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Abstract 

1,600 km from Antarctica an aluminium cage is dropped into the ocean. Suited 

divers climb inside and bear the frigid waters in wait of an animal which for many 

exists between myth and reality. This wait can be for a minute, and for some what can 

seem a lifetime. For this experience they have flown from all over the world, then 

travelled to the end of New Zealand and got on a boat across the turbulent Foveaux 

Strait. But if they’re lucky, they come face to face with an apex predator who can 

trace its lineage for at least 400 million years, – the White Shark (Carcharodon 

carcharias). Who are these people that come thousands of km to spend a few minutes 

in the water with these alleged ‘monsters’? Why are they here? Do they finally find 

the ‘monster’? Or does something else entirely stare back at them through the bars of 

the cold cage? This thesis, based at the intersection of these two sentient species- the 

humans and the White Shark in the dynamic Foveaux Strait- explores the global 

image of the sharks, and the practice of cage diving which may be the key of 

demystifying them. 
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Introduction 

When human beings jump into the marine environment, they know they are not at the 

top of the food chain. This knowledge, along with the darkness and murkiness of the 

environment, creates the scope for conjuring up monsters who are waiting to pounce on us 

just beyond the realm of our vision. Even though sharks, and in particular White Sharks (to 

refer to these sharks in the text, I use the terms White Sharks, Great White Sharks, and White 

Pointers- a local New Zealand (NZ) term for them, they are also known as Blue Pointer in 

South Africa) have been villains of the sea for a long time in human history, Jaws the film in 

1975 gave our fear of the marine environment and the unknown a tangible form, and the 

contemporary myth of the monster Great White Shark was created. In the course of the last 

45 years, the myth created by the film, and ever promoted by global media, has produced a 

hyperreal image of White Shark the fish as a monster, an image which has become a 

marketable commodity and has embodied the symbol of our deepest fears. 

The concept of hyperreality was elaborated by the French philosopher Jean 

Baudrillard. In the early 1980s Baudrillard “coined the term ‘hyperreality’ to describe places 

that feel more real than the real world by blending an existing environment with simulated 

sensations” (Bonanni, 2006, pg. 135).  Baudrillard raised concerns over the prophetization of 

real and imaginary, truth and untruth. He explored hyperreality in photography, 

advertisements, film making, news media, and even live attractions like Disney Land and 

malls. He argued these new realties and hyperreality is constantly redefining what is it to be 

real (Baudrillard,1994; Baudrillard, 1988; Baudrillard, Smith, & Clarke, 2015). 

The hyperreal image of the White Shark has generated multibillion-dollar industries, 

from television, to toys, movies and jewellery. One of the most dynamic industries it has 
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given rise to is the act of diving inside a cage suspended on or in the ocean and providing 

people the opportunity to come face to face with the monster of their imagination - White 

Shark cage diving. White Shark cage diving takes place in five places on earth, the 

southernmost one being off the coast of Bluff, NZ. To learn about this practice and the human 

shark interaction in it, I did eight months of fully immersive ethnographic field work in Bluff 

and with the last surviving White Shark cage diving operation in NZ over the span of two 

years. To my knowledge this is the only extensive White Shark cage diving ethnography in 

the world, let alone in New Zealand.  

However, this is a controversial operation because of the belief held by some (i.e. 

some Stewart Island, and Bluff residents) that it will increase the danger of ‘attacks’ on the 

humans in the region. Alternatively, people who support this practice talk about it being 

beneficial for scientific knowledge about sharks, beneficial to the community of Bluff by 

bringing social and economic benefits to the region, beneficial to the tourist who come to see 

them, and also beneficial for the sharks themselves by demystifying them and creating 

immediate awareness of any illegal killings. When I started my PhD, there were two cage 

diving operators in NZ operating off the coast of Bluff. But in 2018, due to a ruling by the 

court of appeal following all the controversy and conflict about the issue, the practice was 

deemed illegal. Consequently, Peter Scott owner and operator of Shark Dive NZ closed his 

operations, however, Mike Haines and his team of Shark Experience NZ, Bluff, still finished 

their full season of 2018-2019- without the use of bait, which I will elaborate on in later 

chapters. Finally, in October 2019 the supreme court officially allowed the cage diving 

practice to continue in NZ, with Mike Haines’s practice being the only one currently running. 

In the end, no matter how much the humans want to run such operations, or want to see them, 

there are multiple actors which need to work together for the operations to be successful on a 
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daily basis: the environmental factors, the humans, the cage and the other materiality of the 

cage diving operation, and the sharks themselves.   

This thesis situates itself in this interactional world among various beings, 

organizations and arguments, aiming at creating a holistic examination of the cage diving 

practice and the different actors involved in it. The main objective of this thesis is to explore 

the effects of human and White Shark interaction through White Shark cage diving in NZ 

(WCN), on the sharks, the humans taking part in it, the local community, and to the global 

shark knowledge.  It is a pathway to explore the interconnectedness of multiple species, 

technology, and human bureaucratic and scientific organizations in a transient equilibrium 

that comes together to hopefully make the human- shark encounter successful. Furthermore, 

this thesis also addresses methods for taking forward the social science study of marine 

anthropological research and human- shark research, by utilizing multiple strands of 

knowledge including ecology, psychology, visual documentation as much as the classical 

ethnographic methods. 

It is important to note, that I use the terms ‘shark attack’ and ‘shark bite’ 

interchangeably throughout the text to indicate incidents where human beings were bitten by 

sharks. This I do based on the subjective perception of the terms in the particular context. 

Shark attack refers to the perception that humans are specifically targeted for a malevolent 

action and is generally considered to be unprovoked. Shark bite on the other hand does not 

hold any such emotionally charged tone. In an ideal world the term shark attack should perish 

from human lexicon, but the reality is it is still the most prevalent term in the public 

consciousness among the two, hence I travel between them. I want to be clear, both terms 

objectively refer to the same thing, and the underlying meaning is always a ‘bite’, because 

shark bite can occur from myriads of shark behavioural reasoning, be it for enquiry about the 
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object in front of them (sometimes it is a human), to fend off intruders from their territory, for 

aggression during procreation, or actually target bites when they want to consume the prey. 

But I use them interchangeably as deemed necessary for the emotions such incidents raise in 

the public psyche in each context.  
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1. Ethnographic investigation of 

the southernmost cage diving 

in the world. 

 

Image 1.1. A large male White Shark passing by the cage, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

1.1. Introduction 

In the first chapter of the thesis I introduce WCN, its potential relation to global White 

Shark image, and the genesis of the research. The chapter begins with a brief introductory 

note on the evolutionary origins of sharks and White Sharks, and then delves into the current 

state of declining shark population globally, and the potential effect of the contemporary 

negative shark image on their conservation efforts. I then briefly explore the potential 
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demystification of sharks through direct encounter with them in their natural environment and 

note that cage diving is currently the only safe way of creating opportunity for such an 

encounter. Subsequently, I introduce the southernmost White Shark cage diving in the world, 

off the coast of Bluff, New Zealand, where the current research is based on.  I conclude with 

the genesis of the research, along with its objectives.  

1.2. White Shark ecological history and current 

population status.  

White Sharks (Carcharodon Carcharias) are ancient creatures, apex predators of the 

sea. They evolved in the middle Eocene about 65 million years ago (MYA), and it is argued 

that the modern saw tooth White Sharks evolved from smooth toothed sharks (Martin, n.d.). 

The modern serrated tooth White Shark as we know it probably appeared 11MYA (Klimley, 

2013). But the evolutionary lineage of sharks is much older and wider; they can be traced 

back to 450 MYA (Skomal & Caloyianis, 2008), and as of now we have identified more than 

500 species of sharks (Star, 2018). There are three super classes of fish, Agnatha (jawless 

fish), the Osteichthyes (true bony fish), and the Chondrichthyes (cartilage fish). Under the 

class Chondrichthyes (1200 known living species), are the subclass Holocephali containing 

the Chimaeriformes or chimaeras (about 50 known and living species), and the 

Elasmobranchii, containing the Selachii- the sharks (about 500 species) and the Batoidea – 

Rays and skates (about 650 species) (Ebert, Fowler, & Dando, 2015). In the subdivision 

Seachii, there are two superorders, the Squalomorphi, and the Galeomorphi, containing a total 

of eight orders of sharks. White Sharks are classified here under the order Lamiformes, or 

mackerel sharks (Klimley, 2013). First fossil records go back to the Silurian period but 

fossilized recorded tooth of true sharks are only found from early Devonian about 400 MYA. 
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The Carboniferous period (360- 286 MYA) is called the golden age of sharks, with large 

proliferation in shark species diversity, however about 250 MYA there was a mass extinction 

causing the loss of large number of marine species including sharks. The Jurassic period 

ranging 200 to 145 MYA was when the first modern sharks appeared (Klimley, 2013; 

Skomal & Caloyianis, 2008). 

White Sharks now find their lives and oceanscapes in peril. In a 2019 study (Queiroz 

et al., 2019) researchers from different parts of the world collaborated to create a report on 

overlaps of pelagic shark movement and fishing hotspots. They used data gathered from 1680 

tagged sharks of 23 species and found substantial high sea fishing took place in important 

global shark hotspots, 24% of the mean monthly space used by the pelagic sharks was under 

the major footprints of pelagic long line fisheries. The ocean areas where protected species 

such as White Sharks frequently visit had even higher overlaps with the longline fleets (about 

64%) (Carne, 2019).  

    Sharks and rays of the open ocean, estuary, deep sea, and fresh water are in decline 

globally, and at least 67 species are critically endangered or endangered (Simpfendorfer, 

Heupel, White, & Dulvy, 2011). Over-fishing, beach netting, and anthropogenic ecological 

changes such as global warming, and acidification of oceans (Camhi, et al., 1998) threaten 

their lives, but by far commercial fishing and by-catch are the most serious threat to their 

survival (Topelko, & Dearden 2005). “These large marine predators, which include some of 

the latest-maturing and slowest- reproducing of all animals, are under greater threat than even 

the amphibians (formerly thought to be the world’s most threatened vertebrates) and 

mammals” (Ebert et al., 2015, pg.9). Furthermore, large sharks are in more risk of being 

threatened than smaller ones, and the ones of shallow, coastline, and open water habitat are at 
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more risk than deep water ones (Ebert et al., 2015); White Sharks are large coastal and open 

water sharks. 

White Shark population density has been decreasing drastically in the last few 

decades. In 2003 it was claimed that the White Shark population had decreased by 79% 

globally (Baum et al., 2003). A Paper released on December 2018 (Roff, Brown, Priest, & 

Mumby, 2018) reported that population of White Sharks have decreased 92% since 1960 

along the Australian coast, an analysis based on shark catch in the region. The 

Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO) estimated there 

were about 2000 adult White Sharks off the coast of Australia ( Hillary, R., Bradford, R., & 

Patterson, T., 2018). Fisheries and Oceans Canada noted there seemed to be decrease of 63%- 

80%  in the north west Atlantic (Government of Canada, 2016). Studies from Guadalupe 

Island, Mexico indicated about 142 individuals in 2012 (Nasby- Lucas & Domeier, 2012), 

while 219 individuals were identified in California in 2011(Chapple Taylor K. et al., 2011). 

Studies estimated a significantly higher number of sharks in South Africa with the 

superpopulation (a theoretical or hypothetical population) of 908 individuals in 2013 in South 

Africa (Towner, Wcisel, Reisinger, Edwards, & Jewell, 2013). 

There is a lack of indicative corroborated data estimating the total global number of 

White Sharks. The IUCN website indicates that the global population of the  animal is 

‘Unknown’(The IUCN Red List of Threatened Species; White Sharks, n.d.). What is apparent 

here is there is lack of reliable knowledge regarding distribution or abundance for this species 

globally, but the limited data available does indicate there has been a drastic low population 

even if they are an apex species (Towner et al., 2013). The birth rate of the species cannot 

keep up with the rate they are being culled. White Sharks mature at the age of about 10 years 

and are considered to have a two-year gestation period producing only a few pups- so their 
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population cannot recuperate as easily as other fish. Sharks are hunted for their liver, skin, 

their jaws, and as trophies. Consequently, White Sharks are now considered to be a 

‘vulnerable’ species by International Union for Conservation of Nature.  

1.3. Global and NZ White Shark conservation efforts. 

According to the NZ Department of Conservation (DOC), the term conservation in 

the legal sense means “The preservation and protection of natural and historic resources for 

the purpose of maintaining their intrinsic values, providing for their appreciation and 

recreational enjoyment by the public, and safeguarding the options of future generations. And 

in broad terms a species would probably be considered to have been conserved if it had a 

non-threatened threat classification and was occupying its full original range” (Personal email 

correspondence, 24.9.18). 

Globally, White Shark conservation efforts are recent compared to other marine 

megafauna. For example, NZ was one of the founding members of ‘The International 

Whaling Commission’ which was established in 1946, “In 1982 the IWC introduced a 

moratorium on commercial whaling which took effect in 1986”(New Zealand Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs and trade, n.d.). White Sharks on the other hand, have been only fully 

protected in NZ waters under the Fisheries Act 1996 and Wildlife Act 1953 since 2007 

(Department of Conservation, n.d.; NZ Herald, 2006). On 6th July 2015, NZ signed up to an 

international agreement to help protect migratory sharks. Primary Industries Minister Nathan 

Guy and Conservation Minister Maggie Barry signed the memorandum of understanding on 

the conservation of migratory sharks, which help save seven species vulnerable to 

exploitation including the Basking Shark (Cetorhinus maximus), White Shark (Carcharodon 

carcharias), Longfin Mako Shark (Isurus paucus), Porbeagle (Lamna nasus), Shortfin Mako 

Shark (Isurus oxyrinchus), Spiny Dogfish (Squalus acanthias), Whale Shark (Rhincodon 
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typus). It was stated that some of these species of sharks including the White Shark have been 

severely depleted by the global increase in unregulated fisheries and markets targeting sharks 

and their fins, and this treaty was an active step against these atrocities. This international 

memorandum was the first global instrument of its kind, and they have 38 other countries as 

signatories (Radio New Zealand, 2015). 

