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ABSTRACT 

The Utila Cays, west of the island of Utila within the Gulf of Honduras, has long been 
the home to a number of artisanal fishermen and their families since this island was settled by 
Cayman Islanders in the early 19th century. Rapidly changing oceans have led to decreased fish 
stocks globally, reducing the only historically consistent means of survival since the 
establishment of this community. Consequently, social pressures seek to end unsustainable 
fishing practices, but local conservation efforts—driven by the booming ecotourism industry of 
Utila—target these small-scale fisheries despite their marginal impact on marine ecosystems 
while adjacent fleet fishing operations, climate change, and pollution continue. Resulting 
mitigation strategies implemented by the community are focused on avoiding traditional fishing 
practices that constitute their collective identity, threatening many aspects of their life including 
their economy, diets, practices of learning, and communal reciprocity. However, in the midst of 
forced change, young members of the community are seeking to repurpose their traditional 
ecological knowledge in an attempt to carve occupational niches as tourist divers during this 
ontological crisis, reproducing themselves as wage laborers by transitioning their interactions 
with fish, from resources for extractions to subjects of spectating. These young community 
members face many challenges as their population remains geographically and socially excluded 
from ecotourist industries, which are largely left to the growing expatriate population. Through 
persistence, some individuals demonstrate their capacity to adapt to this adjacent vocation by 
utilizing their place-based fisherman knowledge to compete with local actors.
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CHAPTER ONE 
INTRODUCTION 

As reputable news sources and scientific publications remind us daily, the current state of 

global fisheries is alarming, and overall oceanic health is reaching catastrophic declines. 

Governments, nonprofit entities, and the private sector have varied reactions to declining fish 

stocks across the world’s oceans and water bodies, advocating regulation, the expansion of 

conservation practices, market-based measures, and corporate social-environmental 

responsibility. Why, then, do the world’s oceans continue to be exploited and degraded by 

industrialization, pollution, and unethical fishing practices, despite pushback from governments, 

scientists, and concerned citizens of the commons? People are now tasked with navigating the 

complex relationship between development and ecological sustainability in the current epoch of 

ecological transformation now termed the Anthropocene (Tsing 2016). The degradation of global 

waters has been a topic of discussion since the 19th Century. As early as 1871, the mass 

expansion of human populations and potentials of transportation was identified as cause for 

potential threat to fish species previously thought to be inexhaustible (United States Commission 

of Fish and Fisheries 1873). What are we to make of the pattern of collective and individual 

action that have followed this prescient report?  

Today, the status of the ocean is grim. In spite of a growing interest in aquaculture and 

sustainable wild harvest, even informed consumers of seafood struggle to address the challenges 

confronting this resource. Over a century of technological development has enhanced the 

capacity of fishing to exploit fish stocks at alarming rates. Beyond the coastlines of every nation 

and into international waters, factory ships—also known as fishing fleets—stand as a dark and 

repelling specter, reaping their harvests with increased efficiency. The Caribbean is no 

exception. According to one 2007 assessment of the overall health of the Caribbean Sea, 70% of 
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Caribbean beaches are rapidly eroding, mangrove deforestation has taken place at about 1% a 

year since 1980, and coral reefs have lost approximately 80% of living coral in a period of 20 

years (Agard and Cropper 2007). However, after over a century of observable damage, only in 

recent decades has oceanic conservation gained traction. This type of salvage conservation is 

now tasked with repairing an ecosystem that is potentially irreversibly damaged. But, we may 

ask, will it be enough to achieve its stated impacts, or is it another dimension of the structural 

factors that drive the undermining of oceanic resources, and, importantly, of the human 

communities they support?  

 
Figure 1: Docs Along the Utila Cays 

Coastal communities are most vulnerable to the degradation of oceanic resources, and 

small-scale fishing communities—which rely on fish for economic productivity and all aspects 

of life—are endangered in every respect due to the current state of global waters. Although 

fishing communities have persisted through catastrophic assaults on their livelihoods (Kottak 

2018), pressures on these communities have worsened over time. It could be argued that 
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conservation efforts ought to attend not only to the status of marine ecosystems and species, but 

also to these communities which have both exploited and maintained them. However, fishermen 

and fishing communities are identified as problems to the global crisis, not as the collateral 

victims of the much larger structures driving the exploitation in which they marginally 

participate. In part due to their exclusion from scientific research communities and overall 

divergence between the interests and concerns of these stakeholders, the fishermen now face the 

consequences of natural resource degradation, as well as social interference implemented to 

combat resource decline. As a result, members of these communities who are least equipped to 

address global structures are left with the consequences of global actors and must seek to 

develop their own meaningful strategies to maintain their lifestyles in a world forever 

transformed. This thesis investigates the identity of a spatially-bound fishing community on the 

Utila1 Cays, Honduras, and does so in order to understand the predicament of the fisherman, 

living with ecological transformation and with implementation of mitigation strategies as they 

inch towards an uncertain future.  

1.1 Research Questions and Case Study 

This research seeks to understand how the community of the Utila Cays adapts to the 

increasing pressures of social and environmental perturbations by focusing on two aspects of 

their community: firstly, how the people identify themselves—individually and as a 

community—adjacent to marine resources and, secondly, how risk is perceived. The focus of my 

investigation is to identify how fishermen develop, retain, and transmit place-based marine 

ecosystem knowledge; how this system of situated learning (Lave and Wenger 1991) has 

                                                 
1 Utila is sometimes spelled with an accent mark over the “U” (Útila) as well as Utilla depending on the source. The 
spelling chosen for this paper, which is arguably the contemporary spelling of the island, was developed based on 
preferences and perceptions of locals. 
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developed a long-standing identity that ties fishermen to fish; and what might be the subsequent 

implications of the decline of this traditional resource. Fish are a resource in an economic and 

cultural senses. Following Levi-Struss (1966), they are good to eat, and good to think with as 

well. From fish, identities, subcultures, vocations, and orders of value and prestige have 

emerged. Without fish, all is in doubt. The overall aim of this research is two-fold: to determine 

how the unique spatially-bound knowledge of the Cayan (pronounced KEE-äns) fisherman can 

contribute to ongoing conservation efforts in place of the continued systematic exclusion of 

fishermen, and to determine how the community adapts to these pressures through a reimagining 

of their primary occupation. Therefore, this project asks and answers the following questions:  

1. What is the meaning of fishing to the Cayan fisherman, his family, and his community? 

2. How does the community perceive identified risks with ongoing natural and social 

pressures? 

3. What mitigation strategies have the fishermen and the greater community implemented to 

build resilience and decrease vulnerability?  

In answering these questions, this study builds a foundation for understanding the 

nuanced short-term and long-term implications of ongoing environmental degradation and 

adaptation to the loss of resources. Adaptation is both cultural and economic, but to grasp this we 

must understand what is at stake: the loss of an occupation, a vocation or calling (Weber 2004) in 

the most general sense, as well as how the unique geographic and political status of the Utila 

Cays has limited its residents’ access to opportunities. Furthermore, the limitation of fish species 

has social and cultural implications—as this thesis will demonstrate, fish are much more than a 

resource caught and sold for monetary gain. Drawing on the foundations of environmental 

anthropology, from the works of Lévi-Strauss to Steward and contemporary scholarship, I will 
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contextualize the cultural system as it relates to the environment. More contemporary theories on 

knowledge domains—to include traditional ecological knowledge (TEK)—are integrated with 

anthropological categories to illuminate how traditional knowledge can be contextualized within 

specific environments. This range of analytical categories and empirical contexts are not only 

useful for understanding Cayan identity as it relates to fish, but as it relates to countercultures 

within Utila, Honduras, and beyond. This study, as such, begins with Cayan identity but speaks 

to broader conceptual and empirical problems within both environmental anthropology, and 

critical perspectives on natural resource management.   

Understanding the significance of both fish as a resource and fishing as an activity is key 

to understanding risk, or specifically, the perception of risk on the Utila Cays. Whereas a global 

calculation of risk pertaining to fisheries worldwide is available through organizations like the 

Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) and the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Association (NOAA), locals within this remote community understand risk through situated 

learning, and recognition of spatially-bound patterns in local waters. All such, calculations are 

articulated with questions of identity. Perceived risk is both more locally defined and culturally 

bound, and thus an important factor in how people mitigate risk to maintain their unique identity 

and connection to place.  

Finally, through understanding risk perception on the Utila Cays, this thesis aims to 

understand what mitigation strategies are implemented to offset the cumulative vulnerability of 

the community and its members. Utilizing Boholm’s (2003) categories of coping strategies, the 

range of responses provided during interviews are contextualized within three categories 

provided: faith, precaution, and avoidance. In doing so, I demonstrate that avoidance as a 

mitigation strategy is being implemented as a secondary, inter-generational strategy by all 
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members of the community by discouraging future generations from participation in the fishing 

industry. This has broader implications for the community as occupational opportunities are 

sparse, leading to increased out-migration and working abroad; however, some youth are 

utilizing their spatially-bound knowledge as a niche in the expanding tourism market. By 

revaluing their ties to marine species from extractive industries to a wage labor service industry, 

some members of the community have developed a way to maintain their cultural and vocational 

identity, as well as their connection to place, now as competitors in the tourism diving industry, 

paving the way for more Cayan youth to participate in this profitable market. Where this pattern 

of adaptation might lead is a further subject of this study.  

In the following chapter (Chapter Two: Methodology) I introduce the methodological 

approach to my research. By starting with a timeline, I introduce the process through which this 

research took place, followed by the research design of the study and a brief overview of 

literature that contributed to the development of the research questions outlined above. An 

overview of research methods follows, along with a summary of the formal interviews that took 

place by occupation, age, gender, and ethnicity. In Chapter Three: Setting, I will introduce the 

island of Utila and, specifically, the community identified as the Utila Cays—and outlier 

community settled on and between two islets on the west side of the island. In doing so, this 

thesis identifies the key subjects of this research—the Cayan fishermen and their families—as 

well as the captivating history that contributes to their unique identity.  

Next, in Chapter Four: Knowledge and Identity, I provide a literature review on the 

contributions of environmental anthropology which have paved the road for contemporary 

thought in ecology and geology, serving as useful tools for understanding concepts of tradition as 

a means of knowledge acquisition and reproduction. Utilizing case studies from other fisheries 
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research, I demonstrate why traditional fishing communities are increasingly marginalized in the 

globalized world, as more modern systems of knowledge production are increasingly mandated 

in the global economy. The subsequent chapter (Chapter Five: Fishing is Life) applies primary 

data from interview and participant observation in the fishing community of the Utila Cays to 

these frameworks for understanding this cultural community. By doing so, this thesis argues that 

fish are not simply a resource for extraction, but an integral part of Cayan identity, and therefore 

a loss of this resource poses a threat to key aspects of life as they have been established over 

generations.  

In Chapter Six: They See it Coming, I use frameworks of risk perception (Boholm 2003) 

and primary data to demonstrate how mitigation actions fall into three categories of coping 

strategies: faith, precaution, and avoidance. As I will demonstrate in Chapter Six, the future of 

fishing on the Utila Cays is problematic; consequently, Chapter Seven: Reproduction explores 

how a number of youth are reimagining their maritime resources in light of the booming 

ecotourism sector to carve out a niche that continues to embody their traditional identities and 

poses to usher in a transformative phase in possibly the most trying time this community has ever 

faced, as they replace the last fishermen and with a new generation of Cayans.  
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CHAPTER TWO 
METHODOLOGY 

This chapter outlines the methodology used in the design, data collection, and analysis of 

this study. This research was developed from both an extensive literature review and original 

data collected through participant observation and interviews. First, the research approach is 

stated to demonstrate the purpose for using an ethnographic research design. Second, a research 

structure and timeline are included to demonstrate the phases of research that took place, 

including a timeline of events. Next, the research design is discussed and the three primary 

methods of data collection—literature review, participant observation, and interviews—are 

defined. Finally, this chapter discusses the limitations to this research.  

2.1 Research Approach 

This project utilizes an ethnographic research approach that is applied and qualitative. 

The approach is applied in that it utilizes ethnographic methods to define and attempt to solve 

real-world issues. This study employs a community-based research approach in that the design 

was in part developed through informal interactions that took place prior to the research dates in 

a 2016 scoping trip. Therefore, it is postulated that the research questions were developed based 

on these interactions to drive a study that offers to benefit the community. For example, one 

outcome of this study is to understand how the community builds resilience and decreases 

vulnerability through coping strategies. This study values community perceptions and beliefs. 

Because this research is community based and relies on individual interviews where 

pertinent information is often guarded, a few difficulties were presented in the early stages of 

fieldwork. The first of which was community skepticism of the “researcher” status. Although 

this community has limited interactions with researchers, the few individuals visiting for 
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research purposes do so with sponsorship from government or conservation organizations. 

Similarly, being labeled as a tourist has potential to cause problems with public perception. The 

people of the Utila Cays are very protective of information for good reason; many aspects of 

everyday life have been impacted by other stakeholders and decision makers which are enforced 

with a permanent military presence on their small islet. Therefore, transparency is especially 

important for the purpose of this research. Because this project is designed to better serve the 

community at a time when pressures outside of the community’s control continue to impact their 

lives, it is essential that the community itself is completely informed on the design and purpose 

of this research so that they can help inform how to move forward.  

To maintain researcher status and build community trust it was critical that participation 

in every-day events that took place, establishing an immersive research strategy despite 

limitations on time. Time spent building a presence and making connections within the 

community was essential in the early stages of research. These informal conversations afforded 

an opportunity to learn more about the individuals, the culture, and community concerns. Many 

hours were spent on docks, in restaurants, markets, and the pool hall, a popular late-night 

hangout. The first two weeks were spent establishing an image within the community to build on 

prospective interviews that would take place over the duration of the fieldwork.  

2.2 Research Structure and Timeline 

This research took place in a series of four distinct phases: scoping, literature review, 

fieldwork, and writeup. Each phase of this project had specific goals in the continued 

development and execution of research. The following table discusses the phases with a brief 

description: 
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Phase One: 
Scoping 

The scoping phase was included to develop an understanding of the 
Utila Cays through first-hand experience by visiting and having 
informal conversations with locals and other stakeholders/decision 
makers on the island of Utila. During the two weeks, I stayed along 
Sandy Shore across from the Utila Cays. Local expert informants were 
identified during this phase of the project, to include community 
members on the Cays, a local guide/advisor, and conservationists. Data 
collection through participant observation took place during this phase.   

Phase Two: 
Literature 
Review 

The preparation phase was the period of time from the scoping trip to 
the fieldwork. This phase included research into both the region and 
topics of small-scale fisheries, fisheries/conservation dichotomy, 
traditional ecological knowledge, social impact assessments, and risk 
communication. Application for funding through the Tinker Grant also 
took place during this phase, resulting in the reward of $2000 for the 
fieldwork phase. 

Phase Three: 
Fieldwork 

The fieldwork phase constituted a nine-week trip to the Utila Cays. The 
first half of this trip was spent in a downstairs apartment on the Utila 
Cays, while the latter half was spent on the shore of the main island 
across from the Utila Cays. This phase of the project included three 
methods of original data collection: participant observation, formal 
interviews, and informal interactions. The latter half of the trip was 
spent compiling data to find missing information or topics that needed 
further clarification.  

Phase Four: 
Writeup 

This phase of the project includes the development of text for the final 
thesis as well as a presentation for the thesis defense. Additional 
literature reviews necessarily take place in the writeup phase, much of 
which are contingent on topics discussed by interviewed informants. 
Additional contact also took place during this phase with expert 
informants as questions came up in the writeup and as additional factors 
developed on the Utila Cays such as the Lobster Dive Training and 
Certification program and the development of the resort Diamond Key.  

Table 1: Fieldwork Phases 

2.2.1 Phase One: Scoping 

Scoping took place from December 17-31, 2016, from Sandy Shore, a shoreline dotted 

with beach homes on the southwest end of the main island of Utila that faces the Utila Cays. 

Arrangements were made with family friends to use their vacation house during the visit. Access 

to and from the Utila Cays and Utila Town from the home was limited to boat rides; therefore, 

the first task of the scoping trip was to figure out a transport system back and forth, primarily to 

and from the Utila Cays which had the nearest market.  
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Figure 2: The Utila Cays with the Mountains of Mainland Honduras in the Distance 

The scoping trip was advantageous to the research for many reasons. Primarily, it was 

instrumental in the development of a research question that was relevant to the Utila Cays. 

Ensuring the validity of the research was done through informal discussions and participant 

observation. Whereas research questions developed before a visit to the site in question are 

limited to available sources of information, the first-hand experience as well as community 

involvement instructed a level of community involvement in the research design. This is 

especially important for applied anthropology in that the level of community involvement often 

determines the success and aftermath of research.  

Scoping also provided an opportunity to identify key informants, including a local expert, 

assistant and translator, and fishermen that could be interviewed during the fieldwork phase of 

the project. The local expert identified for this research provided invaluable information, 

including a tour of the Utila Cays with introductions to many locals that would later be 

interviewed in the fieldwork phase. They provided a list of books, as well as some to read during 
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the visit to get an understanding of the island’s nuanced history. This individual would also serve 

a valuable asset during the fieldwork phase by recommending an assistant, potential interviews, 

and providing a place to stay on the Utila Cays and other needs such as transportation and 

supplies.  

2.2.2 Phase Two: Literature Review 

The preparation phase began officially once the scoping phase ended. This period of 

time, from January 1 to June 22, 2017, included a number of tasks. The primary task during this 

period was the literature review. Additional preparations included submission of paperwork for 

funding opportunity and the University of Arizona Institutional Review Board (IRB) and Human 

Subjects determination and application. All of the goals set forth were completed in this time 

period, allowing a smooth transition into Phase Three: Fieldwork.  

2.2.3 Phase Three: Fieldwork 

Phase three took place from June 23 to August 27, 2017. The first four weeks were spent 

in the Utila Cays, whereas the second half of the fieldwork phase was spent at Sandy Shore, a 

quick boat trip from the Utila Cays. The decision to spend the second half of the trip on Sandy 

Shore was in part due to the availability of housing, although this also allowed for the review of 

collected data with less noise and distraction. Being within close proximity (0.35 miles away) 

and having numerous contacts with boats available made travel between Sandy Shore and the 

Utila Cays very easy; many community members—including a number of participants in this 

study—traveled back and forth from Sandy Shore to the Utila Cays daily.  
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Figure 3: Cayan Traveling Between Sandy Shore and the Utila Cays 

The primary goal of the third phase of this research project was to collect primary data 

utilizing ethnographic data collection methods of participant observation and interviews (See 

Participant Observation and Interviews under Research Design below). Data collection was done 

in two distinct periods; the introduction period utilized participant observation over a period of 

two weeks followed by the interview period, which incorporated both interviews and participant 

observation over the duration of the fieldwork phase. The purpose of leading Phase Three with 

participant observation was to develop a relationship with community members on the Utila 

Cays. Relationships were developed with community members over this two-week period 

without any digital recording devices and minimal hand-written notes, often written down after 

an interaction. This reduced pressure on participants while introducing myself to the community, 

affording more meaningful interviews once relationships were developed.  

The last two weeks were utilized primarily for data analysis. This allocated an 

opportunity to find patterns in the interview data as well as holes in the existing data set. This 
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posed opportunities to revisit interviewees and visit additional community members that had not 

been interviewed. Additional consultation was able to take place with local advisors that were 

established in the early phases of the fieldwork as well, which provided invaluable information.  

The fieldwork phase necessarily included multiple trips to Utila Town to stock up on 

supplies. These trips were typically made one day out of the week, and took up half of the day. 

Halfway through the trip, a total of three days were spent in Utila Town (two overnight stays) in 

a small hostel. The purpose of this trip was to attend an annual event established by the Bay 

Island Conservation Association (BICA) called the Lionfish Derby. This event involves multiple 

teams of four diver (two hunters, two spotters), typically representing dive shops, that race 

against the clock to hunt lionfish while using a Hawaiian Sling, the typical type of spear used in 

both Lionfish and Lobster hunting. This is followed by a cookoff, where multiple restaurants on 

the island compete to develop lionfish plates that are then rated. This event provided an 

opportunity to meet with stakeholders on the island, to include multiple divers and dive shop 

operators. Although all of these interactions were informal and not digitally recorded, they 

provided insight into perceptions on fishing in local waters.  

In total, nine weeks were spent in the field, with two weeks in the early stages dedicated 

to participant observation and two weeks at the end of the fieldwork dedicated to a partial data 

analysis. Nearly all interviews took place in the five weeks between, with a few interviews 

taking place at the latter part of the fieldwork phase. Because interview subjects have 

unpredictable schedules, the additional time was essential to the completion of the data collection 

tasks.  
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2.2.4 Phase Four: Write-up 

The final phase of fieldwork constitutes the writeup and defense of the resulting thesis. 

This phase began upon the return from fieldwork on August 28, 2017, and continued until 

October 15, 2019. The early stages of the write-up phase involved data organization and 

analysis. This includes transcribing digital audio files, organizing photographs and hand-written 

notes, and coding the data. This was an essential first step to organize the flow of the report to 

reflect interests of the community of the Utila Cays.  

Following the data coding was the writing stage of the write-up phase, which includes the 

development of this report and a presentation for the thesis defense. Information gathered and 

developed text from the literature review process was brought forward at this time to fit into the 

final text.  

Professional development and outreach were significant goals during this phase. The 

research findings for this project were presented at two public events: The Society for Applied 

Anthropology (SfAA) 78th Annual Meeting in Philadelphia and the University of Arizona 

(UofA) 2017-2018 Student Showcase.  

The SfAA is a worldwide organization for contributions to applied anthropology, 

bolstering over 2000 members from university, government, and private sectors. The deliverable 

at the SfAA Annual Meeting was a fifteen-minute presentation of the findings on a two-part 

panel titled Anthropological Contribution to Environmental Communication. This panel, focused 

on risk communication in anthropology, included scholars and applied anthropologists from the 

United States, Sweden, Chile, and Slovakia.  
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The University of Arizona Student Showcase is an annual event organized by the 

Graduate and Professional Student Council (GPSC) to celebrate and recognize student research 

at the university. The showcase is separated into two primary categories (undergraduate and 

graduate research) as well as a series of subcategories: community and society, creative 

expression, education, and research. This research project and its findings were displayed on a 

three-foot by four-foot poster with additional props including maps, an internet video released by 

young Cayans playing on loop, and a “fishing technology” display that included a small section 

of two-by-four wood with fishing line with three fishing hooks nailed to it and wrapped around. 

