac girl
in its release back to the ocean before it died. The article then concludes with a reflection on the way
contemporary neoliberalism among the Comcaac radicalizes Seri individualism as other systems of
reciprocity become less prevalent, and explores its consequences – namely, the reemergence of those
life-gambling tendencies that once long ago made the Comcaac from San Esteban Island (Bowen
2000) adapt to a stretch of land and sea few others understood.
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A.2.

The metaphysics of Comcaac Power
“Because here in the desert there is much to endure, one being the incapacity of the
language, which does not guarantee comprehension. I lack nothing more than a few words,
those which not only name supernatural and spiritual things but [also] express conditions of
the soul—in other words, things that cannot be perceived or grasped superficially and that
have no names among these wild peoples”.
(Father Adamo Gilg, 1692, in Di peso 1695, 18)
Edited by Dale Brenneman.

The Comcaac universe, a kaleidoscopic constellation of practices and beliefs whose borders are in
constant recreation, recognizes two fundamental ontological dimensions—one nestled within the
other. The largest, all-encompassing ontological landscape is that of the quiisax, or all living things,
including people. Within this realm however, there is another ontological level occupied by the
ihíisax (spirit-like entities) 18. Ihíisax reside at specific locations in the Seri landscape, like caves,
mountaintops, and shorelines, as well as within certain plants and animals. Consensus holds that
particularly large living things like barrel cactus (Ferocactus emory) or leatherback turtles (Dermochelys
coriacea) often host very powerful ihíisax. Importantly, ihíisax are capable of influencing their
surroundings, including the behavior of their hosts. Yet, despite this coexistence, ihíisax and quiisax
rarely irrupt each other’s existence. Ontological trespassing is possible nonetheless: individuals
recognized as hacoo caama (or “desert dwellers”) were known for the their capacity to transcend the
ontological boundaries between these two dimensions in order to harness the influencing power of a
given ihíisax for his or her own benefit.

Ihíisax is often translated as ‘spirit’ (Marlett and Moser 2005). I am reluctant however to translate the term due to the
heavy Judeo-Christian influence on our understanding of what a spirit may be; instead, I propose to use ihíisax as the
only way to refer to these entities within Seri metaphysics. I apply this same logic to other endemic concepts.
18
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To access this type of power Comcaac individuals had to go through a ritual process termed hecot
coom19. The individual seeking power left camp to be “out there,” in isolation in the desert for a
number of days. He or she had to choose a specific location where ihíisax were known to reside –
oftentimes places defined by the convergence of two different geographic realities, like caves (light
and darkness, in and out); the ocean shore (earth and water; east and west); the peak of a mountain
top (earth and sky, up and down), and so forth. The seeker would spend four days and four nights at
one of these interstices, fasting, only drinking xoop (Larrea tridentata) tea; if conditions were met, the
presence of ihíisax might be revealed. They would detach from the walls of the cave, emerge from
underground or within the waves, or would take animal forms. Yet, not all ihíisax were good; evil
was always a possibility. Thus, the seeker was often tested in term of which presences to
acknowledge and which not. Revealing their presence, the ihíisax would then talk to the seeker. For
the Comcaac, the way ihíisax “talk” sounds like singing. In this regard, the gifts that the seeker would
get from the ihíisax were songs—dangerous songs, powerful songs, referred to as hacátol cöoicoos.
Songs are a fascinating aspect of Seri society. Hundred of songs, or song-poetry as Bowen and
Moser (1970) classify them, are known to exist. Importantly, the Comcaac recognize different song
genres based not on the formal characteristics of a given composition but on the context is which it
is supposed to be delivered (Astorga 1980). In this sense, a song and the context of its performance
constitutes an indivisible unit; a perfect mnemonic device. As a hunting-gathering society making a
living across a multitude of micro-landscapes, the nuanced documentation of patterns of change in
the ecology of the region was crucial for Seri subsistence. Relying on oral tradition for the
transmission of this very specialized knowledge, songs constituted an ideal format to encapsulate

19

It must be emphasized that this ritual process was a highly individualized experience; therefore, it is possible to find as
many variations in the ritual script as hecot coom have been conducted in Seri existence — what mattered was to follow the
basic tripartite structure of detachment, liminality and reintegration (Turner 1969; Van Gennep 1960).
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crucial information that needed to be reproduced. In this sense, songs can be understood as an
aesthetic constellation of mnemonic vignettes reflecting processes, things and events that were or
continue to be important to Seri society — a dense constellation of symbols that reflect their
longterm existence in the Sonoran desert.
Most songs were and are considered to be common property. Hacátol cöoicoos are, however, the
exception. As linguistic tokens (ihíisax talk) garnered during a successful heecot coom, hacátol cöoicoos
were considered the exclusive property of the hacoo caama they were granted to — and no one else’s
(see Hine 2005). It was not until the death of the hacoo caama that his or her songs could be learned
and performed by someone else. If, as Comcaac pose, hacátol cöoicoos constitute in fact ihíisax speech,
and not songs, hacátol cöoicoos could be defined as a register of expertise—that is, a way of speaking
recognized as a special kind of knowledge (Carr 2010; 20).
Yet, to be recognized as hacoo caama involved much more than just reproducing ihíisax talk. It was
considered both a political and metaphysical token and as such, the figure of hacco caama represented
a quintessential index for power and expertise in Seri society. As Seri society’s interaction with NonComcaac intensified throughout the last few centuries, these figures of expertise played an increasingly
crucial role as mediators in these encounters. In a way, the role of mediation shifted from
ontological to cultural realms; from spirit talk to non-Seri talk. In this sense, power’s immediate
value was re-oriented to conflict resolution – that is, the capacity of these individuals to “translate”
the otherwise obscured cultural intents of the “Other,” in order to act accordingly. In this context,
power constituted an endemic value among the Comcaac — one that was (and still is) produced,
maintained, recognized, challenged, transformed and performed by individuals; cacáaso (power)
representing in such sense both a metaphysical and a political construction.
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Yet, drastic modifications in the twentieth century forced the relation between reciprocity and
individuality into a new arrangement, and with that, the way power is constructed changed among
the Comcaac. The restructuration of the many ihiizitim into a single “territory” owned as communal
ejido land20; the incorporation of the Comcaac as labor in the regional small-scale fishing industry of
the region; the appropriation of new technologies and material goods; the establishment of
permanent settlements; and the influence of Protestant logic all constitute processes that greatly
altered said balance. In the following sections I seek to explore three Comcaac narratives that raise
possible (and partial) answers to these questions. At the same time I provide the larger cultural and
historical context in which the actors and scripts of these narratives are embedded, in order to
demonstrate how power, individualism and morality are performed among the Comcaac.
In order to trace this historical transformation, it is necessary to understand that Seri oral tradition
among the Comcaac articulates an overlapping set of temporal spheres, which I characterize overall as
‘time within memory,’ or, in Seri terms, Hiz coiihca íi hac—ancient time. In terms of operationalizing
the analysis of these different temporalities I have followed Martínez-Tagüeña’s (2015) tripartite
subdivision of Seri history, which correlate to recurrent types of narratives. The first subset of time
encompasses tales related to the ‘giants,’ who are considered direct ancestors of the Comcaac. A
second cluster of narratives centers on the emergence of a number of cultural heroes like Hant
Hasóoma (Felger and Moser 1985:100) or Hapetla (Martínez-Tagüeña, 2015); the former considered
the one who taught the Seri everything they know about the desert and the sea, the latter a figure

After the Mexican revolution (1910-1917), the government established a collective land reform program in which
lands were expropriated from large private owners and redistributed to landless peasants. Ejidos are a form of communal
property in which land was distributed to a group of peasants (or fishermen in this case), where land ownership resides
with the ejido community rather than the individual. In fact, the redistribution reform law stipulated that the redistributed
lands remained the property of the federal government. The administration and management of these lands and their
resources are collective. In 1991, however, the federal government passed neoliberal regulatory changes that allowed,
among other changes, the sale of ejidos. Nonetheless, ejidos remain the second largest form of land tenure in Mexico.
(Valdez et al. 2006)
20
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who defended the Seri from Spaniards and Mexicans. The subset of time employed in these stories
correlates with the cultural contact initiated during the Colonial period and roughly culminates with
the end of the Mexican Revolution in 1921. Finally, a third subset of time involves the immediacy
of contemporary life, whose limits extend and retract along the twentieth and twenty-first century,
depending on each individual’s personal memory. In this context, what follows constitutes an
attempt to illustrate the entextualization of power in society by means of articulating a set of
narratives into a larger historical setting, as a way to illustrate the anchoring of old concepts into new
practices.
A.3.

On Gambling Giants

Scholars believe that the ancestors of contemporary Comcaac represent a single cultural tradition that
has resided on Tiburón and San Esteban islands and the desert coastal ranges of the midriff region
of the Gulf of California for (at least) 2000 years, as territorially subdivided nomadic groups living
on the hunting, gathering and fishing of the resources present in the Sonoran Desert (Griffen 1959;
Bowen 1976; Felger and Moser 1985; Sheridan 1999). The Comcaac refer to their territory as Comcaac
quih hant iti yaii, (literally “place where the Comcaac live”). According to current interpretations of
human presence in the region, ancestral Seri occupation could date as far back as to the Paleoindian
(Clovis) period around 11,050—10,800 C. yrs BP (Bowen 2009; Di Peso 1955:13).
Ancestral to the Comcaac is what scholars have defined as the Central Coast Archaeological
Tradition. This tradition extends along a strip of coastline from just north of the city of Guaymas on
the south to Puerto Peñasco on the north, including Tiburón and San Esteban islands in the Gulf of
California. Inland, the ancestral region reaches as far as the modern city of Hermosillo” (MartínezTagüena 2005). Yet, the only reliable measure of cultural continuity available to date is the presence
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of Tiburón Plain pottery as early as AD 200: a thin, light and hard well-fired ware made without
added temper (Bowen 1976; Villapando 2000).
In a way, contemporary Comcaac follow this temporal division in their own terms. Yet, their rationale
of cultural continuity involves not the transformation of material artifacts through time but the
moral transformation of the self in which a ‘balance’ between individuality and reciprocity was finally
achieved. In this tenet, the giants or xica coosyatoj (‘thing singers’) are considered to be the ancestors
to the Seri. But the giants also represent the radicalism of tendencies that went against the collective
well-being of Seri society. On the one hand, the xica coosyatoj incarnated the strongest version of a
condition highly valued among the Seri: metaphysical power. The xica coosyatoj represent in this
regard an indomitable way of approaching their environment, which was often displayed in gambling
games where even a person’s own life was offered as a wager. So radical was this tendency that some
myths blame the eventual extinction of the xica coosyatoj on the deadly gambling games they engaged
in.
Curiously enough, with the passing of the giants, the Coftécöl Comcaac or “The people of San Esteban
Island” were often characterized by the rest of the Seri with the same set of attributes as their
ancestors. They were said to be:
[…] a wild and reckless bunch. They were so crazy and unpredictable that the other Seris
were scared of them. When a person was wronged, he would not ignore or forget the
injustice. He would hold a grudge until he could catch the culprit and beat him up. […] It
was said that these people love to fight and would even fight for no reason at all. […] In
turn, these people were famous for their great strength and agility. They were so adept at
climbing the steep terrain of their Island that they were likened to mountain sheep. The men
would carry the meat of a whole sea lion wrapped up in its own skin up the sea cliffs and
over the mountains to camp. […] They were strong swimmers, and it was said that they
would sometimes swim out to where the sharks were, just to prove their bravery” […]
although they were afraid of this wild and dangerous people, the other Seris looked upon
them condescendingly as backward and primitive folk” (Bowen 2000:10)
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Is there a moral purpose in the way giants and the San Esteban people are characterized? Or are
these stories reflections of cultural values long-sought by the Comcaac? Do they intersect with daily
life? How do individual narratives reflect these tensions? How are they negotiated?
According to some stories, at some point in time before the arrival of the Europeans, both
contemporary Seri and xica coosyatoj coexisted. The central plot of many of these stories orbits
around the giants doing wrong to the Seri — stories that often involve Seri families or individuals
being killed or kidnapped, robbed or abused, by their own, taller ancestors. The story that Emilio
Lopez, a good friend of mine once told me, is representative of this genre:
“My mom’s family comes from the east side of Tiburón, from a campground where many
generations ago a giant Seri resided. This Seri was infamous, for he liked to play games that involved
betting life —that of his opponents and his own—but he never lost. And it is because he never lost
that he killed many people.
In this same campground lived a young orphan boy and his grandfather. Each afternoon, after
playing on the beach with all the other kids, he would ask his grandfather: “Grandfather, why can
not I say what the other children say? Why is it that I cannot say: ‘I am tired of playing: I am going
to my mom, I am going to my dad.’ Why can I not say the same as the rest of the other kids?”
The grandfather would then ask his grandson to nitpick his head as a way to distract him from
searching for an answer (a tactic often used by Comcaac parent to distract their children). Time went
by, until one day, the grandfather could not help but confess to the young boy the truth: his parents
had lost against the “gambler,” who had killed them. The child was upset. In response, he decided to
take it upon himself to defeat the giant and avenge his parents. But he knew he would need the
favor of Ihíisax to have the sufficient cacáaso (power) required for such a task. So he decided to go for
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his hecoot coom to a cave high in the peaks of Tiburón Island, known for its extraordinary—yet very
dangerous—power. Few Seri had ever attempted to conduct an hecot coom on this place.
But the kid was determined and so, he disappeared into the desert. It is said that on the fourth day,
different Ihíisax visited him at the cave. Eyes closed, he decided not to pay attention to the first wave
of Ihíisax, for they were of evil influence. When a second wave of Spirits revealed themselves to him,
he paid careful attention to their songs—spirit talk—and learned what they had to say. The orphan
learned many powerful songs that night.
Upon returning to camp he summoned “the gambler.” The gambler laughed at the idea of being
challenged by the young orphan, but the opportunity to take another life was irresistible, so he
accepted the duel. The game proposed by the giant involved singing xepe an cöoicoos, or songs about
the sea (and any form of life in general). The challenge was to progress, song by song, toward the
smallest possible creature known. Beginning with large animals like whales, swordfish and sea
turtles, each of the contenders would have to sing a song about a form of life smaller than the
previous one named by his competitor. If one of the contenders failed to know a song about a
smaller creature than the one before, he would lose the game—and his life.
And so the contest began, and dozens of songs were sung that evening. One after the other, allpossible animals from land and sea were evoked in song—songs that they both had learned from
other people or ihíisax. Finally, certain of victory, the giant sang a song about a very small type of ant
often found in flowering saguaros. Concluding his song he smiled, staring at the young boy.
Eyes closed, the young boy remained silent, in control, projecting the same attitude that he had
shown at the cave during his heecot coom. Then, in a soft tone, he started to sing a short but sweet
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lullaby: the same lullaby often sung by his grandfather when he, the boy, would be nitpicking his
grandfather’s head in search of an answer to his parent’s death.
The gambler was unable to respond with a song capable of defeating the boy’s lullaby. He had finally
lost. The orphan killed the gambler.”
Emilio Lopez. December 2012. Socaiix (Punta Chueca), Sonora, Mexico
An analysis of the story described above exemplifies tropes that are representative not only of the
xica coosyatoj’s mythological genre but of Seri society at large—the perennial tension that exists
between social accountability (i.e. reciprocity) and the accumulation of individual power. While
highly valued, the radicalism of this “wilderness within” that characterized the xica coosyatoj in many
stories is fundamentally at odds with long-term survival for this society. In this sense, the vast
majority of the myths recorded throughout the years by different researchers, especially the yet-tobe- published collection of tales collected by Martínez-Tagüena in collaboration with Alicia Torres,
shares a common element: the need to complement the indomitable individualism that characterizes
metaphysical power with the imperative of social reciprocity as a way to ensure collective subsistence
– a tension that has always characterized Seri existence.
A.4.