Internationally, South Africa became the first country to declare White Sharks fully 

protected in their waters (1991), and they are also protected under the Marine Living 

Resources Act (Act 18 of 1998) (Kwazulu-Natal Shark Board, n.d.). White Sharks have been 

protected in California waters since 1994, and Atlantic waters since 1997  (Pallardy, n.d.). 

They are also protected under the Shark conservation act of 2010, and the Shark fin 

conservation act of 2010 (Shark Stewards, n.d.). In Australia they are considered to be a 

vulnerable and migratory species and protected under the Environment Protection and 

Biodiversity Conservation Act 1999 (Department of Agriculture, Water and the Environment, 

n.d.).  

1.4. Conservation hindered by negative image. 

According to Edge (Edge of extinction, “Global conservation initiative to focus 

specifically on threatened species that represent a significant amount of unique evolutionary 

history), “This species [ White Sharks] is protected in parts of its range, such as Australia, 

South Africa, Namibia, Israel, Malta and the US, but lack of enforcement allows poaching to 

continue with demand in the black market. Species experts believe that an urgent change of 

perception of the species is needed to allow for more effective conservation” (Edge of 

existence, n.d.). 
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Social and political scientists point out that, though there is public interest in 

conservation of other marine megafaunas such as whales, which are considered to be closer to 

human sensibilities, there has not been as much interest in shark conservation till very 

recently because of the negative image they have gained in public imagination in the last 40 

years (Thompson, 2002). Public policy researcher Christopher Neff addressed the ‘predator 

policy paradox’ and noted the complicated issues in creating a sound policy for safeguarding 

predators as sharks generally evoke unfavourable attitude from within the wider population 

(Neff, 2013). The creation of these kinds of negative images in the public’s perception are 

sabotaging conservation initiatives, since the proliferation of such images harms the interest 

in legislation which might help increase shark numbers in the oceans. Consequently, there 

needs to be efforts to challenge this negative image of sharks in the public imagination, if 

legislation promoting the conservation of these animals are to be created and sustained [I 

explore this in depth in future chapters].  

1.5. Demystifying sharks and direct exposure. 

Methodically derived from behavioural therapy interventions for decreasing anxiety 

about an object or situation, one potential avenue for demystifying the sharks may be direct 

control encounters or ‘exposure’ to them in their natural environment (O’Bryhim, 2011; 

Friedrich, Jefferson, & Glegg, 2014). Stronger experiences are more likely to be retained in 

memory and more rapidly recalled, resulting in stronger attitudes and more congruence 

between attitudes and behaviour (Glasman & Albarrac’in, 2006; Heberlein, 2012). 

“Therefore, the extent to which a person is exposed to a species and the extent to which 

exposure results in interactions with a species are likely to be important predictors of attitudes 

towards a species” (Kansky & Knight, 2014, pg.101). Indeed, earlier exploration of these sort 
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of claims was done by researchers such as Dobson (2007), who found there was significant 

positive change in people’s attitude towards sharks as a result of some shark focused dives.  

For many species of shark this kind of experience can be done in different controlled 

environments, including in aquarium situations. However, considering that there are currently 

no White Sharks in captivity, the improbability of human and White Shark encounter under 

‘natural’ circumstances in the wild, and our lack of understanding of their behaviour, the only 

controlled avenue of direct encounter with them, minimizing safety hazards for the fish and 

the humans alike, is through cage diving, the same industry which was created from their 

monstrous image in public imagination [explored in future chapters]. 

1.6. Global White Shark cage diving operations. 

Initially introduced as a scientific tool to observe shark behaviour by Jacques 

Cousteau (Townsend, 2011), while filming his documentary ‘The silent world’ (Cousteau & 

Malle, 1956), the commercial practice of taking tourists cage diving with sharks has received 

significant attention in the last two to three decades. Though cage diving has been practiced 

with different species of sharks (Bull sharks, Blue Sharks, Oceanic White Tips), arguably the 

most popular form of commercial shark cage diving is with the Great White Sharks. After 

Rodney Fox introduced cage diving in Australia in the 1970s (Kemper, 2017), cage diving 

tourism with White Sharks is now practiced in five major White Shark hotspots of the world: 

the Guadalupe islands in Mexico; Farallon Islands, California in  the USA; False Bay and 

Gansbaai South Africa, Neptune Island Australia, and Bluff in NZ (Kemper, 2017). 

1.7. White Shark cage diving in NZ (WCN). 

WCN is the southernmost cage diving operation in the world, and one of the newest 

ones dating from 2009 [when I started the thesis there were two operations, before the 
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submission of the thesis there was only one left]. For the last decade, two operators (Shark 

Experience Bluff/NZ, and Shark Dive NZ) had been facilitating this encounter about 200 

days in a year- 20 km from Bluff (the last point of South Island, NZ), and 8 km from Stewart 

Island, in the turbulent Foveaux Strait circumnavigating the small Edwards Island.   

Initially, Peter Scott the owner and operator of Shark Dive New Zealand, made a 

cage, and used it for himself and friends to get in the water to see the White Sharks in the 

Foveaux Strait around 2007. In 2009, when Discovery channel was making a 3D 

documentary on the sharks of the Foveaux, they contacted Mike Haines to film with the 

sharks in the region (Great White Shark 3D, Cresswell, McNicholas, & Newton, 2013). Mike 

agreed to take them out, Peter Scott was a crew in the expedition. This came at a time when 

Mike was no longer interested in taking tourists out for charter fishing, because he felt 

demoralized by the waste of natural resources that was happening through fishing. This new 

experience proposed a viable avenue for him to have a thriving economic endeavour, hence 

Mike started his own cage diving business. Simultaneously, Peter Scott also started his 

business, and Mike used to operate from Bluff whereas Peter used to operate from Stewart 

Island. Around 2015 Peter Scott decided to start operating from Bluff; after allegedly 

receiving threats from some Stewart Island residents (information from local discussion). 

Until the 2017-2018 season both cage diving businesses operated from Bluff. 

White Shark cage diving facilitates the coming together of two apex species whose 

lives and oceanscapes are often intertwined in social, economic, and ecological assemblages 

[as I explain in later chapters]. Cage diving creates an avenue of controlled encounters, 

among two species, in the middle ground, on equal terms, where the sharks have as much 

significant agency as the humans, and both experience the subjectivity and intentionality of 

each other [to be discussed in chapter no 7]. It is a practice meticulously mediated by the 
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protocols of DOC (which looks after the welfare of the sharks), and Ministry for Primary 

Industries (which is observant towards the industrial implication of the operation, and the 

safety of the passengers and the crew). Furthermore, over the years, the cage diving operators 

have created their own norms and protocols, for the ease of operating, safety, and increased 

opportunity for having a successful encounter on a regular basis. 

 However, on September 4th, 2018, the practice of cage diving in NZ was declared 

impermissible, by a ruling of the court of appeal based on an interpretation of the wildlife act 

of 1953 (Nicoll, 2018), because “disturbing, molesting and pursuing” of protected species 

was an offence under the act. Furthermore, a judgement was made that DOC did not have the 

authority to give out permits for the operation. In November 2018, Peter Scott declared that 

he was stopping the operation, but Mike Haines had taken the position of fighting the ruling 

and continued his operation. Mike decided to follow on through the 2018-2019 season 

without no incentive bait policy [meaning cage divers were not allowed to use bait while 

attracting sharks to the boat, more details in chapter no 7]. When this thesis was originally 

submitted (August 2019), it remained uncertain whether they would continue through the 

season of 2019-2020 [detailed in later chapters]. However, on October 2019, the supreme 

court gave the final verdict that the lower courts had made an error in judgement, and that the 

operation was in its rights to keep on operating, hence the Shark Experience team 

commenced their 2019-2020 operation from December 2019 effectively being the only 

remaining White Shark cage diving operation in New Zealand. 

Shrouded in all this controversy, cage diving has been a hotspot of social and political 

turmoil in the South Island. The groups opposing cage diving (primarily residents of Stewart 

Island and paua divers of the Foveaux Strait) often argued that cage diving increased the 

potentiality of ‘shark attacks’ on humans sharing the water space, by attracting sharks into 
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regions they were not previously there, making them more aggressive, and training them to 

associate humans and boat with fish. Alternatively, the supporters of cage diving argued the 

cage operators had as much rights to use the water for their benefit as the other locals, and the 

practice did not increase chance of shark attack in the region [Discussed in later chapters]. 

Rather, cage diving created an avenue for demystifying the sharks and challenging the 

‘monster’ image by altering public attitudes towards them: this is pertinent for their global 

conservation efforts, and provided a definitive service for many individuals from all over the 

world who have been fascinated by this animal for a long time. Furthermore, the supporters 

pointed to significant shark knowledge about their migration and behaviour that was 

emergent from this practice, as well as the economic and social benefit to the local 

community of Bluff. However, this practice and the human and shark lives revolving around 

it has not been explored ethnographically; this is where this research aims to fill the gap. 

1.8. The genesis of the research project. 

 At the end of 2014, I had moved from India to NZ for a PhD on multispecies research 

at the University of Canterbury, Department of Anthropology. In May 2015, Soosan Lucas 

(my friend and later my research assistant) and I decided to go cage diving at the very end of 

South Island, New Zealand. But while on our way, Soosan got a message from Mike Haines - 

“trips off- 50 Knots winds”. We decided to continue onto Bluff because we had already 

booked a cottage down by the water, from the handful of accommodation options available. 

Lisa, the owner of the cottage explained to us how common it was for the cage diving trips to 

be cancelled because of the weather. On the way back from Bluff, I decided I was going to 

work with the sharks in Bluff for my ethnography, exploring what I described as ‘the humans 

and White Sharks encountering each other in the Foveaux Strait, off the coast of Bluff around 
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Edwards Island’. But it all depended on convincing any of the two cage diving operators in 

Bluff to let me be on their boat as a participant observer. 

Soosan did a lot for me the researcher, and this thesis. She supported with boarding 

and food during my work and helped copy check the thesis. She supported me digging 

through archival materials in libraries and museums, and even supported me during 

interviews with local Bluffies. Furthermore, many times, during my field work, she came out 

on the daily cage diving trips. She would also regularly bring me food and other essential 

commodities when I was based in the field. When the situation arose to pitch the idea of my 

participant observation among the cage divers, Soosan contacted Mike, drove us to Bluff 

again from Christchurch, and after a lot of discussion, was finally able to convince Mike and 

Carwyn (his partner), to allow me to be on their boat as a participant observer and a boat 

hand.   

In February 2016, before setting off to the field work for the first time, I got the news 

that the cage diving operators had not seen any sharks for two weeks at that point. The 

operators believed that certain sections of the neighbouring community were killing the 

sharks and disposing the bodies near the cage diving site. They believed if there was a dead 

shark in the waters, other White Sharks avoid the region. This absence of the sharks, though 

intensely frustrating at times, created a unique conundrum for the whole of my doctoral 

thesis. I told Mike that, whatever happens, I am going down to Bluff. Lisa, the hotel owner, 

had a cheap cottage for rent, and so I created my first base at my field site. 
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Image 1.2. Soosan Lucas my research assistant on the boat, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2016. 

 

Image 1.3. The decal of the shark on the Southern Isles. Raj Sekhar Aich, 2016. 



 

18 

 

1.9. The first White Shark cage diving ethnographic 

investigation in NZ. 

 As the first White Shark cage diving ethnographic investigation in NZ, this thesis is 

situated in the interstices of conflicting ideas, tensions and beliefs: the imagined monsters vs. 

the actual fish; and the imagined experience of cage diving as opposed to the real one. As a 

participant observer I lived, worked and learnt with the cage diving operation of Shark 

Experience NZ (now the only surviving WCN), and the local community of Bluff, for a total 

of eight months across two years, with the support of my research assistant Soosan Lucas.  

Being a participant observer, I worked as a boat hand with the Shark Experience team. 

I learnt about the operation first-hand, from baiting the sharks, to cleaning the boat, helping 

the tourists ‘suit up’ for the dive, and observing the interaction of humans and sharks 

facilitated through this practice. Residing in Bluff and engaging with the locals helped me to 

get a deeper understanding of the lives of the people of the town and their relationship with 

the sharks and the cage diving operation. This gave me insights into the lives of the sharks 

and the humans impacting each other that few scientists are privileged to have. 

There were two conceptual aspects that had to be addressed before delving into the 

thesis. Firstly, as mentioned, as much as I was interested in the practice and the humans 

associated with it, I was equally interested in its effect on the lives of the sharks involved; my 

aim was to create a holistic multispecies picture of the practice, acknowledging the influence 

of both the species on the practice and its effect on both. The research needed to ask the 

question how can we study the culture and the life created around cage diving if we did not 

study the sharks as influential actors in the practice (as elaborated on in further chapters), 

whose lives were affected by and were affecting the lives of the humans sharing the water 
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space with them? To address this, the thesis had to recognise the limits of classical 

anthropological investigations of cultures and the animals around them and adopt the ‘more 

than human’ approach in contemporary social scientific research.  

In the Multispecies salon [a series of panels, round tables, and events in art galleries 

held at the Annual Meetings of the American Anthropological Association (in 2006, 2008, 

and 2010) (Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010, pg. 546) ] “Anthropologists have collaborated with 

artists and biological scientists to illuminate how diverse organisms are entangled in political, 

economic, and cultural systems”(The Multispecies Salon, n.d.). Kirksey (2014) stated that in 

the general practice of cultural anthropology, ethnography has been commonly understood as 

people-writing (ethnography), written primarily based on the agency of human beings on 

having significant influence on their environment and other lifeforms sharing it. However, 

multispecies ethnography challenges these classical notions; “A new genre of writing and 

mode of research has arrived on the anthropological stage: multispecies ethnography. 