This poster placed first in the Graduate Research in Community and Society category.  

2.3 Research Design 

Three primary methods of research have taken place to ensure accurate and quality data 

collection that is best fitted to the research question, and thus most beneficial to the community 

moving forward. These include a literature review, participant observation, and interviews. The 

following section details these methods of data collection and provide distinctions of necessary 

categories of focus where appropriate.  

2.3.1 Literature Review 

Literature reviews are a necessary part of research from the inception of the project to the 

write-up. Existing literature, to include both scholarly and non-scholarly sources, are 

instrumental in gaining a fundamental understanding of place and topics related to the thesis. 

Therefore, this research was developed from a range of literature sources to develop both a 

geographical and social context to the research.  

Utila has a rich and unique history that is dissimilar from many other regions in the 

Caribbean. There are a range of sources from which scholars can collect information about the 
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history of the Utila Cays from the resettlement period of the early- to mid-1800s. Utilla, Past and 

Present by Richard H. Rose (2012) provided insight into the rich past that contributes to the 

cultural diversity of the island. Written as a biography of life on Utila, his book explores the 

notion of English identity at a time that the island was contended by the Spanish and upcoming 

Republic of Honduras.  

Other than Rose’s book, there were few biographical sources of information on the 

island’s history to pull from. During the first trip to Utila, my expert informant lent me two non-

fiction novels they recommended as viable sources of information: And the Sea Shall Hide Them 

and The Incredible Death and Revival of William Morgan by William Jackson (2005, 2007). 

These two books are based on two historical events on the island of Utila, with fictional dialogue 

developed as a filler to tell a complete story that has been passed down orally through 

generations on the island. The first book is about a young girl that escapes a ship with a murderer 

on board, only to find herself adrift at sea for a short period of time, then stranded in the vast 

mangrove swamps of the island as she seeks help. The second book is an earlier event, that of 

William Morgan, an early settler on the Utila Cays, and how he and the other earliest settlers 

from the resettlement period began the banana industry on the island; a source of pride for 

Utilians and Cayans, this story still echoes through oral histories.  

Although these books represent many fictional characteristics, they also represent 

historical events that have shaped the community. Furthermore, these stories demonstrate the 

importance of oral histories for traditional communities like that on the Utila Cays, where access 

to many formal forms of education and literature have been limited. More discussion about the 

historical context of Utila, and specifically the Utila Cays, will take place in Chapter Three: The 

Utila Cays.  
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Scientific reviews were another important source of literature. Scientific articles from 

both social and physical sciences were selected, ranging in a variety of topics to include: 

anthropology, economy, ecology, climatology, and biology. A specific focus of this research has 

been on ethnographic research—specifically applied anthropological research—on fishing 

communities. This effort is a part of tiering, which is the process of building one study upon 

another. This demonstrates continuity between different groups that often share the same 

resources, pressures, and socioeconomic status.  

There are limitations on social research on the island of Utila, although a few sources are 

available. These sources identify current issues fishermen face on the island of Utila, which 

helped frame the research question of this study. In a research design developed to understand 

fishermen’s perception of depleted fish stocks, Korda, Hill, and Gray (2008) documented the 

social climate of the Cays and touched on concepts of identity, vulnerability, and agency. While 

they concluded that fishermen are invested in protecting fish stocks, they forego discussing 

fisherman identity, instead discussing potential policy outcomes. Their research demonstrates 

how top-down management systems continue to be enforced even with the visible consultation 

of locals in management policy, which will be discussed later in this report. Another recent study 

focuses on ecotourism and divers’ environmental knowledge (DEK) on Utila, though only 

briefly discusses the importance of knowledge systems of local fishermen (Davis 2014). Instead, 

Davis outlines another knowledge domain that can drive conservation science, contributing to 

the development of inclusion of other stakeholders.  

Both of these studies demonstrate what Stoffle et al. (2010) identifies as an 

epistemological divide between western and traditional science. The dichotomy of western 

versus traditional is elaborated in great detail by Berkes (2012) in his book Sacred Ecology. This 
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traditional knowledge contains deep-rooted information on complex ecosystems in a particular 

region that can be accumulated within five generations (Stoffle, Toupal, and Zedeño 2003) as 

demonstrated with post-colonial traditional fishing in the Bahamas (O’Meara 2009). While 

traditional knowledge does not vanish with development, continued pressures on resources can 

diminish this knowledge domain over time (Gómez-Baggethun et al. 2010). Therefore, this 

research aims to contribute to the scholarship on traditional fisheries and their identities while 

demonstrating the importance of incorporating differing knowledge domains in conservation 

science as a means to increase agency and reduce vulnerability for local fishermen and their 

communities. 

2.3.2 Participant Observation 

Data collection through participant observation occurred throughout the duration of the 

fieldwork phase of this research project. In the early stages of the fieldwork phase, participant 

observation was instrumental in getting acquainted with community members and singling out 

expert informants. Key informants selected for participant observation were done so through a 

snowball sampling; key informants met during the scoping phase of this project identified 

numerous fishermen on the island. Due to the small population of the Utila Cays, community 

members are intertwined via a vast social network of kin and family.  

Participant observation typically included activities such as gaming (pool, cards, 

dominos), community barbeques, Saturday night affairs, and fishing. Consequently, these 

activities are typically exclusively male activities with the exception of the occasional family 

barbeque or family outing to a nearby resort/restaurant such as Neptune’s on the south end of the 

main island. To broaden the scope of subjects to women within the community, other activities 



31 
 

such as visiting the local stores and having dinner at Cay View—a popular restaurant on the 

Utila Cays—became routine.  

Data collected during participant observations were typically recorded a short time after 

the interaction took place. To ensure the information was accurate it was imperative that a digital 

voice recorder and notebook were always on hand. Both hand written notes and audio annotation 

took place depending on the amount of information gathered. 

Due to constraints on time, availability, and safety issues, only one fishing trip took place 

during the fieldwork phase. On this trip, one expert informant demonstrated multiple fishing 

methods and technologies used on the Utila Cays. Data recording took place using a waterproof 

notebook and a camera. Lack of stabilization and increased noise make recording information 

during fishing trips, particularly informal conversations, very difficult. Therefore, other methods 

of participant observation proved more useful in recording data pertinent to the study.  

2.3.3 Interviews 

Interviews were the primary method of data collection for this study. Two types of 

interviews were employed in the fieldwork phase: informal interviews and formal interviews. 

Like the participant observation data collection, formal interviews took place through a snowball 

sampling method. Although not random, demographics were identified in this study to determine 

variations between respondents. Two primary demographics are identified in this study: 

fisherman informants and non-fisherman informants. In addition, three other distinct 

demographics are identified in this research: gender, age, and ethnicity.  

Informal interviews were open-ended interviews that were developed out of organic 

conversations around the Utila Cays and Utila Town. These conversations developed from 
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specific topics being discussed in a casual setting. Such topics of discussion included: family, 

education, conservation, and fishermen perceptions in the case of non-locals such as expatriates 

in Utila Town. These interviews were not audio recorded on site. Where a wealth of information 

was provided, notes were either hand-written or audio recorded after the informal interview; 

however, informal interviews typically resulted in minimal information that was helpful in the 

formal interview process.  

Formal interviews in this study constitute semi-structured interviews with community 

members designed to retrieve information pertinent to the research questions. These interviews 

were more formalized, beginning with a written consent form and explanation on the background 

of the research. All participants were given an extra copy of the consent form which included 

personal mailing and contact information as well as information regarding the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) at the UofA. All formal interviews were recorded using a digital audio 

recording device and hand-written notes to annotate when necessary. These conversations 

typically took place in quiet, public settings when available.  

These semi-structured interviews began with a series of three questions that sought to 

understand fishing lifeways and shifts over time. The following questions were asked to each 

respondent: 

1. What is the meaning of fishing to you, your family, and your community?  

2. What was the meaning to you, your family, and your community in the past?  

3. What is the future of fishing on the Utila Cays?  

In addition to these questions, follow-up questions were asked when appropriate. Up to 

the discretion of both the researcher and the subject, the conversation was allowed to flow into 

tangents that were targeted at answering the primary research questions.   
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In total, 27 unique interviews took place over the fieldwork phase of this study. A total of 

six informal interviews were recorded. The other 21 interviews were formal interviews.  Of the 

21 formal interviews, 11 were with fisherman informants and 10 were with non-fishermen. The 

label of fisherman is used to separate individuals that fish as a primary occupation versus fishing 

for recreation, subsistence, or supplemental income. The other demographics are split into the 

fisherman/non-fisherman categories in the following table to demonstrate patterns of interviews: 

   
G

en
de

r 

 
Fishermen 

Non-
Fishermen Total 

Female 0 2 2 
Male 11 8 19 

    

E
th

ni
ci

ty
 Cayan 8 6 14 

Mestizo 3 1 4 
Garifuna 0 2 2 

Mix 0 1 1 
     

A
ge

  Young 2 5 7 
Mid-aged 6 2 8 

Elder 3 3 6 
 

Table 2: Formal Interview Demographics 

The above table demonstrates specific patterns in interview data. For example, the vast 

majority of subjects are men, whereas only two participants are women, constituting less than 

10% of total formal data collection events. Similarly, this study primarily includes Cayans, 

whereas other ethnic groups (Mestizo, Garifuna, and mix-ethnic) constitute only a third of the 

subjects of this study. These limitations are discussed below in Study Limitations.  

Overall, this study incorporated a good mix of different age groups, identified as young 

(18-30 years old), mid-aged (31-50 years old) and elder (51+ years old). This was in part to 

define perceptions of fishing over time. Other broad patterns in lifeways can be extrapolated 
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from the above table in regards to age and occupation. For example, younger participants are far 

less likely to engage in fishing as a primary occupation than mid-aged participants. Elder 

participants are split. However, two of the three non-fishermen elders are women. On the Utila 

Cays—and in many communities—women are excluded from specific activities to include 

fishing occupations. When excluding the two female participants it becomes evident that men 

within the age range of 18-30 are far less likely to fish for a living than men aged 31 and up.  

Some patterns within the table require explanation. For example, the only two Garifuna 

interviewed did not identify as fishermen whereas of the Mestizos interviewed, three of the four 

identified as fishermen. Contrary to the above patterns, it became evident through observation 

that the Mestizo fishermen were less likely to live a typical “fisherman lifestyle” to include 

taking the boat out to work before the crack of dawn. Many of the Mestizo fishermen relied on 

others to use their boats and equipment, either being hired as help with another fisherman, or left 

to borrow a dory—a small, shallow-draft boat typical of traditional small-scale fishing—from 

one of the fish factories. Therefore, it could be argued that despite their self-identification as 

fishermen, these individuals were just as likely to participate in other occupations for any given 

timeframe.  

2.4 Confidence in Data and Study Limitations 

Although fishing is still a part of the economy on the main island of Utila, this research is 

focused on the nuances of the spatially and culturally bound community of the Utila Cays, which 

demonstrates levels of economic divergence from the main island of Utila. Therefore, the data in 

this study represents a sample of the population on the Utila Cays and cannot be generalized for 

the entire island or the entire populous of the Utila Cays. The small population of the study area 

does constitute a significant number of participants, being 4.2% of the estimated 500 residents. 
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When excluding the members of the community that do not participate in fishing activities—

directly or indirectly—the sample size increases. However, the small scale of this community 

fosters a micro-economy in which all members are impacted by fluctuations in the prominent 

economic industries.  

Interviews with women in this research were not limited because of their exclusion from 

the fishing economy. Contrarily, women have a strong role in the community, adjacent to fishing 

activities. Whereas fishing as an activity is exclusively a male occupation, women play larger 

roles in running businesses—including the two fish factories on the Cays, which are ran by Mrs. 

Bess and Mrs. Ethel. In this sense, men are the laborers and women occupy roles as the owners 

and traders of the commodities. Other fishing-adjacent occupations women typically hold 

include cleaning and transporting fish, as well as selling fish in the municipality of Utila. 

Limitations in this study to include women are due to my role as an outsider, and possibly my 

disposition as a male researcher. During my visit, I found that the women were far less likely to 

engage with me as a researcher.   

Additionally, Mestizo and Garifuna populations on the Cays are largely underrepresented 

in the data. This is due to their limited participation in fishing activities, which is a factor of their 

socioeconomic status. Fishing, as a form of primary production, requires capital these 

populations do not migrate with, therefore, very few Mestizos and Garifuna people have the 

means to participate in fishing industries. These members do, however, constitute a part of the 

fishing community in their participation in activities related to fishing (such as laborers and 

transporters for the fish factories), as well as the community’s reliance on fishing for the local 

economy. This is elaborated on in Chapter Three: The Utila Cays.  
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CHAPTER THREE 
THE UTILA CAYS 

 Utila is a small island located in the Gulf of Honduras, within the western reaches of the 

Caribbean Sea, approximately 20 miles off the northern coast of mainland Honduras. It is the 

third largest of the Honduras Bay Islands, which consists of eight islands and 53 cays that make 

up one of the 18 departments of the Republic of Honduras (Warantz 1983). The bay islands are 

located on the southern end of the Mesoamerican Reef, the largest reef in the Western 

Hemisphere and second largest in the world after the Great Barrier Reef. Utila is home to a 

projected 4,277 residents2 (Utila Municipality N.d.), the clear majority of whom live around the 

municipality, Utila Town, on the western side of the island.  

 
Figure 4: Map of Honduras with Utila Identified in Red 

                                                 
2 The population of Utila is difficult to determine due to poor census data and large variation from multiple sources. 
This source was selected because it represented the median population from multiple sources.  
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The focus area of this study is the Utila Cays, although there must be a distinction in 

terminology moving forward. The Utila Cays are a series of 13 islets located off the southwest 

corner of the main island of Utila. They consist of: Raggedy Cay, Sandy Cay, Southwest Cay, 

Salmondina’s Cay, Little Cay, Morgan’s Cay, Water Cay, Bell’s Cay, Jack O’Neil Cay, Pigeon 

Cay, Rocky Cay, Jewel Cay, and Diamond Cay. Most of the Utila Cays serve tourists who 

vacation use rentals that contain single homes and small docks, surrounded by private beach 

property. Water Cay and Diamond Cay3 (now officially Diamond Key) are privately owned 

properties—owned by a local Utilian family and an expatriate from the United States 

respectively—open to the public for daytime getaways, attracting a number of guests from the 

municipality of Utila Town with their remote appeal. Raggedy Cay is the only unoccupied cay 

within Utila and is protected as a marine reserve under the Republic of Honduras.  

 
Figure 5: Raggedy Cay 

                                                 
3 Due to legal issues, the status of Diamond Cay (Diamond Key) is currently unknown. 
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Unlike their neighboring tourist destinations, Pigeon and Jewel Cay, two islets connected 

by a single walkway make up the entirety of the community known as the Utila Cays 

community, simply called The Cays by locals. These two islands, totaling approximately 0.0175 

mi2, are home to an estimated 500 residents4. The population density of the Utila Cays is 

approximately 28.6 people per mi2, slightly higher than the density of New York City. Although 

using the designation “the Utila Cays” typically encompasses the 13 total cays of Utila, in this 

paper the Utila Cays refers to the Pigeon and Jewel Cay, as well as the small community—

primarily composed of decedents from the Cayman Islands (see Ethnic Groups section below)—

that has inhabited these islets for nearly two centuries.  

 
Figure 6: Map of Utila with the Utila Cays Community Highlighted in Green 

 

                                                 
4 Population estimates are based on information provided by locals from the community due to lack of local census.  
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The western end of Utila and the cays are only accessible via boat, limiting access to 

supplies and opportunities for individuals within the Utila Cays community. The Utila Cays have 

one school and no clinic, although a physician visits them every Wednesday. Little access to 

education and healthcare contribute to increased vulnerability for community members. There 

are five convenience stores on the Utila Cays, three restaurants, one hardware store, one hotel, 

and five churches. The Utila Cays are completely developed, leaving very little land visible from 

satellite imagery. Migration from mainland Honduras continues to increase the population size, 

which has led to the development of small shacks on the outer edges of the Utila Cays. 

3.1 History 

The Bay Islands have a rich history of occupation and removal during the spread of 

colonial occupants throughout the Caribbean and Central America. The first European contact 

with the Bay Islands took place during Columbus’ fourth voyage, leading to the capture of 25 

indigenous people off the coast of Guanaja (Olson and Bourne 1906: 391). Since first contact, 

pioneers and pirates of Spanish, English, French, and Dutch descent had occupied the territory of 

the Bay Islands (Evans 1999); the majority of contention over the Bay Islands took place 

between the Spanish and English empires (Squier 1858).  

The Bay Islands were sought after chiefly for their advantageous geography, as noted by 

Captain Mitchell of the British Navy for their commercial and political importance (Squire 1858: 

115). Spanish occupation of Honduras directly to the south and the Atlantic expansion of the 

British Empire led to three declarations of war over this territory in 1742, 1780, and 1796. Also 

notable was the attempt by the British Empire to occupy nearby Roatán with Garifuna 

populations removed from St. Vincent. Although the Garifuna did not serve at any capacity for 

the British Crown, they were transported to the Bay Islands in 1797 (Taylor 2012). The Garifuna 
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surrendered to colonial official José Rossi y Rubí, and as a result, most of the Garifuna were 

transported to Mainland Honduras (Taylor 2012), although some stayed on Roatán and 

established the settlement now known as Punta Gorda (Davidson 1974).  

To better situate the context of occupation of the Utila Cays today it is necessary to 

discuss a period of English occupation—termed here the Resettlement Period—that occurred 

took place on the island of Utila in the 1830s. The Resettlement Period from approximately 1830 

to 1860 was also a time of political contention, although by this time the British Empire, 

Republic of Honduras, and the United States Government were the primary contenders as the 

Spanish Crown had already lost control of Central America (Bay Island Voice 2013). The British 

Slave Emancipation Act of 1833 forced British colonists—whom were heavily reliant on slave 

labor—to seek other economic opportunities. The Bay Islands were already well known to the 

settlers of the Cayman Islands; they were frequented by Cayman Turtlers among other settlers 

during the British occupation of the Mosquito Coast (Davidson 1974). Therefore, despite 

Britain’s official recognition of Honduran sovereignty over the Bay Islands through the principle 

of uti possidetis, meaning territories remain with their possessor following conflict, many 

Cayman Islanders began to settle these largely unoccupied islands (Davidson 1974). Roatán’s 

mountainous geography was attractive to individuals looking for land for cultivation, leading to 

an influx of over 1,500 people by the mid-1800s (Bay Island Voice 2013). This movement of 

British citizens was met with hostilities from the Honduran government, seeking to uphold their 

sovereignty over the islands, but the new settlers recognized strong ties to Britain.  

Unlike Roatán, Utila is a relatively flat island covered in mangrove swamps and thus it is 

less ideal for the large-scale cultivation that took place on neighboring islands. However, 

occupation of Utila was similarly important for England’s strategy of westward expansion across 
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the Caribbean in Central America. Oral histories and documentation primarily account for 

coconut and banana farms as a primary foundation of the early economy (Jackson 2007, Lord 

1975, Rose 1904), but little information is available on the early fishing practices that undoubted 

took place on the island. In 1832, a year prior to the occupation by British subjects, two United 

States citizens—Mr. Warren and Mr. Joshua—traveled to Utila by way of Belize to fish for turtle 

in 1832 (Crimmin 2011). Turtling was especially important to the British Crown during this time 

due to the importance of feeding the expanding naval fleet. It is likely that the Mr. Warren and 

Mr. Joshua primarily traded turtle to Belize, thus demonstrating an abundance of maritime 

resources surrounding the island.  

Mercantilism was the primary goal of the British Crown, establishing the flow of goods 

from the New World to the Mother Country via policies, particularly encouraging “the 

production of certain naval products in the colonies” (Ladenburg 1989). Therefore, the 

settlement of Utila by the Joseph Cooper and his family a year after the arrival of Mr. Warren 

and Mr. Joshua was a multifaceted strategy. Although primarily a reactionary to emancipation of 

British slaves, this historic occupation played a role in both expanding Britain’s strategic 

occupation of the Caribbean coast in Central America and to ensure a continued flow of fishing 

resources, namely turtles, to the Crown in an effort to feed the growing naval fleet. Although the 

industries of Utila have fluctuated throughout time, with the introduction of plantations and more 

recently tourism, fishing on the island has carried through space and time as the longest 

continued commercial enterprise of Utila.  

Historically, the early-1800s were a trying time for many British settlers in the 

Caribbean; the abolition of slavery made it increasingly difficult for plantations to compete with 

the low costs of slave-based agricultural production in the United States. Despite the lower per 
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capita slave population on the Cayman Islands—as compared to other British colonies in the 

Caribbean such as Jamaica and Barbados—Williams (2011) stresses emancipation impacted both 

agricultural and maritime industries. A large number of British settlers and freed slaves followed 

the Cooper family from the Cayman Islands over the next decade (Davidson 1974), physically 

establishing Utila and the other Bay Islands as a British expatriate space, although it would not 

officially become a British colony until 1852 (Evans 1999). Less than nine years later, the British 

Colony of the Bay Islands was ceded to the Republic of Honduras. 

Although the Utila remains under Honduran control, the identity of the occupants—

specifically that of the Cayans and Utilians—is constantly defined through social institutions. 

These residents still recognize their British roots (Rose 1904), which are observable through 

practices of religion, social segregation, language retention, and even political contentions.  

3.2 The Utila Cays 

 The Utila Cays were the first lands on Utila to be occupied by permanent settlers during 

the resettlement period. This is in part was a strategic advantage of fishing operations that took 

place in time of early occupation. It is also maintained that the early settlers lived on the Utila 

Cays to avoid the sandflies that swarm the main island (Jackson 2007), an assertion that 

community members of the Utila Cays maintain today. The two cays connected by a bridge 

make up two distinct communities referred to as upper (Jewel) and lower (Pigeon) cay; 

community members often comment on their solidarity although the two communities are far 

less segregated as they once were.  
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Figure 7: The Utila Cays (Photo by Tetto Leiva) 

 
Figure 8: Pigeon and Jewel Cay are Connected Via a Concrete Path 
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3.2.1 Ethnic Groups 

 Three primary ethnic groups occupy the Utila Cays: Cayans, which are descendants of 

the British and American families of the resettlement period; Mestizos—individuals of mixed 

Spanish and Indigenous descent—primarily from mainland Honduras; and Garifuna, an Afro-

Caribbean people that were forcefully removed from St. Vincent by the British. In addition to the 

three primary ethnic groups, a small number of Utilians (the counterparts of Cayans that occupy 

the main island of Utila) and expatriates live on the Utila Cays. Although Cayans and Utilians 

are ethnically the same, social distinctions are maintained on the island; this is at least partially 

an affectation of the economic division between the communities during the agricultural period, 

when occupants of the Utila Cays maintained ownership of the plantations and the workforce 

was located in the harbor of the main island.  