On Colonialism and Cocaine

After the arrival of the first European missionaries in the northwestern frontier of New Spain in the
late seventeenth century, a few unsuccessful Jesuit-led efforts took place among the Seri. The
colonial system systematically failed to bring the Seris to Catholicism or to incorporate them as labor
for the mission system (see Sheridan 1999). However, as Spanish ranchers extended their presence
further and further into Seri territory to raise livestock, a bloody cycle of indigenous raids followed
by retaliatory killing began. As violence escalated, the Spanish forces in Sonora proved insufficient
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to control Seri, Yaqui (yoeme) and Mayo (yoreme) revolts, at the same time that internal conflicts21
between the Spanish crown and the Jesuits crippled the Seri mission program. It became clear to
Spanish officials that if they wanted to continue their expansion of the northern frontier, they would
first have to control and defeat internal indigenous foes. Seri extermination subsequently became a
priority for the authorities of the Northern provinces of New Spain. Military campaigns were
especially intense between the 1740s and 1771, but continued for several decades into the eighteenth
century as well (Sheridan 1999). Seris managed to survive these military expeditions by taking refuge
on their most formidable bastion: Tiburón Island. In the relative safety of its isolation, the Seri were
able to subsist for the rest of the colonial period.
After the Mexican Independence (1821), mestizo inhabitants steadily encroached on Seri territory,
populating large expanses of land with livestock. The sporadic incorporation of cattle into the Seri
diet triggered a new cycle of extermination wars against them. Pascual Encinas, owner of the “Costa
Rica” ranch, carried out the most vicious of these campaigns. The conflict, known as the “Encinas
Wars,” stretched from 1855 to the late 1860s, killing about half of the Seri population (McGee
1898). The surviving families retreated to Tiburón; yet the damage inflicted on their population
forever changed the structure of Seri society. At some point towards the end of the eighteenth
century, the old territorial subdivisions that articulated Seri society as a set of malleable micropopulations across the Sonoran Desert disappeared; their numbers forced them to consolidate into a
single group that has since recognized themselves as Comcaac or “the people” 22 (Sheridan 1999;
Rentería-Valencia 2006).

For an in-depth analysis of Seri-Spanish interactions between 1645 and 1803 refer to Sheridan (1999).
‘Seri’ was the term coined in colonial times to refer to the different fishing, hunting-gathering groups that inhabited
the central coast of the Gulf of California, including Tiburón and San Esteban Islands, at the heart of the Sonoran
Desert, in contemporary Mexico. In pre-Columbian times these different groups had distinctive patterns of
appropriating their surrounding landscape (Felger and Moser 1985). However, colonial warfare and epidemics decimated
21
22
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In the two first decades of the twentieth-century most Comcaac lived, hunted, and gathered on
Tiburón Island and the nearby continental coast. Despite experiencing a drastic reduction in their
population size (~140 individuals left after the last measles epidemic in 1926), the rarefying of their
internal subdivisions and the loss of customary foraging grounds, evidence suggests that their
livelihood remained similar to pre-colonial times (Felger and Moser 1985; Sheridan 1999; Bowen
2000; Bourillón 2002). But the twentieth century would bring radical and vertiginous
transformations in their way of life.
Bahía de Kino became a fishing camp in the early 1920s as a result of the boom in the capture of
Totoaba (Totoaba macdonaldi) in the Northern Gulf of California. Importantly, Bahia de Kino
represented the first locality for non-indigenous population to settle in the coastal ranges of Seri
territory. In 1926, the Kino Bay Sportsman’s Club became a popular place among North American
businessmen, who found plenty of game and fish to hunt in the area —and, most likely, drinking
opportunities unavailable to them at home during the U.S. Prohibition (Bourillón 2002; Felger and
Moser; Smith’s field notes). The Comcaac, who used to establish their wintering fishing camps near
Bahía de Kino, started interacting with American tourists and Mexicans in exchange for food,
clothing, mescal and all sorts of trinkets (Spicer 1962 as cited in Bourillon 2002). Around 1927 the
Comcaac began to participate in the mestizo small-scale commercial fishing industry, initiating a shift
from subsistence practices to market-oriented activities.

the native population to the point that these different groups were eventually forced in the nineteenth century to merge
into a single collectivity (see Sheridan 1999). Comcaac (“the people”) is the term this contemporary indigenous society
uses to refer to itself — although they use interchangeably the term Seri to refer to themselves in their interactions with
non- interlocutors. In this paper, I will use the term Seri to refer to this society as a continuous cultural tradition that
spans from pre-Columbian to modern times in the Central Coast of the Gulf of California; in contrast, I will use the
term Comcaac to refer only to the contemporary descendants of this tradition. The above represents not only a
convenient clarification on this article’s terminology but an epistemological stance in terms of how to approach this
society from a self-reflective point of view.
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Bahía de Kino continued to attract more Mexican fishermen and the Comcaac rapidly became
outnumbered. Social unrest and armed conflicts emerged as daily occurrence. In this tumultuous
social setting, Jesus Solórzano, a entrepreneurial middleman for whom some of the Comcaac worked,
convinced the majority of the families to move to a distant fishing camp 60 miles north of Kino bay
called El Desemboque or Haxöl Iihom (‘Place of Clams’), an ancient Seri fishing camp. Solórzano
intended to harness the remarkable fishing capacities of the Comcaac, and to do so he organized them
as a fishing-cooperative. However, the intermediaries operating in the area pressured Solórzano,
forcing the cooperative to disintegrate a few years after its formation. Ever since, intermediaries
have controlled the fishing trade in the area at the expense of Comcaac underpaid labor—and often
payment came in the form of guns and alcohol, which also brought in turn social unrest to El
Desemboque.
In the 1950s, Protestant missionaries from three different denominations arrived at Haxöl Iihom,
bringing drastic transformations to all aspects of Seri culture, but in particular to their symbolic life.
These denominations were The Wycliffe Bible Translators, operating in Mexico under the name of
the Summer Institute of Linguistics; the American Friends Service Committee (A.F.S.C.), operating
in Mexico as Comité de la Sociedad de los Amigos; and the Pentecostal Iglesia Apostólica de la Fé en Jesus
Cristo. Curiously, these three parallel efforts were not coordinated but co-occurred at a time when
northern Mexico was strongly targeted by Protestantism. The missionaries efforts soon permeated
the entirety of the Comcaac worldview, in part due to an uncanny alignment between Seri practices
and beliefs oriented to harness spiritual power and the logics of Protestantism (see Rentería-Valencia
2006)23.

For a more detailed analysis of the effects of the missionaries on Seri society, see Rentería-Valencia 2006, in which I
discuss the different ways the old spiritual logic of Seri religious views intertwined with the Protestant perspective. In the
23
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As Protestant influence took root in El Desemboque, a number of social restrictions were informally
imposed; drinking and consuming drugs became socially banned activities — a restriction that
benefitted Comcaac society. But Protestantism also sanctioned the old spiritual ways surrounding an
individual’s pursuit of knowledge, power and prestige. The prohibition concerning individual
spiritual practices, in particular the hecot coom, deeply affected the relationship that the Comcaac
maintained with their environment. Yet, not everyone agreed with the new ways. Opposing the
missionary influence, close to a third of the Comcaac decided to leave El Desemboque in the mid1960s and re-settle in a different location: Punta Chueca or Socaixx, an old fishing camp located
merely 20 miles north of Kino Bay. In the coming decades Comcaac population fluctuated from one
location to another, and El Desemboque continues to have a strong Protestant tone. Nevertheless,
some of the most “traditional” families — in terms of retaining old knowledge and practices — are
also present.
Fernando Torres comes from one such a family; his mother Angelita Torres and her sisters are
considered to be hant iiha quimxoj or those who tell the ancient ways. The Torres live in the outskirts
of El Desemboque. They use the cinder block house that the government gave them in the 70’s
mostly as storage and live instead in a cardboard structure. Every night, by the light of the ironwood
campfire, the three Torres sisters and Armando, the eldest brother (who sadly passed away a few
years ago), would gossip about the day’s events, rehash old anecdotes, and sing dozens of songs.
That was and still is the way of the Torres.
Fernando, however, did not belong only to the world of his ancestors. Like most Seri youth, the
economic opportunities available for him were non-existent, save for becoming an underpaid
process, I argue that Seri songs played a critical function, as they were the main medium through which Seri rituality
manipulated the spiritual resources of their environment, just as praying did with the Holy Spirit. I also analyze the
realms in which social prestige occupied a fundamental aspect of these processes.
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member of a fishing crew. Fernando opted to spend a substantial part of his early youth in the
mestizo town of Kino Bay, working in the fisheries and getting into trouble. He spent a lot of time
with the marginalized cholo youth, surviving a world of alcohol, drugs and violence. In time,
Fernando found himself at a crossroads where both realities collided:
It was a lazy evening. I was stationed under the shade of a couple of salt cedars (Tamarix chinensis) at
Fernando Torres’s house when he, perched from his hammock, begun to recount his early days in
Kino Bay and how he had survived them. My recorder had broken, so I managed to scribble a few
notes on our conversation after our paths diverged for the night. Fernando started by describing
how when he was just a child, he would listen to the “old Seris” singing their ancient songs while
getting drunk late at night. He wanted to be a pascola24 dancer, so he would accompany the changing
rhythms of the songs with his feet; it was Fernando’s aspiration to become a good dancer – a skill
that often brought prestige and resources to the performer. However, “the trick to dance pascola is
not in the feet,” he said. “You cannot dance with your feet if you don’t dance with your mind first,”
he informed me.
When he was 17 years old, he started to work as a fishermen in Kino Bay, spending most of the
money he would earn “partying”— that is, drinking and doing cocaine. This went on intensely for
five years, to the point that on one occasion he had to be taken to the hospital because his heart was
too excited by the cocaine. Although he had not consumed drugs in years he said, sitting there in his
hammock, that he believed had had enough of them for a lifetime; with a snarky smile he added that
he was always “encaramado” (“up there, high”). Interestingly, around the same time that he was on

The Pahko’ola dance is a fundamental part of the Cahita (yoeme and yoreme) ritual universe, in which the rhythmic
movement of the dancer’s serves as accompanying percussion for the songs being elicited. In time, all indigenous
societies from the Sonoran Desert incorporated under different aesthetics and symbolic variants of this powerful
performance.
24
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cocaine and living in Kino Bay, he became particularly curious about the old hecot coom process that
the old Seri used to conduct in pursuit of (metaphysical) power. Coming from a family lineage highly
respected for maintaining the core of “traditional” knowledge, Fernando felt he had to pursue such
a process.
Yet, instead of conducting his hecot coom on Tiburón Island, where strong spiritual power can be
gained at high risks, Fernando decided instead to go to a cave on the mainland that people believe
belongs to his uncle Francisco “Chapo” Barnett (where Barnett had had a successful vision quest a
few decades before). As the ritual script dictates, Fernando fasted for four days and four nights,
drinking only creosote (Larrea tridentata) tea. On the fourth night, while meditating, he felt a
dangerous [hacatol] presence. When he was about to open his eyes the presence warned him not to
open them; he obeyed. He then felt as if the presence—whatever it was—merged with his body.
The sensation was too intense; he opened his eyes just in time to see a snake of vivid red and blue
tones crawl around his legs, without hurting him, only to disappear a second later into the bushes.
Since that experience, Fernando believes he has the power of the snake, the hummingbird and the
bat. If anyone wished to hurt him, he could transform into one of these beings and escape. This
power also gave him the outstanding capacity to heal people with his hands, a skill he cultivated only
briefly, because he was becoming more and more a Hapetla – a Seri cultural hero who could not be
killed by Spanish bullets or any other means.
Fernando explained to me that one day, according to many, Hapetla and Simecmicos(?) — a bird with
the power to fly so fast it could turn Sahuaros (Carnegiea gigantea) upside down — were in a main
camp on the north side of Tiburón Island called Tecomate or Hajhax (“any water”),when they saw a
cloud of dust in the distance. They knew it was the approaching Mexican army, coming to kill all the
Seri. Hapetla and Simecmicos told the others to hide inside a cave located up high in a mountain range.
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Once the Seri were safe, Hapetla and Simecmicos fought the Mexican soldiers when they arrived. Yet,
to the surprise of the soldiers, neither bullets nor spears could inflict damage on these powerful
figures. The battle lasted for eight months, until Simecmicos was finally killed; “that was the limit of
his power,” Fernando said. However, Hapetla was never killed, even when the soldiers started a great
fire and threw him in; in response, he rose from the bottom of the sea, “pouring water from his
hair.” On a different occasion the soldiers threw him into the ocean tied to a big rock; Hapetla then
appeared at the entrance of a cave, unharmed. The soldiers eventually left in defeat. Ever since,
Hapetla and Simecmicos are are considered the guardians of the Island, and, if need be, the Seri know
that Hapetla will appear to defend Tahejcö.
“You believe, as an individual, that you see the whole picture,” Fernando said in a contemplative
tone. “But that is not the case. I was afraid to become an Hapetla because this type of person is very
violent.” As he continued his life in Kino Bay, he found that that was indeed the case; Fernando
would constantly put himself in precarious situations where people actually considered shooting him
— so he could corroborate the extent of his power. “One day,” he said, “there was a shooting in
Kino, and I was high on cocaine; for a second, feeling untouchable, I considered jumping into the
bullets.” Fernando truly felt as if he had all possible cacáaso from Hapetla. “Yet, at the last minute, my
mother’s songs held me back. I could not do it. That is the only reason I am still here”.
Fernando Torres, March 2009, Haxöl Iihom (El Desemboque), Sonora, Mexico
Fernando’s narrative offers a window into individualism in Seri society and how, in the context of
constant symbolic and physical violence towards them, Comcaac individuals negotiate their
singularity. Fernando’s description of his early attempts to learn to dance pascola songs set the stage
for mastering a skill, which necessarily starts with exerting control over one’s mind. Such a claim is
common among the Comcaac, who describe both social and metaphysical power in terms of “mental
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strength” – mastering the dancing of the mind. Although it is not possible to conduct an exhaustive
discourse analysis due to the lack of a recorded transcription, in semiotic terms Fernando’s claim
signals an uneasy crossroads: the pursuit of individual growth – manifested as power— seems to
have involved, in Fernando’s case, a treacherous journey, both in terms of dealing with dangerous
ihíisax and making a living within violent mestizo settings. At some point in Fernando’s path, the
impetus of cocaine informed the myths of the colonial past, and bullets and metaphysical power
became aligned.
As it was, it was just at the breaking point, when Fernando’s life was on the line, that the old songs
made him differentiate one from the other: “You believe that you see the whole picture.” It must be
noted however that Fernando’s complex overlapping of past and contemporary imaginaries is not an
exception but the rule in Comcaac society. As individuals aim to negotiate the different forces that
pull them in opposing directions, the figures of the past are reinvigorated by the challenges of the
present; the raw material of that which Levi-Strauss defined as the bricolage (1966).
A.6.