Creatures previously appearing on the margins of anthropology—as part of the landscape, as 

food for humans, as symbols—have been pressed into the foreground in recent 

ethnographies” (Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010, pg. 545).  

Even in a lot of contemporary ethnographies on cultures which involved animals - the 

animals were invisible (Kiik, 2018). Historically, sharks like many other non-human life 

forms were considered to be by-standers in anthropological and ethnographical investigation, 

therefore my aim was to make the sharks as visible in my ethnography, as the humans 

involved. Kiik noted even in anthropologists of conservation and other human animal 

researchers, there seemed to be a trend of intentionally avoiding ecological and behavioural 

research on the animal of the region. This may be primarily to take a political stand against 

the prevalence of natural sciences in animal studies, a stance which had ethical relevance 
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often to defend native knowledge against empirically argued ‘scientific’ knowledge and 

conservationist knowledge but is ultimately harmful to the investigation as a whole. Much 

like conservationists, and even natural scientists ignoring native knowledge, social scientists 

can overlook natural scientific knowledge which might help to answer specific questions 

relevant to the topic they are enquiring about (Kiik, 2018). 

This is not helped by the fact that un-familiarity with methods and tools and 

approaches in varied disciplines are always the inherent challenges of these mixed 

disciplinary projects. Especially if it is a singular researcher working on it, or a team, who are 

trained in specific disciplinary silos (Parathian, McLennan, Hill, Frazão-Moreira, & 

Hockings, 2018). I aimed at constructing an ethnography which was inclusive, exploring the 

shared lives of both the species. Consequently, I endeavoured to utilize methods of 

investigation from ecology as much as classical anthropological methods as interviews and 

surveys and participant observation [elaborated on in chapter no 2]. 

Another theoretical approach relevant here is Actor Network Theory (ANT) 

[Explained in more detail in chapter 2 and 7]. MacLeod et al., (2019) argued that: 

“ … fundamental connection between actor-network theory and ethnography is their 

focus on practices: everyday sayings, doings, and relations with objects that make up 

what people do in their everyday lives... Practices themselves are multi-layered and 

heterogeneous; therefore, understanding practices requires carefully tracing multiple 

actors that assemble and give meaning to human worlds, activities and lives.... 

Practices can be described as a ‘mangle’ of people, things, intent, knowledge, 

processes, and many other factors.... [in other words] practices are both social and 

material; and, focusing on detailed description of what is actually happening in the 

field, including the mundane” (pg. 180).  
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To create a coherent account of complex assemblages and agentic abilities of human 

and non- humans interacting within varied affective networks, ANT collects data from varied 

points of data collection. Consequently, I used ANT to elaborate on the network of WCN.  

Finally, while knee deep in the field work (literally one day when I was half 

submerged on the cage diving platform in the undulating Foveaux) I realized one significant 

element was missing from the thesis; that which cannot be entirely expressed through written 

documents. This was the sensory experience of the human-shark encounter facilitated through 

this practice in the dynamic Foveaux, and the researcher observing it. Hence, the final part of 

the thesis was creation of a sensory film ‘expressing’ the perceived sensations from the first-

person view of the anthropologist. It aims to take the viewer into the experience of being in 

the field; the practice; the boat in the high sea; the waiting involved in such an unpredictable 

environment; finally encountering the sharks, and its impact on tourist’s attitude towards 

them. 

Therefore, the overall thesis objective is to explore the effects of human and White 

Shark interaction through cage diving in New Zealand, on the sharks, the tourist, the local 

community, and global shark knowledge. Furthermore, to situate this objective, the research 

also needs to extensively elaborate on the creation of the monstrous image of the White 

Sharks, and the conflict in the country created related to it.  

1) To explore the genesis of the monstrous image of White Sharks and human fear of them.  

2) To explore the Conflict in NZ with White Sharks and WCN. 

3)  To explore Bluff’s relation with White Sharks and WCN. 

4) To ethnographically describe WCN. 

5)  To explore the relation of cage diving and White Sharks to lives of the tourist. 
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6) To explore the effect of the shark encounter on the tourist and their attitude towards White 

Sharks. 

7) To explore the relation of cage diving with lives of the White Sharks in Foveaux Strait. 

8) To explore the emergent knowledge of White Sharks from WCN 

9) To explore the sensory experience of WCN and the human-shark interaction facilitated 

through it.  
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2. Literature survey 

 

Image 2.1. White Shark of the Foveaux Strait, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

2.1. Introduction 

Based on the objectives laid out in chapter 1, in this chapter I conduct a detailed 

literature review on the major topics pertinent to the thesis and the objectives. Being a 

multidisciplinary research, the literature review encompasses literature from anthropology, 

animal geography, psychology, ecology, ethology, tourism studies, and film making among 

others. The discussion explores the main methodological dimension of the thesis, along with 

other facets of literature significant to the research. I firstly start with elaborating on shark 

research and its challenges from the natural scientific perspective then the rise of social 

scientific investigation of human-shark interactions. Then I investigate the most important 

methodological dimension of the thesis -multispecies ethnography (ME) and its varied aspect 
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important to the research. I start from an introduction to the Anthropocene and post-human 

turn and concept of contact zone. Following, I focus on the multi-method and multi-

disciplinary perspective of multispecies ethnography, then investigate the various lifeforms 

with whom such research has been done. This is followed by a discussion of Human animal 

network, particularly actor network theory, another theoretical perspective significant for the 

research. The chapter then looks at Leisure studies, human- non-human studies in leisure and 

tourism studies; and wildlife tourism. I then investigate shark tourism and its financial impact 

on the local communities, followed by its effects on the humans taking part in it and those 

sharing similar waterscapes, and on the sharks themselves. There is then a literature survey 

exploring the potential of direct exposure with sharks in their natural environment helping to 

de-mystifying them. Following there is a brief literature survey on visual anthropology and 

sensory documentary. Finally, the scope of the research is pointed out based on the gaps in 

literature.  

2.2. Shark research and its challenges. 

Shark research, let alone social scientific research with sharks, has always been 

challenging. Sharks are notoriously hard to study, and ecological and behavioural research on 

sharks is both frustrating and expensive to undertake. Historically, there has been lack of 

interest and hence funds in shark research even in natural sciences. Even now there are 

literally one handful of articles about White Sharks in New Zealand, and we know almost 

nothing about them. We don’t know why they come to New Zealand, where they and how 

they breed, much about any potential social structure, and even fundamental things like how 

long they live.  

 As Castro explained, in an engaging piece on ‘The Origins and Rise of Shark Biology 

in the 20th Century’ “Several factors made sharks difficult to study. First, they are fast 
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moving and far-ranging fishes in a vast marine environment, and the technology for studying 

such free-roaming aquatic animals did not exist. Second, it was difficult to obtain study 

specimens, owing to the historical lack of shark fisheries caused by their low commercial 

value. Third, the often-large size of sharks made it difficult to preserve museum or reference 

specimens. Fourth, ichthyologists had a general lack of scientific interest in cartilaginous 

fishes, and few people studied sharks. Consequently, sharks long remained a poorly known 

group” (Castro, 2016, pg.14). He attributed a few factors which helped in the rise of shark 

biological studies in the 20th century, including military research on them for weaponization; 

advancement of modern tags, and the rise of shark fisheries. Interestingly, he also noted the 

very factor that has caused the negative image of them in mass public imagination may have 

also provided seeds of interest in studying them in the last few decades - that is, the movie 

Jaws. 

Castro argued that after Jaws (1975), a new breed of scientist were created inspired by 

the unlikely hero, Hooper, who studied the great oceans, and its greatest predator- the sharks: 

“… [Jaws] would have a profound and long-lasting effect on the young audience, for it told 

them that there was such a profession as “shark biologist” and that one could have a career 

studying sharks” (Castro, 2016, pg. 29). There are also other factors that may have affected 

the lack of interest in shark research, firstly, sharks are not cute and cuddly like many 

mammals, and they are not animals that most of us deal with in day to day life; while their 

image in the public sphere as a man-eating monster would not have helped (details of which I 

explore in chapter 4).  

Beyond the explorations in natural sciences, until recently, there has been very little to 

no academic exploration of the connectedness of sharks with human social life particularly 

form a multispecies perspective. Like many other non- human species, they were primarily 
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understood as resources, and researchers have explored how in certain cultures sharks have 

acted as aesthetic and spiritual totems (Jøn & Aich, 2015), while technological design has 

also studied sharks (Castro, 2016).  

However, lately, there has been an emergence of global interest in social scientific 

research on sharks and their interaction with human culture (Nason, 2016). Social scientists 

have explored human shark interaction and its relation to conservation and species protection 

policy (Neff, 2015; Neff & Hueter, 2013; Pepin-Neff & Wynter, 2018; L. Gibbs & Warren, 

2015; Muter, Gore, Gledhill, Lamont, & Huveneers, 2013; Neff & Hueter, 2013; Pepin-Neff 

& Wynter, 2018). There has also been studies on human perception of sharks and the effect 

of shark encounter and shark knowledge on it (Eovaldi, Thompson, Eovaldi, & Eovaldi, 

2016; O’Bryhim & Parsons, 2015), and on shark tourism and its effect on the humans (Apps, 

Dimmock, & Huveneers, 2018; Apps, Dimmock, Lloyd, & Huveneers, 2016; Richards et al., 

2015; Techera & Klein, 2013; Topelko & Dearden, 2005; Torres, Bolhão, Tristão da Cunha, 

Vieira, & Rodrigues, 2017; Adorni, 2017; Hammerton & Ford, 2018). Still, most of the 

research stated above treated sharks and humans as two species in different epistemological 

paradigms, and not so much as part of an assemblage who have affective impact on each 

other’s lives and bodies. Most of the social scientific research focused on the humans, while 

the biological ones focused on the sharks. 

 This research attempts to propose a different approach and create a holistic 

methodological platform to observe and study both the species engaged in an interactional 

relationship, in the dynamic practice of White Shark cage diving. Indeed, to understand the 

‘human’ we should have a holistic attitude towards the world they reside in and the myriad of 

other actors and factors affecting and been affected by them, often expressed as the concept 

of holism (Ogden et al., 2013). The Webster dictionary defines holism as “A theory that the 
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universe and especially living nature is correctly seen in terms of interacting wholes (as of 

living organisms) that are more than the mere sum of elementary particles” (Merriam-

Webster, n.d.). As multispecies researchers point out from a holistic perspective “… an 

organism’s existence cannot be reduced to its parts; both the individual and the species as a 

whole have a unique life history” (Jost Robinson & Remis, 2018, pg. 779). This is 

particularly worth considering while engaging with human societies which have significant 

relationships with the animal others. Indeed, it makes sense to explore how life is constituted 

through our relations with other species rather than considering ourselves as separate to and 

isolable from other species and individuals of the species with their own unique life history 

(Lestel & Taylor, 2013). For this I utilize the methodological approach of multispecies 

ethnography, which as of finishing this thesis has not been utilized in human-shark 

knowledge creation, let alone in White Shark cage diving perspective.  

2.3. Human fear of Animals and human relations with 

large predators.  

One of the reasons related to the limited research on sharks might be their negative 

image in the public imagination. The study of predatory animals and the fear created by them 

in human culture is not new. There have been different approaches utilized. Research has 

investigated predators like crocodiles and their attack patterns (Caldicott et al., 2005); coyote 

attack, its reasons and possible management solutions (Timm et al., 2004), and bear, wolf and 

wild boars, and their attack on humans and human perception of them among other predators 

(Sernert, 2011). Researchers have looked at the fear related to hiking experience, and found 

five different kind of fears, like fear of wild animals (Coble et al., 2003). In Sweden there has 

been studies observing the objects of fear and assessing attitude towards management actions 
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regarding Brown Bears and wolves (Frank et al., 2015). An article on coyote attack in 

Southern California (Baker & Timm, 1998) investigated pre attack coyote behaviour patterns, 

change in human environment and behaviour, as a result the need for awareness and public 

education and other management methods were recommended.  

A study based in Croatia (Majić et al., 2011) analysed change of attitude about Brown 

Bear over time and found that value orientations and the overall level of perceived threat did 

not change over time. Researchers investigated human community medicating living with 

large carnivores close to Serengeti National Park in Tanzania (Kaltenborn et al., 2006) with 

fear of animal like lion, cheetahs, leopards and hyenas. They found fear was most seen with 

specific large carnivores, found women are more fearful than men, and education level was 

related with fear, people living further away from the animals had more fear than the people 

living closer to them. They noted that fear of animals like bats, snakes and spider have been 

considered to be problem and often aimed at treatment through things like exposure therapy, 

where as in case of large predators that is not the case, because they are supposed to be 

rational fear. Although they argued that there is evidence that fear to animals is related to 

evolutionary reasoning. Røskaft et al., (2003) analysed fear of four large carnivore species in 

the Norwegian population. People reported the most fear of the two largest and most 

dangerous carnivores, brown bears and wolves. People living closer to the animals showed 

less fear than the people where the species were absent. People with higher education and 

interest in outdoor activities showed less fear of the animals. Davey and team (Davey et al., 

1998) in a cross- cultural study of animal fear found a three-factor solution in which animals 

fell into a fear-irrelevant, fear-relevant or disgust-relevant category. “The core group of 

animals making up the disgust-relevant category were similar across cultures” (pg. 736) like 

spiders and snakes, but this was not true with predatory animals like tigers, bears or sharks.  
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Sernert, (2011) elaborated on fear relation with predators in Sweden, bear, wolf, lynx, 

wolverine, moose and wild boar, in relation to attacks on humans. They explain fear is an 

evolutionary response, to avoid and anticipate pain and death creating a fight or flight 

response in our body. “Fear can be reduced with knowledge and experience, but this takes 

time and does not necessarily imply a positive attitude... The change of attitude and fear is 

also presided with a peak of negative feelings which can be so strong that the predator 

populations are not given a chance to re-establish themselves in the environment…” (pg. 14). 