 Cayans, a post-colonial creole population who settled the uninhabited island in the early 

1800s, make up the majority of residents on the Utila Cays. Many of the original family names 

preside within the community—Cooper, Howell, Diamond, Jackson—demonstrating the 

continued progression of families from the resettlement period. These family ties continue and 

represent a strong bond between the community members. Economically and socially, Cayans 

remain on the upper echelons of society on the Utila Cays, although there exists a wide economic 

disparity within the group. Many families have old wealth from the prosperous agricultural 

period providing a strategic economic advantage in continued industries on the island, while 

some Cayans live in poverty, which is slightly offset by communal reciprocity.  

 The Mestizo population occupy another growing community as well as a physical space 

on the Utila Cays called Spanish Town, a small shanty town developed over the water on a series 
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of decks on northwestern edge of Jewel Cay. The population of Mestizo peoples on the Utila 

Cays has steadily increased since the mid-1900s and continues to grow today as people move 

from mainland Honduras seeking occupational opportunities and often escaping dangerous living 

conditions in their hometowns. Limitations on occupiable space, to include costs associated with 

purchasing the limited unoccupied land on the Utila Cays, has led to the development of shacks 

built up on docks over the sea, a type of island shanty town. Many of these occupied spaces lack 

amenities such as electricity and plumbing, contributing to impoverished living conditions and 

sea pollution.  

The Garifuna make up the smallest population on the Utila Cays. Despite occupying the 

Bay Islands prior to the resettlement period, the majority of Garifuna people today occupy 

coastal towns of Central America. Those living on the Utila Cays and the main island have 

relocated from coastal towns in Mainland Honduras such as Sambo Creek, or Cayos Cochinos, a 

Garifuna village located on a series of small islands between Roatan and Mainland Honduras. 

Garifuna residents of the Utila Cays maintain similar reasons for moving out of their hometown 

communities, namely to find economic opportunities and to escape dangerous living conditions.  

Whereas the Cayan and Utilian communities maintain a steadily growing population via 

birthrates, the large influx of migrants from Mainland Honduras and—although at a much lower 

rate on the Utila Cays—other foreign countries (expatriates) are causing the population of the 

Island to grow rapidly. Utila Town contains enough suitable land to absorb these populations for 

some time, however, the Utila Cays has little available land and only a few unoccupied 

buildings, which are costly and not an option for people migrating without capital. This is only 

slightly offset by a slow rate of out migration by Cayans—particularly the youth. These 

individuals often leave the island to attend college abroad, in countries like Costa Rica or the 
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United States, or do seafaring occupations on oil rigs, transport ships, or cruises. The latter group 

typically return to the Utila Cays between work and never officially migrate out of the 

community.  

Language is another point of interest for this study. Although Utila is officially a part of 

the 11th district of Honduras—Islas de la Bahía—the European settlers were not forced to move 

after the territory was seized from the British Crown. Therefore, the Cayan and Utilian 

populations on the island of Utila maintained much of their cultural identity, to include the 

English language which is predominantly spoken within the Utila Cays and much of Utila Town. 

This has likely contributed to the fact that Garifuna peoples—at least those I interacted with on 

the Utila Cays—also speak fluent English even though adjacent Garifuna communities on 

Mainland Honduras speak Spanish. Mestizos generally spoke Spanish, although a small number 

of Mestizos spoke some English, particularly the small number of second-generation members of 

the community.  

Although all Cayans spoke English, because the department of education falls under the 

umbrella of the Honduran Government, Spanish is the only language taught in school. Therefore, 

almost every member of the community—regardless of ethnicity or class—spoke fluent 

Spanish5. This allowed Cayans to participate in two spheres of interaction: on one hand, they 

could interact with the broader community of Mestizos which had been expanding quickly in 

recent years, and on the other, they could maintain a barrier of communication from those 

members of the community that only spoke Spanish. It was, thus, typical for Cayans to switch 

between Spanish and English in conversations, although the Cayan prefers English and tends to 

                                                 
5 Although I did not interact with individuals that spoke English solely, some members of the community informed 
me that some of the older Cayans did not speak any Spanish, although it is unclear if this was from lack of 
knowledge or a gesture of resistance.  
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speak English in social settings until addressing a Mestizo individual. From this, it is safe to 

surmise that all of my conversations took place in English, with the exception of two interviews 

that took place with older Mestizo fishermen.  

The identified ethnic groups comprise the entirety of the community. However, 

limitations on the scope of this research require disproportionate attention towards individuals 

directly connected to fishing. Because this research is contingent on the understanding of 

fishermen perspectives, and fishing as an occupation depends on resources—such as a boat and 

gear—this paper is primarily focused on Cayans. The fishing industry does have broad 

implications for the entire community, requiring further research on individual impacts on the 

Garifuna and Mestizo community members that are not the focus here.  

3.2.2 Economy 

 At first glance, the community on the Utila Cays appears to be prosperous. Large, 

colorful stilt houses tower over the primary walkway, many with elaborate wooden and concrete 

fences surrounding the lot.  Several of the homes today are the remnants of the economically 

prosperous plantation years; at peak coconut and banana export the island of Utila was importing 

large quantities of raw materials for construction (Rose 1904). Prior to the collapse of the 

agricultural period, residents of the Utila Cays were prosperous owners of these large plantations 

(Jackson 2007). Pride of these years of prosperity echo within the Cayan community, many of 

which maintain that “Utila was the first banana republic.”  
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Figure 9: The Assortment of Houses on the Utila Cays (Photo by Alton Diamond Jr.) 

Coconut and bananas constituted the backbone of Utila’s economy from the early 

settlement period until the mid-1900s. The earliest families of the Utila Cays relied solely on the 

agricultural pursuits of the main island (Rose 1904). Of particular importance to the Cayans was 

the banana agricultural period. William Jackson’s (2007) non-fiction novel tells the story of the 

development and growth of the island’s banana industry, which constituted Utila as the earliest 

banana republic. Although the earliest banana republic historically accounted for was in Jamaica 

by Captain Lorenzo Dow Baker (Acker 1988), oral histories recount the role the early settlers 

played in the development of Utila’s first major industry. The massive migration of freed slaves 

from the Cayman Islands and Mestizos and indigenous peoples from mainland Honduras are 

attributed to this economic surge (Jackson 2007, Rose 1904).  

Shortly after its beginnings, the agriculture economy slowly declined and came to an end 

in the 1950s. The degradation of Utila’s agricultural industry was twofold. The growth of United 

Fruit Company and Standard Fruit Company—now known as Dole Fruit Company—drove down 
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the price of bananas on mainland Honduras in the early-1900s, making it difficult for the small-

scale farming operations of Utila to compete (Lord 1975). Disease and hurricanes eventually 

destroyed what was left of the plantations, leaving the industry completely devastated and 

forever altered the luxurious lifestyle the Cayans had become accustomed to (Lord 1975).  

 Following the collapse of Utila’s agricultural industry was the rise of the remittance 

period. Prior to the US involvement in World War II, United Fruit Company established 

representatives on the island of Utila to hire seamen to work on cargo ships; once the US became 

involved in World War II, seamen from Utila became involved in US wartime shipping (Lord 

1975). Males continued to work in the steamship line economy following the end of the war. 

Participation in the remittance economy has lasting appeal due to the lucrative income available 

from non-local enterprises.  

 The most recent economic sector of Utila is ecotourism, which has risen since the turn of 

the 21st century. In 1996, the Honduran government developed a plan to spend one hundred 

million dollars over five years to promote the tourist industry, which focused on three primary 

areas of which included the Bay Islands (Martin 1997). As a result, this industry has endured 

rapid growth over the past two decades, expanding diverse economic opportunities in service 

industries such as hotels, restaurants, bars, and gift shops. Utila’s uniquely undisturbed coral 

reefs framed the focus of ecotourism around diving, and the island became renown for this 

industry. The rise in geotourism—defined as a sustainable practice of ecotourism—has 

necessitated the development of conservation-focused NGOs on the island to monitor the reef 

and marine ecology (Davis 2014).  

 Fishing as an industry has had a fluctuating though prominent role throughout Utila’s 

history. Until the implementation of 24-hour electricity on the Utila Cays, fisheries were limited 
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to the demands of Utila Town—competing with fishermen that lived there—or large vessels that 

were capable of traveling to La Ceiba. Therefore, fishing in the formal economy prior to the 21st 

century was typically limited to offsetting costs during leave periods for seamen working for 

shipping companies. Only since 2002 has 24-hour electricity made fishing a viable economic 

opportunity. Two fish factories6 opened on the island with the introduction of refrigeration. This 

created opportunities for more individuals within the community; fish factories could suddenly 

ship large quantities of fish via larger transport ships that carry supplies between the Utila Cays, 

Utila Town, and La Ceiba. Fishers with smaller vessels were suddenly able to fish without 

having to travel large, unsafe distances to participate in the formal economy, systematically 

reducing their vulnerability. This also situated the participation of women within the fishing 

economy, which is largely a male-dominant activity within the Utila Cays and across the globe. 

 
Figure 10: Cayan Filleting a Grouper at her Fish Factory 

                                                 
6 Although called fish factories, these operations consist of two sisters whom purchase fish from local fishermen and 
sell them to vessels that harbor at the Cays when transporting goods between the Cays, Útila Town, and La Ceiba.  
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 Geography has always been a contributing factor to the economy of the Utila Cays. 

During the agricultural period, the distance from the main harbor provided a socioeconomic 

barrier from the laborers of the banana and coconut plantations (Jackson 2007). Consequently, 

the fall of agriculture and rise of ecotourism has distanced Cayans from the tourist sector, 

limiting their occupational multiplicity in the face of increasing financial pressures. The limited 

tourism that reaches the Utila Cays comes in the form of remote getaways and diving, however, 

the amenities available to tourists on the Utila Cays are extremely limited compared to those in 

Utila Town; the Utila Cays are more appealing to tourists seeking a very secluded, silent island 

experience.  

 Furthermore, starting small businesses like the restaurants, bars, and hotels on the Utila 

Cays and adjacent shores require more capital than is available to most residents. This has led to 

increased development by non-local sources, typically expatriates that have had success 

elsewhere. One example of this is the newly opened resort on Diamond Key, which was 

purchased by the owner and operator of Little French Key, a resort in Roatán.  

Tourism continues to play a role in the fishing economy through increased local demands 

from restaurants and resorts on the island; however, the demands of the geotourism industry have 

also pressured fishers through policy implemented by conservation associations. Therefore, 

residents of the Utila Cays continue to face difficulties in both existing occupations and in the 

diversification of opportunities despite the steady growth of new economic wealth on the island, 

increasing their level of poverty within the economic bubble of Utila.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 
KNOWLEDGE AND IDENTITY 

People from vastly different lifeways are coming together with the onset of globalization; 

technology now allows seamless travel and communication across all spaces. People within a 

given space—especially one that attracts people from across the globe—bring with them 

different values and beliefs that pose to enrich the global society. The island is the exemplar of a 

type of globalization. Just as the colonial period fostered the development and spread of 

European cultures across the islands of the Caribbean Sea, academics from the Enlightenment 

Period on have been drawn to the island as a case of fascination. From Darwin’s travels to the 

Galapagos to Mead and Malinowski’s work in Melanesian, islands as living laboratories have 

attracted social and natural scientists. They are independent worlds of geographical and 

intellectual isolation where scholars can study biological and cultural homogeneity. 

Consequently, these natural and social niches have fostered intellectual contact over time, 

developing unique heterogeneous populations. This is the case for many remote small-scale 

fisheries; people from academic settings are dispersing into regions posing ecological niches, 

bringing with them the wealth of knowledge that they have established through differing 

institutions. As a result, values and beliefs are exchanged within these transformed communities, 

developing an amalgamation of knowledge domains that the population can pull from. 

Because of the recent influx of tourists and expatriate, largely in part of the Honduran 

Government’s 1996 development plan (Martin 1997), Utila has become a center for conservation 

efforts with significant attention to marine biology/ecology. The discipline of marine biology and 

ecology is highly developed today, contributing scholarship over a range of topics to include reef 

habitats, marine species, and climate change. Scientists in this specialized field bring with them a 

type of knowledge—termed here western science—that is appropriated through higher 
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institutions of learning, specifically universities, which exist within broader political and 

institutional rules and guidelines. Learning takes place in an isolated academic setting such as a 

lecture hall; discussions tend to focus on universal topics that are inclusive of all habitats 

encompassed within the given subject. As students progress within this academic setting, 

nuanced learning takes place to narrow the focus towards topical or regional subjects. Western 

science can be characterized as spatially broad, having a component of universality within it 

across multiple regions, as well as temporally specific, focusing on a timeline where western 

science has been utilized and developed within specific regions.  

Differentially, localized knowledge is developed by peoples within a specific location 

over a long period of time. The inhabitants a specific region—particularly those living in 

isolation with finite resources and limited access to academic sources of information—develop 

knowledge, specifically ecological knowledge, through land use and generational transmission 

(Berkes 2012). This type of knowledge is often referred to as traditional knowledge, although it 

can also be conceptualized as type of local or traditional science in that, like western science, it 

is “the result of the same general intellectual process of creating order out of disorder” (Berkes 

2012: 10). Although different from conventional science as is understood in an academic setting, 

Lévi-Strauss (1966: 13-14) describes the western/traditional science dichotomy as “two parallel 

modes of acquiring knowledge” in that both forms of science emerge from the “fortuitous 

accumulation of chance discoveries… of bold hypotheses tested by means of endlessly repeated 

experiments.” What Lévi-Strauss means is that both the technical practices that underpin crafts 

but also the forms of abstract knowledge that underpin science have deep roots in everyday 

practices and discernment. Whereas Lévi-Strauss’s thinking is typically associated with a 

reliance on conceptual binaries, maybe there is something here that goes to an understanding of 
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different yet equally valid modes of knowledge acquisition, not understood hierarchically (as 

social evolutionism). Is it possible that by focusing on difference and diversity in modes of 

acquiring knowledge can draw our attention to the ways in which these forms exist 

simultaneously? Additionally, how do these knowledge domains interact with one another in the 

setting of Utila?  

Western science, like ecological knowledge, is a product of a cultural system. It is driven 

from rules and standards set in place through mutual understandings amongst leaders. Hunn 

(2002: 3) describes this system—a sort of culture of modernity—when he playfully suggests his 

place within the “scholars’ tribe,” organized into a series of clans (disciplines) under the moieties 

of scientists and humanists. Rules through which scholars operate, in the goal of producing 

knowledge, are described as follows: (1) knowledge is to be shared, (2) contribution of 

colleagues must be recognized, (3) the goal is to find “truth”, and (4) autonomy amongst 

colleagues is respected in this pursuit (Hunn 2002: 4). Whereas the particular rules are not 

important for my essay—as they are likely contended by other scholars—they allude to the 

notion that western science is in and of itself a culture. 

Once we begin to acknowledge the culture of modernity, then western scientists must be 

recognized as actors needing consideration when discussing the intersection of knowledge 

domains. In Callon’s (1986) study on the scallop fishermen of Bristol Bay, he describes the 

scientific community—identified as scientific colleagues—as actors with their own unique 

identities, intertwined in a relation of stakeholders that engage with one another. Like the 

fishermen and the scallops, the scientific colleagues engage with the other stakeholders through 

their knowledge domain, driven by their custom. This drives unique obstacles and goals, which 

then requires an intermediary actor—identified ambiguously as the three researchers in his 
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study—to establish an obligatory passage point (translation amongst actors) to overcome the 

obstacles and meet the goals of each entity. This echoes Lévi-Strauss’ description of the 

bricoleur and engineer; they are two actors using different tools for the same purpose, making 

order out of chaos. As this example demonstrates, the scientific/traditional dichotomy is not 

helpful moving forward. 

Still, the Cayan fisherman must be understood as an expert, with traditional, localized 

knowledge that parallels that of the western scientist. The following section explores identified 

knowledge domains often prescribed to traditional communities. Although this is in part to 

identify the expertise of locals—which is often overlooked by other stakeholders—the Cayan 

fisherman needs no justification for increasing their role in modern conservation efforts. The 

purpose of exploring these knowledge domains is simply to understand their identity, which is 

necessary to understand how risk mitigation strategies are implemented and, ultimately, how 

members of the community are beginning to transform their lifeways to adapt to these pressures.  

4.1 Review of Environmental Anthropology 

Anthropologists have long taken to understand knowledge within traditional societies. 

While by no means a new concern, the notion of knowledge domains has contributed to the 

elaboration of concepts which aim to adequately define and differentiate the diverse ways in 

which knowledge is constructed, accumulated, and transferred. Furthermore, research has 

contributed to the compartmentalization of these knowledge domains to define the subjects of 

knowledge or the actors through which knowledge is shared, under the assumption that their 

identity ties directly to the means of knowledge production. Although defining these types of 

knowledge may serve some purpose, it is equally important to understand the root of these 

“traditional” types of knowledge, particularly, I argue, through the lens of ecological knowledge. 
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How should we explain the prominence of ecological knowledge in contemporary 

anthropological thinking? In one sense, the category ecology is deeply rooted in early social 

evolutionist thought, the Boasian reaction to such, from structuralism to cultural ecological and 

materialist perspectives. As such, the more recent iterations of ecological in anthropological 

thinking have deep roots in the discipline of anthropology, and more broadly, classical social 

thought.  

Boas’ critique of social evolution could be interpreted as the point of departure for 

ecological anthropology. In his critique of the unilinear social evolutionist approach to 

understanding variation in human culture—understood as racial and cognitive distinctions—he 

sought to explain that differences in human biology could be accounted for with reference to 

environmental factors (Boas 1901). In The Mind of Primitive Man, Boas notes that the 

“differences between the manifestations of the human mind” in cultural “stages” are due to 

distinct experiences, which are influenced by the “geographical and social environment of the 

individual” (1901: 289). Here, Boas is critiquing social evolution theory which at the time 

considered “primitive” societies as subordinate races. This is relevant, in that this is one of the 

earliest moments in anthropology that attempted to understand biology as influenced by the 

environment. According to this notion, the various stages of cultural progression are simply 

parallels defined within their environment; differences between societies are not race-based, but 

instead direct correlations to environmental factors. As such, the Boasian notion of cultural 

relativism depends very much on the observation of the relation between human biology and 

culture and the physical environment.  

Additionally, Boas suggests that culture determines environmental interactions and, 

specifically, resource extraction and use. In an example of indigenous communities in the 
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American Arctic, a community’s taboos prevent them from hunting a group of seals despite 

facing starvation, exercising “very great” self-control (Boas 1901: 284). Similarly, Boas presents 

this notion of cultural determination on resource use as an argument to prominent beliefs, 

particularly, that indigenous peoples lack control. Instead, Boas identifies the ways in which 

traditional peoples manage resources with social functions such as taboos and rules. This 

argument is central to notions of indigenous—and traditional—conservation identified by his 

predecessors, such as Berkes (2012) as discussed below. This is highly significant to this thesis 

in that, despite continued notions of conservationists that paint the fishermen as extractors with 

no environmental considerations, traditional practices in the Utila Cays generally promote 

species and ecosystem health.  

Functionalist anthropology takes this line of thinking in another direction, asking how we 

should understand the structure and function of this social system within an environment. In 

Malinowski’s view, social and cultural institutions exist to serve the needs of the individual, thus 

functioning to meet these needs. These needs, however, are driven by motives which are 

“moulded [sic] and conditioned by the culture in which we find them” (Malinowski 1961: 22). In 

this view, culture functions and reproduces itself. Whereas Boas draws on the geographical focus 

of culture to draw attention to evolution, Malinowski attempts to synthesize culture as a 

functional machine, the “automatic result of the interaction of the mental forces of tradition, and 

the material conditions of the environment” (1961: 11). Malinowski is trying to systematize 

culture, to create a well-organized system, like a machine, each part of which contributes to the 

orderly reproduction of the whole; the machine—working as one—adapts to the environment. 

This is another approach to understanding how culture is produced, as a product of mixing 

existing traditions with environmental influences, thus changing over space and time. For post-
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colonial communities that move over space, like the Cayans of the Utila Cays, this is a helpful 

framework for understanding how their culture has reproduced in ecologically similar 

environments, though changed subtly over time through adaptation.  

Whereas Boas would have it that questions of evolutionary progression are irrelevant—

drawing attention to the diffusion of human cultural traits across space—Steward (1955) offers 

an alternative approach to social evolution theory. Steward’s work comes as part of the reaction 

to Boasian comparative method, reviving the notion of evolution, but proposes that the 

development of human cultural forms is dependent on the manner in which human culture 

determines the adaptation to environmental resources and stressors, and also the transformation 

of human lifeways as a means of adaptation to social and ecological perturbations (Steward 

1955). Steward is a reiteration of evolutionism; he is interested in change and transformation, but 

falls into the category of evolution, not as unilinear, but multilinear. He sought to understand 

how is it that the “cultural core” affects the way in which human societies change or evolve. In 

comparative works, Steward demonstrates that cultural forms (which he considers to include 

economy and social organization) determine ways in which societies develop modes of 

adaptation in relation to their physical environments (Murphy and Steward 1956). In Steward’s 

assertation, every aspect of culture—from beliefs to economic practices—is understood as an 

entity that is constantly transformed by its environment. This is echoed by Basso, who calls the 

attention of cultural ecologists to “the symbolic attributes of human environments and the effects 

of environmental constructions on patterns of social action” (1996: 41).  

The works of previous scholars were not in vein, in that a further anthropological 

iteration of ecology utilizing a holistic approach, aimed at understanding societies and the 

environment as a “system of interconnected relationships,” has gained popularity in the modern 
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era (Berkes 2012: 2). In his book, Sacred Ecology, Berkes (2012) brings together cultural 

relativism, cultural ecology, and political ecology in his analysis of ecology and society. What 

Berkes brings to the table is his sensibility as an ecologist, recognizing that all these systems are 

part of the whole; he is able to represent a particular approach that is grounded in his training as 

an ecologist. The following section utilizes this new era of ecological research, grounded in 

environmental anthropology, as a useful tool for understanding the ways in which knowledge, 

belief, and identity are connected, and how they function within a community.  