Conclusion

As Comcaac people are incentivized by neoliberal conservation programs to learn and care for species
highly valued by conservationists, their youths’ relation to “nature” balances precariously on uneasy
grounds, where pressing economic necessities, foreign ecological epistemologies, and new ethical
stances have had a destabilizing effect on the constituency of their selves. Individuals, aiming to
make sense of the often-contradictory forces that compose their quotidian subsistence, rely on
narratives like the one described in this article. Thus, as symbols, moral stances, practices and
identities work in tandem across neoliberal landscapes, this article has drawn attention to the crucial
role that individualism plays in the articulation of the antagonistic laminations of the self – and the
concomitant moral tensions between individuality and reciprocity that it negotiates.
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As the old systems of reciprocity like the Kimosin are practiced less frequently among the Comcaac, the
acquisition of individual power is increasingly emphasized, incentivized in fact by the material
consumerism and accumulation characteristics of capitalist systems. Thus, individualism as a crucial
moral endeavor in this society finds new platforms (like wildlife conservation) where subjects
become less socially accountable to their fellows. In a way, the warnings contained in the old stories
are in recent times no longer being attended: neoliberalism encourages the return of the gamblers –
with all the inherent dangers it carries. Fernando’s narrative indexes this process as he frequently
gambled with his life in his pursuit of individual power. Fernando’s story is not an isolated
occurrence but the daily matter of Comcaac reality: youngsters have killed themselves under the
influence of drugs whilst subscribing themselves to Hapetla’s untouchable cacáaso. In their betting,
the gamblers, sliding down the cliffs of neoliberalism, have found their edge.
A.7.
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B.1.

Introduction

The use of sport trophy hunting as a conservation incentive is not a recent phenomenon.
Nevertheless, in recent years, a neoliberal25 turn in conservation (Heynen and Robbins 2005) has
radicalized the way in which local communities and resources are repositioned within privatizing
models that pair economic with ecological sustainability. In Mexico, for instance, the
implementation in 1997 of the National Program for Wildlife Conservation and Productive
Diversification (PDP) marked the creation of wildlife reserves where management is in the hands of
private capital, and sport trophy hunting occupies a prominent place, all under the rubric of
discourses of sustainability and conservation.
What are the social effects of this neoliberal turn in conservation? What types of relational
entanglements emerge from it? How are species, territories and people rendered visible, as actors,
Neoliberalism is understood here as an open social process that “consists of a mixture of neoclassical economic
fundamentalism, market regulation instead of state intervention and economic redistribution in favor of capital”
(Muehlebach 2012).
25
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under these new economic/ecological lenses? To what effect? How do these actors, both human
and nonhuman, negotiate these new, often contradictory grounds? To advance possible answers to
this set of interrogations, the present paper analyzes the bighorn sheep management program
implemented on Tiburón Island off the coast of the Mexican state of Sonora as an example to
elucidate the intrinsic moral tensions within neoliberal conservation.
Located in the midriff region of the Gulf of California, Tiburón Island represents the territorial
heartland of the Comcaac or Seri people.26 Tiburón’s unique biogeography (Cartron 2005; Felger et al
2012) has made it the object of a number of environmental interventions since 1963 when it was
declared a Wilderness Refuge—a resolution that prohibited the Comcaac henceforth from living on it.
In 1975, bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis mexicana) were introduced on the island as part of a
repopulation program in the region. The reproductive success of the species on Tiburón in the
decades that followed came to serve in the mid-1990s as the object of an income-generating, sporttrophy-hunting conservation management program.
The immediate claims of success made by those associated with this program after it was
implemented were largely based on the revenues that the Comcaac received for the hunting and
extraction activities on the island, as well as their involvement in the management of the species.
Nevertheless, little attention was paid to the effects that the program had on the emergence of new
“Seri” was the term coined in colonial times to refer to the different fishing, hunting-gathering groups that inhabited
the central coast of the Gulf of California, including Tiburón and San Esteban Islands, at the heart of the Sonoran
Desert, in contemporary Mexico. In pre-Columbian times these different groups had distinctive patterns of
appropriating their surrounding landscape (Felger and Moser 1985). However, colonial warfare and epidemics decimated
the native population to the point that these different groups were eventually forced at some point in the nineteenth
century to merge into a single collectivity (see Sheridan 1999). “Comcaac” (“the people”) is the term this contemporary
indigenous society uses to refer to itself — although they use interchangeably the term Seri to refer to themselves in
their interactions with non-Comcaac interlocutors. In this paper, I will use the term Seri to refer to this society as a
continuous cultural tradition that spans from pre-Columbian to modern times in the Central Coast of the Gulf of
California; in contrast, I will use the term Comcaac to refer only to the contemporary descendants of this tradition. The
above represents not only a convenient clarification on this article’s terminology but an epistemological stance in terms
of how to approach this society from a self-reflective point of view.
26
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social practices and understandings among the Comcaac, particularly through the creation of a
technical team of local experts capable of leading the winter trophy hunts taking place on Tiburón
and the management of the species in general. In this context, the ways in which previous Seri
practices and values (including metaphysical power) have continued to be influential, while often
appropriated by the new political structures and programs, has been largely ignored—as have the
ways in which these contribute to the unequal distribution of wealth among the Comcaac.
As Comcaac people are incentivized by neoliberal conservation programs to learn and care for species
highly valued in the sport trophy hunting world, their youths’ relation to “nature” (via endemic
social constructs of environmental expertise) balances precariously on uneasy grounds, where
pressing economic necessities, foreign ecological epistemologies, and new ethical stances have a
destabilizing effect on the constituency of their selves. Individuals, aiming to make sense of the
often-contradictory forces that compose their quotidian subsistence, rely on narratives like the one
described in this paper. Thus, as symbols, moral stances, practices and identities work in tandem in
neoliberal landscapes, this article seeks to draw attention to the crucial role that expertise plays in the
articulation of the antagonistic laminations of the self—and the concomitant moral tensions
between individuality and reciprocity that it negotiates.
It must be noted that far from finding in the implementation of neoliberal conservation policies the
cause of all social illness, this article proposes a reflexive approach in which neoliberal morality is
understood as just another instance of negotiation between reciprocity and individualism in society,
a perennial tension long-ago identified by Durkheim (1964). For Durkheim, the contrast between
traditional and modern societies at the moral level was not related to the strength or weakness of
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what he defined as ‘the common conscience,’27 but rather the contrast between two types of that
common conscience: mechanical solidarity and organic solidarity – the former replaced by the later
as the division of labor became prevalent in contemporary societies. Thus, in Durkheim’s view, the
fundamental moral basis or ultimate unifying principle of modern society resides in individualism, a
specific type that he referred to as moral rational individualism. Crucially, for individualism to be a
moral and therefore unifying factor, it must necessarily be shared by most of society (Marske 1987).
In this sense, for Durkheim, “the progressive emancipation of the individual does not imply a
weakening but a transformation of social ties. The individual is not separated from society but joined
to it in a new manner” (Marske 1987:3). Following this logic, individualism is then understood as a
moral form intrinsic to neoliberal settings – a crucial insight, necessary to better understanding
individualism’s social effect.
In this context, the article unfolds by initially discussing neoliberal morality as the conceptual lens of
analysis; the notion of environmental expertise is then introduced as a privileged lens to
operationalize the productive set of tensions that characterize social individuality vs. reciprocity. The
case study of the local actors, that is the Comcaac people and the bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis), as
well as their setting, Tahejcö or Tiburón Island, are then introduced; the implementation of the?
Tiburón Island management program is discussed in detail, emphasizing the way it produced new
types of environmental expertise among the Comcaac; Emilio Lopez’s narrative on the way he
embraced this new expertise and the contradictions it carried with it is presented; finally, the social
effects of neoliberal conservation at large are discussed; an epilogue, signaling the way drugtrafficking money and conservation programs may find common ground in contemporary neoliberal
landscapes closes this article’s argument.
The common conscience as “the totality of beliefs and sentiments common to the average members of a society,
[which] forms a determinate system with a life of its own” (1964:39)
27
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B.2.

Neoliberal Moralities

More often than not, the ontological tension between the cold instrumentality of the homo oeconomicus
and the compassionate caring of the homo relationalis has been characterized as intrinsically
oppositional: morality is stoically pitched against capitalism. Such characterization has served in the
last two centuries as the foundation for numerous contrasting political agendas. Nonetheless,
socioeconomic thinkers like Marx or Mauss conceived said relation not so much in opposing but
complementary terms. Mauss, for instance, argued that any socioeconomic order is simultaneously
built out of self-interest and generosity, calculation and obligation. Mauss’ analysis hinged not on a
naïve romance of social reciprocity versus capitalist instrumentalism but on an acute sensitivity
toward the continuum that social and economic forms compose (Muehlebach 2012).
Building from the above, Muehlebach’s (2012) analysis of Italian voluntarism considers morality as
neither epiphenomenal nor as oppositional but as integral, indeed indispensable, to neoliberal orders.
Approaching neoliberal morality as a realm not simply collapsed with or subjected to neoliberal
market rationalities but instead existing in productive tension with them, Muehlebach’s analysis
frames neoliberalism as a complex of opposites that can contain what appear to be oppositional
practices, ethics and emotions. In turn, such an approach draws into question the often-presumed
coherence of subjects as either monolithic ethical or economic creatures – a crucial contribution of
his analysis. In fact, markets and morality are indissolubly linked and the contemporary neoliberal
order works to produce more than rational, utilitarian, instrumental subjects but also affective,
affected selves.
In this context, some forms of neoliberalism, like contemporary environmental conservation, may
posit an affective, which is to say, compassionate and emphatic self as the corollary center of its
social and moral universe. By paying attention to the moral constituency of neoliberalism it is
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feasible then to conceive of it as a political form that contains practices and forces that appear to be
oppositional and yet are folded into a single order28. Such an approach allows us to render visible the
versatility and malleability of neoliberal projects while exploring their limits —the unexpected ways
in which new kinds of collective living may emerge, despite new forms of difference and inequality
(Muehlebach 2012).
Biodiversity conservation, for instance, though traditionally portrayed as a bastion against the
environmental ills of capitalist expansion, is now thoroughly implicated in its reproduction.
Conservation and capitalism, some argue, often shape nature and society in partnership
(Brockington et al 2008). In fact, there is a push to recognize an emergent “conservationist mode of
production” that “lays claim to intrinsic or natural capital” and adds value to it “through various
mediations and ultimately transforms it into a capital of a more convertible and globally ramifying
kind” (Garland 2008:62). Work by social scientists has produced ample evidence for these claims
(Igoe 2010). Conservation, in the end, has enabled the marketing of wildlife and natural resources as
commodities.
But this marketing of “natural” commodities relies on something more than capitalist logics to be
sustained. The neoliberal morality hinges on the construction of a particular type of ethical subject:
the individual who “cares.” To some degree this caring subject is engaged in acts of care in the
Foucauldian sense—a care of the self that entails specific forms of self-knowledge and selfdetachment “whereby one’s innermost feelings become [the] object of scrutiny and then
articulation” (1997:223), and whereby the acquisition of certain attitudes with the goal of selftransformation are central to becoming an ethical being. Acting in the world is acting for others —

In Marxist terms, while “The ethics of political economy is acquisition, work, thrift, sobriety, [...] the political economy
of ethics is ‘the opulence of a good conscience of virtue’” (1987:97)
28
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both human and non-human presences. And it is in this acting that neoliberal morality becomes
manifested in individuals’ identities and sustained through the affective work of symbols.
To operationalize this analysis, the present article advances the notion of of expertise as an
interactional phenomenon, constructed in the socializing practices of specialized groups, subject to
public evaluation and influenced by changing material and symbolic conditions (Carr 2010; Collins
and Evans 2007). Such an approach understands expertise as a constant act of becoming,
strategically located at the intersection between individuality and reciprocity (Durkheim 1964, 1965).
This makes it an ideal proxy through which to analyze the effects of different types of conservation
interventions in specific settings. This productive antagonism is perfectly rendered visible in social
processes related to the creation of new forms of authority and power in indigenous settings. To
illustrate the above, I turn now to describe Comcaac forms of governance.
A.3.