They further argued fear is often related to myth and stories and negative symbolic values 

like that with wolves in the area. They dealt with varied factors like proximity to the animals, 

and “how long the predators have occupied the area, if they are seen as something natural that 

has always been there or something new that does not really belong” (pg. 17). Media also 

plays an important part in creating fear of the animals. “The objective view disappears with 

editing, twisting of information and pressure from advertisers which is dependent on where in 

the country you live, different counties get different information” (pg.17). ÖHman, (1986) 

applied functional-evolutionary perspective to fear in the context of encounters with animals 

and threatening humans. They noted 

 “It is argued that animal fear originates in a predatory defence system whose function 

is to allow animals to avoid and escape predators. Animal stimuli are postulated to be 

differentially prepared to become learned elicitors of fear within this system. Social fears are 

viewed as originating in a dominance/submissiveness system. The function of submissiveness 

is to avert attacks from dominating conspecifics. Signs of dominance paired with aversive 

outcomes provide for learning fear to specific individuals. It is argued that responses to 

evolutionary fear-relevant stimuli can elicit the physiological concomitants of fear after only 

a very quick, "unconsciousness," or preattentive stimulus analysis” (pg. 123).  
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The fear of sharks is also related to the media, myth, stories and perhaps even 

evolutionary factors, and they are monsters, being cryptic, enigmatic, concealed, camouflaged 

in their marine environment. And this fear may create negative attitude of people towards 

them, which again might be related to negative effect on their conservation efforts. However, 

a holistic academic study on fear of sharks from evolutionary, cultural, and aesthetics 

perspective is still quite limited in this chapter I address this gap.  

2.4. Multispecies ethnography 

The prime methodological approach I utilised to think about and construct my 

research is multispecies ethnography (ME) (Dashper, 2020; Ellis et al., 2018; Gannon & 

Gannon, 2017; Gillespie & Narayanan, 2020; Hohti & Tammi, 2019; Kohn, 2018; Kirksey 

and Helmreich, 2010; Press, 2019; Mason, 2016; Satsuka, 2018; Sepie, 2017; Vanutelli & 

Balconi, 2015; Wilkie, 2015). ME is a “more than human approach to ethnographic research 

and writing” (Locke, & Muenster, 2015, para 1), and “…draws attention to humanness as an 

impure, synthetic cultural category. It considers how beings, species, and categories of 

nature/culture get made through multispecies engagements” (Faier & Rofel, 2014, pg. 371). 

In effect, ME, challenges the scholarly tradition of human exceptionalism that presents 

humans as separate from other life forms and therefore possessing exclusive agency for 

understanding and having significant impact in shaping the socio-cultural, political, and 

economic environment of the lived worlds we are all part of (Haraway, 2008).  

ME perceives life as an ever evolving process shaped by interactions of multiple 

beings of different species, “The ethnographic of multispecies ethnography writes the human 

as a kind of corporeality that comes into being relative to multispecies assemblages, rather 

than a biocultural gives” (Ogden et al., 2013, pg. 6). Classically, in cultural and social 

anthropology, nonhuman animals were primarily regarded as being part of human practices 
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like rituals, part of cosmologies, as symbols, and material resource. ME explores the “mutual 

dependencies, influences, and hybrid ontologies involving human and nonhuman actors” 

(Faier & Rofel, 2014, pg. 371), an in the process questions the “privileged ontological 

status,” where humans were held at the top of the chain, and other animals were only 

considered significant “to the realm of fables, folklore and tales; to things symbolic, 

allegorical and mythic” (Aisher & Damodaran, 2016, pg. 298). 

This ontological turn encourages the rethinking and considering other worlds, beyond 

merely those focused on the agency of humans (Archambault, 2016), and pays attention to 

everyday engagement with more than human beings and things. Furthermore, not only does 

ME explore the intertwined existence of multiple species, but also considers the land and 

oceanscapes as an assemblage of affective entities where these varied species interact (Aisher 

& Damodaran, 2016; Watson, 2016). In classical social scientific research, it was believed 

one of the most distinguishing features of humanity was agency over the world and lives they 

share with non- humans,  this meant  “strong tendencies remain (even among biologists) to 

evaluate diverse forms of life against an animal standard, and to regard non-animals as 

having diminished agency and capacities.” (Hathaway, 2018, pg. 48). Even in ethnographies 

dealing with human- non- human animal interactions, focus has been on the human 

dimension of the discourse. However that idea is being challenged, and there is the emerging 

dialogue of  a continuum of agency among humans and non- humans, even if agency of the 

non-humans may be exercised in a different way than that of the humans (Caillon et al., 2017; 

Hathaway, 2018). ME traces the multidirectional interaction and effect of multiple species on 

each other, and not just the effect of humans on other species (Pooley & et.al, 2016).  

Human and animal lives are interconnected socially, politically, and even often 

economically (Lloro-Bidart, 2018b; Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010). This also means that 
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multispecies ethnographies are “shifting from a species-specific to an interspecies frame of 

reference… reconceptualizing the focus of anthropological research” (Singer, 2014, pg.1282).  

In a similar fashion, Tedeschi (2016), discussed human- animal studies from the perspective 

of sociability as intersubjective fields of action and co-equal society builders where identities 

are created through interactions. Tedeschi noted sociability is the tendency to socially interact 

and being socially available to each other. It requires understanding situations, and being able 

to adapt and engage in dialogue, symbolizing inter-subjective exchange. “Studying animals 

helps us grasp what it means to be human; which mechanisms we avail of when interacting 

with others; how we build up social meanings…how we organise our lives; how we perceive 

our links with other living beings…” (Tedeschi,2016, pg.164).  

Kirksey and Helmreich in their seminal article on ‘The emergence of multispecies 

ethnography’ (2010) pointed out, that ME has its roots in classical works of the late 19th 

century. They noted scholars worked between boundaries of social and natural sciences; for 

example, in the works of Lewis Henry Morgan (Morgan, 1868), where he discussed 

engineering knowledge transmitted among beavers, and drew similarities between human and 

beaver engineering knowledge. The 20th century saw interest in human cultures and their 

association with animals through hunting, husbandry, and animals as totem. Then, in the 21st 

century natural scientists and anthropologist re-examined race, gender, genealogy, and human 

animal divisions.  This meant that by the early 2000s, there was a call for re-examining the 

human non – human animal relationships and interconnectedness, consequently, researchers 

explored hybrid societies of humans and macaques, insect, dogs among other animals (Kohn, 

2013; C. Lowe, 2004; Petropavlovsky, 2014; from Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010).  The 

reflections of Tim Ingold on ‘anthropology beyond the human’ that aligned with the work of 

with philosopher Dominique Lestel examining hybrid communities with species sharing 

meaning among themselves, led the way in multispecies anthropological research (Ingold, 
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2013, from Fijn, 2019). Kirksey noted, “New brands of animal anthropology twist the old, as 

more anthropologists have become  curious  about the lives of animals in labs, on  farms, in 

agricultural production, as  food,  in rapidly changing ecosystems… [they] began to attend to 

the remaking of human nature,  others began to follow related logics of remaking at work in 

nonhuman natures” (Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010, pg. 551).  

Currently, in more and more contemporary ethnographic investigations, human- non-

human animal relations are an active part of anthropological investigations, and the lines 

between nature and culture are blurred to point out the emergence of human and non-human 

life through these multispecies relationships (Lloro-Bidart, 2018a). This new wave of human 

animal research emphasizes the “coexistence, conviviality and interactional encounters 

between humans and nonhumans,” and explores the “multispecies intersubjectivities in which 

all human lives and cultures are enmeshed” (Aisher & Damodaran, 2016, pg.294). Indeed, the 

contemporary explorations in ME aims to elevate the significance of experience, behaviour, 

and social life’s of multispecies beings, instead of treating all other species as non-agentive 

elements and objects in and around human life (Singer, 2014). In the same sense, as I will 

demonstrate in later chapters, the practice of WCN is an endeavour which is dependent on the 

intertwined agencies of the sharks, the wind, the ocean, and even the other material elements 

significant for the operation as much as the humans.  

Here it is important to acknowledge, there might be an argument regarding the name 

applied to the type of research undertaken, as can increasingly occur in  any research where 

researchers are primarily focusing on the relationship of human beings with one other species 

specifically; the best label may be ‘bi-species’ ethnographies as opposed to ‘Multi-species’ 

ethnographies (although ‘more than one’ literally can be still considered to be ‘multi’). 

However, presently, in most research focusing on human interaction with one major other 
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species, be it primates, elephants, hyenas, crocodiles or even bees, the term ‘multispecies’ is 

used ( Andrews, 2019; Fuentes, 2010; Radhakrishna, 2018; Locke, 2013; Wanderer, 2018;; 

Baynes-Rock & Thomas, 2015; Fijn & Baynes-Rock, 2018;; Baynes‐Rock, 2019). Hence to 

avoid any terminological confusion, I am using the term multispecies ethnography in this 

thesis, even though this thesis is primarily exploring the interaction and relationship with 

humans and the White Sharks.  

ME follows within a broader conception of the Anthropocene and posthumanism. The 

Anthropocene is the proposition for the contemporary epoch where the magnitude of human 

activity is so grand it is visible in the earth’s ecology, atmospheric chemistry, and 

biodiversity. It is argued to be initiated around the 18th century with the development of the 

steam engine, where novel ecologies were created by humans but not entirely controlled by 

them. This in effect has encouraged a post-human turn in social scientific investigation ( 

Andrews, 2019; Lindgren & Öhman, 2019;Wolfe, 2003, 2009, 2010), where there has been a 

divergence from the human centred perspective, and a  re-centring of the agency of non- 

humans in shaping the world around us,  be it  material objects or non- human animals 

(Webber et al., 2017). Wang & Wang ( 2019) described posthumanism as “Evolving from the 

crisis of humanism, meaning that the ubiquitous and powerful function of man in the 

humanist era has now come to an end, and man has entered into a ‘‘posthuman’’ stage in 

which man is no longer regarded as the only species that has rational thought, nor does he 

play the leading role among all the species on the earth” (Wang & Wang, 2019, pg.4).  

 Cohen (2019) noted, “Posthumanism is a stream in postmodern philosophy, rooted in 

late twentieth-century feminist and anti-racist critiques of modern western social and political 

institutions. Posthumanism seeks to erase the human-animal divide, thereby rejecting the 

basic premise of human exceptionalism, a cornerstone of the humanist philosophical 
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traditions, and seeking to destabilize the basic ontological categories, which have dominated 

Western thought from the enlightenment to modern times” (Cohen, 2019, pg. 416). 

Posthumanism is a critique of the dualist ontology of classical humanism, such as nature-

culture, human- animal, subject-object. Posthumanists see the human-animal divide as 

politically constructed for justifying animal exploitation by humans. They elaborated as 

humans we are so absorbed in the life seen from the human perspective, that we forget to 

recognize the varied lived lives of other species around them, “…ignoring manifold creative 

possibilities for envisaging animals as natural and ethical subjects…  [ Whereas 

posthumanism] terminates the desperate search for similarity and continuity mistakenly 

considered the only means of recognizing an equally rich and significant moral subjecthood 

in animals”(Coghlan, 2016, pg.406, 407 ). Hence, post humanists argue on a flat ontology, 

where any one and thing are perceived from a similar platform of significant impact on each 

other (Cohen, 2019). It is pivotal in exploring nature-society relationships, where humans, 

non-human animals and things creates a complex socio-environmental relation (Rose et al., 

2019). 

In line with the posthumanist approach, ME aims at engaging the social beyond only 

humans, attuned with the ontological turn in social sciences in exploring the knowledge 

created through the conceptual breaking of strict barriers between nature and society or 

culture. ME benefits from conceptual development framing reciprocity patterns among varied 

species to displace humans from central positions in varied multispecies assemblages and 

therefore recognizes the needs to highlight on novel paths to navigate the Anthropocene 

(Mason, 2016).  

The encounters that happen between humans and other being happens in social and 

geographical spaces often termed as contact zone. The term contact zone was first coined by 
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Mary Louise Pratt, where she argued such spaces are where varied cultures “… meet, clash 

and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, 

such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived out in many parts of the 

world today” (Pratt, 1991, pg. 34). “Developed as a postcolonial tool of critique, Pratt’s 

concept of the ‘contact zone’ challenged common depictions of imperial frontiers in genres of 

travel writing from the mid-18th century onwards by attending to the complex processes of 

meaning-making” (Wilson, 2019, pg. 219). These are embodied sites where encounters take 

place; and more recently this term has begun to be expanded to include multi-species 

ethnographies where often violence and uneven power-relations are enacted, therefore “ 

more-than-human applications of the contact zone might include fuller, more serious 

considerations of nonhuman agency”(Isaacs, 2019, pg. 735).  

 Wilson, (2019) elaborated on being or becoming animals to now being concerned 

with people negotiating with creatures in such contact zones. Such contact zone negotiations 

are vastly different from their usual anthropocentric perspectives and norms, be it coexisting 

with coyote and cougars in Americas, to macaques of Singapore, or sharks in Australia, 

among others. These interactions and often emergent conflicts indicate to certain physical and 

conceptual boundaries, it is a struggle between ‘us’ and ‘them’ (Wilson, 2019). “Many 

examples of human–animal encounters are about the breach of spatial and regulatory 

boundaries – home spaces, urban borderlands, safe swim zones, and so on…” (Wilson, 2019, 

pg.717).  