4.2 Ecological Knowledge 

Knowledge domains have been schematized utilizing terms which define their temporal, 

spatial, and topical boundaries. Three terms which describe nodes of traditional knowledge 

popular in fisheries research are: indigenous ecological knowledge (IEK), local ecological 

knowledge (LEK), and traditional ecological knowledge (TEK). These domains place knowledge 

within the context of a specific space over a broad period of time, challenging the primacy of 

western science as the source of knowledge and truth for all places and people. This multi-

generational knowledge necessarily develops sustainable practices, increases community 

resilience, and records long-standing ecological trends. 

The three presented terms demonstrate differences in both the local community and the 

temporal scale of knowledge. Indigenous is defined by the Oxford Dictionary as originating or 

occurring naturally in a particular place; native. Although there are questions as to what 

constitutes “native” origin, the term IEK typically designates a people that are considered an 

indigenous population, such as American Indian peoples of the Americas or Aboriginals of 

Australia. Consequently, indigenous categories necessarily connect to global rights movements 

of colonized peoples. The term has legal implications, therefore, unless conceptualizing 
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knowledge domains necessitates the distinction between indigenous and traditional to argue 

some type of legal advantage to a type of knowledge over another—much like the process of 

dichotomizing traditional and western knowledge domains—I argue there is no reason for this 

distinction. Thus, IEK only serves to exclude cultural groups and is not helpful for distinguishing 

the importance of traditional knowledge.  

Alternatively, LEK typically refers to knowledge that has developed recently, although it 

can include knowledge acquired over long-standing ties to land. Due to their increased attention 

towards fisheries-specific knowledge domains, National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration (NOAA) provides a definition of LEK that is useful moving forward. According 

to NOAA (2007a), LEK is a broad term that can include IEK and TEK but does not necessitate 

multi-generational land use; LEK can be acquired over one lifetime. Still, LEK is typically 

considered recent knowledge in the spectrum of knowledge domains, and scholars still define it 

as nontraditional (Berkes 2012: 9). The Caribbean’s unique history makes it a popular example 

of local knowledge; indigenous groups were almost completely eradicated and Europeans and 

African slaves quickly inhabited the islands to create an extraction economy. Some scholars have 

made the case that traditional knowledge can thus be studied in the Caribbean to understand the 

evolution of traditional knowledge (Berkes 2012: 217). However, other scholars argue that, 

while temporally limited in scope, these knowledge systems are traditional systems. In the 

context of knowledge domains, LEK it is a broad concept that fails to highlight the long-standing 

occupation and use of resources within the Caribbean by these communities, and thus is 

counterproductive in that it can be used to delegitimize certain knowledge domains. Therefore, 

we now turn to TEK as a useful—maybe even provocative—lens for understanding how post-

colonial knowledge and practices tie to place.  
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According to Berkes, Colding, and Folke (2000:1252), TEK is a “cumulative body of 

knowledge, practice, and belief, evolving by adaptive processes and handed down through 

generations by cultural transmission, about the relationship of living beings (including humans) 

with one another and with their environment.” The community of the Utila Cays have a long-

standing relationship with the island and surrounding seas, a relationship which exceeds the 

permanent occupation of Utila itself. Over this period, through resource use, knowledge and 

practices have developed and traditions continue to be orally transmitted to this day. This social-

ecological interaction through time has generated traditional knowledge specific to the local 

ecozones, marine biology, and landscape. Thus, TEK is a useful definition for understanding the 

culturally-specific knowledge of the Cayan fishermen.  

This still poses the question, why is it important to distinguish this community as having 

TEK instead of limiting them to the scope of LFK? One issue is because LFK is typically used to 

describe knowledge domains of fishermen in developed communities, such as coastal towns of 

the United States. If the environment plays such a strong role in defining cultural behaviors that 

in turn influence knowledge, then the isolated community of the Utila Cays must be 

distinguished from coastal towns in affluent countries, where access to resources and 

opportunities are abundant in comparison. It is for this reason that LEK is not defined by its 

inclusion within “a broader shared culture.” The geographically isolated island of Utila, on the 

other hand, is defined by a spatially bound shared culture; this is, after all, why scholars have 

flocked to islands to understand culture, as discussed earlier.  

Another reason to turn to TEK to better understand the type of knowledge that is 

reproduced on the Utila Cays is due to the temporal flexibility of TEK. Stoffle, Toupal, and 

Zedeño (2003) developed a cycle model of human adaptation to demonstrate the capacity for 
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developing TEK over time. Over this cycle, knowledge transforms from arrival and observation 

to the physical and spiritual immersion of place within lifeways. The following table illustrates 

the six identified points of human adaptation with the environment with descriptions of how 

these shifts alter the way knowledge is developed and understood: 
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The first generation consists of the arrival phase. They arrive with basic societal and 

human understanding of social structure, religion and ceremonial cycles, life cycles, 

knowledge of former ecosystem, understanding of ecological systems, and 

technology. This background experience is carried forth and has a part in the 

continued adaptations of their new environment. They observe the native plants and 

animals to begin the development of regionally specific information. A part of this 

adaptation is making mistakes and transmitting knowledge within the family or 

community.  
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The second generation builds from the lessons of the first. This includes the 

development of theories on how to learn, situating interim survival and continual 

adaptation. As opposed to the first generation, information about the environment is 

handed down and therefore can be questioned, developed upon, and tested.  
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Approximately 125 years from arrival, the ecological knowledge of a place is 

solidified. The environment has been tested and sustainable behaviors have been 

developed; land use no longer causes harm. Due to limitations in natural resources, 

modifications to the environment and technologies are used to ensure the longevity of 

the ecosystem and its resources. Because birth, life, and death are situated in place, 

they are emotionally connected to the location. Adaptation also becomes culturally 

embedded, and patterns of living and interacting with the environment become 

traditions—understood as the right way or good practices.  
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At about the 400th year of occupation the origins of practices are vaguely understood. 

A cultural link to the environment has dictated how the environment is used and 

renewed. Things are simply done because it is "how we do it." Following this path 

ensures that the individual will be healthy and the world will be balanced. The 

environment is well known by the people, including specific behaviors and patterns 

of both living and non-living elements, such as the climate. With the growth of the 

population, so does a system to organize and teach these lessons and enforce them.  
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Due to variable shifts in the environment, plants and animals will have come and 

gone from the environment. Natural disasters and major shifts in the climate have 

happened and are incorporated into the histories of the people. Therefore, adaptive 

strategies will have survived major shifts and tensions in the ecosystem. These 

strategies are fully embedded in the culture; values have been transformed into the 

supernatural realm. Observations and findings are reorganized into the sacred and are 

beyond human control, therefore, science and religion have become fully integrated.  
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Complex human adaptions have taken place at this point to resist extinction during a 

complete ecological overhaul. These variances in nature alter food webs as plants and 

animals are phased into extinction or subject to displacement. Natural topographical 

features and climate patterns change as well. The things that remain over this period 

of approximately 5000 years will be increasingly central to the culture.  

Table 3: Development Cycle of TEK 

As the table demonstrates, ecological knowledge and cultural, emotional, and to a lesser extent 

spiritual ties to place are established within five generations. The community of the Utila Cays 

have evidently developed their own knowledge over a span of at least 175 years, constituting 

seven generations of place-based knowledge.  

 What makes contextually short-term TEK unique is the ways in which knowledge 

mobilizes with a community as they come into a new setting. Homogenous communities that 

migrate en masse bring with them a solidified, place-based knowledge, especially when 

migrating to ecologically similar places. One example takes place along the northern coast of 

Lake Superior to the southeast of Thunder Bay, Canada, on a volcanic uplift forming a narrow 

island called Isle Royale. The abundant forests and wetlands of this national park have provided 

natural resources for its human, mammal, and avian inhabitants for thousands of years (Stoffle, 

Toupal, and Zedeño 2003). In the 1880s, an influx of Scandinavian immigrants settled along the 

north shore of Isle Royal (Toupal, Stoffle, and Zedeño 2002). Due to similarities to their 

homeland, the island was an ideal location for the establishment of fisheries and farms in a type 

of social/cultural/economic transplant.  

 Although the knowledge of these Scandinavian folk fishers has only been place-based for 

approximately five generations at the time of the study (2002), they demonstrated highly 
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competent TEK in the region. This was because (1) the landscape was similar to their traditional 

lands (Stoffle, Toupal, and Zedeño 2003) and (2) fishing knowledge is engrained into the 

indigenous knowledge domain of Scandinavian people, which they brought forward during mass 

immigration into the United States in the 19th century (Toupal, Stoffle, and Zedeño 2002). This 

study demonstrates how TEK not only transmits over time, but also over space when places are 

ecologically similar. Their traditional ties to fishing fostered a rapid adaptation of folk fishing 

culture specific to this new region (Stoffle, Toupal, and Zedeño 2003).  

Similarly, residents of the Utila Cays have all immigrated from ecologically similar areas. 

Cayans from the Cayman Islands, Latinos from mainland Honduras, and the Garifuna of Saint 

Vincent have fished coral reefs in the Caribbean Sea with little biological disparity. Therefore, 

the Utila Cays presents a non-typical type of TEK that is unique in that it is more spatially broad 

than typical examples.  

4.3 Bridging TEK into Western Science  

Incorporating TEK into existing western science approaches to ecosystem conservation 

has become increasingly accepted within natural resource management—though more 

prominently in Europe and the US (Berkes 2012). This is particularly true for marine ecosystem 

management due to the increased recognition that community and stakeholder engagement is 

linked to success rates of certain conservation efforts, such as the implementation and execution 

of MPAs (NRC 2001). However, incorporating TEK into existing modes of understanding the 

environment—especially from a pragmatic point of view often expressed by western scientists—

poses many challenges. When discussing natural resource management between scientists and 

indigenous peoples in North America, Trosper (2007) identifies five categories through which 
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misunderstanding between stakeholders can exist: ontology, epistemology, morality, exchange, 

and power.  

To highlighting distinct differences that commonly exist between fisheries management 

and fishing communities this thesis focuses on differences in ontology, morality, and power. 

Differing perceptions and understandings in these categories obfuscate communication between 

actors, leading to negative perceptions of imposed policies, further contributing to their 

ineffectiveness. Therefore, drawing on these categories is useful for examining ways in which 

Cayan fishermen are excluded from conservation efforts today. These sociocultural discrepancies 

will be demonstrated using a mixture of available literature—namely research on small fishing 

villages in Brazil (Robben 1989), Indonesia (Stacey et al. 2008), and the Bahamas (Stoffle and 

Minnis 2008). In the following chapter I further develop on my own research on the Utila Cays 

within these frameworks.  

4.3.1 Ontology 

Ontology is defined by Merriam-Webster an understanding of nature and the relation of 

being. Often referred to as a worldview, it deals with the ways in which we perceive the world to 

include the influences of the supernatural on natural elements. Western science utilizes analytical 

and reductionist methods, limiting understanding to data that can be recorded and tested over 

time. Although traditional knowledge includes observation and testing it is not limited to tangible 

factors. This can lead to a difference in understanding between stakeholders in the root cause of 

issues.  

One such example is the understanding of fish stocks. Some western scientists argue that 

the root cause of globally decreased fish stocks is overfishing. According to Ray (1970), this 

began with the marine revolution at a time when land resources had been overexploited and 
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marine resources were perceived as unlimited. This ideology is reflected throughout cultures past 

and present, even in late 19th century Europe as evident from Jules Verne’s (1870) Twenty 

Thousand Leagues Under the Sea, in which the sea and its animal resources are described as 

infinite. This perception of infinite marine resources is largely rejected today, by both the 

western scientists whom implement fish recording techniques and the fishermen that observe the 

patterns of their seasonal catch. However, the factors which contribute to the increase or decline 

of fish stocks can be a point of contention between communities.  

Western scientists have identified overfishing, pollution, and climate change as major 

proponents to the decreasing global fish stocks—although the majority of attention is on 

overfishing (Economics Online 2017, UN 2010, WWF 2017). Contrary to these findings, some 

traditional fishermen hold long-standing belief systems that tie fish populations to the 

supernatural. For example, fishermen from Camurim, Brazil, believe Iemanjá, the Sea Goddess, 

has control over an individual’s catch (Robben 1989). Stemming from indigenous belief systems, 

Iemanjá is an important component of fishing to traditional fishers in this small fishing village. 

Offerings are made to her, which can result in her blessings or her curse; in this sense, the 

offerings must be valuable and in turn accepted from the Goddess (Robben 1989). Therefore, 

some fishermen understand the declining fish stocks as a consequence of failing to “perform the 

proper offerings to the Sea Goddess,” (Robben 1989:57).  

This example demonstrates a common difference in ontological understandings between 

traditional peoples—particularly indigenous populations—and western scientists: the sentient 

planet. In coastal communities reliant on fishing, the sea can be personified as a being with its 

own agency. Another example is the indigenous belief systems of the Bajo in Indonesia, which 

understands the sea in relation to the mbo madilao, or the ancestors of the sea (Stacey et al. 

2008). The rituals and practices of Bajo religion is fused with Sunni Islam beliefs, which identify 

nabbi Hilir, ruler of the sea and fish, adding multiple ontological layers into a complex religious 
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stratification which places Allah above all. What further differentiates them, however, is their 

understanding of specific species as spirits, particularly the whale shark (Stacey et al. 2008). 

These massive fish cause boils of smaller pelagic fish, in turn benefitting local fishermen. This 

altruistic relationship between fishermen and whale sharks necessarily makes the extraction of 

whale sharks problematic. A story of sickness falling on a village on Roti Island is just one 

example of the negative impacts the spirit of the whale shark can have on locals if mistreated.  

Not all ontological differences are defined by traditional religious systems. Post-colonial 

communities throughout the Caribbean of both freed slave and creole population demonstrate 

different ontological values that are not strictly guided by dogmatic systems, but instead 

perceptions of time and space. One such example is the small fishing communities located 

throughout the Exuma Cays, Bahamas. With the implementation of MPAs from local 

conservation efforts, Stoffle and Minnis (2008) were tasked with recording local perceptions 

regarding these regulations. One respondent maintained that when agencies “come into [their] 

house” they must show respect (Stoffle and Minnis 2008: 60). The vernacular phrase was not 

meant to be taken literally, but instead demonstrated a conception of space that expanded their 

‘house’ to include their island and beyond to their local fishing spots. Stoffle and Minnis (2008) 

explain the differences in understanding resource ownership via usufruct between local 

communities and the Bahamian government as a problem in communicating and establishing 

conservation policy.  

 Western science can be better equipped to move forward in a relationship with traditional 

communities when these ontologies are understood and recognized. Conservationists cannot 

control supernatural factors that alter fish stocks, but they can better share information when the 

perceptions of local communities are considered; otherwise highly technical data that might not 

be well received by traditional fishers can be reimagined once considered as an effect of higher 

powers out of their control. That is not to say, technical data produced by the scientific 
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community is not comprehendible to traditional societies—many technical global issues, such as 

climate change and direct human ecosystem interventions, have been recognized and well 

understood by traditional communities, such as fishermen in the Gulf of California (Vásquez-

León 2012). However, considering the differences in perception can be an important component 

in the interaction process, such as opening up meetings with prayer or participating in offerings 

prior to site visits. This recognition ultimately fosters increased communication across actors 

through knowledge exchange and ritual.  

4.3.2 Morality 

 Perhaps the most profound misunderstanding of marine conservationists is the morality 

of traditional fishers. Marine conservationists have a history of perceiving fishermen as “key-

stone predator[s]” (NRC 2001). However, traditional fishermen interact with their ecosystem and 

should be considered a part of the marine habitat. This perception is changing in some spheres of 

conservation science, which are shifting to include human societies into the definition of 

ecosystems (Breslow et al. 2016). Still, an understanding of the moral guidelines that dictate 

fisherman behavior necessarily need to be included in more conservation efforts. Morality takes 

many forms in traditional fishing communities; however, this thesis addresses two key 

components of morality imbedded in traditional fishing communities: community sharing and 

fish extraction. Community sharing is a form of resilience for small fishing communities. In the 

Bahamas, sharing is facilitated through symmetrical reciprocity among community members, 

creating a system of community interdependence (Stoffle and Minnis 2008). Social rules dictate 

the extraction and dispersal of natural resources, both from land and the sea; in return other 

communities may provide different resources or labor.  

In contrast to the notion that fishermen are necessarily extracting resources for personal 

gain, these examples demonstrate that fishing is also an important method for community 

building. In the Bahamas, in reference to the implementation of three no-take MPAs around 
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Great Exuma, one individual was quoted as saying, “this project will kill us!” (Stoffle and 

Minnis 2008:63). Whereas this may be perceived as an emotional outburst, Stoffle and Minnis 

(2008) explain that improper conservation efforts can pose a risk to identity, which extends to the 

individual and the community. As is evident from ritual systems of exchange, reduction in fish 

stocks not only threatens the lifeways of traditional fishers, it can cause a commodity insecurity 

and result in diminished communal relationships. Similar intercommunal conflict is observed in 

communities that have encountered increasing pressures and economic disparity, such as the 

traditional fishermen of Camurium, Brazil, who use blessings to protect from the “evil eye of 

envious fishermen,” (Robben 1989:108). Therefore, communal sharing exists, but is limited and 

differs between communities, and is consequently impacted by economic vulnerability.  

 Another misunderstanding between conservation scientists and traditional fishers is the 

perception of fish extraction. Purposes for fish extraction varies between communities, generally 

falling between subsistence and commercial fishing. The Exuma Cays, Bahamas, is an example 

of a primarily subsistence fishing community. As such, the fishermen of the Exuma Cays fish in 

a way that reflects communal needs, extracting only the amount of fish necessary to feed the 

community every night (Stoffle and Minnis 2008). Sharing is also necessarily integrated into the 

extraction process; each crew has a fishing area and the crews rotate turns fishing to ensure a 

minimal impact to the fish populations (Stoffle and Minnis 2008). Women also take part in 

fishing when men are not available by implementing a unique technique called grubbing (Stoffle 

and Minnis 2008), which is done in shallow sand bars as opposed to the open sea. These multiple 

methods of fishing could take place simultaneously, however, this community’s limited 

participation in the primary economy does not necessitate extraction at the capacity 

conservationists generally work to protect against.   

In contrast to the community on the Exuma Cays, most fishermen on the Utila Cays 

participate in commercial fishing whereas a minority participate in subsistence fishing. With 
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economic development, more traditional fishing communities can transform from subsistence 

fishing to commercial fishing over time, particularly with the introduction of electricity and 

larger, more powerful boats. This was the case in Utila, where the introduction of motorized 

boats enabled fishermen to bring their catch to mainland Honduras for sale, followed by the 

introduction of electricity, which allowed fishermen and fish factories to store larger amounts of 

fish in freezers between shipments. Additionally, the community’s unique history of 

participating in the primary economy through cocoanut and banana trade differentiates them 

from indigenous and post-slave communities (Jackson 2007, Rose 1904).  

 However, even commercial fishers invested in fish extraction for their livelihood prefer 

sustainable fishing methods. Whereas a conservation biologist from a foreign country may have 

a temporally limited investment in a single place, traditional fishers are inevitably more invested 

in the resources surrounding their home. What is increasingly problematic is the consequential 

actions conservationists can have on marine ecosystems. In the interests of commercial fisheries 

around the globe, conservation associations thrive to determine the maximum yield of fish 

possible within a temporally and spatially defined set, which even establishes means to the 

transfer of quotas between spaces to ensure that maximum number is reached (Wilder 1998). 

Whereas traditional fishermen are invested in providing a comfortable living for their family, 

conservation policies are often more invested in balancing the bottom line of commercial fishing 

industries and minimal sustainable practices. This, in combination with inaccurate fish stock 

recording, has led to overfishing under the umbrella of conservation associations in some 

instances. Therefore, it is arguable that the tactful implementation of conservation efforts to 

sustain large-scale fishing outfits demonstrates an opposing shift in the moral framework of both 

actors, situated by power relations, which are discussed below.  
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4.3.3 Power 

 Conservation associations are legitimized via public interest to maintain healthy 

ecosystems across the globe, making them particularly significant at the forefront of our current 

global crisis. In addition to public interests, government and corporate interests also drive 

conservation, as highlighted by the previous example of developing maximum sustainable yields 

to benefit large-scale fishing operations. This demonstrates a contrast in power between 

conservation associations and small-scale fisheries, particularly those throughout the Caribbean 

and Latin America that do not have quotas but are burdened by MPAs despite their comparably 

minimal impact. Although traditional fishers often agree with the implementation of MPAs they 

are less likely to agree with the spatial boundaries when not incorporated into the decision 

process (Stoffle and Minnis 2008).  

 Alternatively, power sometimes shifts in favor of the traditional fishers. One of the major 

shortcomings of MPAs is lack of enforcement. Patrols are necessary for ensuring legal fishing 

practices are taking place in designated zones, which in turn requires participation from either 

the government, locals, or a combination of both. Many countries have little funds to allocate the 

means to patrol MPAs, particularly those that have been developed to protect commercial 

interests. If locals do not agree with the MPA, including the way it was established, they are less 

likely to participate in enforcing these zones themselves. This has been a recognized 

consequence of excluding locals in policy decisions for marine conservation (NRC 2001), 

consequently causing a shift in the way conservation associations interact with local 

communities.  

 Despite the strides made on behalf of conservation associations, power differences and a 

general misunderstanding of community needs continue to be problematic. Stakeholders engage 

in ecosystem management at different levels which serve to define their role in the decision-

making process (Pomeroy and Berkes 1997). Therefore, engagement in ecosystem management 
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processes and policy-making does not just happen at two levels; the level at which each 

community is afforded the opportunity to engage in policy design is complicated, riddled with 

nuances. The final two examples of power differences between decision makers and fishing 

communities will come from my criticisms of a recent publication in Marine Policy. In their 

conclusion, Tupper, Garces, and Pido (2015:40-41) make two assumptions from their evaluation 

of the effectiveness of MPAs in the Philippines: 1) that unsustainable fishing practices (referred 

to as “poaching and destructive fishing practice”) need be corrected via education on sustainable 

fishing and 2) communities would benefit from foregoing other development projects, such as 

health and education, for the costly development of MPAs.  