Comcaac Governance

The Seri are an indigenous society living along the Gulf of California in the Sonoran Desert. Once
existing in small familial groups, which, while confined to their own territories, were constantly
moving to exploit different resources, the Seri now live in several larger sedentary settlements
centered on commercial fishing and wildlife management (Rentería-Valencia 2006, 2009, 2011;
Sheridan 1999). Seri social organization has experienced drastic change over the past centuries,
transitioning from groups led by sporadic war leaders or ‘spiritual’ specialists (haaco caama) to a
political structure organized around different legal domains (see Rentería-Valencia, forthcoming).
When the Mexican government granted the Comcaac terrestrial and marine ownership rights in the
1970s, it also designated the ejido system as their governing structure. The norms and rules used in
contemporary structures of governance among the Comcaac are the result of the negotiation between
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complex—and not fully understood—socio-historical domains related to the production,
maintenance and contestation of power with their own interpretation of the laws and statutes of the
communal property ejido system (Basurto 2001; Rentería-Valencia, forthcoming).
Comcaac political power orbits around four different structures: the Tiburón Island Communal
Property (TICP); Ejido El Desemboque and its annex, Punta Chueca; the Seri Fishing Cooperative; and
the Elders’ Council, with the “Traditional Governor” as the central authority (Basurto 2001). Each
structure has its own members and leaders. It is not rare, however, for their activities to overlap and
for one structure to undertake the responsibilities, tasks, and resources of the other, depending on
the personal ability and capabilities of the elected officials for each governing structure (Bourillon
2001).
The responsibilities of the Tiburón Island Communal Property (TICP) elected officials are to govern
and resolve any issues concerning the island comuneros’ interests—including the bighorn sheep
management program. Only comuneros (communal members) can vote and occupy public positions,
which last three years; not every Comcaac is a comunero however. Only 70% of the Comcaac families are
recognized as registered members of the ejido system, which follows an ‘original’ register system. In
practical terms, the TICP became synonymous with the Seri Traditional Government. Since Mexican
law does not grant legal status to any ethnic form of indigenous government, this post was
combined with the presidency of TICP in order to give the figure of the Traditional Governor legal
authority. The same members elected for the TICP are therefore cabinet members of the Traditional
Government (Basurto 2001; Bourillon 2002).
The Traditional Government relies on resources it receives from (rare) government subsidies, the
sale of hunting permits on the island, and proceeds from fees to grant derecho de piso (the temporary
granting of fishing rights to non-Comcaac in the Infiernillo strait’s otherwise Seri-exclusive fishing
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zone). Since the money that enters the government’s treasury does not need to be accounted for3,
the Traditional Governor has absolute discretion in spending it29. It seems to be communally
understood that anybody is entitled to ask for a personal loan from the Traditional Governor or any
other governing structure if the money comes from the exploitation of Seri common resources.
Personal loans are rarely (if ever) paid back and represent the most common way that most of the
Traditional Government’s money is spent (Basurto 2001). This tendency results from a combination
of cultural, political and economical elements, such as the complex Seri family and social norms,
mimicry of the Mexican government’s paternalistic policies for the recruitment of political clientele,
and precedents set by the Seri fishing cooperative4’s administrative laxness in times of fishing
abundance (Basurto 2001; Bourillon 2006).
More importantly, Comcaac’s internal cohesion is limited and fragmented by kinship networks.
Mutual cooperation between the Comcaac is restricted for the most part to members of immediate
kin (Basurto 2001). Conflicts between individuals belonging to different immediate kin easily escalate
to include all members of an extended family; interfamily conflicts are considered a serious matter
and can continue for a long time after the precipitating incident has been resolved. As a
consequence, the degree of authority that members of the Seri Government can exert over internal
rule-breakers, and their ability to hold them accountable, is severely diminished. Members of the Seri
government who act “against” community members in attempts to enforce official authority are
held personally responsible for their actions, and retaliation against the government official or his

Moreover, the profits from the cimarrón are very modest indeed after they have been divided among: 1) the expenses
related to the operational cost of maintaining the project itself, which translates into payment for the biologist, the team
of “paraecologists” and other year-round personnel, plus gas, food and services required during the hunting season
and/or the population counts; 2) the expenses related to the functioning of the Traditional Government, which includes
medical emergencies and bureaucratic visits to Mexico City; 3) the expenses related to the Elders’ Council to support the
traditional fiestas (community ceremonies); and 4) individual shares for each of the 400 comuneros, who receive around
$50 USD per year.
29
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family can be expected. Therefore, Seri authorities prefer not to get involved in internal issues
(Bourillon 2002).
This lack of accountability between officials and community members works in the other direction
as well. For instance, it is common practice for the Seri government official who receives the
payments from the fishing permits to keep them. This is also the case with the profits from the
bighorn sheep management program. It is usually the Governor who decides where most of the
money from these profits will end up, and usually its distribution appears unequal and unjustifiable.
Moreover, it is tacitly assumed that the Governor will keep for himself a considerable share of these
profits, something that is often justified in terms of “the personal skills and attributes” that the
governor possesses as a Comcaac individual. In other words, while Comcaac recognize and are
frequently dissatisfied by the unequal distribution of resources, they do not see the officials’ activities
as unjust or unreasonable per se, or as something that community members must legislate against---
a logic grounded in older forms of articulating and managing power in Seri society (see RenteríaValencia, forthcoming). In this context, social pressure and internal isolation are the most effective
coercive mechanisms available to control self-interested behavior at the individual level. It is also the
only mechanism through which the individuals that compose the Seri Government can be held
accountable for the government’s actions (Basurto 2001; Rentería-Valencia 2006).
A.4.

Tahejcö or Tiburón Island

Located at the heart of the Gulf of California, Tahejcö or Tiburón Island stands for many things,
constituting a different type of space for different actors. It is not only Mexico’s biggest island but
has also, across time, constituted the territorial stronghold of Comcaac (Seri) society. At the same
time, Tahejcö is both a federally-enforced Natural Protected Area as well as communal land through
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the ejido property system. It is also the site of the bighorn sheep management program – the poster
child of neoliberal conservation in Mexico.
In 1963, the Mexican Federal Government declared Tiburón Island a “Nature Reserve and Wildlife
Refuge.”30 This event took place in response to claims of over-hunting of mule deer on the mainland
by poachers; given its relative inaccessibility, it was thought that the island could be used as a refuge
from illegal hunting. However, this decision did not take into consideration the fact that the island
constituted the ancestral heart of Comcaac territory, nor that they continued to use it. The decree
forbids permanent human presence on the island as well as unrestricted visitation and movement in
the interior of it. To enforce this, in 1967 the Federal Government established its presence on the
island by building wildlife management facilities (El Caracol) and a military outpost to prevent
poaching. These actions marked the beginning of permanent tension between the Comcaac and a
number of external actors.
In 1970, however – and as result of a populist reform at the federal level—the Comcaac were granted
property rights over a portion of the mainland coastal desert that their ancestors had occupied since
pre-Columbian times. The ejido El Desemboque and its annex, Punta Chueca, were created in
November of 1970 by presidential order,31 granting the Comcaac 91,322 hectares of mainland.
Importantly, in 1975, Tiburón Island was added to the Seri ejido by presidential order32. The text of
this presidential resolution recognizes the traditional use of the island by the “Seri,” adding 120,756
hectares to their communally-owned land (Rentería-Valencia 2006). Coincidentally, it was also in
1975 that desert bighorn sheep were introduced to Tiburón Island.

Presidential Order published in the Federal Register (Diario Oficial de la Federación) on February 10, 1963.
Presidential Decree published in the Federal Register (Diario Oficial de la Federación) on November 28, 1970.
32 Presidential Order published in the Federal Register (Diario Oficial de la Federación) on February 11, 1975.
30
31
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The status of Tiburón Island as a game reserve was augmented in 1978 when it was declared, along
with all the islands of the Gulf of California, a wildlife and migratory bird refuge. Even though the
Comcaac were legal owners of Tiburón after 1975, all administration was initially carried out by
agencies of the federal government. Yet, since protected area status was not accompanied with
funding to support management, these changes had little influence on the way Comcaac continued to
use natural resources on Tiburón in the 1970s and 1980s. It was not until the creation of the
National Commission of Natural Protected Areas (CONANP) in 2000 that some resources were
finally devoted to the monitoring and management of the reserve, through the Islands of the Gulf of
California Project, which designated the entire midriff region of the Gulf of California as a
conservation priority.
The 1990s also marked the beginning of legal sport-hunting operations of bighorn sheep on Tiburón
Island. Comprehending the economic potential of managing wild sheep in Sonora (after the first
two hunting permits in the Island were auctioned for $200,000 each), many private ranchers sought
to convert their land into Wildlife Management Units. It is in this context that bighorn sheep ranges
in Sonora were privatized. At the same time, the Comcaac, understanding the possibilities of the
hunting program, increased their efforts for self-determination and local control over their
resources, a process also influenced by the aftermath of the rebellion of the Zapatista Army in early
1994. This helped the Comcaac to articulate the ethnic discourse of constituting an “Independent
Indigenous Nation” within Mexico.33 A Comcaac flag, a “National Anthem”, and a “Traditional
Guard” among other ethnic symbols were created.

Their rationale was based on their exclusive dependence on the resources of their territory, in the considerable
political power they maintain at a regional level, and in the strong sense of identity they possessed (Rentería-Valencia
2006).
33
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After decades of tense relations with the federal and state governments, in the twenty-first century
Comcaac continental territory constitutes in many practical ways an autonomous space – the absence
of federal or state authorities is characteristic. Yet, Tahejcö represents a different type of equation
where many voices, both Comcaac and not-Comcaac alike, claim rights of use. The constituency of
Tiburón as a space of “interlegality,” that is, constituted by the intersection of different legal orders
that coexist at the same time and in the same political space, often results in severe conflicts within
the Comcaac and between them and different governmental institutions. In this sense, it is intriguing,
from a Latourian perspective, the way countless social actors (from environmental agencies to
wealthy hunters to Comcaac people, to name a few) articulate on Tiburón Island around a single
figure: bighorn sheep.
A.5.

Mojet or Bighorn sheep

Cmique Iitom, the Comcaac language, has two terms for bighorn sheep: Mojet34 and Ziix hast iti quiih or
“thing that lives in the mountain” (Moser and Marlett 2005). According to some accounts, before
the 1940s men would occasionally stalk bighorn sheep in the mountains on the mainland and kill
them with bow and arrow. Yet bighorn sheep never played a critical role in Seri society, either as
food or in their metaphysical imaginary – likely due to the species’ scarcity in the region, the
hardships involved in its hunting, and the abundance of easier prey such as mule deer (Odocoileus
hemionus) and sea turtle (Chelonia mydas). Additionally, as human settlements increased their presence
along the Central Coast, species such as the mountain lion, bighorn sheep, and pronghorn become
rare or virtually extinct by the 1960s, mostly as a result of habitat loss and extensive hunting (Felger
and Moser 1985).

Mojet is also the Comcaac term for one star in the Constellation of Orion (Moser and Marlett, 2005). This association is
apparently shared with other cultural traditions of Baja California.
34
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As a species, bighorn sheep (Ovis canadensis)35 occurs in naturally fragmented populations throughout
the western mountain ranges of North America, from northern Mexico to the northern Rocky
Mountains in southwestern Canada (Valdez and Krausman 1999). These geographical patches are
characterized by deep, steep canyons, rocky hills and mountains, and cliffs that grant them a high
degree of protection from predators. Nevertheless, during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
the wild populations of this species were strongly affected by the transformation and destruction of
their habitats through the expansion of the agricultural and ranching frontiers, urban sprawl, mining
activities, and poaching. Although the exact severity of the decline is unclear, indiscriminate hunting
and poaching is thought to be the major cause36 of the sheep’s decline during the past two hundred
years (Geist 1971 as cited in Cartron et al. 2004).
In recent times however, bighorn sheep’s severe reduction in numbers is usually attributed to new
human-induced factors, such as disease, overgrazing by cattle and feral burros, road and highway
construction, urban development, irrigation channels, shrub clearing or fire control, and recreational
activities such as mountain hiking (Krausman et al. 1999). It is estimated that at maximum the
species’ historical population37 reached two million sheep, but at the present time the species occurs
in only 4% of its historical range of occupation and is estimated at around only 25,000 sheep, of
which 6,000 are in Mexico and the rest in the continental USA (Lee 1998 as cited in SEMARNAT
2000). In Mexico, the distribution of bighorn sheep in wilderness areas is exclusively restricted to the
mountain ranges of the state of Sonora and the northeast of the Baja California Peninsula, which
35

Currently, bighorn sheep is classified in the subfamily Caprinae of the family Bovidae; six subspecies are recognized and
are usually grouped in 2 morphotypes or ecotypes: the rocky mountain bighorn sheep, with 2 subspecies (O. c. canadensis
and O. c. californiana), and the desert bighorn sheep, with 4 subspecies (O. c. weemsi, O. c. cremnobates, O. c. nelsoni, and O. c.
mexicana). Of the 6 subspecies, 3 occur in Mexico (see Fig 2): the southern Baja California bighorn sheep (O. c. weemsi),
the Baja California bighorn sheep (O. c. cremnobates), and the Mexican bighorn sheep (O. c. Mexicana) (Cartron et al. 2004).
36 Predators have been commonly blamed for depleting bighorn sheep populations throughout the Southwest, but with
little justification. Overall, predation is rarely a factor in determining whether or not a bighorn sheep population manages
to survive (Krausman et al. 1999).
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includes areas of considerable biological relevance such as the Pinacate and Gran Desierto de Altar
Biosphere Reserve, and the Viscaino Biosphere Reserve.
Information obtained in the last decade shows apparent stability in bighorn sheep populations in the
state of Sonora, which in total are estimated to number, at minimum, 2,200 and, at maximum, 3,100
animals. This estimation does not consider the bighorn sheep population on Tiburón Island, which
oscillates around 800 animals, as well as the populations on confined management areas (UMAs),
which are around 1,000 sheep (DGVS, 2003), for a grand total of 4,000 to 4,900 wild sheep in the
state. Based on these estimations, despite its historical decline, Ovis canadensis is not considered to be
an endangered species; yet it has always constituted an emblematic symbol of conservation in
Mexico and now graces license plates in the state of Sonora.
A.6.

Wildlife Management in Mexico

Protective wildlife laws in Mexico date back to 1894, when a federal department of game and fish
was first established. A key species immediately incorporated as an emblem of conservation efforts
was bighorn sheep. In fact, substantial concern over its decline triggered in 1922 a ten-year hunting
prohibition on the species – a prohibition that was declared permanent by President Manuel Avila
Camacho in 1944 (Mellink 1993, SEMANAT 2000). Nevertheless, poaching remained common
despite this prohibition. In 1940 the first federal game law was passed and later revised in 1951. The
1951 revision, known as the Federal Hunting Act, which went into effect in 1952, established
wildlife as public property and the federal government as its legal custodian38.