The work of Donna Haraway (a prominent scholar of science and technology and 

feminist studies) has provided one key starting point for this “species turn” in human animal 

research. Haraway popularized this concept in human-non human perspectives, and included 

that of non-human animals and humans interacting in contact zones; to her, these are spaces 
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“for multispecies entanglements and assemblages where the hardest lessons are learnt 

culminating in significant transformations” (Banerjee, 2013, pg. 422). She noted “If we 

appreciate the foolishness of human exceptionalism, then we know that becoming is always 

becoming with—in a contact zone where the outcome, where who is in the world, is at stake” 

(2008, pg. 244). These contact zones are where lives of the humans and other animals 

intersect in biological, cultural and political intersections, creating mutual dependencies of 

the humans and non- humans. This “species turn” within a contact zone reflects on the 

emergent hybrid ontologies arising from it, and also how the human is created from 

relationships, encounters and entanglements with multiple species (Faier & Rofel, 2014, from 

Aiyadurai, 2016).  

An example of such a contact zone can be found in research of ethnoprimatology. 

Ethnoprimatology is a holistic perspective of understanding human- primate interaction and 

co-habitation, and has been one of the most influential methodological platforms to argue for 

the significance of multispecies ethnography, (Fuentes, 2010; 2012; Jørgensen & Wirman, 

2016).  Agustin Fuentes (2012), discussed how humans and macaque monkeys coexist in an 

interdependent relationship in Bali temples. He argued that in the temple complex the 

interaction among the groups of the monkeys is shaped by their interaction with the locals 

and the tourists, and that humans and the monkeys are related in daily social ecological 

rhythm in the geographical area of the temple. Such scholarly explorations analyse the 

worldmaking through multispecies entanglements in social and physical spaces where the 

nature-culture, human- animal divisions blur. They call for “… increased attention to the 

contact zones where the lives of humans and other species biologically, culturally and 

politically intersect, as a counterpoint to the dominant planetary perspective of earth systems 

and conservation science. They underline the importance of deep relational analyses of 
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human interactions with other life forms, through renewed attention to multispecies histories, 

locality, and forms of knowledge rooted in place…” (Aisher & Damodaran, 2016, pg. 294). 

The dynamic contact zone of cage diving has not been considered in multispecies 

research. It is a contact zone created between the lives of the sharks and humans encountering 

each other in the Foveaux, shaped by both their agency, co-existence and sometimes 

violence. In this thesis I explore the cage diving encounters, and the humans, sharks, and the 

materiality involved, place in such a marine contact zone where ‘…encounters are also 

between beings of biologically different origins, equally vital to such histories and world-

making” (Barua, 2015, pg. 265). Here, not only varied humans with different histories and 

agendas, but male and female sharks with diverse experience and ages meet. Even though the 

specific encounters around the cage facilitated through cage diving may be peaceful, the 

overall impact of creation of this practice on the sharks may however be more asymmetrical 

(I present the details in chapter 7,8, and 10).   

The species turn in social scientific investigation has challenged the nature/nurture 

binaries and the humanistic epistemology of classical social scientific investigations. Roots of 

this can be found in animal rights theories, eastern philosophy, Eco feminist theories, and 

indigenous scholarships (Lloro-Bidart, 2018b). The species turn is also shaped, as discussed, 

by the tradition of posthumanism (Fijn, 2019; Lloro-Bidart, 2018b). Development of 

Multispecies approach in anthropology corelates with development in other related 

disciplines be it in Geography (Gillespie & Narayanan, 2020; Whatmore & Thorne, 1998), 

Psychology (Adams, 2018), or Archaeology (Boyd, 2017),  arguing the significance of the 

human –  non-human animal perspective to understand the human condition. ME has further 

influenced by other theories and scholarship, like actor network theory, philosophy; disability 

studies, queer studies; and feminism and gender studies (Lloro-Bidart, 2018). 



 

39 

 

In educational research there has been the recognition that the concept of human “… 

is a contingent and shifting marker of identity, including species as a category of difference… 

constructed against a variety of others, including nonhuman ones” (Deckha, 2013, from 

Lloro-Bidart, 2018b, pg. 263; Philo and Wilbert, 2000; Davies & Riach, 2019). Even in fields 

such as work and labour research, there is the contemporary recognition that humans and 

other animals are often linked in significant socio-political connections, however, till 

recently, other animals have been considered to be beyond the purview of theoretical 

consideration of work and organization, because animals were regarded as subjects and 

objects, to be effected by humans, hence humans were the sole focus of such research 

(Dashper, 2020).  

 Animal geographers argued “animals should be understood as part of a 

heterogeneously reimagined `society', where they could be conceptualized and included as 

``strange persons'' (Whatmore and Thorne, 1998), or a very `other' social group (Philo, 1998, 

from Bear & Eden, 2011, pg.337). Geographers developed the concept of animal 

performativity, providing a perspective in exploring the act of living and non-living entities 

engaged in mutual becoming, in an effort to de-centre humans by emphasizing on non- 

human action, agency, and redefinition of ‘social’, particularly in the context of non-human 

animals (Lloro-Bidart, 2018a). Non humans are not just part of our shared ecologies and 

socioecological histories, but what is significant is how we act towards them and how that as 

consequence has further effect on us (Lloro-Bidart, 2018a).  

In psychological research, researchers argued taking human–animal relations 

seriously is exploring embodied relations intersecting in social, political and psychological 

aspects of the shared lives among humans- and non -human animals (Adams, 2018). At the 

same token, in conservation science,  the argument has been made, that to develop effective, 
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culturally appropriate, and equitable conservation strategies which promotes social-ecological 

resilience, scientists must take perceive human social systems and the natural ecological 

systems as interlinked and related (Caillon et al., 2017). 

With these varied disciplines working towards the same premise of understanding 

how we share with other animals, the methodologies and methods for studying them 

holistically had to also evolve accordingly (Ulmer & Ulmer, 2017) often leading to 

multidisciplinary approaches. Researchers have shown interest in lived geographies of 

experience of the animals and the humans interacting with them, and emphasized the need for 

interdisciplinary investigation with tools and methods from disciplines like ecology to create 

a holistic picture of the interactions- such as trackers, video recording (Hodgetts & Lorimer, 

2015). Palmer et al., (2015) used a combination of ethnography and ethology to study 

orangutans’ relationships with one another and caregivers’ interpretations of orangutans’ 

bonds in Auckland Zoo, New Zealand. They argued that qualitative and quantitative 

investigation methods used in ethnography could be useful for describing multi species lives 

by being able to compare data derived from the two methods, and create bridges among 

varied, but in the long-term co-dependent disciplines.  

To address the hurdles of disciplinary barriers in species conservation efforts, 

researchers dissected the meanings of biological science terms in comparison to 

anthropological terms within the same investigations with human- non human animals, using 

the example of coexistence between people of the Nalu ethnic group and critically 

endangered western chimpanzees at Cantanhez National Park in Guinea-Bissau (Parathian et 

al., 2018). They found, in the biological sciences, “human–wildlife interactions are the 

actions resulting from people and wild animals sharing landscapes and resources, with 

outcomes ranging from being beneficial or harmful to one or both species [Furthermore] 
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humans are considered part of nature in an evolutionary sense but are traditionally viewed as 

separate from nature in an ecological sense” (pg.749; 751). Whereas they found social 

sciences “…have considered the multiple possible realities perceived by diverse human 

communities and individuals that are shaped by religious and cultural beliefs, historical and 

social backgrounds, and ontological reasoning” (pg. 749; 751). In effect an argument was 

made of the significance of ethnoprimatology as a platform of interdisciplinary methods.  

Parathian and colleagues (Parathian et al., 2018) further raised one of the major 

barriers of enmeshing social sciences in conservation efforts and research is lack of 

understanding of subject specific methods and tools among other disciplines, and often lack 

of willingness to bridge this gap. Furthermore, discipline-specific language and varied 

theories for understanding specific arguments and topics may be inaccessible to non- 

specialists of the particular disciplines. This is because, the language used by social scientists 

can be intentionally ambiguous, to reflect alternative worldviews of cultures that oppose 

Western dichotomized notions of nature (Descola 2014; Kohn 2007), and/or to challenge 

preconceived ideas and assumptions about the world that characterize a western scientific 

approach.  

Consequently, this thesis takes multiple disciplinary approach not just from applying 

multiple methods, but utilizing distinctive language influenced from social scientific as much 

as natural scientific disciplines. For example, I have used specific research hypothesis 

creation and prediction testing exploring the natural scientific approach of shark behaviour 

study; alternatively, I have used an inductive reasoning approach to elicit the social scientific 

investigation of the human relation with the cage diving operation in this thesis. However, the 

effort has always been to present them all as a coherent finding. 
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Multispecies ethnographers have explored human interaction, encounters, and 

cohabitations with various species (Davies & Riach, 2019), and a significant amount of 

multispecies research has been on human agrarian life  (Galvin, 2018), on groups, herds, and 

domesticated animals - rather than on individuals (Lorimer, 2006; Fox, 2006; Johnston, 2008 

from Bear & Eden, 2011). Hardy (2019) studied ritual and daily practices of buffalo-keeping 

in Uttar Pradesh and argued that heterodox bovine beliefs and daily practices interweave 

buffalos into the Hindu interspecies worldscape and politics around it in India (Hardy, 2019, 

pg. 1157). Alternatively, there has been investigations of slaughterhouses where both human 

and non‐human identities are constructed by line and lairage workers, exploring how 

emotions emerge, erupt and confound cattle slaughtering among the human workers in the act 

of transforming animals into food (McLoughlin, 2019). 

There has been investigations on human and primate connections through 

ethnoprimetology (as introduced in previous sections). Radhakrishna (2018), investigated the 

connection of the revered macaques and langurs in South and Southeast Asia, based on an 

ever-altering interaction between them and the humans, with deep connection with the 

religion and culture. She elaborated on Tamil language poetic works from southern India in 

an effort to analyse the common people’s changing attitude towards the primates, and found 

the deification of monkeys occurred with the popularity of the epic Ramayana, and other 

religious aspects of the Hindu culture. Waters et al., (2019), used qualitative data with 

villages around Bouhachem oak forest in Morocco to describe shepherds’ behaviour in 

encounters with Barbary macaques. They argued that the difference of the people’s behaviour 

with the macaques was dependent on their age and social status. Using primate hunting in the 

Central African Republic as a locus of interaction, Jost, Robinson & Remis (2018) elaborated 

on the potential utilization of ethnoprimatology to address human–alloprimate entanglements, 

improve conservation efforts, and further anthropology’s growing attention to multispecies 
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research. They noted that incorporation of multispecies ethnography helps promote 

ethnoprimatology among a broader peer group of primatologists. 

There has been significant investigation with human interaction with other mammals. 

For example the shared social existence with humans and elephants have received a lot of 

attention (Barua, 2014; Locke, 2013; Kopnina, 2016). Using qualitative and mixed-methods 

methodologies researchers investigated trans-species ethnography and explored the modes 

and context of communication across species lines between elephants and humans in 

Cambodia (Erickson, 2017). There has been research on companion animals such as Dogs, 

where using autoethnographic methods, researchers have endeavoured to interpret greyhound 

interactions with humans (Sands, 2019). There has been argument on human - canine 

companionship, and this is reflected on limitations of alternative research methods in the field 

of organization studies (Satama & Huopalainen, 2019). Besides these major mammals, there 

has been investigation with other species, even with racoons (Taylor & Pacini-Ketchabaw, 

2017). 

There has also been investigations with human connection with birds, for example 

researchers investigated the contact zone created in Delaware Bay within a multispecies 

ethnography of conservation encounters (Isaacs, 2019). Scientists examined, photographic 

documentation of multispecies encounters by fishermen in Illinois, and bird-photographers in 

Qatar (McClellan, 2015) and they argued, The photographs play an important role in how 

varied human groups reflect and produce their relationships with other species. In the similar 

sense, as this thesis will elaborate on in later chapters, the image created by photographs 

shared in the media, and those the tourist took during the cage diving operation played 

signification part in their relationship with the White Sharks.   
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Researchers investigated the shared existence of human and plants (Archambault, 

2016; Chao, 2018); amphibians like salamanders (Wanderer, 2018); microbial life 

(Greenhough, 2012; Ingram, 2011); fungi (Tsing, 2012; 2013); insects, be it bees or spiders 

(Andrews, 2019; Engelmann, 2017; Ginn, 2013) or other invertebrates like jellyfish (Jones, 

2019). Lloro-Bidart argued “ontological shifts related to human invertebrate relations are 

exceedingly complex and invoke a range of affects/emotions as learners negotiate becoming 

with a multitude of other entities in these diverse contexts” (Lloro-Bidart, 2018, pg. 28). 

Research have also shown how horseshoe crabs, humans, cars, and other materiality are 

interconnected in similar ecological, geomorphological, political and economic assemblages 

(Moore, 2015).  

There have even been investigations with human relation with insects. In an early 

childhood centre in North America, scholars investigated the relationship of children with 

Vietnamese walking stick insects, and “argued of commodified relations of enclosure and 

invasion in urban nature pedagogies within anthropogenically damaged places”(Nxumalo & 

Pacini-Ketchabaw, 2017, pg. 1409). There has been substantial work on human relation with 

bees, from various ontological modes of care giving an management (Fijn & Baynes-Rock, 

2018), to how androcentrism is enacted and disrupted in environmental organizing practices, 

through ethnographic investigation of bee-work(Davies & Riach, 2019), to argument about 

the intertwined co-existence as co-dependent species (Andrews, 2019). There has even been 

investigation on human mosquito intersections (Kelly & Lezaun, 2014).  Researchers 

explored microbes and human relation with hookworm, and how they live in us, and each 

species becomes themselves in an deeply personal cohabitation (Lorimer, 2017).   

Despite the variety of investigations with human life entanglement with other species, 

multispecies research with large predators however is comparatively limited. Although, 



 

45 

 

recently, researchers have investigated lives shared with tigers; hyenas; bear, and even 

crocodiles (Aiyadurai, 2016; Baynes-Rock & Thomas, 2015; Boonman-Berson et al., 2016; 

Simon Pooley, 2016). While discussing crocodiles in Africa, Simon Pooley noted 

“Multispecies ethnographies encourage us to think about crocodiles as individuals with 

particular histories, with character, and as animals with local cultures of behaviour developed 

in the absence or presence of particular human societies, and their beliefs and practices. 