 The language used by Tupper, Garces, and Pido (2015) to describe the unsustainable 

fishing practices in traditional fishing villages provides insights into issues already discussed in 

this paper, namely the misconception of fishermen as predators to marine ecology. In this way, 

humans are divided from nature, whereas I have discussed earlier that traditional fishermen 

unavoidably understand themselves as part of nature. Additionally, the argument that these 

fishermen need education to correct their unlawful and unsustainable fishing habits is key to 

understanding how conservation associations utilize western education to reinforce power 

differences. Marine ecologists receive formal college level educations, typically at both the 

undergraduate and graduate level, to demonstrate a supreme understanding of their subject 

matter. Although western education is an important institution in repairing ecosystems, it is 

characteristically spatially broad and temporally and spatially limited; this is in direct contrast to 

traditional knowledge that is accumulated through multi-generational use and interaction with a 

specific location. Increasingly troublesome is the lack of attention towards other sociocultural 

factors that could influence unsustainable practices. Insinuating that traditional fishers need 

education ignores the responsibility of western scientists to understand the unique needs of the 

fishermen they work with. Because traditional knowledge is not legitimized by conservationists, 
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especially not compared to western science, they continue to exercise their power granted 

through western educational systems instead of placing these knowledge domains on equal 

ground. 

 The final issue found in this research is particularly problematic. Resources must be 

allocated by governments to implement costly MPAs, being a primary reason many fail. After 

the initial setup of the MPA, continued financial support pays for monitoring which includes 

boat upkeep, gas, and labor. Tupper, Garces, and Pido (2015) make two false assumptions in 

their claim: that this unavoidably halts other development needs for the community and that the 

implementation of MPAs is more beneficial than other development projects. By claiming the 

fishermen in the Philippines would benefit from MPAs at the cost of education and health 

development removes the agency of community members, in turn increasing vulnerability. The 

use of power from outsiders to dictate what is best for any given community echoes the 

destructive imperialist ideologies of colonization, though disguised in the ruse of education and 

enlightenment.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 
FISHING IS LIFE 

Island BBQs would become the critical social engagement for my research. 

Consequently, my first BBQ would be the most memorable moment of my trip to the Cays. After 

Bogdan invited me to join Atto and his family for a trip to Neptune’s, a resort and restaurant 

located along the shore of the main island, I had my first inside Cayan connection. I sat with the 

family in the cool, air-conditioned restaurant and casually engaged with them about their life on 

the Cays. We spoke about their family dynamic, employment, fishing, and whose boat was the 

fastest—it was Simeon’s (Atto’s son-in-law) as was demonstrated to me on the ride back to the 

Cays. By the end of lunch, the guys insisted that I join them at Simeon’s house for their Saturday 

night ritual—the weekly BBQ—which I would continue to attend until I departed nine weeks 

later.   

Simeon’s deck, located under his home, was the usual spot. He had all of the amenities: a 

grill, bar area, seating, and music controlled by Tracy, his wife. As was typical at such 

gatherings, on this occasion a package of small sausage links were grilled and covered in BBQ 

sauce. The men, including myself, sat around an outdoor bar picking at them with our fingers, 

drinking Salva Vida (the local favorite beer), and chain-smoking cigarettes. Simeon and Atto, not 

only related via marriage but also best friends, were the ring-leaders of the Saturday evening 

shenanigans. A few others would trickle in over the evening. There was Norman, a young 

fisherman that regularly offered his guided fishing services to visiting tourists, and Mike and 

John, two American expatriates that had permanently moved to the Cays. The third member of 

the party was always Edgar.  
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Figure 11: Edgar, in his Usual Spot, at the Saturday Island BBQ 

Edgar sat in the middle of the bar, in his island throne at the center of attention. This was 

his spot. He did not own the house and he was not the oldest, but somehow, he was prescribed 

the role of the island BBQ host, likely attributed to his charisma and knack for telling grand 

stories. He would tell me stories about the Cays and his time working in Louisiana. He spoke of 

how he was mistreated in the states, being identified as a “Hispanic” laborer, a circumstance 

which seemed to be his primary reason for returning home to the Cays. On my first night 

attending this BBQ I mistakenly took the center seat, Edgar’s spot. He shrugged it off and 

insisted that I stay seated, demonstrating his usual humbleness and hospitality. 

Edgar was always gracious; he eagerly participated in the norms of exchange that exists 

between families and friends in this community, even though he had less than many other locals. 

Whereas Atto had his construction company, and Simeon made a living doing marine cargo 

work abroad, Edgar was a true fisherman in every sense of the word. As fishing livelihoods have 

become more precarious due to decreasing fish stocks and market fluctuations, Edgar sought to 
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make a more stable living captaining Miss Cay, the Utila Cays Diving boat. Despite this, Edgar 

always gave up Miss Cay for Mojito—his dory, a small, shallow-draft boat—when lobster 

season started; lobster diving was not only still profitable, it was an important part of Edgar’s 

life. It was how Edgar maintained his connection to the sea, to his fishing heritage. Maintaining 

this work/hobby balance was essential for him, because as he would say, “Fishing is Life.” 

 
Figure 12: Edgar Filling up Tanks as part of his Duties as Captain for Utila Cays Diving 
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Residents of the Utila Cays maintain that fishing defines their community, insofar that 

everyone I spoke with agreed that the Utila Cays constitutes a “fishing community.” Fishing is 

still the mainstay of the economy, despite decreasing fishing activities across the community. At 

some capacity, the economic contribution of fishing defines this village as a fishing community, 

which is a primary factor in defining fishing communities according to the Magnuson-Stevens 

Fishery Conservation and Management Act (NOAA 2007b). Other research has demonstrated 

that a community’s dependency on local marine resources and long-standing cultural connection 

to fishing activities are relevant factors in determining their designation as a fishing community 

(Stoffle et al. 2009). As a result, fluctuations in catches affect every member of the community 

both directly and indirectly, and economic insecurity is one primary impact resulting from low 

yields over a period of time, an impact felt throughout the community. However, fishing 

appeared to be central to Cayan life through multiple pathways of interaction. This begs the 

question, what does Edgar mean when he says, “fishing is life?” Is it possible to unpack these 

pathways of interaction by investigating knowledge domains on the Utila Cays? Moreover, in 

what ways do fish constitute a part of Cayan identity? The following chapter utilizes previously 

introduced frameworks of traditional knowledge to contextualize the ways in which fishing has 

become central to community values, fostering a society that values fish as a means to reproduce 

this identity over time.  

5.1 Difference in Perceptions on the Utila Cays 

 Utilizing Trosper’s (2007) framework for identifying miscommunication between 

stakeholders introduced in the previous chapter, the following section highlights how the three 

focused categories (ontology, morality, and power) apply to the community of the Utila Cays. 

Using primary data collected through interviews and participant observation, this thesis will 
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demonstrate how communication between local fishermen and other stakeholders—to include 

conservation associations (both governmental and NGOs) and non-fisherman communities in 

Utila.  

5.1.1 Ontology on the Utila Cays 

As outlined in the previous chapter, ontological differences between stakeholders are 

especially prominent when introducing emerging scientific communities into traditional 

populations that have developed knowledge of ecological processes and associated rules to 

promote traditional conservation practices. Examples of indigenous populations serve as extreme 

cases where supernatural forces maintain control and agency over resources, such as fish stocks. 

Ontology does not necessarily equate to dogmatic processes, though—especially as politics have 

changed within post-colonial communities since Europeans settled the Caribbean. A 

community’s sense of being is intrinsically tied to their understanding of space—and the 

resources within a given space—as property and, furthermore, their vocation both defined by the 

supernatural and outside of it.  

The community of the Utila Cays is primarily made up of a post-colonial creole 

population that settled the uninhabited island in the early 1800s. With them they brought 

traditional knowledge developed out of the Cayman Islands, which are geographically similar to 

the island, and strong Christian ties. Similar to the research done by Stoffle and Minnis 

(2008:64), which demonstrated a direct connection between the sea and Christian values via 

church placement and a marine theme in hymns in the Bahamas, the people on the Utila Cays 

understand their habitat through the religious teachings of the church. For example, one Cayan 

explained that fish populations were degrading due to sinful activities, such as alcohol, tobacco, 

and drug consumption. This worldview echoes that of the case in Brazil and Indonesia, where 

taboo acts or insufficient offerings/prayers can alter the health of the people and the marine 
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ecosystem. Although the ties post-colonial peoples have to their regional fishing grounds are 

temporally limited, the use pattern over multiple generations necessarily established a connection 

between the natural and the supernatural; for western and indigenous religious systems alike, 

resources are controlled by a being—or beings—with higher power and authority, existing with 

agency, and responding to human activity.  

5.1.2 Morality on the Utila Cays 

Morality serves as a multifaceted example of miscommunication between stakeholders, 

especially when it comes to small-scale extractive industries that attempt to compete 

simultaneously with their large-scale counterparts and environmentalists that tend to lump these 

competing industries together. As discussed in the previous chapter, marine conservationists 

paint fisheries with a broad brush when, in actuality, the impacts of transnational fleet fisheries 

are not remotely comparable to a village of handline fishers. This is the same case when it comes 

to the perceptions of expatriates from affluent countries, such as the United States, living in 

Utila; although not formally a part of my research, one conversation with a young diver 

highlighted how negative perceptions of Cayan fishermen are reproduced and transmitted 

amongst tourists. In this conversation, the diver noted the impacts of local fishing on the 

ecosystem without broadening their discussion to incorporate other global factors such as bigger 

fishing operations in adjacent communities—namely Roatán and Belize—or pollution. Instead, 

the focus of local divers—whom often collaborate with local conservation associations—is on 

the local fisheries and fails to incorporate the nuanced conservation beliefs and practices. 

Contrarily, my research suggests that the Cayan fisherman’s participation of commercial 

fishing does not necessarily determine their moral behavior as strictly extractive. In reality, the 

Cayan fishermen relies of fish stocks more than any other member of the community. As such, 

many locals demonstrated their interest in maintaining ecosystem health by discussing the 
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importance of regulations placed on fishing methods that are less sustainable. One Cayan 

explained:  

In [my father’s] time there were more fish than now. What messed our fish up were 
the nets around here. That is what messed the fish up, that slowed it down a lot. 
[Net fishing has been around] from creation. [They net fished here] a long time ago, 
I probably wasn’t even born yet. They only stopped it three years ago. That is when 
the new mayor got into town, he stopped it. And a lot of fish came back around the 
docks. You ever see the jacks jumping there? Before that, when they were netting, 
you wouldn’t see that. Because they would see them jumping and surround them 
with a net, and kill them all. Spear fishing, that is bad too. Traps too. If the whole 
cay would just handline, the fish would come back. Handline fishing and trolling 
are the two primary methods for fishing on the Utila Cays.  

Other fishing technologies such as gill nets, traps, and harpoons can provide greater yields of 

fish, increasing their popularity in the local waters, particularly by fishermen from mainland 

Honduras. This case of a tragedy of the commons forces local, traditional fishermen of the Utila 

Cays to participate in these activities or forego income opportunities in a situation that increases 

their vulnerability. However, when policy is implemented and upheld to protect against 

overfishing, locals are happy to forgo higher fishing yields in favor of their traditional methods.  

Morality defined within a small traditional community—especially one that has 

developed TEK that encompasses a range of conservation techniques—extends to communal 

relationships as well, further contributing to their identity in relation to fish. My research on 

Utila produced similar findings to those brought up in the previous chapter regarding community 

building; in my two months within the community I witnessed communal sharing between 

family, neighbors, and close friends, and at times visitors like myself. Atto, for example, is a 

small business owner on the Cays that still fished on clear mornings because he enjoyed the 

activity. He would keep some of the fish to feed his family, but instead of taking additional fish 

to one of the local fish factories he would distribute it to other community members. This was 

commonplace for many Cayans, even economically disadvantaged community members that 
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would otherwise benefit from selling their catch, such as Edgar. This exchange of goods between 

community members strengthened social bonds within the community.  

This is not to say all resources are shared within the community. Whereas community 

members on Utila are willing to share their catch, many interviewees demonstrated a reluctance 

to share their fishing spots with people outside of their immediate family. These locations, often 

passed down between generations, provide an added level of security to fishermen. Whereas 

sharing fish only reduces the number they can sell—and as often the case may be, shared fish 

cannot be sold due to size, quality, or lack of demand—fishing spots threaten to reduce future 

catches. One fisherman noted:  

You have to find a special spot. When my grandfather started to fish you could fish 
off the dock and catch a boatload. Now you have to have a special spot. You have 
to know your rocks, your best spots. [My dad and I] have the same spots. My spot, 
if I show it to them, they kill it out. They catch all the fish there. 

This quote highlights the impacts of increased vulnerability on community sharing. Community 

members referred to as ‘they’ are made up of close friends and family. However, to a fisherman 

who depends on his daily catch to feed his family, it is necessary to protect information that can 

exploit these resources.  

5.1.3 Power on the Utila Cays 

 Power struggles between the fishing community of the Utila Cays and government and 

non-government conservation groups is highly evident in both local perceptions and—as I will 

demonstrate—continued unethical practices. The earlier provided example of the young diver 

who perpetuates definitions of local fishermen as anti-environmentalists serves as a prime 

example of this power dynamic, which is exacerbated by the continued influx of expatriates and 

tourists as the island grows. As these numbers increase, and as Utila becomes more recognized 

as an ecotourist destination for diving, the fisherman faces increased social pressures that 

manifest through the implementation of MPAs, restricting their access to resources.  
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That is not to say that the Cayan fisherman intrinsically disagrees with the 

implementation of MPAs as a conservation practice. My fieldwork in the Utila Cays was nothing 

short of timely; once I arrived, I was informed of a meeting set up by the Honduran Government 

to discuss changes to local ecosystem management policies. During this meeting, three MPA 

proposals were introduced using a map and a “pitch” designed to sell the idea of introducing 

more no-take zones in these traditional fishing locations. After an initial pushback against the 

three introduced MPAs, the few attending locals agreed to the implementation of two of them, 

which government officials agreed to, suggesting they reached a compromise with the 

community. As this example demonstrates, their inclusion in the process of implementing 

conservation policy is evidently problematic.  

Pomeroy and Berkes (1997) have developed a tool for defining these distinct levels of 

engagement that fall between “government centralized management” and “community self-

governance and self-management” in fisheries management, which is useful in the analysis of the 

level at which the community of the Utila Cays is involved in decision-making (Figure 13). At 

the low end, informing takes place when the government explains the new policy to a 

community. While it is important to recognize that the Honduran Government has increased the 

level of engagement of Cayan fishermen—whom previously engaged only at the “informing” 

level—they have only been incorporated at the “consultation” level, in that, the meeting was set 

up to consult with community members and gauge their reaction to a policy that has already been 

designed.   
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Figure 13: Levels of Community Engagement (Pomeroy and Berkes 1997) 

Contrarily, other stakeholders are capable of engaging with marine policy at a much 

higher level, particularly divers. Whereas divers and dive centers are not necessarily sought out 

by the Honduran Government at the same capacity as fishermen on the Utila Cays, they are 

instead connected to other mechanisms that increases their agency in ecosystem management—

namely NGOs. It is no secret that the Bay Island Conservation Association (BICA), for example, 

is managed and manned by local divers, mostly expatriates and mestizos from Mainland 

Honduras. BICA has also been instrumental in the design of MPAs, both in the past and 

currently, and research on local fishermen that fundamentally supports the implementation of 

said policies (Korda, Hill, and Gray 2008). This, in the complex web of relations between locals, 

NGOs, and the Honduran Government, places divers and associated ecotourism businesses 

between the “advisory role” and “community control” levels of co-management. This is a clear 
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case of non-traditional community control over traditional resources, leading to the subsequent 

disenfranchisement of local fishermen.   

That is not to say all divers and conservationists work to systematically suppress the 

rights of local fishermen on Utila. Contrarily, Bogdan, the owner of Utila Cays Diving, has 

argued to increase Cayan participation by hiring a local fisherman/dive boat captain to patrol the 

local MPAs, which suggests the local would participate at a joint action role. Similarly, he and 

local NGOs have encouraged the development of a coalition of local fishermen to participate in 

conservation management (which has recently taken place, according to sources), which could 

increase their role to a “cooperation” or “communication” level and, with time, has potential to 

further increase the agency of local fishermen to higher levels of engagement. This would leave 

less room for miscommunication between groups. For example, the meeting previously 

mentioned was falsely advertised in local flyers throughout the Cays that stated it would happen 

a day later than the actual meeting. Whether or not this was an intentional act meant to 

systematically silence the majority of the community—which consequently it did, as was evident 

from the small number of locals participating in the meeting and subsequent interactions with 

local fishermen that noted they thought the meeting was taking place the next day—a coalition of 

locals would reduce the occurrence of miscommunication.  

 Although increasing participation of locals in the decision-making process at any level is 

a positive thing, it is also significant to demonstrate why the “partnership” level of co-

management is the minimal level to effectively increase community agency. As the example in 

the previous chapter demonstrated, a top-down approach to conservation policy is especially 

problematic when agency to determine what is best for a community is left to non-locals (Tupper 

et al. 2015). During my research on Utila, I asked locals if they wanted their children to be 

fishermen as a means of understand their ties to their traditional fishing identity. I found that the 

decreasing fish stocks were so concerning to community members that they prefer to see their 



86 
 

children receive a good education and seek other, more reliable forms of income. Although I 

expand on this in the next chapter, this is an example of why it is useful to incorporate local 

communities in the design and execution of policies—whereas local the Honduran Government 

and local NGOs continue to tackle the issue of fishing on the Utila Cays with more regulation, 

upon further investigation and exploration of risk and mitigation, I believe they would find better 

strategies would include community-centered development to increase opportunities in 

ecotourism.  

5.2 Fishing is Life 

 These frameworks for understanding differences between TEK and western science are 

significant tools for engagement with Cayan fisherman. When Edgar sat across from me at the 

BBQ and said Fishing is Life I considered what he meant in the context of his ontology, his 

moral beliefs, and I framed this understanding in the power dynamic that exists between him and 

decision makers. It mirrors statements made by fishermen in the Bahamas, referring to their 

demise by ongoing projects that result in marine policies, in that if fishing is indeed life, then no 

fish would mean sure death. Edgar does not believe that without fishing he would not live. He 

did, in fact, work abroad in the United States for some years doing construction, and he now 

captains a diving boat for part of the year. But to the traditional fisherman and, to some extent, 

all community members of the Utila Cays, fishing is the most essential component to 

maintaining their lifestyle, defining their communal identity. 
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Figure 14: Diagram Demonstrating Fishing as Central to Cayan Identity 

 To the Cayan, fishing is central to some of the most significant aspects of life: diet, 

economy, religion, education, and community. In the same respect, each of these components is 

intrinsically tied to one another in a vast network. The clearest evidence of this is through diet 

and economy. Fish accounts for the primary subsistence of the community, just as it did for the 

first inhabitants during the resettlement period. As such, fish has always been central to Cayan 

economy. From the 1830s, when families from the Cayman Islands were drawn to Utila for 

turtling and fishing, to the reemergence of fishing as the primary export of the Cays today. 

Whereas today’s fishermen participate in the primary economy through fishing, Edgar recounted 

old stories of crossing the sea to trade fish with merchants on mainland Honduras for breadkind, 

a term for starchy fruits such as breadfruit and plantains, demonstrating its importance in 

secondary economies as a means to diversify diets.  

Fish

diet

economy

religioneducation

community
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 The ways in which fishing is central to religion and education may be less obvious at first 

glance, though nuanced examples are evident in every day rituals. Most obvious is that fishermen 

largely do not partake in fishing on the sabbath—Sunday for Baptists and Pentecostals and 

Saturday for Seventh day Adventists—limiting themselves to six-day work weeks. This 

demonstrates the fisherman’s observance of God’s will and power, controversially affecting his 

capability to earn an income, particularly when favorable fishing days fall on the sabbath. 

Although it is not obviously evident, ties between education and fishing are highly 

prevalent in the community and serve as an example of the most critical threat to reduced fishing 

activities. The connection between fishing and education exists on three levels: practical 

learning, marine ecology, and oral histories. Practical skills are anything from tying a knot to the 

act of fishing itself, both activities that will serve the child as they grow older and start a family 

of their own. However, one of the most practical of all activities learned by a young boy on the 

Cays is driving a boat. Just as children in the United States are taught to drive a car, driving a 

boat is likely the most essential skill any boy learns growing up. Cayan men will be expected to 

use a boat in all aspects of their lives, both in getting to and from work to the most mundane 

tasks of daily living, like a visit to the market for goods. The fishing trip is likely the first 

opportunity for fathers to teach their sons these gendered roles that they will be expected to know 

to provide for a family of their own one day.  
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Figure 15: Children Gathered in front of Schoolhouse on the Utila Cays 

Similar to practical skills, marine ecology is learned on the Cays through activities, 

primarily fishing and preparation of fish. On the most basic level, this begins with taxonomy, but 

extends to nuanced knowledge of marine systems and biodiversity. For example, when 

discussing lionfish, an invasive species of predatory fish that has caused mass damage to reef 

systems in the Caribbean, an expatriate noted that the primary reason for their rapid increase in 

population is because they have no natural predators in the waters surrounding Utila, outside of 

the occasional shark. A local quickly rebutted this statement with claims that groupers in fact eat 

lionfish, which he had known from cutting into groupers he had caught for consumption. A quick 

google search can confirm the local’s claim, but tourists and expatriates still commonly make the 

contrary claim that lionfish have no predators. As this demonstrates, the fisherman has expert 

knowledge of fish and other marine species from his interactions with the sea; what differs is that 

he learns via unconventional forms of education—at least, unconventional to the western 

scientist—to reach the same conclusions.  
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The fishing trip is also an important opportunity for sharing oral histories, a central 

component to learning within traditional communities. These oral histories are transmitted 

through generations to teach not only practical skills but instill morals into children, just as 

stories within our society might teach us about sharing what we have and being good to others. 

This form of learning—adjacent to that of formal or “western” education—is an essential part of 

development in the community. Unlike the universal and formal aspects of western education, 

oral histories are embedded within cultural norms and spatial boundaries. They exist to reinforce 

social rules as defined within the community, whilst contributing to a historical account of their 

life in the past and present.  