This law forbade the commercialization of wildlife raised in captivity or free-roaming hunted species, as well as the
exportation of game species dead or alive, prohibited the use of poison to kill wild animals, and required that hunters
belong to a wildlife-related sportsmen organization, such as a hunting club.
38
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Representing the core of conservation in Mexico for over fifty years, the Federal Hunting Act was
abrogated in 1997 with the implementation of the National Program for Wildlife Conservation and
Productive Diversification (Programa de Conservación de la Vida Silvestre y Diversificacion Productiva en el
Sector Rural or PDP). As an initiative, the PDP39 seeks to involve individuals and Non-Governmental
Organizations (NGOs) as active participants in wildlife management and conservation. Its main goal
is twofold: to preserve biodiversity while simultaneously creating “diversified” economic
opportunities for the rural sectors of society (Weber 2006). In this context the PDP marks the
creation of wildlife reserves where management is centered in the hands of private capital, and
sport-trophy hunting occupies a prominent economic place – an approach that represents a
significant departure from the traditional non-exploitative environmental policy of the Mexican
government.
One of the most important components of the PDP program was the launch of the Wildlife
Management Unit system (UMAs). UMAs are defined as extensions of land registered to operate
under an approved management plan, in which there is continuous state monitoring of the habitat as
well as of wildlife populations. Individual UMAS can have specific purposes, such as restoration,
protection, maintenance, recovery, reproduction, repopulation, reintroduction, research, rescue,
guarding, rehabilitation, exhibition, recreation, environmental education, or sustainable exploitation

In 2000, the General Wildlife Act1 (Ley General de Vida Silvestre or LGVS) was published in the Federal Official
Gazette (Diario Oficial de la Federación July 3rd 2000) formally establishing this neoliberal turn in conservation. Its objective
has been to establish that federal, state, and municipal governments must work concurrently, although under their own
jurisdictions, when taking actions related to the conservation and sustainable exploitation of wildlife and habitat in the
territories where the Mexican Republic exercises jurisdiction (Szekely 2004).
39
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of wildlife (known as turismo cinegetico40) (Valdez 2006, Weber 2006, SEMARNAT 2000). However, in
practical terms, UMAs fundamentally constitute hunting grounds.
In 2003, 2,606 Sustainable Management and Use Units (UMAs) yielded about $155 million USD to
the federal government in hunting permits; the potential profits made by the UMAs may quadruple
this amount. Approximately 97% of these UMAs are located in the northern part of the country and
most of this sustainable use refers to trophy hunting. Currently, about 12% of total land area of
Mexico (some 237,000 km2) is under this land tenure and management system (SEMARNAT 2005).
Nowadays, most of the hunting permits are sold to bird and big game hunters, principally for
hunting white-tailed deer and doves in northern Mexico. During the 1999-2000 hunting season,
7,639 big game tags (for mule and white-tailed deer and wild sheep) were issued (Martinez 2003 as
cited in Valdez 2006). The largest numbers of permits were issued in the following states: Sonora
(2,723), Nuevo Leon (1,310), Coahuila (1,166), Tamaulipas (1,020), and Chihuahua (579). All of
these are northern states that border the United States41. In Sonora, fifty-five UMAs were registered
to operate with bighorn sheep hunting permits in 2006. 44% of the approximately million hectares
these UMAs encompass are registered through the ejido or comunidad land tenure system; the other
56% operate through private landowners. Nevertheless, most of these landowners maintain
agreements and contracts with local ejidos and comunidades to use their lands (Valdez 2006).
The number of hunting permits granted per season is based on the wildlife population censuses
conducted by the UMA itself. The cost of the hunting permits for bighorn sheep in northern

40

From the Latin cynegetĭcus and the Greek κυνηγετικός: literally meaning “the art of hunting”. In contemporary terms,
it implies the “extractive” (hunting, fishing, etc.) and non-extractive (bird-watching, photo safari etc.) uses of wildlife in a
sustainable way (RAE 2008)
41 Strikingly, no other Mexican state was issued more than 160 permits. There is also, however, a developing effort to
expand hunting enterprises in central and southern Mexico to accommodate Mexican and foreign hunters. See Weber et
al. 2006 for a critique of the implementation of the UMA system in southern Mexico and a discussion of the inherent
problems in the use of hunting as a conservation strategy.
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Mexico fluctuates in the international market between $35,000 and $150,000 USD. It is estimated
that 90% of these hunters come from North America, particularly Arizona, Texas, California, and
Louisiana. In 2001, they spent roughly $6,530 million USD (SEMARNAT 2000). Similarly, most of
the advertising by outfitters in magazines and at hunting conventions is targeted at American
hunters. In the case of the cimarrón, associations like the Grand Slam Club/Ovis, the Boone and
Crocket Club and the Foundation for North American Wild sheep are among the most important.
The international marketing for bighorn sheep hunting permits takes place largely through the
annual convention of the Foundation for North American Wild Sheep42 (FNAWS) and the Grand
Slam Club/Ovis. Aside from the auctioning of hunting permits, a crucial component of this
convention is the public recognition of a number of hunting achievements, including completion of
a “Grand Slam.” A Grand Slam is an award granted to those hunters who have—legally—taken
down an exemplar of each subspecies of Ovis canadensis in North America: that is, Dall’s, Stone’s,
Rocky Mountain, and desert bighorn. Since 1956, Grand Slam Club/Ovis has documented over
1,400 Grand Slams.
The desert bighorn sheep represent the biggest challenge to complete a Grand Slam since the
availability of permits to hunt this subspecies is rather scarce in comparison to the other subspecies.
Some hunters are lucky enough to draw a coveted permit in one of the western states of the US but
most have to pay premium prices for Mexico permits (Mellink 1996, SEMARNAT 2002). This
scarcity-demand factor has greatly contributed to the high price of a desert bighorn sheep hunt:
$12,000 USD for a fourteen-day guided hunt in 1987, and as much as $28,000 USD in 1993 (Mellink
1993). However, the creation of the UMA at Tiburón Island set new price standards on the
international market for a hunt in the Sonoran desert ~$195,000 USD for two permits in 1996.
42

http://www.wildsheepfoundation.org
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Nowadays, a wild sheep-hunting permit in Sonora oscillates between $45 and $80,000 USD. The
above implies that the value of the hunting expedition and its concomitant social recognition resides
in its exclusivity as a highly demanded commodity with limited availability.

Figure 5. Potential hunting grounds in Sonora, Mexico, broken by species. INE.

121

International trophy hunting is on the increase at a global scale and this is reflected in a 71%
increase in the importation of foreign game killed by US trophy hunters since 1990 (MacDonald
2005). For Mexico, this represented in 2003 a profit of $155 million USD; for the Comcaac, profits
total over a $1 million USD. Yet, the commodification of wild sheep is not only monetary;
international conservation organizations have been quick to appropriate that added value and use it
to serve the ends of biodiversity protection (MacDonald 2005). It is in this context that biodiversity
conservation and economic profiting came together in order to implement the bighorn sheep
management program on Tiburón Island.
A.7.

Bighorn-sheep trophy hunting on Tiburón Island

In general, translocations of bighorn sheep do not succeed in establishing large populations
(Douglas and Leslie 1999 cited in Medellin et al. 1999). In the conservationist narrative, Tiburón
Island represents one of the most successful introductions of desert bighorn sheep in the world and
it has been proposed also as an example of sustainable use of wildlife (Medellín et al. 1999). The
growth rate of the bighorn sheep population on Tiburón Island is very high, possibly due to a series
of factors, including the absence of mountain lions and cattle on the island. Today, most areas with
bighorn sheep presence are UMAs (SEMANAT 2000). Translocations in Sonora have established at
least 16 additional populations within the species’ historical range (INE 2000). These populations
received around 400 animals from the Tiburón Island population. Most translocations have been
private operations supervised by the federal government and so far all of them have shown lamb
recruitment and population growth (M. Valdéz, pers. obs. in Cartron 2005).
The origin of this program finds its roots in 1974, when the federal government established the
National Program of Bighorn Sheep or PNBC (Programa Nacional de Borrego Cimarrón) in an effort to
prevent poaching by trophy hunters. The initial success of the program was so promising that in
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1975 the federal governments of Mexico and the United States, through the Wild Fauna Direction
(DFSSF) and the New Mexico Department of Game & Fish (NMDG&F), signed a binational
collaboration agreement to manage critical fauna in the borderlands region (Convenio Binacional para la
Conservación de la Fauna Transfronteriza de Interes Cinegetico). The core of the agreement was developed
in order to recover the original distribution of bighorn sheep in northern Mexico, that is, in those
areas where the species had recently been extirpated as a result of habitat loss and poaching.
The initiative identified Tiburón Island as the best possible breeding place for the species to
implement a repopulation program. It was thought that the isolation and ruggedness of the island
would protect the sheep population, and that, as a result, this protected population could then grow
to levels that, years later, could provide a source for the re-introduction of bighorn sheep into ranges
where they had been reduced to very low densities or extirpated by illegal hunting and/or
competition with cattle and goats (Medellin 2001, Rodriguez 2003) 43. A group of bighorn sheep
from continental Sonora, specifically the Pico Johnson in the Sierra Seri and Punta Cirios in Sierra
Bacha, were captured and released on the island. 20 sheep, 16 females and 4 males, were introduced.
Of these, 16 lived long enough to leave descendants on the island. The first survey of this
population was conducted in 1984, when the population was estimated at 120 animals (Cartron et al,
2005). In 1993, Lee and López observed 293 sheep on Tiburón, but as they pointed out, only 3060% of any sheep population can be seen during helicopter surveys so their study actually estimated
the Tiburón population at around 488-977 sheep (SEMARNAT 2000).
Based on the estimation conducted in the 1993 census, Patricio Robles Gil, a wildlife
conservationist, pushed for the establishment of a management plan to reintroduce wild sheep from

Although there were no previous records of the species living on the island (Felger and Moser 1985), it was recently
confirmed that a ram population inhabited the Island (Wilder: personal communication).
43
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Tiburón to other areas. In 1994 Gil approached the Comcaac with his proposal. Pedro Romero, the
governor at the time, was receptive to Gil’s offer. An alliance was then established between Gil’s
NGO “United for Conservation” (Unidos para la Conservación), the UNAM (National Autonomous
University of Mexico), and the Comcaac. UNAM’s Ecology Center, under the leadership of Rodrigo
Medellin, was in charge of conducting a population study of the desert bighorn sheep on the island.
The study would determine the viability of extracting bighorn sheep from the island. Beginning in
1997, the project started annual helicopter surveys, in accordance with the methodology defined by
the UNAM, UPC, the AGFD and the FNAWS, and under the supervision of the Islas del Golfo
Protected Area (IGC-CONANP) and the Wildlife Direction of the SEMARNAP.
The population study estimated the number of sheep on the island to be around approximately 600
individuals (ASM 2002; Medellin 1999; Rodriguez 2002). According to the population dynamics
model implemented, it was feasible to transfer bighorn sheep from Tiburón to other areas without a
major impact on its population. In the following 10 years (1997 to 2007) juvenile bighorn sheep
were extracted from the island and sold in their majority to other UMAs (i.e. private ranchers) in the
northwest. An undisclosed “compensation” was given to the Comcaac for each sheep extracted
($7,000 USD according to some accounts); in average ~40 animals were extracted per year.
But the count delivered by UNAM also floated the possibility of developing a project of sport
hunting that would allow for both the project and the Comcaac to obtain revenues from the
implementation of such activities. The cinegetic or sustainable trophy-hunting use of Tiburón’s wild
sheep population began with the establishment of the Wildlife Management Unit (UMA) “Bienes
Comunales Isla Tiburón.” The original management program of the UMA did not think to involve the
Comcaac. Nonetheless, Felipe Rodriguez, the biologist hired to direct the technical team in charge of
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the sheep, pushed for the involvement of Comcaac youth to be trained as experts capable of leading
winter hunts on Tiburón.
At the time the program was initiated, the young Comcaac who decided to participate did not know
the interior of the island; after all, a whole generation of Comcaac was barred from living there when
it was declared a Wilderness Refuge in the 1970s. In that sense, the creation of the Bighorn
Technical Team lead by Rodriguez marked the emergence of a new set of practices and
understandings about Tiburón. It is necessary to consider that Seri understanding of their
environment never involved a constant presence in the mountain ranges – aside from when these
were used to cross from valley to valley or during an heecot coom or vision quest (see MartínezTagüena, forthcoming). Nonetheless, the 30 young men invited by Rodriguez to participate in the
program assumed that they would easily master the mountain ranges of Tiburón. And so, after two
weeks of basic training in a classroom, Rodrigues requested that his Comcaac team meet him at the
top of the Sierra Kunkaak, at the heart of Tiburón.
Rodriguez is a person renowned for two things: his ethical qualities as a person (caring, involved,
fair) and his outstanding capacity “to think like a sheep.” Being an expert ram tracker, Rodriguez
understood well the challenge of Tiburón. The morning of the practical test, he packed lightly and
allowed the Comcaac to pack their backpacks their own way. They started their way up to the peak.
Once en route, most Comcaac, carrying too much weight, fell immediately behind; Rodriguez got to
the top in a couple of hours. Almost an hour later, the few Comcaac who made it to the top—cursing,
for the most part; having left pans and other things behind—became, in time, the core of the
technical team, which ended up comprising just over a dozen people. Humberto, “Pato,” “Indio,”
and Jose Ramón formed the core of it. Coincidentally, these individuals come from families with
extensive knowledge of the old ways. In time, this core of Comcaac experts acquired the skills and
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knowledge to spot, track and hunt Ovis Canadensis, and they nicknamed Felipe Rodrigues “Mojet.”
An eight-year collaboration between Rodriguez and the Comcaac began.
The bighorn sheep technical team suddenly became a crucial, inevitable reference for Comcaac youth;
it provided them with a new imaginary, a new way of being Comcaac. Hunting camouflage became
every young adult’s fashion choice. More importantly, the technical team became the emblem of
Comcaac independence; the bighorn sheep project produced for the first time a source of money for
the operation of the Seri government as independent from the Federal or State governments. Some
of this money was used to support and arm the Guardia Traditional (the Traditional Seri Guard) to
aid in hunting operations. In turn, the Guard gave youngsters the opportunity to participate in the
defense of their territory against poaching and illegal fishing, both common occurrences. Soon the
narrative of the Comcaac as an independent nation emerged, based on exclusive dependence on their
natural resources or, in the words of Genaro Herrera: “We consider ourselves as an independent indigenous
nation because we rely solely on the natural resources of our territory”44 (Rentería-Valencia, Field notes 2006).
In 1996, the Comcaac auctioned the first two hunting permits for desert bighorn sheep for $200,000
USD each. After this, each year the auctioned permits averaged between $60 and $80 thousand
USD. Despite the fact that the prices for these permits have dropped almost by half since the first
year, they still constitute the better-paid permits in Mexico. No other UMA selling permits for
bighorn sheep gets close to the prices paid for Tiburón permits – in the mainland, prices oscillate
around $30,000 USD. This discrepancy has to do with the marketing of Tiburón as an exclusive
hunting ground where wild sheep and indigenous people make for a unique experience, as
oftentimes is asserted in the programs’ propaganda.
“Nosotros nos consideramos una nacion independiente porque nosotros solo dependemos de los recursos naturales
de nuestro territorio.” Excerpt from a speech enunciated during the “Seri” New Year celebration, Punta Chueca, Sonora,
2006.
44
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The bighorn sheep management program may indeed be considered a success story in terms of
bringing substantial economic revenues to the Comcaac while maintaining a stable, healthy population
of wild sheep. However, in social terms, the program became the axis of countless tensions and
conflicts. Rodriguez’s involvement in the program was fundamental to keeping it afloat. The
technical team, dependent for subsistence on the winter hunts, was in constant economic debt the
rest of the year. Rodriguez did his best to not only keep his staff in relatively stable living conditions
but in the process also negotiate the constant, immensely complex micro-politics of Comcaac life,
where gossip, jealousy and unfunded accusations are common currency. In fact, few “Seri”
governors finish their four-year terms because of constant internal struggles among a number of
families to be in control of the revenues.
The precarious political structure of the “Seri Government” as a system of governance incapable of
representing the heterogeneous composition of its society resulted in a lack of accountability and
transparency on the part of the Seri governors in the management of program revenues. In other
words, to become a Seri governor became tantamount with enjoying economic prosperity. In a
social setting where economic opportunities are minimal and many people experience extreme
poverty, the unequal – or at the very least undisclosed— distribution of these revenues generated a
number of internal tensions. These revenues are in principle supposed to be distributed equally
among every Comcaac ejidatario, since bighorn sheep are considered a communal resource.
Whilst older, “full-Seri” Comcaac often complain about this situation, they consider it nonetheless an
issue to be discussed away from non-Comcaac. In contrast, the younger generations, many of them
cocsar imussit (half-Comcaac/half mestizo) are more explicit about their discontent. On one occasion, at
the end of two days of bighorn sheep extraction, in the presence of multiple federal and state agents,
UMA owners and the Seri government, “El Pollo” (a modern-day Comcaac version of Robin Hood)
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appeared just before the helicopter used to capture the rams departed for Kino Bay, and threatened
to take it down. Cocking a shotgun and catching everyone’s attention, he criticized the way the wild
sheep revenues were handle by the governor, keeping most of it for himself and his staff. He
demanded a fair, all-inclusive distribution of the program’s resulting wealth. After a few, dramatic
moments, he calmed down. The helicopter departed. But the internal tensions remained.
Externally, conflicts emerged between the Comcaac and the federal authorities in charge of wildlife
management, as well as with the marines in charge of patrolling the island against poachers. The
relationship with bighorn sheep researchers from the University of Mexico (UNAM) also became
problematic, as access to knowledge concerning sheep population numbers and health – on which
subsequent calculations of the number of males that could be harvested were based – became key to
the hunting operation. In other words, counting sheep became an intensely political and ecological
problem with considerable economic repercussions for the Comcaac. And Rodriguez was, in one way
or other, at the center of all mediations.
Finally, worn out by the internal and external tensions, Rodriguez resigned as head of the UMA after
8 years on the project. Coincidentally, Braulio Romero, founder of Desert Hunt, a Mexican hunting
outfitter group, approached Rodriguez just before his departure; Romero was interested in managing
the permits at Tiburón. Rodriguez, acknowledging Romero’s good hunting practices, felt he could
handle the program. Before moving to northeastern Mexico, Rodriguez showed Romero the hunting
routes of Tiburón – knowledge that he and the technical team had amassed over the years. Whilst
Romero’s company did indeed implement good hunting practices, his approach to the UMA was
substantially different than Rodriguez’s. Rodriguez’s fundamental understanding was that the UMA
was there to help the Comcaac; Romero’s understanding was that the UMA was there for his profit.
Once in charge, he demoted, to the extent that was possible, the technical team. And yet, the core of
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this created group of experts, far from giving up, engineered his commitment to the program – after
all, the bighorn sheep have came to define most aspects of their life.
A.8.