Rather than seeing them as generic killing machines” (Pooley 2016, pg. 403). Baynes‐Rock 

(2019) explored the boundaries of social and physical landscapes- to identify the agency of 

human and non- human actors in landscape creation at an Australian crocodile farm. Rock 

noted “Crocodiles, by their refusals, attachments and individualities, elicit attention to their 

needs, which translates into practices and structures that are often at odds with profitability. 

In this way it is as much social processes as it is practicalities of producing skins which affect 

the farmed landscape and the beings it produces, creating a nexus of multispecies place‐

making where individuals matter” (Baynes‐Rock, 2019, pg. 578). He felt, the crocodile 

farmers had to pay heed to the social dimensions of the animals and react according to their 

intentions and needs. The act of naming the crocodiles, talking to them and recognizing that 

they had own choices and desires, relationships and potentiality of conflict between 

individuals by the farmers were acknowledgements of their autonomy and agency in the 

social structure of the farm. Indeed, certain individuals could only thrive in the farm under 

certain conditions, which may not be conducive to others, and the farmer had to take account 

of it all. In such sense, “These will be social hybrids – domesticated crocodiles who have 

grown out of unpredictable, crocodile–human–crocodile socialites, which in turn create an 

amorphous place otherwise known as a crocodile farm” (pg. 584). 

Not only on predators, multispecies research focusing on ‘slimy’ animals like fish is 

also limited. In a paper exploring the interaction with fish in angling, Bear and Eden noted 
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angling is an assemblage of the fish, anglers and technology, and the anglers attempt to think 

like a fish, with consideration of their biology and behaviour, the environmental condition 

they are part of and even their individuality. They argued, “the literature on `posthuman' and 

animal geographies has focused upon warm-blooded animals, paying little attention to fish 

and aquatic environments, and upon groups or categories of animals, such as species and 

herds, rather than differentiations within species or between individual organisms” (Bear & 

Eden, 2011, pg. 336). This means, while many researchers are attempting to bring animals 

into the purview of social geography and ME, some species are less included than others, like 

fish. Bear and Eden argued there are three main explanations for this lack of focus on fish; 

their cold [ although even being fish, White Sharks are warm blooded, which again I get in 

detail to in future chapters] and slimy bodily characteristics; the alien spaces of inhabitation; 

and that the majority of animal geographers focus on the relationships on or above earth. But 

in the case of human and fish interaction, the worlds are clearly demarcated by the reflection 

and even opaqueness of water, so the anglers are traveling between the airy and watery 

environment.  

 “The recreational nature of angling still frequently involves an engagement with the 

rhythmicity of fish, developing an understanding of habits and patterns at varying  scales, 

from individual to species (and even genus) and through years of fishing or of observing a 

particular fish for just a few hours” (Bear & Eden, 2011, pg. 349). While there may not be the 

same level of intimacy in comparison to livestock, and other companion animals, Bear and 

Eden noted that the anglers’ relationship with the fish, by recognizing and naming them, is 

indicative of some form of intimacy, even if the relationships and interactions are fleeting and 

not sustained. Bear & Eden further argued that in times of flood, when anglers take risks to 

catch fish, the anglers try to match the habits of the fish to interact with them, beyond the 

perils of the environment.  
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So not only is there a gap in multispecies research in large predators but also slimy 

fish, and the White Shark is a large ‘slimy predator’. Filling this gap, this thesis elaborates 

how the contact zone created among the humans and the sharks through cage diving is as 

much affected by the agency and will of the humans as much as that of the shark. I elaborate 

in future chapters that individuality of the sharks shaped by their own sex, age, history, size, 

experiences and potentially social interaction within themselves may shape their interaction 

with the cage diving operation and the divers, instead of being non- agentive random beings. 

In the act of shark wrangling (enticing the shark with the bait to perform for the tourist) the 

humans have to be as much attuned to the individual character of the sharks as much as it 

seems the sharks try to assess the behavioural patterns of the humans handling the bait (more 

detail in chapter no 7) .  

 

Image 2.2. A White Shark spy hopping and looking at the people on the boat, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

When humans get in the water to have a close encounter with the sharks; at the same 

time, particularly in case of White Sharks who spyhop (image 2.2.), they raise their heads out 

of the water into the zone of the air to look at the humans, and even may interact with them. 

There is one example in this thesis when a  shark called Ra, a 13 foot resident shark of the 



 

48 

 

Foveaux hoisted his entire body out of the water on to the back platform of the boat and 

started gaping [which Mike believed that might be the shark attempting at some form of 

communication with the humans (Kock, n.d.)]. This generally happened when Mike and team 

were out during the off season in the Foveaux to check out the shark demography [ according 

to Mike it happened a few years, exact dates are unknown]. 

There is an intimacy of relationship (be it fleeting) in case of the divers, and more so 

in the case of the operators who recognized individual sharks by their body and/or behaviour. 

There were sharks like Ra, which the team recognized because of a big black ring around his 

body (possibly because of some unwanted encounters with humans) and his interactions with 

the cage operators; Free Willy, because he had a crooked fin like that of the orca in the movie 

of the same name  (Wincer, 1993),another shark named Tim fin (after the NZ musician Tim 

Finn), and then a female shark I named Aurora (after Soosan’s daughter) and one I named 

Rocky (after my own puppy, because of his excitement and inquisitiveness around the boat). 

2.5. Actor Network Theory 

Social scientists Michel Callon, John Law, and Bruno Latour with his work on 

science and technology, introduced Actor Network Theory (ANT) as a theoretical method to 

understand the interconnectedness of agents in a dynamic web of relationships, which are 

ever evolving, and the actors are ever changing in hierarchy of prominence (Latour, 2005). 

Material culture scientists Jones and Boivin noted, instead of creating concrete boundaries 

between subjects and objects and their individual intentionality and agency, sociologists of 

science perceive them as co-mingled intertwined actors with relational attachment with each 

other (Jones & Boivin, 2010). All actors through these relationships create this social world 

that we are all part of, and the human actors are intertwined in relationships with nonhuman 
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ones, and things and non-human animals and things have as much agency in shaping the 

human life (Rose et al., 2019). 

The basic premise of ANT is that the world as we know is shaped by these 

relationships, and we need to investigate and follow the actors taking part in them to 

understand them. As Law put it: “Actor network theory is a disparate family of material-

semiotic tools, sensibilities, and methods of analysis that treat everything in the social and 

natural worlds as a continuously generated effect of the webs of relations within which they 

are located… [ANT] describes the enactment of materially and discursively heterogeneous 

relations that produce and reshuffle all kinds of actors including objects, subjects, human 

beings, machines, animals, “nature,” ideas, organizations, inequalities, scale and sizes, and 

geographical arrangements ” (Law, 2009, pg. 141). At the same time, he acknowledged it is 

not a theory, which explains why things happens, rather it tells “stories about how relations 

assemble or don’t” (Law, pg. 141). It is a way of understanding the networks when 

technology, nature and the social are embedded in one another, and actions and effect of one 

actor could be felt on all the others (Oppenheim, 2007). In this way of looking at the world, 

all the actors become significant enough to consider having affective agency, not just 

humans, but also non-humans, such as material matters, animals, and in this case (as I will 

demonstrate in chapter no 7 ) environmental factors too (Pettit et al., 2015). 

 Like multispecies ethnography, ANT questions the human-centric view of the world 

and argues against the hard dualism between the natural actors and the social actors as they 

are classically known (Dashper, 2020; Murdoch, 1997). Consequently, through applying 

ANT we again challenge the perception that humans are centre of such cultural discourse as 

cage diving. Hovorka (2019), noted, animal lives are shaped with relational webs with each 

other’s lives and webs, and shaped by particularities rising from spatial context with social, 
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political, economic, cultural and technological factors. Furthermore, besides being actors 

themselves, all these agents- the humans, the non-human animals, and the materials, act as 

mediators among themselves (Law, 2004; Law & Hassard, 1999; Murdoch, 1997; Tresch & 

Latour, 2013; Walsham, 1997). 

ANT has not yet been utilized in exploring cage diving practices in New Zealand. 

Hence, utilizing this theoretical framework this thesis will demonstrate, the lives of the sharks 

and humans in Foveaux Strait are connected through various social, political and economic 

factors. Furthermore, in WCN the significant materials and environmental factors along with 

the humans and sharks themselves shape the experience of cage diving as active agents and 

mediators. Indeed, if any of the other actors do not ‘cooperate’ with the cage divers, the 

experience would be essentially unsuccessful, even if it was initiated by the humans.  

2.6. Leisure, tourism and the multispecies world. 

Tourism and leisure are among the largest industries in the world. Until recently, 

leisure studies had been focused primarily on the humans taking part in them (Nottle et al., 

2019). Indeed, much like in the rest of social scientific studies, humans have been classically 

seen separate from nature, as binary opposite (Rose et al., 2019). Of late however, leisure and 

tourism studies have seen significant investigation of the multispecies landscapes (Danby et 

al., 2019). A lot of investigations happened with companion species like horses, canine and 

even cats. There has been investigations of auto-ethnography of the experience of sport horse 

riding (Ford 2019), where an argument was made that the aspirational goal of sport riding is 

co-embodiment between horse and humans- through practice, shared multispecies culture, 

and an attention to the minute details of the other being. Horses have been considered to be 

emotional labourers, and in organizational and working environments, often animals are co-

agents with the humans (Dashper, 2020). In fact, Dashper argued, “…non‐human animals can 
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also be ‘employed’ in capitalist conditions that require emotion management, alignment with 

feeling rules and surface (even, potentially, deep) acting” (pg.25). It was further argued that 

the act of multispecies leisure is often humans enacting with non-human individuals, with 

individualities, such as in case of canine companions (Nottle et al., 2019). Similarly with cats 

(Stone, 2019), for example, researchers took the lens of breeding and showing pedigree cats 

to explore human non-human animal interaction within leisure, and argued the power 

dynamics always acts in favour of the humans, and their leisure needs are given prominence 

over the cat’s well-being.  

In tourism, non‐human animals have been utilized in varied roles, such as attractions, 

symbolic icons (like elephants of Thailand, gorillas of central Africa), transport, foods, 

travelling companion and even living companions. Indeed questions have been raised about 

posthumanism on tourism studies (Cohen, 2019). Cohen argued tourism research has not yet 

taken the post humanistic approach of research extensively because it “undermines the 

basic… ontological and ethical assumptions on which the development of modern tourism in 

the Western world” (pg.417).  He noted post- humanism argues for a “flat ontology” and alter 

the anthropocentric tendency where all the attention is payed to the human tourist taking part 

in the activity and not the nonhuman animals involved.  Instead, they noted, the “animals 

should be treated in tourism studies as consciously responding subjects, rather than just 

mechanically reacting objects of tourists’ desire” (pg.419). However, they did raise the 

question if such a perspective is possible with  “more fleeting, but repetitive, encounters 

between tourists and wild animals, such as crocodiles, whales or tigers, which tend to be less 

responsive to humans than horses [being domesticated and in close contact with human social 

life]…”(pg.421). In this thesis I add to this gap in literature and take the approach that the 

fleeting tourism activity of WCN is mediated by the will and behaviour of the sharks as 

‘consciously responding subjects’ as much as the humans.  
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2.7. Shark tourism  

 

Image 2.3. A shark passing in front of the bait, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

Indeed, focusing on wildlife tourism, one of the most prolific form of tourism where 

humans interact with non-domesticated animals becomes pivotal to understanding the 

multiplicity of agents enacting on each other. Ziegler et al., (2012) noted wildlife tourism is 

often perceived as a way of transitioning local economies from consumptive uses of marine 

resources to sustainable and non-consumptive ones. Wildlife tourism research of humans 

swimming with dolphins showed that experiences and interaction with wildlife can be 

edutainment, that is an educational experience as much as entertainment, and resulting in 

high level of satisfaction (Pratt et al., 2016). It was found tourists taking part in the activity 

wanted to learn about the behaviour and ecology of the dolphins, but were already 

predisposed to attain conservation knowledge, and some were aware that swimming with the 

dolphins could have negative effect on them and their environment (Pratt et al., 2016). A 

similar situation can be seen in case of cage diving in NZ, where it was initially initiated by 

Mike Haines because he was no longer interested in taking tourist fishing; the research in this 
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thesis will elaborate on how the practice might be useful to develop the local economy of 

Bluff, and even promote White Shark conservation efforts among tourists. 

Researchers have investigated the effect of shark tourism on the community, the 

tourist, and the sharks themselves, however, often separately. From the human dimension of 

shark tourism, Catlin & Jones, (2010) conducted a longitudinal research on transformation of 

Whale Shark tourism from peripheral tourism to mainstream tourism in Ningaloo Marine 

park in Western Australia. Ziegler et al., (2012) investigated motivation and satisfaction of 

Whale Shark tour participation in Mexico. They found a few factors influencing the tourist 

satisfaction, including matters of false advertising regarding things like visibility of the water, 

education from the expedition, perceived crowding which becomes a more significant factor 

when there is an absence of the sharks; then there is the cost of the tour, and concerns with 

uncontrolled growth.  

Ziegler et al. (2018) explored ethics related to provisioning [Providing food for 

consumption or bait for attracting sharks] Whale Shark tourism in Oslob, Philippines. They 

argued, tourists weighted the pros and cons of such activity before participation but supported 

the activity, and there was a cognitive dissonance from participating in the practice they 

know was unethical. But the scholars argued the benefits of this practice were human 

enjoyment; scientific research opportunities; economic incentives to protect the sharks and 

environment; education; and economic benefits to the local community. This research seems 

relevant to the current thesis in evaluating the effect of such practice on the tourist attitude 

towards the provisioning involved and ethics of WCN, and any potential dissonance created 

from the shark encounter.  