 
Figure 16: Atto Hand Line Fishing North of Utila 

How the community is defined by fishing is increasingly complex. On the surface, the 

community is defined by fishing in the simplest way: they are a fishing community. I would ask 

locals if they considered their community a fishing community, and no matter the individual’s 

occupation, they agreed. Fishing still makes up the majority of the economy, thus all economies 
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on the Utila Cays are dependent on fishing activities. Increased fishing income typically means 

the whole community will prosper. Therefore, activities such as the mutton snapper runs in 

November are celebrated by all individuals, fishermen or not; during this time, the community 

works together over a series of days, supporting one another.  

 
Figure 17: From Left to Right, Eddie, Edgar’s Son, and Edger 

But how the community is affected by change is not only obvious on the economic front. 

What makes the community exist in solidarity is the system of reciprocity that exists between 

neighbors. This is what struck me when I sat with Edgar at his home a few days later for our one-

on-one interview. We sat on his small deck and discussed opportunities that day; he did not talk 

about how much fishing is life, but instead how much fishing is needed to survive. Already 

living in poverty, many fishermen like Edgar have faced increased hardships with the decreasing 

fish stocks, unfavorable market fluctuations, and increased policies involving marine protections. 
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Despite this, after we concluded our interview, Edgar proclaimed that he was going to give me 

some lobster; certainly, the young anthropologist going around asking everyone about fishing is 

interested in their catch. But as the weeks went on, I noticed that Edgar was giving away lobster 

to other individuals, including families in the community that had much more, even some very 

well-off expatriates that owned their own island paradise on Sandy Shore. Edgar would never 

take money for lobster given to a friend, even when I offered it myself. Just as he would always 

contribute to the Salva Vida fund and bought rounds for the group at the Pool Hall.  

What became more evident was that fish was not just “life” because people loved to fish. 

Fish are not just a means of subsistence or income, but a central component of Cayan identity 

and livelihoods as they are known. This is why fishermen in the Bahamas took to describing the 

implementation of MPAs as killing them (Stoffle and Minnis 2008), and lawyers described the 

ecosystem conservation efforts impacting Cucapá fishermen as “cultural genocide” (Muehlmann 

2008: 77). As it goes for everyone on the Utila Cays, fish are integrated into every aspect of 

Edgar’s life. When lobster season began shortly after my arrival, Edgar loaded up his boat, 

Mojito¸ and took his youngest son out for his second season of lobster diving. Not because he 

wants his son to be a fisherman, but because that is what you do on the Cays. Because his son 

needs to learn how to survive. Because Fishing is Life.  
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CHAPTER SIX 
THEY SEE IT COMING 

 Morning One: I woke up to the crow of a rooster living right outside my front door. This 

was going to be my new alarm, and every morning I was going to get into the habit of waking up 

at the crack of dawn. This was, after all, well after the fisherman had left for the day. Fishermen 

wake up hours before sunrise; they get ready and set off to their fishing spot, slowly cruising in a 

diesel-powered dory over the still morning sea. This gave me time to develop a routine. Cold 

shower, quick trip to Sheila Store for a couple beef pastalitos, and then off to Hotel Kayla where 

Bogdan had coffee ready. From here I could sit on the dock and watch for the fishermen as they 

home with their daily catch. I was into my routine by day two, and sure enough, that is where I 

met the first fisherman I would interact with: Melvin.   

 
Figure 18: Deck of Hotel Kayla 
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 Melvin didn’t come up to the dock on a boat. He walked up with a bucket of fish, sat on 

the hotel’s deck, and began to fillet them. I came to find out he was not filleting fish he caught; 

these were fish caught by his family. Melvin had fallen victim to a series of thefts that had taken 

place on the west side of Utila recently. The motor of his boat had been lifted no more than a 

week ago, leaving him stranded on the Cays with no means to fish.  

 
Figure 19: Melvin Filleting Fish on the Deck of Hotel Kayla 

 Melvin could not afford to take a couple weeks off while he waited for a new motor. He 

was one of the best fishermen on the island, and he often trolled for high-dollar fish: wahoo, 

mahi-mahi, king fish. As such, he did not sell to the local fish factories on the Cays. Melvin had 

multiple clients throughout Utila, selling directly to resorts and restaurants. Although they could 

buy fish elsewhere, Melvin built his clientele on his skill and reliability. Facing the risk of losing 

his clients, Melvin had to adapt.  
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I saw Melvin every day after that. His beautiful home neighbored Hotel Kayla and the 

Pentecostal Church of God, so it was on my daily route. He would often sit on his deck and listen 

to music through his headphones as he made fascinating lures, using colorful strands of string 

and tying them to formulate unique shapes. It turns out, lures are the trick to fishing bigger 

species. Melvin knew what colors and shapes to make to catch the big ones; there was one for 

each type of fish. It was his niche in the oversaturated market. In recent years, many 

expatriates—typically from affluent countries like the United States and Canada—had come to 

Utila and began to fish these waters as well. I had heard it a couple times: seemingly tourists, 

white men come to the Utila Cays to get a fisherman guide for a hundred dollars, spend the day 

learning the spots, and then suddenly show up the next week in their big boats with their brand-

new equipment. I had read about the Mestizos coming from the mainland in literature on Utila’s 

fishermen, but nothing about the expatriates competing for marine resources. It was clear that 

Melvin knew the Utila Cays were vulnerable with the growing attention Utila was gaining as a 

destination island.  

“Not going to be no future for them, not fishing,” he remarked when I asked him about 

the future of his community. His oldest daughter was going to University in Costa Rica, which 

came at a significant financial burden, especially on a fisherman’s wages. Christie, his wife, 

worked as well, managing the hotel and making meals for guests. Together they could afford 

luxuries many others could not, but it took its toll. Still, there were no other options for Melvin. 

He needed to create opportunities for his daughters, because staying home, the only home they 

know, their little piece of paradise, was simply not an option.  
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6.1 Risk and Communication 

 Everyone I spoke with communicated risks. Although seemingly an easygoing group of 

people, anyone engaging in meaningful dialogue with a community member would realize the 

community is facing risks. Risks are not only prevalent in the community, they are multifaceted. 

If we were to analyze the Utila Cays using Douglas and Wildavsky’s (1982) categories of risk—

foreign affairs, crime, pollution, and economic failure—we would identify individual risks at 

every level. Furthermore, these individual risks are intertwined in a complex web of cause and 

effect.   

 The fundamental risk identified by locals of the Utila Cays is the rapid decrease in fish 

stocks. This crisis is recognized globally, and scientists have attributed the primary causes as 

overfishing, pollution, and climate change (Economics Online 2017, UN 2010, WWF 2017). 

Within the Caribbean specifically, the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) have identified 

numerous species fished within Utila as ranging from overexploited to depleted (FOA 2017). As 

a result, conservation science has been implemented throughout the Caribbean to combat these 

decreasing fish stocks through calculated strategies, typically involving policy to combat 

overfishing.  
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Figure 20: Status of Fish Species in the Western Central Atlantic (FAO 2017) 

Strategies of risk mitigation are introduced through risk communication. Defined by the 

United States Environmental Protection Agency (U.S. EPA) as “the process of informing people 

about potential hazards to their person, property, or community” (U.S. EPA N.d.), risk 

communication is a scientific approach to communicating risk effectively in times of danger. 

Although important, this top-down approach to risk only recognizes the science-based values of 

risk assessment and mitigations. In fact, risk communication is two-way. Communities develop 

their own understanding of risk and implement their own forms of mitigation that best fit their 

situation.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, fish are central to life on the Utila Cays, integrated 

into all aspects of society. Decreasing fish stocks around the island pose a major threat to their 

livelihoods, causing a sense of ontological insecurity and uncertainty for the future of their 

community. This chapter focuses on the ways in which community members of the Utila Cays 
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perceive risks and how these risks are mitigated through coping strategies designed to address 

their unique needs.  

6.2 Mitigating Risk 

Once risks are identified and communicated within a community, coping strategies are 

implemented to offset the identified risk. These coping strategies can vary between stakeholders, 

however. Boholm (2003) identifies coping strategies within the context of known stakes and 

probability, separated into two categories: Calculated Risk and Uncertainty.  

Conservationists have a developed understanding through scientific methods, particularly 

in the recording of global fish stocks, which demonstrates a downward trend. Models are then 

calculated to identify the future of fish stocks assuming a continuing trend into the future. Figure 

21 below demonstrates the calculation of seafood species by way of data collection via global 

fisheries from 1950 to 2003 (Clover 2006). Although sampling bias occurs without a 

standardized sampling method over time, collected data from across the globe demonstrating this 

continuing trend leads to an increased knowledge of probability. Continuing global fish stock 

trends demonstrate a high probability in the exploitation of all seafood species.  

 
Figure 21: Estimated Seafood Species Collapse Over Time (Clover 2006) 
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Stakes in conservation science are developed through a deeper understanding of 

biological complexity and interaction between species. Marine biology informs oceanic 

conservation on the nuanced interactions that take place within the ocean, such as predatory/prey 

relations and altruism. Consequences of overfishing can disrupt marine communities; as the 

World Wildlife Foundation (WWF) suggests, overfishing of top predators causes “increased 

abundance of smaller marine animals at the bottom of the food chain. This in turn has impacts on 

the rest of the marine ecosystem, such as the increased growth of algae and threats to coral reef 

health” (WWF n.d.). This developed understanding of marine communities highlights a known 

stake in the continued overfishing of target species.  

Whereas conservation scientists have calculated risks through scientific data and analysis, 

traditional fishermen develop their understanding of probability and stakes within the context of 

personal and traditional (or generational) experience. Although a steady decline in fish stocks has 

been observed on the Utila Cays, a surge in mutton snapper catches in 2016 and a surge of 

barracuda catches in 2017 due to fluctuations in local waters leave fishermen with less 

confidence in the probability of decreasing fish over time, thus increasingly unknown probability 

of overall fish stocks.  

Stakes from the perspective of global ecology are unknown, although these concerns are 

not central to the lifeways of traditional fishermen. Instead, locals on the Utila Cays have more 

localized stakes, such as their participation in the primary economy. Stakes are well known to 

fishermen in the context of the economy; decline in fish will inevitably result in the major loss of 

the primary economic industry on the Utila Cays. However, experience in declining economies 

and sustenance, such as the decimation of coconut and banana plantations in the 1950s (Lord 

1975), have demonstrated ongoing resilience through environmental multiplicity, defined as the 
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“resiliency of traditional social-ecological systems as the result of creating multiple subsistence 

strategies and webs of interdependent social relationships to guard against social and natural 

perturbations” (O’Meara 2009). Although the community is aware of their dependence on fish as 

both an economic enterprise and a primary sustenance, the overall outcome of largely exploited 

fish species leads to ontological insecurity; the community will have to develop adaptations to 

persist, falling on many hardships that cannot be fully known.  

Therefore, in the context of probabilities and stakes, whereas conservationists fall into the 

category of calculated risk, locals fall into the category of uncertainty. Boholm (2003) defines 

three general coping strategies for communities dealing with unknown probability and stakes: 

faith, precaution, and avoidance.  

 
Figure 22: Coping Strategies Defined within Levels of Certainty (Boholm 2003) 
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 Faith, in Boholm’s analysis, is a form of coping through high trust in individuals or 

entities responsible for managing the risk at hand. In the case of Utila’s fisheries, this could 

include conservation scientists (typically in the form of NGOs), the government, or a higher form 

of authority such as God. When there is not high trust, precaution or avoidance are implemented. 

Precaution strategies seek to mitigate or control the risk, whereas avoidance strategies disengage 

the risk by developing and relying on alternative options considered safer.  

6.3 Coping Strategies on the Utila Cays 

During interviews, respondents demonstrated the implementation of the three coping 

strategies introduced by Boholm in response to the recognized drop in fish populations around 

the Utila Cays. Furthermore, respondents demonstrated the utilization of multiple strategies over 

a temporal scale. By pulling data from my research, I will demonstrate the nuanced ways local 

fishermen and the broader community move forward with the perceived risk of declining fish 

stocks. 

6.3.1 Faith 

 Although Boholm defines faith to include high trust in individuals and organizations, the 

community of the Cays is largely reluctant of outsiders. That is not to say they reject scientific 

information; during my interviews some individuals brought up scientifically recognized causes 

of depleting fish stocks, such as climate change, the consequences of which are observable to 

members of the community. However, past tensions between conservationists and the 

community seem to have left many fishermen skeptical of NGOs and the government involved in 

policy making.  

 Instead, faith as a coping strategy typically involves high trust in God. Because the 

community is predominantly—and arguably exclusively—Christian, members ascribe spiritual 
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teachings and meanings within the bible to their physical environment. The best example of this 

came up during an interview with a young fisherman, who claimed that fish stocks were 

declining because of people sinning. He noted that “the old man upstairs, he sees that there is no 

more love here. That is why he is pulling the fish away… today, there is too much lying. Too 

much stealing. Too much hatred.” In this worldview, fish stocks fluctuate at the will of God, 

which is intrinsically connected with human actions on earth. More specifically, he provided 

examples of lying about fish locations, a tactic used to divert other fishers from known locations.  

Not unlike other indigenous belief systems as outlined in the previous chapter, this 

demonstrates the direct and powerful connection between fish and religion within the 

community. Embedded within this example are nuances of communal sharing, as well as the 

destructive effects of introducing neoliberal economic systems into the small community.  

 God’s will was also brought up in other conversations, such as the mutton snapper runs 

that take place during fall. Part of an annual migration route, mutton snapper pass through Utila 

in large numbers sometime around October and November, providing a short period of 

prosperity for the community. When discussing the run, a participant noted that it was “the way 

it’s going to be until Jesus comes, too. When God comes. He’s the one that’s going to stop it. 

They got to pass.” This quote outlines another prominent consequence of faith-based coping 

strategies, similarly echoed by other members of the community that noted that “fish have 

always been here, they will always be here.”  

 These nuanced examples are important in understanding the perception of risk, 

particularly when it comes to mitigation. Forms of mitigation include participation in forms of 

prayer, either through the church or individually. They can extend to the reinforcement of social 

rules within the community. For example, some individuals might want to reinforce stricter laws 
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regarding sinful activities on the Utila Cays, such as alcohol consumption. Others might sense 

the global crisis of sinning, especially as it has become more evident with the introduction of the 

internet, out of their control, leaving a feeling of helplessness.  

 This is not to say faith as a coping strategy neglects the importance of other, more 

tangible mitigation strategies. In fact, at some level, all members of the community recognize 

God’s agency over all aspects of the sea, even though they simultaneously recognize other 

factors with tangible actions, such as overfishing by off-shore rigs. It is important, however, to 

recognize the significance placed on the intangible connections between faith and fishing as an 

overarching cause to their problem in that it is used to frame both known and unknown factors.  

6.3.2 Precaution 

 Precaution-based strategies are highly diversified, taking place as both community-wide 

and individual actions. In this research, precaution strategies include any direct action done to 

mitigate pressures of decreasing fish stocks. These strategies can, for example, seek to directly 

alter the number of fish available in the ocean, or, alternatively, offset the vulnerability by 

developing resilience strategies. A few case studies from my data exemplify the range in 

precaution coping strategies implemented by community members, which can be narrowed into 

three categories: conservation, specialization, and diversification.  

 Conservation strategies are largely community-wide strategies that target fish stocks 

directly. Although they are implemented through policy, what my data suggests here is that—

when agreeable—they are reinforced through social norms. For example, a ban on net fishing 

was implemented in recent years to combat declining fish stocks. As one fisherman noted, “What 

messed our fish up were the nets around here. That is what messed the fish up, that slowed it 

down a lot…They only stopped it three years ago. That is when the new mayor got into town, he 
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stopped it. And a lot of fish came back around the docks.” Here, the community member 

recognizes the significant damage caused by implementing certain technologies in fishing. He 

went on to say spear fishing and lobster nets were also destructive, claiming “if the whole Cay 

would just handline, the fish would come back.”  

 Although it is significant to recognize the part local and municipal governments played in 

conservation, this example demonstrates a type of bottom-up mitigation embedded in social 

rules. It is evident from my research that most community members agree with this notion. 

Although some individuals participate in lobster diving, a relatively non-invasive form of spear 

fishing, most fishers concentrate on deep sea and trolling fishing methods, which utilizes a long 

stretch of fishing line with a succession of hooks at the end. The community maintains agency 

over this strategy through the expectation that all actors participate equally when using their 

shared resource, despite the increased difficulty and lower yields associated with this fishing 

method. This type of unspoken communal agreement combats overexploitation, particularly 

among Cayans that are bound to these social rules through community enforcement. 

 Specialization is another category of precaution strategy developed from my data on the 

Utila Cays. Unlike conservation, specialization seeks to focus on specific methods of fishing to 

create a niche among other contesters in the market. For example, the many times I walked past 

Melvin’s house he displayed and described the attributes of his customized lures. Utilizing his 

traditional knowledge pertaining to fish species, he has developed a method of narrowing his 

focus to specific species that are less commonly caught and, consequently, of higher value. This 

technique is widely known throughout the Cays, although individuals have their own preference 

in size, shape, and color of the lure they use. Other examples may include the specialization in 

different fishing techniques all together, such as lobster diving as opposed to trolling. 
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Figure 23: Rented Tanks for Lobster Divers are Filled by the Local Fish Factory 

 Another common specialization is in geospatial knowledge, which is typically developed 

from intergenerational knowledge passed down through family lines—Cayan traditional 

ecological knowledge (TEK). Whereas spatial information has always informed fishing practices 

in Utila, this information has become more specialized family knowledge, highly guarded as to 

not exploit known sources of fish. This can be especially important for lobster diving, which is 

done around specific areas where lobsters can hide inside rocks to avoid predators. Mestizos and 

white expatriates are excluded from this specialized information, although protecting this 

knowledge can be increasingly difficult when providing tours, as Melvin discussed during our 

interview, or hiring Mestizos for help, a common practice for Cayan fishermen looking for cheap 

labor.  

 Diversification is the most obvious coping strategy for fishermen, and ranges 

categorically as well. Here, diversification is discussed as a strategy involving mixed modes of 
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monetary gain outside of fishing to offset the financial burden during difficult times; this is 

termed Occupational Multiplicity by Comitas (1964). Although this type of strategy involves 

some form of partial avoidance of fishing activities, it does so in a way to maintain at least 

partial if not primary occupation in the fishing sector, typically offset by other sources of 

income, such as transportation of people or goods.   

 Diversification typically involves the calculation of costs versus payoff. For example, 

high costs of diesel and gas are often levied against assumed catch based on observable 

conditions. One fisherman noted, “when it is windy like this, nobody goes. These months are 

hard; a couple of guys go looking for tuna on the other side but no, I don’t do it.” In this instance, 

the fisherman believes the cost of fuel will exceed the payout, based on his observations of 

weather patterns and celestial—particularly lunar—cycles. This same individual continued, 

“right now somebody else is using my dory. Not fishing, just diving. When I want to go fishing I 

go. Because this month and next month is getting windy, then we let them go. When its calm, 

when the weather is good, then I’ll work.” In this instance, the individual lent his boat out to a 

lobster diver that does not have the capital to purchase a boat. Although this leaves him without 

work for the day, he can make some wages from the other individual’s catch, providing a 

financial opportunity he would otherwise not have due to environmental constraints.  

 Other examples can be calculating payout between fishing and other income 

opportunities. Whereas the income from fishing will depend on circumstances outside of the 

fisherman’s control, other jobs, like captaining dive boats, are steady forms of income. This is 

why—as we discussed in the last chapter—Edgar balances between lobster diving, a lucrative 

form of fishing, and captaining the dive boat for Utila Cays Diving. This is a popular practice for 

individuals that work abroad on vessels or oil rigs when they return home for months at a time 
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between jobs. Providing fishing tours can also be considered a method of diversifying income; in 

these instances, the fisherman takes a group of tourists out with the arrangement of getting 

guaranteed pay no matter the catch. Fish, in these instances, will often belong to the tourist, 

though many fishermen noted that they are often left with some if not most of the catch. Fishing 

is an occupation that anyone with a boat, or access to a boat, can suddenly pick up. This is a type 

of occupational multiplicity commonly practiced in small fishing communities as a means of 

building resilience.  

6.3.3 Avoidance 

 For the sake of this study, avoidance is framed as an economic coping strategy in which 

an individual either completely rejects fishing or only participates in non-monetary fishing 

activities. Because fishing is a part of life on the Cays, particularly for men, fishing activities are 

likely to continue for nearly every member of the community; these activities are, after all, tied 

to modes of learning. Fishing is a rite of passage, particularly for young men. However, 

avoidance strategies are increasingly employed today, particularly by Cayan youth.  

 Avoidance in Cayan adults is much rarer, but a few cases do exist. Accompanied with 

this strategy is some form of steady income. One of the most popular forms of income I came 

across on the Cays was captaining dive boats. Expert knowledge of local waters, reef systems, 

and weather patterns makes the Cayan man an ideal hire for dive resorts throughout the island of 

Utila. One Cayan dive boat captain I interacted with during my research appeared to avoid 

fishing as an economic activity while maintaining leisurely fishing activities on his days off. 

Although he could diversify his income to offset these days off, his other employment occupies 

too much of his time to participate at any great capacity. On days he does fish, even today, he is 
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sure to make a grand meal and share photos of it on social media, often with photos of his usual 

group of friends, eating on the deck of his home.  

 
Figure 24: Kerry, a Cayan Dive Boat Captain, Aboard Miss Cay 

 Another, more rare occupation that offsets fishing is owning and managing a small 

business. These cases are almost negligible; nearly every restaurant and store on the Cays is 

owned and operated by women. However, Herman may have been one of the original examples 

of Cayans employing an avoidance strategy as a direct result of how fishing operations ran on the 

Cays. As a young man he was a fisherman, but was dissuaded to continue fishing when the local 

fish factory was unable to pay him up front for his catch one day. Herman considered his 

intuition a type of foresight into the future of the community, and instead would join the 

Honduran Navy for some years before returning and opening his restaurant. Some days I would 

see his boat, Lil’ Sidney, unoccupied in the waters between the Cays and Utila Town. As I 
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understood it, Herman would continue fishing activities by diving for lobster—possibly to 

supply his own restaurant—or taking tourists and expatriates out on fishing tours. But he upheld 

his rejection of the fishing economy, noting the declining fish stocks he predicted decades ago.  