Hunting sheep

Emilio volunteered for the bighorn sheep program the moment he heard about it. Coming from one
of the few families considered to be hant iiha quimxoj, or those who tell about the ancient way, he had
always shown a relentless desire to explore Tiburón—the place where all Comcaac life found its origin
and reason, and the birthplace of his mother, Cleotilde Morales. But he also had practical incentives.
He was the father of two little ones, and economic opportunity for Comcaac youth, aside from
working in the poorly-paid fishing fleet, are nearly non-existent. The only available alternative to
fisheries (or drug trafficking) was wildlife conservation—and Comcaac territory was a place where
numerous environmental interventions had taken place in the last few decades. The following
narrative seeks to illuminate the way Emilio invested himself at a multiplicity of dimensions to this
program, the way he was changed, and in the process, the internal tensions and contradictions that
emerged within:
Emilio and I spent a good part of an afternoon sitting on his porch, talking about community
politics. He was upset about the way the bighorn sheep management program was being handled by
the current governor – and the uneven distribution of the hunting profits. He was concerned with
the way Mexican outfitters were running the program, excluding the Comcaac technical team and
implementing particularly poor hunting practices.
I noticed through the cracked window a magnificent little sculpture sitting on a rusty shelf next to all
his hunting gear: it was the profile of a bighorn sheep, carved in pink rock. I knew rocks of that
shade could only be found on Tiburón Island. I could not help but ask Emilio for the story behind
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the figure; a smile crossed his face. We went inside his house. He grabbed the little sculpture and—
playing with it in his hands, as if invoking long lost memories—he began his story.
He placed the events of this account around 2003, when he had been assigned for the first time as
the leading guide for one of the bighorn sheep hunts that took place that winter. The indigenous
technical crew he was part of was supposed to arrive at the island before the hunter did —a wealthy
businessman from Denver—so they headed to the hunting grounds the night before his arrival. The
wind was strong across the Infiernillo strait, cresting waves with ghostly white foam, but they
managed to safely convey the fiberglass boat full of provisions and seven men across the four miles
of water dividing the continent and the island. Once ashore, under a light rain, they loaded up two
rusty off-road vehicles and headed to the heart of island. They aimed for El Caracol, a biological
station that had been built in the late seventies and now served as the main camp for the hunting
expeditions. The rest of the night was uneventful.
The hunter and his Canadian guide, a professional tracker, arrived early next morning, eager to start
the hunt; this represented, if successful, the hunter’s Grand Slam, a recognition in the hunting world
for taking down an example of each subspecies of ram in North America. The desert bighorn sheep
was his only missing piece—well worthy $85,000 USD. Unfortunately for them, however, the winter
rain would not let up during the following two days, making it impossible to search for the rams.
Everyone was marooned at El Caracol. Emilio grew impatient. He had devoted the last two years of
his life training as part of the Bighorn sheep technical team; today, he was in charge of selecting the
ram to be hunted—based on his expertise assessing from a great distance the curvature, proportions,
and shape of a given animal’s horns, to determine if said attributes would translate to a specific
number of points deeming it a worthy trophy. It is also necessary to consider that Emilio, coming
from a family highly renowned for its vast wealth of traditional environmental knowledge, was in
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part also seduced by the conservation narratives that advocated caring for the environment and in
particular for the bighorn sheep on Tiburón—a newly introduced species to the island.
The rain continued. Emilio, exasperated, went for a walk. On the outskirts of the camp he found a
nice little rock of pink tones; a basalt endemic to the island. He decided to take it back to camp. And
there, under the infuriating sound of endless rain, he started to carve—to envision—the bighorn
sheep he wanted to find for this hunt. Turning the sculpture in his hands, he called my attention to
the curvature he had purposely given to the horns of the ram—a feature recognizable only to
experts. He explained how the edge of the horns, pointing outwards, could be deceiving for an
amateur, who might mistake lower-scoring animals for higher ones. But if the base of the horns
remained thick—as he had carved them—you could potentially have a record-breaking sheep. He
was clearly proud of the little sculpture and the expert knowledge that had determined its design.
I could not help but wonder to what extent that rock figure came to represent not only Emilio’s
commitment to that specific hunt in particular, but to all the series of experiences that had, in a way,
reshaped his entire self around the management of bighorn sheep.
Days later, when the hunting party was finally able to track rams, Emilio found the sheep he was
looking for. The team had been making its way through a small canyon all morning without much
luck. Emilio and Felipe (Rodriguez) were at the rear when they both “sensed” something and,
turning their heads back to the path they had just passed, managed to see in their peripheral vision
something moving just behind them. It did not make sense, for it was highly unlikely that a ram
would fool an entire team that way. Nonetheless Emilio and Felipe decided to follow their intuition
and retrace their steps. Cautiously, they made it to another branch of the canyon. There it was: an
old ram whose horns were so massive that they looked disproportionate to the rest of its body.
Emilio and Felipe signaled the rest of the crew to join them, and the hunter positioned himself for
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the shot—but missed. His telescopic viewfinder was set to shoot a target at long distance, not
merely a few yards away. The animal, frightened, ran in search of protection. However, Felipe knew
that, given the disposition of the canyon walls, the ram would not to be able to follow his first
instinct and aim for higher ground. Instead, its only option would be to box itself deeper in the
canyon. Felipe and Emilio decided to track it again. Felipe was right. The animal was not far away.
But this time the hunter had sidetracked the animal as well, and Felipe and Emilio realized that they
had come between the animal and the hunter, who was unable to see them. Felipe told Emilio to
dive. They heard the bullet pass over their heads; they saw the ram fall just a few feet from them –
the majestic sheep Emilio had envisioned days earlier, and carved out of Tiburón’s pink rock.
Emilio Lopez. December 2012. Socaiix (Punta Chueca), Sonora, Mexico.
This narrative provides a glimpse of bighorn sheep hunting on Tiburón Island. More importantly,
however, it opens up a window to better understanding the way subjects orient themselves at
multiple levels towards a unified goal: finding the ideal ram. Emilio’s transformation into an expert
tracker is reflected in the sculpture he carved on the island. To the untrained eye, the shape of the
horns he very purposely designed would go unnoticed. For Emilio, on the other hand, the years of
training and tracking rams granted him a very specialized knowledge on mojet: a type of knowledge
that allowed him to understand, to “think” as a ram, to even anticipate –and sense— its behavior in
the landscape; a devotion to the species that required Emilio to develop the unique ability to
estimate from great distance, with uncanny precision, the number of “points” that a given set of
horns could render as a trophy. And yet, the sculpture reflects much more than that. In many ways
the sculpture indexed Emilio’s ethical and emotional stance towards the sheep; the forms in which
mojet, both in theory and practice, had come to occupy all spaces of his life. Unfortunately, Emilio’s
moral commitment to the program did not translate into the program caring for Emilio.
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The last time I talked to Emilio (March 2014) he told me: “Things are worse than ever before.”
Rumor had it that the Comcaac governor had overridden the auctioning of the following season’s
hunting permits and, instead, had them notarized as property of Dark Horn, a group of mestizo
outfitters recently operating on Tiburón. As an organization, Sonora Dark Horn has been in the
hunting market for over 15 years. Based in Caborca, a small city north of El Desemboque, its
connection to drug-trafficking activities in the region is common rumor—both in terms of
ownership of its extensive hunting ranch as well as in terms of the money backing up the operation.
The presence of illegal drug-trafficking activities in Comcaac territory is common– an open landscape
with little or non-existent law enforcement. However it was at the peak of the bloody “war on
narcotrafficking,” launched by Mexican president Felipe Calderon (2006-2012), that a handful of
middle-ranking drug dealers from Caborca took refuge at El Desemboque. Their presence coincided
with the sudden interest of Sonora Dark Horn in handling some of the sport trophy-hunting permits
for Tiburón. That winter they manage to “get” two of the permits for the hunting season. Yet,
ignoring the geography of Tiburón as well as the distribution of bighorn sheep on the island;
introducing noisy All-Terrain Vehicles, which created new paths and destroyed old Seri geoglyphs;
and not involving a single member of the Comcaac technical team, resulted in two poor hunts.
Nevertheless, the rumor continued, the Comcaac governor was pressured to once again notarize the
next season’s hunting permits to Dark Horn—for a much lower amount than the one those permits
could have accrued in the auctioning market. The logic behind this decision was not only to
monopolize hunting on Tiburón – thus achieving zero accountability over their hunting practices—
but also to launder substantial amounts of money.
Emilio’s worry over the present and future of the program had firm foundations. Dark Horn’s
monopoly over the hunting permits put them in control of every aspect of the bighorn sheep
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management program. Moreover, their approach to hunting was dismissive of Comcaac involvement
– or even recognition of their legal rights over the island. The technical team was relegated from
participating in the hunts; Tiburón became someone else’s hunting ground.
A chief effect of implementing a neoliberal turn in conservation is the possibility of outcomes like
this, when drug-trafficking money is laundered via hunting permits. In fact, far from constituting an
exception, the link between narcotraffic and conservation seems to be a recurrent event. As natural
resources are rendered off-limits (via hunting permits or fishing bans, for instance) a potentially
illegal black market is created; narcotraffic, complex adaptive network that it is, has the capacity to
shift from drug-trading to fish to wild sheep for profit (Rentería-Valencia, forthcoming). It is in this
sense that the neoliberal turn in conservation must be aware of the markets it creates. It produces
conditions where individuals find themselves pulled by antagonistic forces – say, when indigenous
experts are trained by a given conservation program, but, facing extreme poverty and abandonment
by the program itself (as it is co-opted by Mexican intermediaries or drug dealers), are forced to lead
poaching trips as a survival strategy. At some point Emilio was forced to sell his hunting gear in
order to feed his family –including $4,000 USD Swarovski binoculars that he was given by the Wild
Sheep foundation. How does Emilio negotiate in this context his commitment to the program, the
economic role that bighorn sheep should ideally play in the community, his lack of resources, and
the expertise he has gained?
A.9.