Anderson et al. (2014) studied the Whale Sharks tourism at Ningaloo reef, Western 

Australia, to evaluate the scale of the tourism operations and the spatial and temporal 
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distribution of interactions. They found the number of Whale Shark tours at Ningaloo 

increased by approx. 70%, and the number of interactions with Whale Sharks by 370%, from 

2006 to 2010. Their study demonstrated the value of the data collected by the tour operators, 

and government agency management for Whale Shark conservation and sustainable shark 

tourism. Catlin et al. (2012) explored the creation, progression and significance of the 

licensing systems used in regulating Whale Shark tourism at Ningaloo Marine Park. They 

argued, further refinement of the licensing system was required for encouraging the operation 

to be more transparent, science-based, and up to compliance standards.  

The sharkbusiness website noted that shark tourism generates millions of dollars of 

revenue every year, which is not only beneficial to the operators, but also the community they 

are based in, providing them initiatives to protect the sharks. They produced a detailed 

revenue generated in the following countries: Bahamas US$13.3 Million annually; Fiji, 

US$42 Million; Palau, US$18 Million; Maldives US$8.1 Million; South Africa US$4.4 

Million (Shark Business, 2017). Gallagher & Hammerschlag, (2011) examined global 

distribution of economic value of shark-based tourism, and identified 376 shark ecotour 

operations, around 83 locations and 8 geographic regions. Regarding White Shark tourism in 

South Africa they found significant economic growth over time, with an estimated US$350 

per day of tourist expenditure (Gallagher & Hammerschlag, 2011). Further research in 

Ningaloo park in Western Australia with Whale Shark tourism industry has shown in 2006 it 

was a business attracted $4.6 million in financial spending, and attracted substantial 

international tourists (Catlin et al., 2010). Cagua et al. (2014) estimated that direct tourist 

expenditures for 2012 and 2013 was around US$7.6 and $9.4 million for Whale shark 

tourism in Maldives. Zemah Shamir et al. (2019) evaluated the value of shark related tourism 

in Hadera and Ashkelon in Israel to be about ILS 4.1 million annually. Huveneers et al. 

(2017) provided an economic value of shark-diving tourism across Australia, including 
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Whale Shark, White shark, Grey Nurse Shark, and Reef Shark diving industries. They 

pointed out approximately 590,000 divers engage with shark tourism globally, with more 

than 51 species of sharks. The White Shark cage diving around Neptune Islands Marine Park 

created total tourist expenditure of $10.4 M AUD in 2014 from 10,236 tourists.  

So, clearly there was the possibility of creating a successful industry in Bluff, if 

proper strategies were/are put in place. However, the community was divided on their attitude 

towards the sharks, and the operations which allegedly brought them to their coast. As of yet 

there has not been any social investigation of the shark tourism of the coast of Bluff, 

consequently in this thesis I look at the potential of shark tourism from the coast of Bluff, and 

the conflict related to this tourism in the region, and the revenue generated.  

2.8. Provisioning tourism and its effect on sharks and 

potential danger to humans sharing the waters.  

In context of this thesis and the objective raised about investigating the effect of WCN 

on the lives of the sharks including potential long term and short term effect on behaviour and 

ecology, and these changes potentially increasing risk of shark attacks on the people using the 

same water space, I present a detailed literature survey, firstly on the effect of provisioning 

[Providing food for consumption or bait for attracting sharks] tourism on sharks in general, 

then on White Sharks, and specifically on White Sharks of around NZ.    

One of the most significant criticism about shark tourism with large predatory sharks 

is the potentiality of the risks to humans using the water space created due to provisioning 

activities.There has been investigation of the effect of shark tourism on the sharks 

themselves. For example, Hammerschlag et al. (2017) focused on Tiger Shark tourism in the 

shallow waters of Little Bahama Bank of Bahama, called the Tiger Beach. They investigated 
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the effect of provisioning on the shark behavior, by tagging sharks and evaluating any 

difference in diel spatial habitat use patterns in the region. They found the sharks use the 

entire region for their movement, both during day and night, and concluded there was limited 

evidence of shark habitat use pattern being seriously affected by the provisioning of tourism 

activities. Similarly, to assess the effect of wildlife provisioning on Tiger Sharks, 

Hammerschlag et al. (2012), conducted satellite telemetry study and movement analysis in 

Bahamas and Florida. The results rejected the effect of provisioning on behaviourally 

mediated effects on the sharks. Smith et al. (2014) investigated scuba diving tourism with 

Nurse Sharks around eastern Australia to assess diver compliance to the guidelines of the 

practice, and found 100% compliance to all guidelines investigated, and at least no significant 

short-term changes in the shark behaviour was noticed. In Oslob, Philippines, researchers 

found no evidence supporting any negative effect of provisioning on the ecology of Whale 

Sharks in the region. Rather, they argued that this form of tourism generated livelihood for 

the community and helps conserve the sharks and the coral reef of the region (Meekan & 

Lowe, 2019). Bradley et al. (2017) investigated the impacts of recreation on the marine 

environment through examination of differences in residency, abundance, and behaviour of 

reef sharks at Palmyra Atoll- from scuba diving activities. They found that human 

interactions with Reef Sharks through scuba diving related tourism had little persistent 

behavioural impacts. Rather, they argued these interactions can have positive conservation 

impact on the species.  

Alternatively, Thomson et al. (2017) analysed the residency patterns of juvenile 

Whale Sharks in Philippines, around the provisioning site of Whale Shark tourism, and found 

provisioning has conditioned sharks to associate the site with food and has caused in 

habituation of some sharks in the region. Furthermore, provisioning seemed to modify 

horizontal and/or vertical movements of certain individuals. Fitzpatrick et al. (2011) 
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investigated daily vertical level activities of Whitetip reef sharks at Osprey Reef in the Coral 

Sea, Australia, related to shark diving tourism. They found substantial movement of the 

sharks and argued that it may have negative effects on the animals’ metabolic rates, net 

energy gain and overall health, reproduction and fitness. Brunnschweiler et al. (2018) 

investigated hand feeing of Bull Sharks at Shark Reef marine reserve Fiji and found some 

sharks might periodically be meeting their full energy requirement from provisioning. 

Investigators explored the ecology and residence patterns of 36 photo identified adult 

Sicklefin Lemon Sharks in relation to provisioning activity related tourism in French 

Polynesia (Clua et al., 2010). They found significantly increased interspecific aggression 

during the study, leading to an increased risk inbreeding and bites on humans.  

To summarize, there were mixed results of studies exploring the effect of 

provisioning on varied shark behaviour. A lot of the research showed that in case of 

provisioning with different species of sharks like Tiger Sharks, Whale Sharks, and Reef 

Sharks there was no significant effect on the ecology of the sharks due to provisioning 

tourism (Hammerschlag et al. 2017; Hammerschlag et al. (2012); Smith et al., 2014; Meekan 

& Lowe, 2019; Bradley et al. 2017). Alternatively, other research found there was indeed at 

least short-term ecological effects (Thomson et al., 2017; Brunnschweiler et al. 2018; Clua et 

al., 2010).  

Considering the lethal potentiality of White sharks, provisioning tourism with them is 

a contentious issue, particularly regarding the effect of such tourism on their ecology and 

behaviour, and its effects on other water users who share the water space. In 2015, Barry 

Bruce, from CISRO Australia was entrusted by Department of Conservation NZ, to create a 

summary of White Shark cage diving industry globally and the potential effect of it on other 

human water users in NZ (Bruce, 2015). Bruce, as a global pioneer of White Shark research, 
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has been working with them for decades. Arguably this research becomes one of the corner 

stones of any investigation into the effect of the cage diving on White Sharks in New 

Zealand. The summary of the findings was “Overall, it would seem unlikely that White 

Sharks exposed to cage diving activities are any more or less likely to present a risk to divers, 

swimmers or surfers in areas away from cage diving sites than any other shark” (Bruce, 2015, 

pg.4). 

 There was also a study on South Africa’s White Shark cage-diving industry and for 

concern to other water users in 2006. It was noted, “Whilst the authors are confident that cage 

diving activities are not contributing to the recent rise in attack rate, we recognize that even a 

perceived link may have dramatic consequences on the White Sharks national conservation 

status, and the stability of an economically viable non-consumptive industry” (Johnson & 

Kock, 2006, pg. 57). Even if the chance of risk on the other water user did not seem to 

increase, Bruce proposed three strategies to control any potential impact of the operation on 

the sharks, Limiting effort (e.g. the number of operators); Spatial/temporal closures 

(restricting the activity to certain sites or zones and time periods), and Controls on equipment 

used or other operational restrictions (I contextualize these strategies, with the current mode 

of practice in NZ in chapter 10). 

Bruce rightfully pointed out although a lot of studies on the effect of cage diving on 

sharks refers to themselves as shark behaviour studies, most of the empirical studies were 

essentially ‘ecological’ in nature and investigate “aspects relating to the swimming behaviour 

of sharks including swim speed, swimming depth, localized movements around cage diving 

sites, patterns of residency, habitat use and influences on broad scale movements/migrations” 

( Bruce, 2015,pg 12 ). He mentioned this had led to misinterpretation in research objectives, 

“It has been assumed that where changes in behaviour have been studied and documented, 
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they relate to sharks being conditioned to associate vessel and humans with food or become 

permanently more ‘aggressive’” (pg. 12). Consequently, any consideration on the effect of 

cage diving on White Shark ecology and behaviour needs to consider four factors. The large-

scale movement; Localized movement (around the boat, and in the local area); Immediate 

ethological effects on the sharks, and Long-term ethological effects on the sharks. 

The effect of Cage diving on large-scale movement of White 

Sharks. 

Firstly, it is pertinent to point out, most scientists agree that White Shark cage diving 

practices globally take place where the sharks aggregate naturally primarily due to pinniped 

colonies (Gallagher & Hammerschlag, 2011). “The industry takes advantage of the naturally 

higher local abundance of sharks and the reliability of more regular encounters at these sites, 

rather than attracting sharks to areas where they would not normally be” (Bruce, 2015, pg.2). 

It was evident they were not just around those islands but travelling far and in- between. 

From the limited empirical data of White Shark movement pattern, it is suggested that White 

Sharks are long distance travellers, and come to the region particularly during the summer, 

from data gathered even after the long establishment of cage diving around Edwards 

(Ballance, 2017; Bonfil, Francis, Duffy, Manning, & O’Brien, 2010; Duffy, Francis, & 

Bonfil, 2012; Francis, Duffy, & Lyon. 2015). It is safe to say the operations have not affected 

the large-scale movement of the sharks in NZ, at least to the extent that they would now 

reside in the region specifically due to the cage diving operations. It is also to be noted 

Laroche et al. (2007) experimented on the effect of provisioning on White Sharks in South 

Africa, and found minor effect on their behaviour, and concluded it is unlikely conditioning 

would happen due to controlled moderate level of provisioning ecotourism. Furthermore, 
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they also found even for the sharks acquiring food frequently, response to the baits decreased 

over time. 

The effect of Cage diving effect on localized movement of 

White Sharks. 

While discussing the influence of cage diving on localized movement Bruce 

commented “Temporarily altering the behaviour of sharks is one of the key elements of a 

successful and economically viable shark cage-diving operation and an essential element for 

client satisfaction. Sharks are attracted to the vessel and contact time is encouraged so as to 

enable clients to view sharks that would otherwise not be reliably seen. However, wildlife 

tourism that involves provisioning (feeding), attraction or some form of reward for the 

animals involved can often result in changes to behaviour in target species that last over 

varied time-scales and may give rise to unintentional effects on those species and the 

ecosystem within which they reside…” (Bruce & Bradford 2013, pg. 902).  

It does seem that there is a chance that the localized and small-scale movement of 

White Sharks may be affected by cage diving activities. Gallagher et al., (2015) in a paper on 

‘Biological effects, conservation potential, and research priorities of shark diving tourism’ - 

presented a meta-analysis of relevant information in these areas and evaluated the potential 

effects of dive tourism on shark behaviour, ecology and subsequent human dimensions. They 

pointed out “Shark diving tourism creates scenarios with novel stimuli for the animals to 

react to; as such the ability to learn is central to this issue. Broadly, repeated exposure to 

stimuli creates the opportunity to learn via: (i) associative learning, which is the learning of 

an association or relationship between two events (e.g., operant and classical conditioning, 

observational learning); and (ii) non-associative learning, which is when learning occurs as 
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the result of the presentation of a single stimulus” (e.g., habituation and sensitization; 

Lieberman, 1990). 

 Huveneers et al. (2018) assessed the effects of wildlife tourism on the activity of 

White Sharks in Neptune Islands, South Australia, with high frequency three-axis 

acceleration loggers. They found; the tourism activities change the instantaneous activity 

levels of White Sharks. However, overall impact of tourism activities like cage-diving might 

be small, if interactions with individual sharks were infrequent. Furthermore, they mentioned 

sharks certainly have the cognitive ability to associate with provisioning activities, and more 

so since it is done at a specific place at a specific time. They concluded effects of shark 

diving operations on the movement of the fish are dependent on the species, and the scale of 

the operation, and operations which provide baits can actually alter small scale movements, 

short-term movement of the animal, but not long-term movements. Huveneers et al., (2013), 

using radio-acoustic positioning system monitored the fine-scale movements of 21 White 

Sharks, to explore the effects of shark cage-diving activities on their swimming behaviour 

and space use. They found the operations indeed influenced the fine-scale three-dimensional 

spatial distribution and movement rate of White Sharks around Neptune Islands. However, 

individual variations of the sharks played a significant part in this equation, so they noted the 

relationship of the sharks with these kinds of operation are dynamic and complicated in 

nature.  

Cage diving effect on Immediate ethology of White Sharks.  