 Although traditional cases of avoidance strategy are rare amongst adult men, another 

form of avoidance strategy is much more prevalent, implemented by nearly every member of the 

community. What locals are now doing to offset the dangers of decreasing fish stocks is 

restructuring systems of knowledge acquisition to take on a more “western” approach in hopes to 

expand opportunities for youth, through means of higher education and certifications. This 

ranges from expanding the school on the Cays to include up to a 12th year education to funding 

higher education abroad in hopes to open opportunities in economic sectors outside of fishing—

and consequently, outside of the community by and large. The following examples frame what is 

termed here a transformational period on the Utila Cays that has become widespread amongst the 

community, in direct response to perceived risks.  

6.4 No Future for Them, Not Fishing 

 As we lounged around Melvin’s home discussing fishing in the present and past, I was 

posed to ask him what the future of fishing would be on the Cays. Instead, I reframed the 

question to ask him about his children. In my experience, people tend to hold on tightly to their 

traditional lifeways. One of the most important aspects of any community is to pass these 

traditions down to their children, maintaining cultural continuity over generations, and affording 

ontological security moving forward. But as I became more aware of the perceived risk of the 

community, I was increasingly curious how locals sought to offset these issues over time. His 

response not only answered the question that had been bothering me since my arrival, it changed 

the way I understood my research completely:  
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There is not going to be nothing here for [the youth]. It’s best for them to study. 
Study. There is never going to be nothing here for them. Right now, to make it 
fishing, you got to really have a lot of experience. To know where to go, know your 
stuff. You know? With how scarce fish is, not going to be no future for them, not 
fishing. The parents see it too. They’re trying to get them to study. My friends, 
they’re fishing guys, my friends that got boys, they’re keeping them in school. They 
see it coming.  

I would like [my kids] to be here with me, but there’s nothing here, nothing here 
for them. I mean if they marry a future [spouse] here, there’s not going to be nothing 
here for them either. It’s going to be tough. Maybe Utila be better, cause a lot of 
tourists there. You put a business in Utila you can make a life good. On the Cays, 
no. 

 I would come to find that Melvin’s response was echoed by all members of the community. 

Responses varied little from each person interviewed: 

• “Right now, I want [my son] to study. Study first. Right now, we are not doing nothing, 

just fishing off of the dock. I didn’t get to study much. I got my diploma, yeah; sixth 

grade. We didn’t have no college around here. You had to go to Utila.”  

• “I would let him go to school. Let him pass a grade and find a job. Because fish are 

getting scarce around here. Some years are better, some years are less.” 

• “[Kids] need to learn something else, because the fishing went down big.” 

• “I tell you what, I would want something better for [my kids] because the fishing here is 

getting worse. There is not much fish anymore. I really wish I could get them to the 

States, let them study, and make something of themselves because around here there’s 

nothing. I’ve been going out fishing, fish all day, and don’t even pay for fuel. So, by the 

time they grow up, what is going to be left?” 

• “By the time [my kids] grow up I doubt if they’ll even know what a conch or a lobster 

looks like.” 
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This type of generational avoidance is fostered by increased education opportunities on the Utila 

Cays; only recently the local school has begun to offer education up to the 12th grade level. Prior 

to this, Cayan youth would need daily access to Utila Town to get education past the sixth grade. 

This is one obvious catalyst to the sudden shift in communal rejection of fishing as an 

occupation.  

 
Figure 25: Children Playing on the Utila Cays 

This leads to the question, are fishermen continuing to pass down their traditional fish-

based knowledge to the next generation? As one fisherman noted, they only teach their son to 

fish off the dock, which may be enough to educate them on subsistence fishing but generally 

excludes methods of fishing necessary for monetary gain. This type of fishing also excludes the 

boat ride, an important component of learning on the Cays as discussed in the previous chapter. 

These are significant moments—isolated from distractions—that are used to teach both practical 

skills and pass down oral histories.  This is not to say all members of the community will stop the 

transmission of TEK in the wake of this transformative period on the Utila Cays, however, the 



112 
 

process of transition will differ greatly from past generations, when boys would participate in 

fishing trips from as early as six years of age.  

Faith and precaution are often implemented exclusively today, but all respondents 

demonstrated the use of avoidance as their primary coping strategy moving forward. Avoidance 

as a strategy is not implemented in the sudden halt of fishing practices all together, but instead is 

a multi-generational strategy that has been enforced within the community through dissuasion 

and the development of opportunities—such as education—on the Utila Cays. Whereas the 

development of the remittance economy via work abroad on cruise and transport ships 

demonstrates precaution, the more recent efforts of developing education within the community 

of the Utila Cays is a clear example of offsetting future fish declines by broadening opportunities 

to participate in other economic sectors all together. This is especially evident from interactions I 

had with younger community members, which are at the forefront of this cultural shift.  

However, education alone does not afford a viable solution moving forward. Jobs need to 

become available for the people to persist within the community, otherwise, abroad work or 

depopulation will remain the primary options for these residents. Furthermore, the expanding 

opportunities may pose to degrade the traditional knowledge systems in place, which have been 

so reliant on forms of environmental engagement through occupation. Although this paints the 

community’s identity and environmental knowledge as under threat, the following chapter 

demonstrates how these systems carve out a niche in the ongoing tourism industry, which young 

Cayans are beginning to engage with, carrying forward their traditional livelihoods.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
REPRODUCTION 

I went to Herman’s for a meal my first night on the Cays. I ordered the local staple—fried 

barracuda and rice—and a Salva Vida before proceeding outside to the dock. Outdoor dining is 

customary on the island. The high price of electricity makes it difficult for restaurants to 

constantly run air conditioning (which is why few restaurants on Utila had air conditioning, and 

none on the Cays), but the trade winds are free, affording comfort in this hot and humid climate. 

I was met by two locals on Herman’s dock: James and Chris. The young men welcomed me to 

join them at their table, where we exchanged pleasantries.  

 
Figure 26: View from Herman’s Dock 
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James worked at the local hardware store, although he was a week away from traveling to 

Europe to begin working on a commercial cruise. Work abroad was something I had read about 

in detail prior to arriving in Honduras. David George Lord (1975) had extensively recorded the 

remittance economy of Utila in his dissertation, documenting the functional transition of the 

economy over time, eventually leading to a large flux of Cayan and Utilian men seeking 

occupation abroad. James was implementing what I define as an avoidance strategy by finding 

economic opportunities outside of the fishing sector—and, consequently, outside of his 

community.  

What caught me off guard was that Chris, a Cayan—born and raised on the Utila Cays, 

was a certified dive instructor working for Utopia Resort located on Sandy Shore, adjacent to the 

Cays. At the time of my arrival, Chris was one of few Cayans working in the tourism7 diving 

industry, most of which were boat captains, typically sought after for their expert geographical 

knowledge of the region. He was also the only Cayan that was certified for scuba diving, let 

alone instructing certified diving courses, which requires a higher level of certification.   

Early on I noticed that Chris was charismatic; he had an inviting, likeable attitude ideal 

for interacting with tourists. I observed that he was not only well liked by his community, but by 

minority groups and expatriates throughout the island. In Utila Town he is well known, referred 

to as “Chris from the Cays.” What’s more, he had a sense of wanderlust, yearning to travel to 

where he “didn’t know which way was north,” which brought him to Thailand some months 

later. Although, unlike many youths from the Utila Cays, his travels were not out of necessity but 

opportunity.  

                                                 
7 For this thesis, tourism diving/diver is a term used to differentiate from lobster diving, a form of fishing.  
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Figure 27: Chris Docking a Boat at Neptune’s Restaurant and Bar 

It was not solely his unique circumstance, nor his similar vehemence for adventure, that 

drew me to Chris’ story; he also exuded the qualities which an ethnographer looks for in their 

informants when trying to investigate cultural spaces. He had a strong sense of connectedness to 

his home and community, the Utila Cays. Dissimilar to the expatriate diver, Chris was 

empathetic to the fisherman’s struggle; he did, after all, learn to fish when he was a boy, as 

generations before him did. For these reasons he invested his own time and resources back into 

the community by inspiring other youth to get involved in diving. Later he would even 

participate in the Lobster Diving Program, developed to educate lobster divers on proper diving 

techniques to reduce the amount of (sometimes fatal) incidents—often related to decompression 
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sickness. Whereas he was capable of earning a living through tourism diving, he found 

opportunities to volunteer his time and expertise to help his community.  

Chris and I would later have a formal interview back on Herman’s dock. Although not a 

fisherman, I got a sense that his story would be instrumental to my research—in fact, it was 

transformative. When he discussed his work, it became evident that diving as a tourist guide was 

not simply an answer to a growing occupational crisis—his peers working abroad on ships and 

oil rigs often make better wages than he does. Tourism diving was an opportunity for him to 

maintain his connection to his local waters, a connection that is evidently paramount to the 

community members I interacted with. This transformative process involves reimagining the 

actions of labor while maintaining the use of the same maritime resources Chris grew up 

knowing through tradition.  

 The growing ecotourism industry in Utila has shaped diversified opportunities for 

inhabitants of the island as well as people from Mainland Honduras and expatriates who have 

migrated in large numbers seeking opportunity. This has been transformative in Utila Town, 

where restaurants, hotels, and dive shops thrive from this tourism industry. The community of 

the Utila Cays is much less impacted by this through spatial and geographic limitations; the 

distance between these places makes daily travel a burden and less land on the west end of the 

island is suitable for developments necessary to attract tourists. However, transport services and 

beachfront resorts are increasingly abundant, creating a space for Cayans to increase their 

participation in this portion of the island economy. Still, very few Cayans are involved in 

ecotourism, and they predominantly occupy roles of boat captain, sought after for their expert 

knowledge of local waters. From Chris’ experience, however, we can develop an understanding 
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of how Cayan lifeways are also suitable for diving jobs, and perhaps, how tourism diving is 

suitable as a continuation of Cayan lifeways.  

Pressures from increased insecurity in Cayan youth may foster an opportunity to 

reimagine new roles as more individuals become involved in the tourist diving industry. Unlike 

other attractive occupations, particularly seafaring work abroad, the tourist diving industry 

cultivates a repurposing of local waters and species that have been central to Cayan identity for 

nearly two centuries. This chapter discusses Cayan identity and risk mitigation to frame the 

notion of vocation, otherwise understood as a “calling8,” though not in the Protestant sense, but 

more as an acceptance of traditionalism in that a Cayan should accept his role in life as a 

fisherman—if not occupationally then through secondary activities. How are traditional forms of 

knowledge, developed through generations of extractive maritime industries, suited to engage in 

this new economic sector? How does traditional knowledge expand to include new knowledge 

domains developed through diving practices and subsequent involvement in conservation 

science? Does this strategy appropriately mitigate risks the community perceive by avoiding 

participating in fishing as an extractive industry? And ultimately, does this transition into service 

industries fulfill the calling of the Cayan, as it has been fulfilled in the past through fishing? 

7.1 The Calling 

 Fishermen are primary producers. As we learn from Callon (1986), their ways are 

intricately connected with their time-tested knowledge of their environment and their catch, their 

pride in their work, and their resistance to scientific objectifications of their lives. When Melvin 

sets off every morning, hours before the break of dawn, he is on his own boat, on his schedule; 

                                                 
8 The calling is a translation from the German word Beruf, which means “profession,” although it has strong 
overtones of “calling” or “vocation” as it is rooted from the word rufen, “to call.” (Weber 2004: 1) 
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he has a place, and he owns his time. As Marx said of craft producers whose modes of producing 

presaged later capitalist factory regimes, the fisherman has a direct and unalienated relationship 

with his mode of production (Marx et al. 1990). And we know from reading Marx and Ollman 

(1986), what Marx meant was in reference to an economic relationship and a dignified 

connection to his own capacities, labor, and technology; his boat, his lures, his technique are all 

his and he has complete agency over these instruments. Following this analysis, I suggest that 

while many livelihoods presently stand before the fishermen of Utila Cays, the significance of 

being a primary producer should not be downplayed. My observations and interviews document 

that despite hard work and exhausting hours, fishermen love their craft. 

While we cannot condemn them to the forms of subjugation sometimes found in the 

writings of Marx, workers selling their labor in service economies forgo much of this autonomy. 

With this, they replace the burden of uncertainty with a provisional economic stability, one that 

comes from laying off certain forms of risk onto the owners of capital. In doing so, they lose 

direct relation to the means of production, what Marx defines as alienation, by producing labor in 

a larger system, forgoing control and further disconnecting from fish: their fickly partners in 

economy and in life (Marx et al. 1990). A commodity to be sure, which is to say a raw material 

embedded in a capitalist system of value and trade, but first and foremost a resource sustaining 

life, livelihood, and local identity. Clearly, the relationship between primary producers and wage 

laborers is one of taking different risks for different concerns, trading some agency for some 

stability. Consider also that both coexist on the Utila Cays, within families and between 

generations, and in this sense, it is not a case of either/or, as there are places in between. But 

what else is sacrificed by engaging in wage labor production? In understanding this sacrifice, 

both in theoretical terms and in my own ethnographic data, how might the concept of vocation—
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the calling, those ideas and practices of attaching meaning to our ways and means of 

production—illuminate our understandings of how a community, which has persisted as primary 

producers, largely relinquish their life as they know it, and yet nonetheless continued to find 

dignity and meaning in their lives and livelihoods?  

In his lecture, Science as a Vocation, Weber (2004: 12-13) tackles the notion of vocation 

in the fields of research and academia, of “intellectualization and rationalization,” in order to 

explain what centers life as secularism overtakes the order of faith and religion. This is, after all, 

the case for Weber as is the case for all scientists; his life’s work is to develop from predecessors 

only to produce what is made possible within his lifespan, so that those that follow can carry his 

work forward. This is the reality of science, in that, it is the never-ending means to an 

unachievable end. Meaning is necessarily transformed when transitioning into a lifeway of 

secondary production amongst other actors—as many have described as cogs in a machine. 

Weber calls this “the disenchantment of the world” (Weber 2004: 13). What I am saying then is 

that, although Weber’s classic essay primarily dealt with fields of science and the ways in which 

secularism struggles to resolve the cultural problems of modernity, the notion of the calling is 

instructive in the transitional lifeway the Cayan fishermen are currently experiencing. At the very 

least, it is preferable to understanding their lives as an undignified descent into subjugation and 

alienation, as homogenous wage laborers. Although the Cayan is not suddenly replacing fishing 

with a career is astrophysics, in a sense, the transition from primary forms of production to wage 

labor can be understood with the same notion, of vocation. The alienation of a producer from the 

commodity has implications when it comes to the calling, in that, their meaning must now be 

restructured by new rules set to define the product of labor, the purpose of production, and their 

place within a greater machine that produces a new commodity that is—if not intangible—not as 
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clearly evident. Weber’s lectures are a useful framework for explaining the process of reduced 

cultural practices of fishing without reducing this transitional period to the diabolical collapse of 

Cayan identity.  

 The question remains, do Cayan youth get a sense of fulfillment as they begin to engage 

with wage labor industries in place of primary production? In this chapter I hope to demonstrate 

how the transition from fishing to tourism diving is rationalized by reproducing fish as a subject 

of service in place of a commodity—that is, a subject of spectating where the commodity in 

tourism diving is the experience, sold to the consumer. In doing so, the fish remains a central 

feature to the modes of production, though perhaps disenchanted through rationalization. But 

other parts of Cayan identity are also sustained in this transition, such as the connection to place. 

Whereas the other economic opportunities seemingly come at the sacrifice of fish and home, the 

Cayan tourism diver is reproducing his identity through his vocation for these very things that 

make him, in essence, a Cayan.  

7.2 Reproducing Identity 

 In Chapter Five we examined the ways in which fishing, as a practice, is central to life. 

Examples were provided to outline how diet, economy, religion, education, and community are 

shaped by fishing activities, fostering an identity developed—at least in part—through extractive 

maritime industries. These examples typically rely on the extraction process; fish is extracted to 

be part of the Cayan diet and exchanged to reinforce community. But how do non-extractive 

industries—particularly service industries in tourism, in which fish are spectated—similarly 

reinforce the Cayan identity? In part, tourism diving activities should be understood as adjacent 

to fishing activities. Involvement in tourism diving does not exclude fishing as a continued 

practice on the island, but instead sustains fishing through the diversification of activities. This 
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method of traditional conservationism through resilience building and social-ecological systems 

strategies has been termed environmental multiplicity by others (O’Mera 2009). Through this, 

fish are reimagined as subjects—alternative to commodities—within service industries and 

fishing itself is relegated to recreational and subsistence activities.  

 For example, when disusing fishing as both an industry and recreational activity, Chris 

noted that fishing would always be an activity on the Cays: “But stopping fishing would not be 

an option ever, I feel. And that would not be the Cays anymore. You know? I wouldn’t be able to 

go out there and get a fresh fish when I want.” Although he engages with fish differently through 

tourism diving, he maintains fishing activities and indicates that his continued participation in 

fishing activities is central to his identity as a Cayan. When he says “that would not be the Cays 

anymore” he suggests that fishing as a practice—although potentially limited to solely 

recreational practices—is necessary for the community to sustain itself, at least in that it retains a 

central identity. Other examples provided during this research suggest that fishing is maintained 

as a part of diet and communal exchange despite participation in other economies; after taking 

me fishing, Atto—who owns a construction company—proceeded to give Ollie, his wife, a fillet 

to cook and gave the remainder of his catch to family and close friends. Because Atto maintains 

his living through alternative pursuits, fish to him are not a commodity for economic exchange 

and are thus made available for community exchange as a form of building resilience and 

solidarity.  

 The previous example demonstrates how fish continue to take on similar roles within the 

diet and community-building aspects of Cayan identity. Two other modes of identity, religion 

and economy, may take on new roles with the introduction of non-extractive industries. Fish, not 

fishing, become the central focus in this process. Although it is difficult to discern how the 
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reimagining of ritual exchange, such as prayer for large catch, will play into this new economy, it 

can be imagined that similar forms of exchange exist in tourism diving. The Cayan diver might, 

for instance, engage in rituals like prayer to seek out whale sharks, a popular attraction for 

tourists that come to Utila. Similarly, problems might ensue as well—engaging in the ecotourism 

affords less schedule flexibility that currently allows fishermen to observe the Sabbath. Through 

this, religion may have to be reimagined to suit the growing need to engage with tourist’s 

schedules. Weber’s (2004) notion of modernization ushering secularization may have some merit 

here. As all societies are exposed to the process of “intellectualization and rationalization” of the 

world in the new global economy, the need to make vast connections between the natural world 

and supernatural forces becomes increasingly unnecessary. However, the Cayan connection to 

religion is not so fragile that new vocations will ultimately shatter these ties; in reality, this 

connection is forged and reinforced through community practices, social order, and judgement 

far more than their extraction and use of maritime resources. As happens with all communities 

that face transformative periods, practices and perceptions will necessarily shift to meet the 

needs of the tourism sector—especially when it comes to schedules.  

Economy is seemingly more straightforward. The fish is the object of identity, but 

linkage between fish and economy takes place through new actions, subsequently altering some 

factors that determine prosperity. Instead of relying on a large catch, the tourism diver relies on a 

large customer base, which is in part still determined by the abundance of fish. Different species 

play different roles, however; whereas the fisherman relies on less attractive fish such as bonitos, 

king fish, and snapper, the tourism diver aims to take customers to reef locations where they can 

find colorful and diverse fish species not necessarily important to the Cayan fisherman. This 
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alludes to nuanced changes that can take place such as reproducing cultural keystone species 

based on cultural relevancy.  

For example, the barracuda is a significant species to Cayans. When asking a Cayan what 

their favorite fish is, most likely they will assume you mean for consumption; after all, fishing as 

an extractive practice to procure food is a central part of Cayan identity. Therefore, culturally 

significant species to the Cayan implies species to eat, and barracuda are the most commonly 

eaten fish on the Cays due to abundance and low export demands. Alternatively, Chris was 

focused on another species of fish during our conversation: the seahorse. Whereas the seahorse 

has no significance to the fisherman looking for subsistence it proves to be a unique fish for 

spectating. This example demonstrates how Chris’ involvement in the tourism diving industry 

has, in part, changed his perception of marine species; instead of focusing on food sources his 

interest has shifted towards unique species of fish that offer aesthetic value.  

7.3 Knowledge Reproduction 

 The previous examples demonstrate how the components that constitute identity are 

restructured with the onset of diversifying occupational activities whilst still utilizing the same 

ecosystem and its resources. In this case, I suggest that the reproduction of traditional modes of 

education, tied to fishing activities and ultimately Cayan identity, are more complex and 

multifaceted. Other functions of society may shift, whereas traditional knowledge—gained 

through the participation of fishing activities—is an important tool for engaging with the 

ecotourism economy. It affords the potential to bring together parallel forms of knowledge 

through vastly different experiences and educational tools, reproducing knowledge at the 

juxtaposition of traditional and conventional science.  
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 Similar to arguments made about sustaining diet and community through this transitional 

period, forms of knowledge acquisition, particularly centered around fishing activities, are 

significant for maintaining Cayan identity. In part, Chris’ experience helps us understand the 

linkage between traditionalism and reproduction; learning to fish as a young boy developed his 

love for his sea, its resources, and his community, which fostered an affinity towards tourism 

diving. That is to say, many parallels between fishing and tourism diving exist on Utila. For one, 

the workspace that these activities take place in remains the same, though the vessel may change. 

Similarly, both occupations are directly involved with maritime species, either through extraction 

or services. Additionally, working on Utila affords the opportunity to remain as an active 

member of his community.  

 In tourism diving, Chris acknowledged his traditional knowledge as playing a key role in 

the reproduction of his occupation: “It’s been so easy to become good at [tourism diving]… 

when it comes to navigating dive sites here, and you’re from here, obviously this is so much 

easier… I look up, the waves should be coming from the east, that’s east. The sun is rising at the 

moment, or setting at the moment, or whatever current this time of year moves this way. So, I 

know how to get back to the boat.” This demonstrates how geographic and climatic knowledge 

that is place-based has fostered his expertise in navigating local waters, even at dive sites he had 

never explored before. This type of knowledge provides advantage not afforded to expatriates 

coming to Utila seeking occupation as dive masters.  