Conclusion
“[…] The kid came out and had to kill five bulls because you can’t have more than three
matadors, and the last bull he was so tired he couldn’t get the sword in. He couldn’t hardly
lift his arm. He tried five times and the crowd was quiet because it was a good bull and it
looked like him or the bull and then he finally made it. He sat down in the sand and puked
and they held a cape over him while the crowd hollered and threw things down the bull
ring” (Hemingay 1995 [1924]).
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This excerpt from Hemingway’s short story “The First Matador” introduces a peculiar ontology in
which the relationship between its actors (the bulls and the matador) hinges on the fragile line
between life and death as a spectacle to an anonymous, assessing audience. It is within this
“spectacular” reality that, at a given point, the actors –the last bull and the matador— find
themselves on a level playing field: death could befall either side. The eventual triumph of the
matador over the bull seems to justify the existence of this peculiar arrangement, one in which the
roles staged are seen as inescapable—to a degree, as moral duty.
In this article I aimed to shed light on the way trophy hunting has been reframed under neoliberal
paradigms by means of producing moral subjects whose daily matter dwells within these confines.
Far from judging the spectacle of life and death that Hemingway describes, this article attempts to
gain an intimate view of the spectacle’s composition, its inner morality, its sense-making efforts; the
existential tearing.
In recent years sport trophy hunting as a conservation strategy has implemented not only a new
ecological ideology among local communities worldwide but a moral ontology as well, one that
determines the way in which rams (and bulls) and matadores (hunters, trackers, indigenous guides)
stage the script of life and death on behalf of an arguably larger cause and in front of a global
audience. The production and circulation of this scripted discourse—that is, of a global ecology—
emphasizes the protection of biodiversity, grounded in the legitimating value of science and the
ontological status of an ecology that incorporates distinct political environments into a global
commons. This new ecological ideology has the capacity to reposition community resources within a
new system of meaning, altering the material realities of social relations within the community,
modifying human-ecological interactions, and introducing a new form of governance that attempts
to ground authority within the institutional arrangements produced through discourses centered in
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the notion of a global commons (MacDonald 2005). The program of trophy hunting on Tiburón
Island, advocated by two conservationist organizations in Mexico City, relied heavily on the
assumption of the island as a territory in disposition of the global commons; the fact that the island
constitutes the ancestral heart of Seri territory was a minor consideration.
As MacDonald (2005) has convincingly shown, biodiversity has become the emblem that dominates
the perception of the ecological dilemma, as it effectively reifies a global image of an interconnected
web of life. This interconnection rhetorically transcends concerns of boundaries and ties all humans
into a common goal of ecological maintenance at a global scale. In many cases, NGOs act as
mediators between national and supranational agencies (i.e. IUCN, WWF, UNDP), and influence
the design of international scientific research programs that frame the official environmental agendas
of many governments in so-called developing countries. In this regard, Jamison (2005) asserts that
biodiversity and the contemporary concern with global environmental problems have been
produced by highly organized institutional endeavors that incorporate national planners and local
communities into a complex politics of techno-science. These politics, according to him, promote
the preservation of biodiversity not simply as an end in itself but as the route to the production of
wealth and the attainment of development. Thus, through the representation of environmental
problems as territorially transcendent, in this case desert bighorn sheep’s population decline, NGOs
such as United for Conservation (Unidos para la Conservacion) have assumed and enhanced political
significance and have come to play a crucial role in the transnational arenas where agreements are
negotiated over the exploitation of the “global commons”—and the open commoditization of nonhumans as objects of desire for wealthy international hunter elites.
That said, the program on the island has yielded a very significant income for the Comcaac. At
present the community has obtained through extractions (sales of breeding stock) and hunting
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permits about $10 million USD, which has been “administered” by the Seri Government. However,
from a closer perspective, the patterns of distribution of this income are dependent on the
historically contingent processes of transformation experienced by Seri social organization. At the
same time, the project of management of bighorn sheep on Tiburón is also dependent on a marketoriented national legislation embedded in an international hunting market.
The implementation of the bighorn sheep management program, just like other structures imposed
by external institutions, has facilitated the emergence of a new political elite, which has consolidated
its power by controlling the flow and distribution of benefits through the regulatory management
structures that takes place in the form of the Traditional Government. Despite the internal fractures
and tensions that the emergence of this new elite creates, development and conservation institutions
continue to present their interventions as being in the interest of “the community.” The
“community,” however, is commonly treated as a monolithic body of subjects with uniform
interests, rather than as a network of micro-power relations (and their effects), contextualized and
bounded by the transformations introduced by regional, national and international relations of
production (Harvey 1996; MacDonald 2005; Smith 2008).
The above becomes evident when some of the same Comcaac experts trained by the conservation
program—facing extreme poverty and abandonment by the very same program (as it was co-opted
by Mexican intermediaries)—decide, as a survival strategy, to lead poaching trips for bighorn sheep.
And yet, these contradictions are not new. The tension between individualistic speculation and
reciprocal distribution is not exclusive to neoliberalism in the case of the Comcaac. Reciprocity and
individuality as moral values played a key role in Seri subsistence. The first assured a relatively
balanced distribution of resources across different families. The latter required the constant updating
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of (environmental) knowledge and mastering of subsistence skills. Together, they constituted
Comcaac society.
The problem thus does not reside in Comcaac individuality per se but in the way it is radicalized by
the lack of social mechanism capable of directing the distribution of power and resources among
this indigenous society. Seri society and neoliberal conservation share a taste for individuality to the
point that it becomes a moral dimension. Yet, as neoliberalizations pave the path for nepotism and
corruption—especially in Mexican reality—the intrinsic qualities of Seri individualism are subsumed
into practices with detrimental results for the collective well-being. Thus, in the coming years, the
biggest challenge to Comcaac society will be to create social mechanisms capable of harnessing Seri
individualism into more constructive social terms. Otherwise, the lesson left by their ancestors, a
race of giants (ziix coosyat) whose tendency to bet their life as part of their radical individualism
brought them to extinction, will be forgotten.
A.10.
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Ethics, Hunting Tales, and the
Multispecies Debate: The Entextualization
of Nonhuman Narratives
RODRIGO F. RENTERÍA-VALENCIA

As an object of anthropological inquiry, trophy hunting occupies a marginal position at best—due in part to the
pronounced moral assessments it seems to provoke. Questioning this lack of attention, the present article interrogates
the role that hunting, as a discursive practice, may have in what has been defined as the “species” turn in
anthropology. Overall, the article argues that the type of narratives promoted under the multispecies ethos and the
discursive renditions that hunters produce of their experiences share a similar semiotic mechanism in the way both
genres incorporate nonhumans as active (even if tacit) coauthors of said narratives—via the works of a semiotic
process defined as entextualization. In consequence, this analogous structuring allows for the recognition of a
common ethical ground toward nonhumans in practices that may intuitively read as having radically divergent ethical
agendas: an important lesson not only for wildlife conservation efforts, but also for the overall multispecies
approach. [ethics, hunting, interspecies, nonhumans, semiotics, Seri (concaac) people]

Para Xime, Emi y Artur
It was a perfect shot; the arrow flew in silence. The
disconcerting feeling that followed, although brief,
was nonetheless unequivocal: life, fading away. The
ram’s last impulse was the same that had regulated
his entire life: ascend the mountain crest. But this
time, as his strength vanished, a few yards became
an ungraspable eternity; the ram collapsed. I was
located at the opposite hill, following the unfolding
drama through my binoculars. As the sheep collapsed I grabbed my backpack and headed toward
its location. As the sun had begun to hide behind
the rocky slopes that peak Tiburon Island on its
west shore, I decided to force my pace; the ascension was not easy—it was bighorn sheep’s domain
after all. I finally got the place where the ram had
fallen. Most of the hunting party had already
arrived, surrounding it in awe. It was a magnificent
animal indeed—now, linked forever to this elevated
domains by a fine trail of blood.
RFRV. Tiburon Island, January 2011

Visual Anthropology Review, Vol. 31, Issue 1, pp. 94–103, ISSN 1058-7187, online ISSN 1548-7458.

Introduction

T

he articles included in this special issue interrogate the role of visual anthropology in documenting, challenging, or determining the political
constituency of nonhuman actors. In doing so, they
align with recent theorizations that examine the interface between human and nonhuman actors in the creation and maintenance of complex socio-ecological
spaces. My contribution to this conversation interrogates the role that hunting, as a discursive practice, may
have in this multispecies approach. Specifically, I am
interested in identifying those points of intersection
where hunting, as a narrative practice, appears to
account for nonhuman presences in a similar semiotic
fashion as anthropological work done according to the
multispecies ethos.
I argue that the type of narratives promoted under
the multispecies ethos and the discursive renditions that
hunters produce of their experiences share a similar
semiotic mechanism in the way both genres incorporate
nonhuman agents in their discursive structure (via the
works of a process defined as entextualization). More

© 2015 by the American Anthropological Association. DOI: 10.1111/var.12066.

143

Ethics, Hunting Tales, and the Multispecies Debate

importantly, this analogous structuring allows us to find
a common ethical ground toward nonhumans in these
practices that may intuitively read as having radically
divergent ethical agendas. Such a contribution complements the work of scholars like Eduardo Kohn (2013),
whose opus has interrogated the nature of representation beyond the human scope—opening up new paths
to understanding the social effects of nonhumans. To
unfold this argument, I will briefly review the ethical
dimensions of what has been defined as multispecies
ethnography (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010); I will then
tackle the role that hunting may occupy in this emergent field by introducing a case study from my research
in Northern Mexico; the presentation and analysis of a
short film (https://vimeo.com/119573769) will support
said claims; and a discussion on the common ethical
and semiotic dimensions that can be found between
hunting discourses and multispecies ethnography will
close the arguments of this article.

The Multispecies Ethic: A Semiotic Canvas
for Nonhuman Agency
“If we appreciate the foolishness of human exceptionalism,” advances Donna Haraway in When Species
Meet, “then we know that becoming is always becoming
with—in a contact zone where the outcome, where who
is in the world, is at stake” (Haraway 2010:244).
Haraway’s cryptic claim is located at the center of what
has been defined as the “species turn” in the social
sciences, an ethical and conceptual attempt to frame
nonhumans not only as entities to be studied or consumed, but as agents to live with, “to become with”
(Haraway 2010). Multiple scholars have responded to
this call by developing frameworks of analysis around
the contact zones or entanglements (to use some of the
terms characteristic of this approach), where any clear
boundary separating nature and culture is difficult to
discern and the possibility of becoming with arises—an
approach preoccupied, ultimately, with the processes
that underlie the co-constitution of selves.
Within this species turn, the term “multispecies
ethnography” has emerged as an approach focused on
documenting how a multitude of organisms’ livelihoods
shape and are shaped by political, economic, and cultural
forces (Kirksey and Helmreich 2010:545) by means of
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proposing new ways to conceptually and materially
represent the entangled becoming of interspecies.
Following this direction, Thom Van Dooren and Deborah
Bird Rose’s work (Rose et al. 2012) have produced some
of the most persuasive multispecies narratives. Positioning their work as an alternative to human exceptionalism, they claim: “We explicitly reject the idea that
narrative is an anthropocentric ‘proper,’ that is, another
of the many attributes carefully defined and (mis)identified in the ongoing effort to locate a capacity unique to
the human that can do the work of holding us apart from
the rest of the animals” (van Dooren and Rose 2012:4).
Assuming nonhumans as authoring subjects in their
own right, Van Dooren and Rose advance the notion of
storied-places, a concept centered on the capacity of
animals to create via their (recorded) actions meaningful
time-binding sequences in relation to their own experience of place. To illustrate this type of story-making, they
refer to Shepard’s work (1996:16 cited in van Dooren and
Rose 2012:4–5) who describes how an animal weaves
sounds, smells, or other experiences into a meaningful
sequence so as to, for example, determine whether a
predator is drawing nearer or farther away, and on this
basis make life-or-death decisions about what to do.
“What interests us,” writes Van Dooren, “is the fact that
the experiences of many nonhuman animals are rendered
meaningful by them in a way that might be recognized
and thought about through the familiar lens of ‘narrative’ ” (van Dooren and Rose 2012:4).
Nonetheless, by assigning agency to nonhumans,
notions like that of “storied-places” invite further
examination not only in terms of the politics of representation they generate (whether and how humans
should speak with and for nonhuman others, for
instance), but also in terms of the semiotic mechanisms
that structure such “narratives” into intelligible
sequences. An inescapable paradox at this specific
crossroad seems to be the unavoidable dependence of
nonhuman sequences in a communicative vehicle other
than its own (i.e., a human narrative or a technological
device) in order to be able to (be documented and)
circulate, dependency that unquestionably halts the
autonomy of nonhuman agents to communicate in their
own terms and transforms humans into inescapable
mediators—translators, if you will.
Recognizing the inherent challenges of said aporia,
the work of Eduardo Kohn (2013) proposes an

Rodrigo F. Rentería-Valencia is a doctoral candidate at the University of Arizona’s School of Anthropology. His research interests,
grounded in Northern Mexico, involve the moral, semiotic, and performative emergence of indigeneity and environmentality, both
in urban and rural contexts.
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alternative take. Kohn’s use of Charles S. Pierce’s
semiotics—an elaborated body of work devoted to
understanding how signs produce representation—
allows him to find a shared realm of communication
between humans and nonhumans beyond the symbolism that defines human language. The basic line of
argumentation consists in recognizing three different
modalities of representation: two of these modalities are
either “iconic” (involving signs that share likeness with
the things they represent) or “indexical” (involving
signs that are in some way affected by or otherwise
correlated with those things they represent). “Symbolic”
representation, on the other hand, is based on signs that
are conventional, systematically related to one another,
and “arbitrarily” related to their objects of reference—
language constituting the quintessential example of this
modality of representation. It is often assumed that all
representation processes are symbolic, a teleology that
assumes that all possible forms of communication are
intrinsically human. Yet, iconic and indexical signs are
modalities of communications that are pertinent to all
living forms; or, in the words of Terrence Deacon, “in
addition to being symbolic creatures we humans share
these other semiotic modalities with the rest of nonhuman biological life” (1997, cited in Kohn 2013:8). Following this axiom, humans and nonhumans do share
specific mechanisms of communication that are inclusive to all species—a condition that tentatively resolves
the ethical and political contractions of multispecies
representation in an anthropocentric world.
Complementing Kohn’s (2013) work, this article
interrogates the role that entextualization (i.e., the semiotic process by which a given sign or idea “travels” from
one context to another) plays in incorporating nonhuman sequences into the discursive depictions that
hunters customarily deliver after a hunt. My intent is to
show how nonhuman iconic and indexical signs can be
embedded in symbolic narratives and not only exist as
separate representational domains. A crucial consequence of this phenomenon would be the identification
of nonhuman agency tokens in domains we have not
previously paid attention to, namely, hunting— a first
step in finding a common ethical ground of between the
multispecies ethos and hunting agendas. For these
reasons, I turn now to briefly address the uncanny nature
of hunting as an anthropological object of inquiry.

Hunting as an Object of
Anthropological Inquiry
Hunting is an activity that appears to provoke—often
immediate and strongly pronounced—moral assess-

ments, that is, judgments of what is “right” or “wrong,”
“good” or “bad,” and such moral arguments are often
powerful ingredients in disputes over hunting and wildlife management, whether in political, public, or academic realms (Fischer et al. 2013:261). From a
philosophical perspective, the moral constituency of
hunting has been analyzed by a handful of scholars
(Cahoone 2009; Gunn 2001; List 2008a, 2008b); nonetheless, few ethnographically grounded anthropological
studies tackle current understandings of the legitimacy
and morality of hunting as a social practice in itself (see
Dahles 1993; Peterson 2004). This ethnographic void is
repeated in the analysis of discourses that hunting produces in situ—as they are performed after the hunt.
The performance of a hunting narrative, that is, the
discursive renditions where contemporary hunters
describe (while being video-recorded) the series of
events that lead to the successful killing of their prey
immediately after the fact (customarily posing next to
the trophy) have not yet been recognized as important
discursive tokens deserving further analysis. Only
printed (post facto) hunting narratives have been partially studied from perspectives including feminism
(Kalof et al. 2004; Wonders 2005) and ontology
(Nadasdy 2007). This general void has to do in part with
the aversion contemporary anthropologists have toward
objects of inquiry that are assumed to go against the
grain of their own ethical stance—some scholars categorically rejecting any approximation to it or characterizing hunting as a violent and condemnable practice
devoid of any type of moral quality (e.g., Kheel 1995).
Judgment values as such, devoid of ethnographic depth
and prone to confuse the orders of ethics with that of
politics, prevent us from asking important questions
about hunting not only in the way classic anthropology
once did (e.g., Rappaport 2000 [1968]), but also in
fundamental conversations currently taking place
around nonhumans (Haraway 2010; Hobson 2007; Kohn
2013).
Moreover, the need to critically address hunting as
a set of singular social practices deserving conceptual
and ethnographic attention has never been more urgent
than today, in contemporary conservation debates,
where different moral, political, and performative (i.e.,
environmental knowledge in action) realms are put into
tension with tangible social and ecological consequences. Therefore, an analysis of these narrative performances remains to be done . Unfortunately, an
exhaustive and detailed approximation to these phenomena is beyond the scope of this article; nonetheless,
it is my intent to shed light on their relevance by
analyzing one pervasive semiotic feature commonly
found in these narratives, namely, entextualization. The
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following case study related to bighorn sheep hunting
in Northern Mexico will provide the necessary ground
to fully understand the relevance of hunting as a discursive phenomenon, as well as the ethical and semiotic implications it bares within the multispecies
debate.