 Whereas growing up within this community instilled a type of knowledge developed 

through traditional learning practices, tourism diving similarly instills both similar and new 

forms of learning that are parallel to fishing. Davis (2014) identified experimentally acquired 

knowledge pertaining to reef environments, termed divers’ environmental knowledge (DEK), 
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through her research on Utila. She suggests that this knowledge domain enhances understandings 

of “marine resources, their condition, and their use” through tourism diving practices (Davis 

2014: 142-143).  

Davis’ research documents that immigrant (non-local) tourism divers lack place-specific 

knowledge that other locals—specifically fishermen—have through engaging with their 

environment over generations (Davis 2014). Therefore, Davis identifies two parallel forms of 

situated knowledge, both of which Chris has acquired through his adjacent experiences. On one 

hand, he has a form of traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) acquired through traditions and 

rituals implemented within his community, and on the other, he has DEK through the completion 

of over 2000 dives. Both of these knowledge domains are acquired through resource use and the 

need to sustain their livelihood. Therefore, both the subjects and functions of traditional 

knowledge are carried forward and reproduced through tourism diving.  

7.4 Reframing Risk 

 In the previous chapter, I used Boholm’s (2003) categories of risk to frame the ways in 

which the community implements coping strategies to mitigate the onset of depleting fish stocks. 

Fishing is no longer perceived as a viable occupation by community members on the Utila Cays, 

necessitating the development of multi-generational strategies to offset future issues of poverty. 

Many parents mitigate this by expanding opportunities for their children in technical training 

programs in Mainland Honduras, such as STCW (Standards of Training, Certification and 

Watchkeeping) courses, which prepare young adults to work abroad on oil rigs or ships. Like 

many of his peers, Chris attended these courses before he became involved in the tourist 

economy.  
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 This community-wide phenomenon is a critical way in which Cayans have handled the 

pressures of finding viable occupation elsewhere for generations (Lord 1975). Although this is a 

significant opportunity, it comes with its own set of problems and risks. First, it requires travel 

over long periods of time and can be straining on both the individuals and their families. 

Whereas young, unmarried adults like James often enjoy their work, it can be more difficult for 

people like Simeon, who have a wife and child at home. Although Simeon’s wife, Tracy, has the 

support of her family while he is away, Simeon noted that time away is difficult for him, 

especially as his young boy is growing up. These stressors are multiplied especially as pay in this 

sector fluctuates outside of the growing economy of Utila, boosted in recent years by increasing 

ecotourism, or when contracts conclude and work becomes difficult to find. For this reason, 

abroad work is understood within the context of precautionary strategies; even in cases where 

men are employed for the majority of the year, income is still needed when at home, often 

resulting in brief periods of participation in the fishing economy.  

 Avoidance as a strategy—implemented under the assumption that fishing is not 

sustainable long-term—must replace current modes of income with occupation that is both 

financially and temporally sustainable. Tourism diving can afford some financial security, 

although not much at entry level jobs such as dive master positions. Instead, continued courses in 

dive instructing and management better suit an individual looking to sustain a livelihood in 

tourism diving. Furthermore, the tourism diving industry does not necessarily afford job security 

in Utila. During interactions with expatriate tourism divers, I came to find that work is not 

always available; many dive masters and dive instructors sustain themselves with day-by-day 

contract work, favorable to many dive shops due to the constant fluctuation of tourist seasons. 

Therefore, to utilize diving as an avoidance strategy to mitigate risks associated with a non-
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sustainable fishing market on the Utila Cays, young Cayans would have to vie for full-time 

opportunities at dive shops like Chris had done at Utopia Village during my visit.  

 The advantages to hiring a Cayan diver might pose more opportunities for Cayan youth. 

As Chris’ example demonstrates, keen location-specific knowledge combined with diving 

experience has poised him as an excellent resource in this competitive environment. Cayans’ 

connection to place suggests their commitment to long-term positions at dive shops, whereas 

expatriates tend to come and go from the island of Utila—a common living pattern for 

expatriates across the globe. As such, since his return from Thailand, Chris has become the Head 

Instructor at Ecomarine Gunter’s Dive Center in Utila, affording full-time employment, more 

occupational stability, and authority to employ other Cayans. Therefore, it can be surmised that 

diving is only one available alternative for Cayan youth, but notably one that is adjacent to 

traditional forms of occupation that have persisted on the Cays for over a century, while 

affording more financial security and long-term sustainability.  

The question of vocation in alternative modes of labor production is also significant in 

understanding the social sustainability of this community as avoidance is implemented to 

mitigate risk. Clearly, there are degrees of difference in varying forms of wage labor; in terms of 

the capacity to sustain an order of value and meaning that is tied to fishing livelihoods, there are 

forms that easily do this and others that pose more difficulties. James and Chris are an example 

of these forms of labor. For the diving instructor, the vestiges of their calling are reinvented, 

revivified, and reconstituted in a wage labor economy that remains spatially and, to some extent, 

topically bound to Cayan identity. To what extent is the worker abroad able to realize the value 

of their heritage in this system? Certainly, when accomplished, this is done with more difficulty. 

Cruise and transport ships and oilrigs are floating factories with stratified labor systems in place, 
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larger scaled with a comparatively pronounced hierarchy, making it difficult to transcend to a 

position where an individual would organically find their vocation within this system. I argue 

that tourism diving differs in that it becomes second nature for the Cayan. Furthermore, the 

service sector poses opportunities for other members of the community that are typically 

excluded from some occupational opportunities altogether, such as young women. 

7.5 Ecological Intervention 

 Thus far we have analyzed risk on the communal level. Depleting fish stocks will have 

vast impacts on Cayans and their community at large, affecting their economy, diet, 

relationships, and overall identity. However, strategies are implemented almost solely to mitigate 

this foreseeable crisis. Alternatively, many aspects of Cayan lifeways will be endangered if 

fishing, as a cultural practice, is unable to sustain into the future—whether through social or 

environmental intervention. Largely replacing extractive maritime practices within the 

community will likely result in a positive impact on local fish stocks. Still, other social and 

environmental stressors, such as fleet fishing and anthropogenic climate change, have much 

higher impacts on these stocks at both the local and global level (Berkes 2011, Vásquez-León 

1995). Therefore, this mitigation strategy is ultimately limited as an ecological intervention.  

 As discussed in the previous chapter, conservation science as a field is gaining increasing 

attention with the onset of a global marine ecology crisis. Within Utila, numerous NGOs and 

governmental organizations come together to develop strategies to improve marine ecosystems, 

bringing scientists together with a range of topical specializations. Increasingly, diver shops—

whom often play dual roles with conservation associations—are brought into the conversation as 

partners when it comes to policy development for the protection local waters. For example, the 

annual “Lionfish Derby” held in Utila, organized by the Bay Island Conservation Association 
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(BICA) in collaboration with other NGOs, works with dive shops to organize a community-wide 

spear-fishing event to reduce invasive lionfish populations, bring awareness, and contribute to 

further scientific understanding of the species.  

Likewise, fishermen have been incorporated into the conversation about local 

conservation efforts, although typically they are brought in much later stage of stakeholder 

engagement. Government officials from Mainland Honduras act as liaisons for the community 

when policy is introduced to get local feedback on new developments, such as the development 

of new marine protected areas (MPAs) that were presented to fishermen during my field 

research. As I discussed in the last chapter, this type of engagement is almost negligent—

fishermen are clearly not involved in conservation at the level of other members of the 

community, most of which are non-locals and, in some cases, not even national citizens of 

Honduras. This strategy is prominent across the globe, typically focusing conservation agendas 

to improve tourist-related activities (Vásquez-León 2012).  

I am not arguing, however, that NGOs and tourist businesses should operate within lower 

categories of engagement; instead, I postulate that Cayans should have an increased role in 

conservation design, development, and management. Fisherman environmental knowledge 

typically contrasts the perceptions of mainstream environmental groups, focusing on other 

concerns such as economic sustainability and resource distribution (Vásquez-León 2012). By 

better positioning selected leaders within the community to engage at the decision-making level, 

resulting policies would incorporate locally based expert knowledge to inform better practices 

specific to this environment, affording more attention to social sustainability. Through 

developing a more holistic approach to conservation, this traditional knowledge—in parallel with 
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others such as conservation science, marine biology, climatology, and DEK—would contribute 

to the long-term sustainability of the island at large.  

 Because engagement with the government—which ultimately enforces policy—has been 

less successful in the past, Chris’ situation highlights another potential path to increasing 

engagement through existing channels. In a sense, Cayan youth engaging in tourism diving 

industries opens up opportunities to bring traditional knowledge forward, increasing NGO 

engagement with the local community members participating in the tourism industry. In a sense, 

Cayan tourism divers are double agents in their own right, tethering on the line between tourist-

minded conservation and traditional livelihood sustainability. In doing so, the Cayans are 

reproducing their identity not only as laborers in the tourist economy, but as activists within their 

community, transcending their role and fostering a new calling that sustains their tradition in 

ways previously unachieved. This ushers in a new system of knowledge retention and 

reproduction through social conservation. Therefore, while the Cayans maintain course in 

reducing fishing—as a vocation—livelihoods for future generations, they develop another 

opportunity that poses to maintain their cultural identity through space and time.  

7.6 Diving as a Vocation 

 The tourist economy of Utila is booming, and diving comprises a large part of this service 

industry. Although predominantly centered on hiring migrant populations, locals have a unique 

historical and cultural connection to Utila. The possibilities this connection serves to the tourist 

industry cannot be overstated, and has largely been realized in some occupations—for example, 

the affinity towards Cayan boat captains. Adaptive capacity relies on the adaptability and 

transformability of societies seeking to engage new vocations (Colombi and Smith 2012). 

Whereas adaptability is demonstrated in the cultural persistence afforded in tourism diving as 
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adjacent to extractive fishing industries, transformability relies on the ability to “adopt new 

trajectories and cross thresholds,” which appear to be points of contention for young Cayans 

looking to engage in this exclusive market (Colombi and Smith 2012). What then is limiting 

Cayan participation in tourism diving as an occupation across the island? This is a question that 

needs further investigation, but from my observation and limited discussions with local diver 

masters and instructors, it is in part due to perceptions of locals, created from the polarization of 

fishermen and tourism divers as two competing stakeholders in ongoing conservation strategies.  

 
Figure 28: Alton Jr., a Young Cayan, Diving the Reefs of Utila 

 This can be attributed to the notion of wilderness. Central to the preservationist school—

one of two prominent themes in western thought that constitute modern conservation—this belief 

supposes that the relationship between humans and the environment is parallel (Berkes 2012). 

That is to say, humans are seen as keystone predators (NRC 2012) and their presence as such 
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contributes to the degradation of the environment. Although the impacts of humans on the 

environment cannot be underplayed, even in the case of small-scale fishing in Utila, wilderness 

supposes that ecological environments have existed free of human presence. Contrarily, Utila—

as essentially all of the inhabitable world—has been occupied by humans since indigenous 

populations resided on the island, an occupation that has been maintained by colonial groups 

over centuries of depopulation and repopulation. Alternatively, wise-use conservationists 

increasingly seek to shed these outdated notions of wilderness in favor of sustainability. This 

incorporates the reality that resource-dependent communities generally develop institutionalized 

rules that limit self-interest resource extraction for long-term strategies tailored to promote 

community resilience. 

 Adequate research will demonstrate—as mine has done—that the Cayan fisherman does 

prefer long-term resource sustainability. However, perceptions of fishermen are reinforced 

despite limited interactions between non-Utilian residents of Utila Town and Cayans. With the 

exception of the Cay View restaurant, the Utila Cays are seldomly visited by tourism divers. Yet 

adjacent stakeholders believe fishermen to be hard-headed traditionalists maintaining their right 

to all marine resources in local waters until the end of time. This could not be further from the 

truth; fishermen are avidly seeking opportunities for their youth to engage in other occupations to 

reduce fishing on the Utila Cays. Consequently, many of these opportunities require young 

Cayans to move away from their island paradise, and as they grow older, they will be physically 

removed from their families for most if not all of the year. In this, they must undergo the 

challenges of finding their calling within an industry so far removed from the most critical 

aspects of their culture.  
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 As a result, Chris mobilized to reproduce his vocation as a diving instructor, maintaining 

both economic security and ontological stability as he faced uncertainty about his future. Today 

he provides free lessons to other Cayan youth, one of which recently became a dive master 

himself, and participates in community projects, like the Lobster Dive Program sponsored by 

Utila Cays Diving. He has become a liaison between the fisheries and ecotourist sector and an 

activist for his community, serving to dismantle misconceptions otherwise used to marginalize 

his community members. 

This reinvention of his life continues to develop new opportunities, such as engaging in 

conservation efforts that Cayans, as fishermen, are largely excluded from. In doing so, more 

opportunities to change perceptions about Cayan identity will present themselves. Because, as 

Chris made clear in our conversations, he is Cayan and identifies with his community. As more 

Cayans become engaged in these similar efforts—as a direct result of Chris affording lessons pro 

bono—the sons and daughters of the last fishermen will transform their community in the wake 

of modernity. And they will fish, too, although not out of necessity. They will fish because that is 

what Cayans do.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
CONCLUSION 

The human community of the Utila Cays is one that is grounded in the ideas and practices 

of fishing, and as such, this spatially bounded community constitutes an island identity centered 

around their primary economic and cultural resource: fish. Within the Utila Cays, knowledge is 

acquired, transmitted, retained, and transformed—via situated learning—across this inter-

generational community of practice (Lave and Wenger 1991). The concept of communities of 

practice is useful here, in that it elucidates the dynamic nature of fishing practices, constructed 

through historical, geographic, and traditional factors that drive persisting fish economies and 

vocations for the Cayan. Fishing is not just an activity; it is a passion that is defined within the 

community through regular interaction between its members.  

 
Figure 29: Cayans on the Dock of Hotel Kayla 
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As such, the people of the Utila Cays understand their maritime resources as intrinsically 

connected to all aspects of their life. Frameworks of knowledge domains have been utilized to 

explore the depth of knowledge developed through these practices of knowledge acquisition. In 

doing so, I have defined this as a type of traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) (Berkes 2012) 

and demonstrated how it further constitutes the identity of this fishing community (Stoffle, 

Toupal, and Zedeño 2003). These frameworks are informative in that the community of practice 

and their knowledge drive perceptions of risk and associated action through mitigation strategies 

to combat recent environmental and socially-produced perturbations that are impacting their 

lifeways, contributing to an uncertain future without fish.  

With the recent downturn of fish stocks, the community has retained and developed deep-

rooted understandings of the factors that underpin this global crisis, connecting the root causes to 

past and potential consequential actions, both at home and abroad. These factors include broader 

issues such as environmental pollution, large-scale overfishing, and climate change, as well as 

local practices. Where risks are understood through calculation for stakeholders that engage in 

western forms of knowledge acquisition, these same risks are perceived through cultural nuances 

by the community. At times, these events about which I have written are understood through the 

lens of the supernatural; for example, when community members advance the notion that sin 

affects fish stocks, this demonstrates how human-related perturbations from environmental 

impacts are experienced in ways that are determined by local cultural constructions, through their 

ontology as Christian fisher folk. This, in part, serves as a mechanism through which sea 

resources can be restored; however, the inability to control others’ actions—especially on a 

global scale—further contributes to a feeling of powerlessness.   
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This leads to another important and related finding of this thesis, taking us away from 

science-centered conservation and towards traditional morality: that Cayans maintain an 

obligation to nurture their environment to maintain all aspects of their life. It is no wonder, then 

that the Cayan fisherman takes pride in his ‘primitive’ fishing technologies, and forgoes the nets, 

traps, and other implements that form the basis of modern fishing industries. This goes for the 

small diesel-powered dory, as well as for the customary tools of Cayan fishing; a long fishing 

line with multiple hooks in succession attached to a small block of wood and a piece of electrical 

tape bound to the index finger to provide the traction that makes all the difference in landing a 

fish. Utilizing just these tools, the local fishermen extract marginal amounts of fish from local 

waters, sustaining local subsistence use and meeting minimal economic needs.  

 
Figure 30: Boat Ride on Edgar’s Dory, Mojito 

We might say that this commitment to simple tools and relatively low labor productivity 

is a traditional method of preserving an already degraded environment, and as such, serve as a 

moral virtue. I have also argued that this moral obligation extends beyond the means of 

production, to the local system of exchange which appears to govern the preference of fishermen 
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for community integration over commercial extraction, resulting in a form of resilience building 

within the village. Whereas these systems are driven to maintain economic needs and fishing 

vocations, they also serve to sustain the environment. The underline reason for sustaining fish—

to maintain fishing industries—differs from conservationists, although they are obliged to 

develop means for a universally sought end: sustaining ecosystem health. However, these 

systems cannot persist when adjacent fishing communities and non-local migrant fishers use 

highly-invasive technologies within the boundaries of this small fishing village, and 

conservationists serve only to control the retrospectively low-impact fisherman, leading to the 

continued disenfranchisement of the Cayan through local and global factors outside of their 

control.  

Despite continued local efforts, environmental and social pressures impacting the village 

are now perceived as insurmountable. Therefore, coping strategies implemented to mitigate risk 

must address the elephant in the room: fishing livelihoods simply cannot persist at the capacity 

they once did. Boholm’s (2003) categories of coping strategies are a useful framework for 

understanding how these pressures are mitigated at a time of increasing ontological insecurity. 

Although faith and precaution were demonstrated as intermittently implemented to maintain 

fishing for the current generation, avoidance has become paramount throughout the community 

in an effort to diminish nearly all economic fishing industries for future generations on the Utila 

Cays. With this, traditionally-bound identities and systems of knowledge are threatened as 

fishing vocations are systematically undermined by older community members. In this changing 

social environment, wage labor becomes a necessary alternative for all community members. 

Although community-wide precautionary strategies, such as wage-labor abroad work, have 

contributed to the economy of the Cays through remittances for nearly a century (Lord 1975), the 
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community itself has always been sustained by the remaining fishermen that maintain a physical 

presence within the community. Therefore, the ongoing status of the community remains in 

question today, while older Cayans discourage fishing and young Cayans echo their concerns by 

looking for other occupational opportunities elsewhere. What, then, are the potentials for 

participating in local wage labor economies that sustain physical presence in the community? 

And if these exist, can they serve to maintain local identities and sustain knowledge systems that 

have persisted centuries?  

Despite limited access to the tourism industry because of geographic and social pressures, 

some young Cayans are attempting to break into this market as dive masters and dive instructors. 

Drawing on Weber’s (2004 [1920]) lectures on vocation, I analyze how this transition from 

primary production to wage labor within service industries is taking place in a creative way 

centered on sustaining Cayan identity through tourism diving. As I have argued, the topical and 

spatial similarities between fishing and tourism diving situates an easy transition through 

reinvention, revivification, and reconstitution of the fishing industry; fish transform from 

commodities of extraction to subjects of spectating. This poses a favorable opportunity for Cayan 

youth to reproduce their identities in the context of a new vocation that maintains their 

connection to their beloved resource, their home, and their community. With this, fisherman 

knowledge systems are brought forward and combined with other knowledge domains, such as 

divers’ environmental knowledge (DEK) (Davis 2014) and western science, developing an 

outstanding framework through which the environment is understood in terms of extraction, 

spectating, and conservation. Furthermore, this is an opportune moment to increase participation 

in ongoing conservation efforts, which have tended to favor inclusion of tourism divers that 

maintain similar goals: the reduction of commercial fishing and expansion of tourism. 
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In transforming locally-defined niches to better fit the tourist market, Cayans serve to 

enrich diving experiences and safety through local identities and associated knowledge, making 

them competitive contenders in this growing industry. Geographic and climatic knowledge, for 

example, serve to navigate diving sites and oceanic patterns in all weather conditions. 

Knowledge of fish species and migration patterns can also contribute to the diving experience, 

best informing on site selection—especially for keystone diving species such as whale sharks—

to enrich the customer experience. Even formal knowledge systems contribute to their value; for 

example, Cayans are bilingual, speaking both English and Spanish, broadening their customer 

base to include national and international tourists. These have already been demonstrated by 

community members, as many have undertaken vocations in captaining boats as an alternative to 

fishing. However, boat captain jobs are highly limited—often tourism diving operations have one 

boat captain with multiple dive masters and instructors. Therefore, what has limited Cayans from 

participating in tourism diving occupations in the past?  

Earlier in this thesis, I have defined how exclusion through geographic isolation plays a 

major role in reducing Cayan participation in the tourism sector. However, multiple Cayans work 

as dive boat captains across the island, many for dive shops and resort on the eastern side of the 

island. Therefore, geography cannot fully account for the exclusion of Cayan dive masters and 

instructors. In part, this exclusion can be understood through the lack of interest, especially as 

fishing livelihoods have persisted over the years. Growing interest in tourism diving, which has 

been demonstrated across multiple interviews from this research, might serve to increase 

participation on its own. Other factors need be considered, however. Dive shops have tended 

towards hiring expatriate migrants, many of whom bring with them diving experience and 

training from their travels to other tourist regions in countries across the globe. Increased 



140 
 

opportunities for diving certification can, in part, offset this hiring differential. Through efforts to 

improve access for Cayan youth in these programs, their localized knowledge, bilingual 

knowledge, and spatial boundedness make them prime contenders in the market which has been 

demonstrated by Chris, who began as a part-time dive master at a nearby resort and is now the 

lead instructor at one of Utila’s dive shops.  

This cultural transition provides a unique opportunity for the Honduran Government and 

conservation associations to engage with the community of the Utila Cays to develop new 

community-centered conservation strategies. Beginning with adequate social assessments, the 

realities that this thesis has demonstrated can be elaborated and new solutions can begin to take 

place. This begins through a major shift in local perceptions of the fishing community of the 

Utila Cays. Conservationists—and consequently the residents and tourists of Utila at large—need 

to shed outdated notions of ‘wilderness’ to foster an inclusive experience moving forward 

(Berkes 2012). The island of Utila is a complex ecosystem, of which humans have been a part of 

since the occupation of indigenous populations. Especially now, in the current geological era—

and with it, the indefinite global human population—we must study environments within the 

context of the traditional peoples that occupy spaces and utilize resources. By reducing attention 

towards intervening policies that limit the capacity of people—such as MPAs—and instead 

focusing on community development as a mitigation to decreasing fish stocks, humans are 

incorporated into the conservation agenda—as living organisms intrinsically connected to the 

vast ecological system. Done respectfully, with amicable relationships across stakeholders, new 

solutions can decrease fishing activities while simultaneously fostering opportunity for 

traditional populations instead of systematically contributing to their marginalization.    
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