Bighorn Sheep Hunting on Tiburon Island
Growing numbers of countries and international organizations have come to rely upon market-oriented interventions, such as sport trophy hunting, to achieve
multiple goals of biodiversity protection and “development”—where local communities and resources are
repositioned within privatizing models of wildlife management (MacDonald 2005). In this context, my doctoral
research focused on analyzing the moral, political, and
performative dimensions of trophy hunting as a social
practice by documenting and better understanding the
production of indigenous environmental expertise
(paying specific attention to its performative dimension).
I explored these processes by documenting the bighorn
sheep trophy-hunting program implemented on Tiburon
Island, hearth of the concaac territory (see Figure 1).
The concaac or Seri, as the colonial encounter defined
them, are a small indigenous society of former huntergatherers living along the Gulf of California, in the hearth
of Sonoran Desert, Mexico. Once existing in small groups
that constantly move to make use of the different resources
present in the coastal habitats, the concaac now live in
larger sedentary settlements as a result of drastic, mid20th-century transformations in their livelihoods—making a living out of activities related to small-scale fisheries
and wildlife management (Rentería-Valencia 2006, 2007,
2011; Sheridan 1999). Located in the midriff region of the
Gulf of California, Tiburon Island has constituted the
territorial bastion of the concaac people since preColumbian times. Since the mid-20th century, the island
has been the object of a number of environmental interventions. In 1963, for instance, it was declared a Wilderness Refuge—a resolution that prohibited the concaac
henceforth from living on it. Moreover, in 1975, bighorn
sheep (Ovis canadensis mexicana) were introduced to the
island as part of a repopulation program in the region.
Following the reproductive success of the species (∼800
individuals), the state-driven, market-oriented conservation management programs proliferating in Latino
America and Mexico in the mid-1990s found on Tiburon
Island their “golden goose” (see Figure 2).
For over a decade (1996–2006), dozens of animals
were extracted yearly from the island to increase the
numbers of privately owned Wildlife Use and Conser-

FIGURE 1. Bighorn sheep hunts involve discretion. The rams,
always alert, prefer to position themselves in the high peaks from
where they constantly survey the landscape. Hunting parties are
often forced to make their way to the base of the mountain
ranges, protected by draws and little canyons; a discrete dance
between humans and nonhumans unfolds in the landscape from
the very beginning.
All photos by Author, Tiburon Island, 2013.

vation Units proliferating in the region. In addition, a
handful of highly coveted hunting permits were also
(and continue to be) auctioned yearly for considerable
sums (∼US$75,000 per animal), mostly to North American and Canadian hunters (see Figure 3). These permits
reach such costs as a result of the high demand for
desert bighorn sheep hunting permits and how scarce
they are, for only a few dozen are allocated each year,
for the most part in Northern Mexico. The high demand
comes from professional hunters seeking to complete
their “Grand Slam” (see Figure 4) In the hunting world,
the term “Grand Slams” refers to the harvesting of all
subspecies within a species; a highly sought after and
prized Grand Slam is the North American Grand Slam
Club/Ovis, which comprises four distinct subspecies of
wild sheep (colloquially referred to as “Dall,” “Stone,”
“bighorn,” and “desert bighorn”). Although it is
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FIGURE 2. Carefully positioning themselves at a crest, the hunting party scrutinizes the
opposing range in search for bighorn sheep; more often than not, entire days are required to
find their elusive presences. A contemplative mood emerges among them as the hours
scrutinizing the landscape make them get attuned in a way to the “silence” of the mountain.

relatively easy in comparison (albeit expensive) to gain
access to a permit to harvest the other subspecies, the
desert bighorn sheep’s scarce population and protection
status make it a considerably harder, and more expen-

FIGURE 3. The young concaac who were trained by the Bighorn
Sheep Management Program ended up restructuring their entire
understanding of the land and the species: a new type of environmental expertise that was perceived by the new generations as
a new possible (and desirable) way of being concaac.

sive achievement (in the initial year of the program, the
first two permits reached a payment of US$200,000
each).

FIGURE 4. The quintessential proof of the hunt: the hunter next
to his prey. The kill is over, but the performance on what has just
happened has just started, as signs and symbols are mobilized in
endless chains of discourse, some recorded in front of a camera,
most performed that night around the camp’s fire—and, in the
years to come, in someone’s living room.
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The immediate claims of success that those associated with this program made soon after it was implemented were largely based on the revenues that the
concaac received for hunting and extraction activities
on the island, as well as their involvement in the management of the species. Nevertheless, little attention
was paid to the effects that the program had on the
creation of new social practices among the concaac
centered on the creation of new forms of environmental
expertise related to the Bighorn Sheep Management
Program. The ways in which the old practices and
values (including “spiritual” understandings of nature)
have continued to be influential, while often appropriated by the new political/cognitive structures, were
largely ignored, as have the ways in which these forms
contribute to the unequal distribution of wealth among
the concaac.
More importantly, the eventual co-option of the
program by Mexican outfitters, serving as inevitable
intermediaries between the concaac (legal owners of
the island) and the hunters (buyers of an environmental service), exemplifies once again the aporias of
neoliberal conservation.For the purposes of this article,
however, I center my attention on the complex assemblage of North American hunters, Mexican outfitters,
and Seri guides that, interacting on Tiburon Island
with the unified goal of hunting a ram (while wielding
radically different political, ethical, and cultural projects and expectations), opens up a new window to
analyze and better understand the mechanisms by
which wildlife is incorporated both as object and
as subject of attention in a hunting narrative (see
Figure 5).

FIGURE 5. Even in death, the ram’s presence continues to dominate the mountain; we were mere intruders.
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Entextualizing Nonhumans in a
Hunting Narrative
As Norma Mendoza-Denton (2011) has pertinently noted,
an enduring problem in the sociolinguistic study of the
semiotics of language is the interpretability and circulation of variables in new contexts of use. “How does a
variable travel from context to context and become part
of the constellation of features that indexes a particular
self or narrative? How do variables in different contexts
of use and at different levels of metalinguistic awareness
become recurrent features of a personae or narrative?”
(Mendoza-Denton 2011: 261). Building on these sociolinguistic concerns, this article aims to shed light on the
semiotic mechanisms by which nonhuman tokens can
transcend their realm of existence to be inserted and
circulated at the level of a human narrative.
“Entextualization” is a term used by linguistic
anthropologists (see Silverstein and Urban 1996) to
describe a semiotic process by means of which chunks of
discourse (or meaningful sequences produced by nonhumans in this case) come to be extractable from particular
contexts and thereby made portable to circulate and be
recontextualized (i.e., inserted) into a human narrative.
This is a process that closely resembles what MendozaDenton has characterized as semiotic hitchhiking, a semiotic mechanism in which a given feature, lacking its own
communicative vehicle, is able to travel (i.e., co-occur)
with another feature or group of features in simultaneous
circulation (Mendoza-Denton 2011:263). Following this
logic, nonhuman sequences (the acting in the world of a
ram on a mountain or a cat in your own house, for
instance), lacking means of symbolic representation (i.e.,
language) can nonetheless become part of a human
narrative by hitchhiking a semiotic ride in its structure
via entextualization—a process that allows the insertion
of indexical and iconic nonhuman signs into a symbolic
human stream.
This semiotic mechanism is intrinsically present in
all the nonhuman sequences that characterize hunting
narratives. A first consequence of this semiotic mechanism is the transformation of nonhumans from objects
(of a hunting expedition) to subjects (of agentive recognition), a condition that invites an entirely new set of
ethical and political considerations. In this context, the
discrete emergence within symbolic forms of representation of nonhuman agency through the semiotic
mechanism of entextualization constitutes a crucial
contribution to the analysis of interspecies communication and the co-creation of reality.
To illustrate this point, a short film delivering a
hunting narrative as it was performed in situ is presented here (https://vimeo.com/119573769. The film
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was taken in the winter of 2012–13 on the Sierra
Kunkaak, at the heart of Tiburon Island. Following a
successful hunt with bow and arrow, the hunter delivers
a rendition to the cameras of the drama that has just
unfolded. Below is a transcript of the video for those
reading this essay in the print version.
VIDEO: A RAM HUNT TRANSCRIPT
H: Hunter; G: Guide; C: Cameraman; R: Rodrigo Rentería
1
2
3

H:
C:
H:

4
5
6
7
8
9
10
11

G:
C:
H:
C:
C:
H:
G:
H:

12
13
14

R:
H:
G:

15
16

H:
R:

We ah . . .
Hold this a minute. Sorry.
We came, we saw, we kicked his ass. We, ah, we spent the day
on a mountain.
That’s right.
Arghh! Just a minute; just a minute. Ok.
. . . and at the end of the day
Just a minute; just a minute; hold it.
Ok. Take one.
What a hunt!
What a hunt. Awesome.
We, ah, we spent the day playing with a sheep on a mountain.
We got real close to shooting another ram. And, ah, we had
an idea that we had seen this one in the morning. Jonas
spotted it; we decided to keep pushing on and hoped he
would still hang up there; we hadn’t seen it for hours; [we]
came right over top where we thought we could find it and
sure enough there he was down below; a little out of bow
range; Jonas was thinking about it, suggesting I shoot but I
said “Nah, let’s be patient”; it worked its way over this draw
to our right; we let him get out of sight; we side-hill over
and as soon as we came over the top there he was, to the
left; about 25 yards; put a quarter in a way shot him and
pretty much watched him come back across to where we are
at now and bed up and die. Ah, this is my slam. I could not
be happier. Ah, this is slam number one [everyone laughs].
But, ah, really blessed: I thank the Lord for this opportunity
JUST to be here, let alone to take an animal like this; this is
beautiful.
Nicely done.
Jonas!
Awesome. We couldn’t put a better shot on him; ah, the stock
was executed properly; ah, he is everything we figured he
was; he is big –an absolute monster. Couldn’t be happier
about that body. [laughs]
No. Thanks [laughs].
Nicely done.

The first part of this narrative is representative of what
is assumed to be one of the most detestable aspects of
hunting among nonhunters: the way its practitioners
appear to despise the animal being hunted, treating it as
a mere object and not as a living thing worthy of
admiration and respect.1 In other words, this first
segment seems to epitomize the negative connotations
of hunting as a colonial project over nonhumans; “we
came, we saw, we kicked his ass.”
And yet, a radical change takes place in the subsequent segment. The cameraman stops the action, as he
is not yet ready to record the scene, a pause that renders
visible the performative dimension of what is otherwise
taken to be a spontaneous flow. After a second, the
rendition restarts, with a more reflective tone this time

(therein the relevance of analyzing these tokens in situ).
In the following segment, the hunter states, “we spent
the day, playing with a sheep on a mountain”: a discrete
if crucial recognition of the role that the hunted ram
had in performing a sequence of actions that became
part of a larger narrative, a sequence where the sheep
was moving from one location to the other, grazing,
disappearing from sight, and eventually emerging at
bow range, being shot, and dying. The description of
the ram’s behavior tacitly incorporates, via
entextualization, the sequence of indexes and icons
used by the bighorn sheep to represent its own
reality—a ram, acting in its mountainous domain.
More importantly, the notion of “playing with the
sheep on a mountain” indexes a leveled ground, where
both hunter and ram are (in a way) agents in control of
the unfolding scene. I must underscore the importance
of this leveled ground, for it constitutes the very point
of articulation between the multispecies ethnography
efforts and hunting as an object of anthropological
inquiry. It is only in this level ground, where nonhumans are considered as agentive forces in determining
the outcome of the hunt that the existential drama of
hunting becomes possible. Nonhuman sequences like
the ones rendered in this video are fundamental elements of that which hunters usually characterize as the
“uncertain dance” between killer and prey. Better said,
the theatricality of hunting, its “thrill,” can only emerge
if nonhumans have a part and voice in the unfolding
script; nonhumans enter into the scene.

Conclusion
Documenting and analyzing different types of hunting
narratives under the “species turn” paradigm opens up
the possibility of expanding the realm of the
multispecies ethos by considering these narratives as
quintessential—if oftentimes, unintended—carriers of
nonhuman meaning. The video that accompanies this
article constitutes a crucial example of this ambivalent
equation; as the ram moves across the landscape,
unaware of the imminent danger and yet, always attentive, a tacit dance where both hunter and ram (both
agentive beings on a mountain) co-construct the reality
of the hunt. This “leveling” between humans and nonhumans renders visible a shared ethical ground between
otherwise apparently unrelated, if not divergent,
agendas: hunting and multispecies ethnography. And it
is at the intersection of these two domains that visual
anthropology, as a field concerned with exploring representation, constitutes an ideal methodology to document and contextualize the entangled nature of human
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FIGURE 6. As the night falls, the hunting party prepares the ram for his descent. The hunter,
contemplative, only observes; he has been changed by the interaction. He and the ram now
share a trail of blood and symbols.

FIGURE 7. The hunt is over, but the landscape—the open valleys and high ranges of Tiburon
Island—remains to be an open scenario for humans and nonhumans to interact and create
stories in the same fashion that the ancestor of the contemporary concaac did for centuries.
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and nonhuman encounters. Only then can new lessons
on conviviality and wildlife conservation be learned;
only then can something meaningful be communicated
beyond ethical and aesthetic conundrums.

Epilogue
Later that night, as the video cameras were turned off, a
different kind of performance took place. Pressured by
the fading light, the hunters present in the rocky slope
where the sheep had been killed began to prepare it for
its descent as a trophy (see Figure 6). Skillful hands
detached with much care the skin of the ram, while the
hunter, observing the unfolding actions, started to recapitulate just for me and with a very different tone what
had just happened that day. He went on to describe the
hunt in terms of it being “a dance with uncertainty,”
where life-and-death decisions are taken in the split of
a second and where, more often than not, lack of
control over the unfolding and ever-changing circumstances of nature prevails. In this context, the hunter,
with soft-spoken words, recognized the beauty of this
dance in terms of the perennial existential lesson it
carries: the uncertain, ephemeral condition of life. He
then emphasized the crucial role that the behavior of
wildlife has in this uneasy equation: rams as agents of
their own destiny. In this sense, he concluded, the “thrill
of the hunt” has nothing to do with the successful
establishment of control over nature, but rather about
the ephemeral articulation of sense (in terms of the
decisions taken both by the hunter and by the prey) in
a landscape full of open possibilities. And it is precisely
in this open landscape, where those of us, observing in
silence the dramatic scene unfolding before our eyes,
were capable of relating to both ram and hunter, to life
and death, to signs and symbols, and to the trail of
meaning left behind (see Figure 7).
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Note
1

One thing to consider, however, is that hunting encompasses an enormously broad spectrum of practices and
accompanying ideologies that go from subsistence hunting
to trophy hunting and anything in between.
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