Few global researchers documented the effect of cage diving on the ethology of White 

Sharks and did so primarily through analysis of tagged sharks, and a few times on visual 

observations from boats. Shark cage diving may not be the only reason sharks congregate 

around a specific site, instead it might be related to factors including interaction to other 
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species in the region, including other sharks and animals they feed on, individual motivation 

of the sharks, stimuli habituation, searching pattern, and seasonal movement. As one report 

noted: “Sharks are probably present at Seal Island [South Africa] for the sole purpose of 

hunting seals. Consequently, if chumming had a direct impact on the sharks, this would likely 

be most evident through a change in some element of their feeding behaviour. Data collected 

over the field season suggest that predation rate remained relatively consistent throughout the 

study period (A. A. Kock unpubl. data) and that no decrease occurred during chumming 

periods [in South Africa]” (Laroche, Kock, Dill, & Oosthuizen, 2007, pg. 207). A recent 

study (Huveneers, Watanabe, Payne, & Semmens, 2018) suggested that tourism activities as 

cage diving can alter instantaneous activity levels of White Sharks, including vertical lunges, 

and instant accelerations, however, overall impact might be insignificant in the interaction 

with individuals are infrequent. Becerril‐García et al. (2019), around Guadalupe Island, 

Mexico. documented the Surface behaviour of 106 White Sharks and classified their 

interaction with the bait provided into 11 behaviours: parading, close inspection, horizontal 

attack, vertical attack, bait catching, feeding, not feeding, buoy catching, encounter, escape, 

and staying. They found that parading, close inspections, and horizontal attacks were 

performed more often by mature males, and immature females performed more vertical 

attacks. The research also found that shark's length played significant role in attack 

efficiency, with mature sharks being more efficient. Furthermore, smaller sharks moved away 

when larger shark arrived at the bait side, possibly related to the inherent risk of been harmed 

by the bigger individual. But smaller sharks could enter the zone through assessing the 

tolerance behaviour of the bigger ones.  

Cage diving effect on long-term ethology/ ecology of White 

Sharks. 
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Bruce and Bradford (2013), conducted a comparative analysis before and after the 

sustained cage diving efforts to investigate the long-term impacts of cage diving provisioning 

on the behaviour and movement patterns of sharks in South Australia. They discovered that 

the number of sharks reported by cage-dive operators significantly increased after 2007, and 

indeed shark cage-diving operations influence localized movement of sharks. This is certainly 

a concern in case of WCN too.  

To understand the perception of the tour operators about any such increased risks- 

Richards et al. (2015) emailed questioners to various shark tour operators globally. Their 

findings indicated minimal risks to humans from shark encounters, they noted even if the 

shark tour operators felt the operation are safe, non-shark operators were sceptical, and spoke 

of the potential negative behavioural effect on the sharks from provisioning. They noted 

“Should shark attacks occur, or even increase, in nearby areas to provisioning sites, links are 

likely to be drawn between provisioning and any attack whether justifiably or not… leading 

to a local cull. Provisioning could therefore counteract potential conservation benefits to 

sharks from shark tourism as shark culls are frequently proposed…” (Richards et al. 2015, 

pg. 205). Consequently, they proposed “...rather than suggesting an outright ban in those 

countries that currently permit the use of bait or chum, we recommend a precautionary 

approach to provisioning to avoid unknown ecological, societal and economic consequences. 

Such an approach might include limitations on the amount and/or type of bait an operator 

may use over a time period, and the number of operators allowed to provision sharks (i.e. a 

permitting system)” (Richards et al., 2015, pg.205).  

Recognizing the lack of empirical observation about effect of cage diving on the 

sharks to asses its potential effect on other water users, in this thesis I attempt to create some 
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base line data based on the operator’s observations and my own working on the boat as a 

participant observer.  

2.9. Shark diving and the change in demystifying the 

sharks.  

It is often argued that though there is public interest in conservation of other marine 

megafaunas such as whales, because they are considered to be cute and closer to human 

sensibilities (Soniak, 2014). Indeed, social and political scientists point out that there is not as 

much interest in shark conservation because of the negative image they have gained in public 

imagination in the last 40 years, (Thompson, & Mintzes, 2002; Friedrich, Jefferson, & Glegg, 

2014). This is especially relevant for the “mindless eating machines” (O’Bryhim, 2011, pg-

16), the White Sharks- the poster child of all sharks in the popular imagination. Public policy 

researcher Christopher Neff addressed the ‘predator policy paradox’ and noted the 

complicated issues in creating a sound policy for safeguarding predators as sharks who evoke 

un-favourable attitude from within the general population (Neff, 2014; 2015). O’Bryhim 

(2011) noted that the creation of these kinds of negative images in public perception are 

sabotaging conservation initiatives, since the proliferation of such images harms the interest 

in legislation which might help increase shark numbers in the oceans. Indeed, it does seem, it 

is vital to have positive attitude towards animals like sharks to create support for their 

conservation (Friedrich et al., 2014). Consequently, there needs to be efforts to challenge this 

negative image in the public imagination if legislation promoting the conservation of these 

animals are to be created and sustained. “Creating positive attitudes toward sharks and their 

conservation is critical because attitudes have the ability to guide, influence, direct, shape, or 

predict an individual’s potential behaviour toward a species and its conservation… Positive 
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changes in the public’s attitude toward an environmental issue can also lead to major shifts in 

policy pertaining to it” (O’Bryhim & Parsons, 2015, pg. 44). 

It seems personal experience is an “important influence on environmental attitude and 

motivation for personal engagement and conservation behaviour” (Friedrich et al., 2014, pg. 

1), and direct experience has positive effect in creation of environmental values (Bögeholz, 

2006; J.R. Miller, 2005 from Friedrich et al., 2014). One potential avenue of personal 

experience and hence demystification of sharks and challenging stereotypical negative image 

created of them by the public media may be direct controlled encounters in their natural 

environment (O’Bryhim, 2011; Friedrich, Jefferson, & Glegg, 2014; Dobson,2007). 

However, considering that there are currently no White Sharks in captivity, the lethal 

potentiality of the White Shark [ it is not necessarily that other sharks are non-lethal, but to 

note, there are groups who do cage less diving with big predatory sharks like tiger sharks, but 

not so much with White Sharks, the reasoning behind  this may be a combination of multiple 

factors like the size of the animals, there strength, and really our lack of knowledge of their 

behaviour], and our lack of understanding of their behaviour, the only controlled avenue of 

direct encounter with them minimising safety hazards for the fish and the humans alike is 

through cage diving. 

As Rodney Fox (Rodney Fox, n.d.) the father of White Shark cage diving (because he 

introduced the practice) wrote “It’s better to respect through understanding than kill out of 

fear (“In our blood,” n.d.). Furthermore, as Mary Curullo the associate director of Friends of 

Casco Bay, in South Portland, Maine (Cerullo, n.d.) noted “Scientists and photographers who 

have met a Great White Shark admire this awesome animal. But people who only know this 

shark by reputation fear it.” (Cerullo, & Rotman, 2000, page 1, para 1). As O’Bryhim (2011, 

pg. 22.) pointed out, participants often emerged from the cage diving experience with an 
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admiration of the White Sharks as the ‘magnificent’ animals they are in their ‘natural’ 

environment, instead of the Jaws image that may motive them to do the dives in the first 

place.  

Two recent articles explored somewhat similar dimensions of the human and shark 

paradigm. Kirin Apps and her team published two papers exploring the potential decision and 

effect of cage diving on conservation motivation in Neptune Islands, southern Australia. In 

the first study they assessed the belief that effected the tourist’s decision to take part in cage 

diving with White Sharks and found the decision was driven by factors such as perceived 

naturalness of the experience and education. “Exposure to sharks, in combination with 

education and interpretation, reveals the potential for management and SCDOs to play a role 

in providing interpretive and educational initiatives which stimulate conservation, inspire 

appreciation, dispel myths, and influence attitudes to achieve a more balanced understanding 

of the plight of this apex predator” (Apps, K.; Dimmock, K.; Lloyd, D., and Huveneers, C. 

2016, pg. 241). In the second study they assessed the attitudes and environmental behaviour 

of tourists after a White Shark cage diving experience, and found tourists’ awareness, 

understanding, attitudes, and concern for sharks was positively enhanced; there was increased 

in declaration of participation in conservation-related behaviours, and increased conservation 

participation and enhanced understanding, awareness, attitudes, and concern for sharks were 

most strongly correlated with emotional engagement during the experience (Apps, K.; 

Dimmock, K.; and Huveneers, C., 2018).  

 Apps et al. (2018), noted the negative image of the sharks has leads to insufficient 

public support, and has been a hurdle to conservation initiatives. But tourist exposure with 

sharks in their natural environment has chance to alter a tourist’s knowledge, attitude and 

conservation behaviour towards them. Consequently, they wanted to explore the effect of 
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wildlife tourism’s experience on tourist conservation behaviour following the tour. They 

pointed out that participants might already have somewhat of a strong environmental attitude 

towards the experience even before the shark encounter. However, participants seemed more 

interested in sharks, and their conservation after the tour, which increased the chance of 

future call for action for their conservation.  

As of now there are no studies which specifically investigate the effect of cage diving 

on post- dive attitude towards White Sharks compared to pre- dive attitude, especially in NZ- 

this thesis aims to fill this gap. Furthermore, some scientists expressed to me that they were 

unconvinced about the relevance of any alteration of attitude about sharks done through cage 

diving, because majority of the participants may be trained scuba divers, and scuba divers 

may be predisposed to be more concerned with the ocean and its creatures. I further want to 

investigate if tourists who participate in the diving already have more positive attitude 

towards the sharks than general population. Finally, I am also interested in any potential 

relation of academic educational level [secondary, tertiary undergraduate, postgraduate] with 

attitude towards the marine environment, and the sharks, none of this has been investigated 

with cage diving practice in New Zealand.  

2.10. Visual anthropology 

Besides multispecies ethnography, another methodological consideration intrinsic to 

this research is visual anthropology. Even though the use of visual images as a means of 

communication is actively present in current anthropological research, historically, 

photography and videography were not considered as a primary medium of anthropological 

research, and they were considered to be of limited utility without written text (Pink 2007). 

According to Karl Heider, it is generally considered that visual anthropology emerged as a 

distinct sub-discipline of anthropology between 1883 and 1930. However, it came to full 
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bloom only around the second half of the twentieth century, spearheaded by four researchers: 

Jean Rouch, John Marshall, Robert Gardner, Tim Asch, and David MacDougall (Heider, 

2006). 

“Alfred Cort Haddon’s 1898 British expedition to the Torres Straits Islands, a large 

multi-disciplinary expedition to study scientifically the Islands’ people”, was equipped with 

the very latest recording instruments, and was amongst the first anthropological expedition to 

use photography and film. Franz Boas also utilized both photography and videography as 

mediums. “His early work with the Kwakiutl contributed to his multimedia approach to 

anthropometric studies” (along with the use of measurements and plaster casts of body parts) 

(Jacknis, 1984; Long & Laughren, 1993; Griffiths, 2002- from Pink 2006, pg. 5,6). 

Malinowski was also a prolific field photographer, creating a photographic record of ‘living’ 

people (Young, 1998, pg. 4). 

By the 1940s and early 1950s, anthropologists such as Hortense Powdermaker, 

Gregory Bateson, Margaret Mead, were bringing anthropological perspectives to bear on 

mass media and visual representation. John Collier, Jr. wrote the first standard textbook 

concerning photography as a tool of ethnographic research on the field in 1967. It was only 

by the 1970s however that visual anthropology was recognized as a credible subfield (Ruby, 

2001), indicated by the establishment of the Society for the Anthropology of Visual 

Communication as a subsection of the American Anthropological Association. Visual 

anthropology is now considered as a common methodological platform and utilized in 

cultural and social anthropology. It is concerned with not just the study and production of 

ethnographic photography, film, and even archival research- but the study of all visual 

representations, including performing and visual arts, and concerns itself with museology and 

archiving. Furthermore, it also concerns itself with studies of human vision, properties of 
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media, and applied uses of visual representations. Visual anthropological methods have been 

utilized as an instrument for observing different facets of culture, in studies of specific 

professions, demographic geographical studies, technology; creating inventory in culture 

other aspects of social life; detailing of human functions; the quality of life, and the nature of 

psychological well-being (Collier, Jr. & Collier, 1986). 

Being a holistic endeavour for exploring the human condition, anthropology has a 

deep seeded interest in the role of visual representation in human social life, and a lot of 

visual qualitative data was collected which expressed facets of cultures that could not be 

expressed merely through written communication (Eddy, 2013). In this thesis I utilize the 

visual medium where written words are not enough to express the varied dimension of the 

practice, and its relation to the sharks, the humans, and the environment. I use four elements 

of visual imagery in this research:1) Visual data about the cage diving practice- Photography 

detailing diving equipment.; the procedures for kitting-up to dive; the procedures for 

attracting sharks; illustrating the spatial relations between people, boat, cage, shark, and the 

environment. 2) Documentary on the sensory experience of the researcher in the field, the 

cage diving practice and the human shark interaction facilitated through it. 3) Shark photo 

identification. 4) Archival photographs exploring White Sharks in Bluff, and the Foveaux 

Strait.  

2.11. Sensory documentary  

The final chapter of my thesis is a full-length sensory documentary, this is the first 

thesis encouraged by the College of Arts and the Department of Sociology and Anthropology, 

University of Canterbury to do so. There are two sides of this chapter, on one hand we have 

the documentary film itself, and then we have the short-written document which elaborates 

on the methodical, artistic, and logistical considerations while creating my film. The 
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documentary is inspired by the sensory and artistic exploration in ethnographic film making. 

It follows in the footsteps of a novel approach in visual ethnography that arose around the 

1980s and into the 1990s when ethnographic film makers started showing deep interest in 

subjective and reflexive genre of film making. By the 1990s there was growing interest in the 

embodied and sensory experience evidenced in reflexive and phenomenological approaches 

to visual ethnography emphasizing on individual experience (Grimshaw, 2001; Loizos, 1993; 

MacDougall, 1998; Ruby, 2000a from Pink, 2006). 

The study of embodied experience was primarily based in somatic psychology, 

however now it is useful in various disciplines, such as linguistics (Gibbs, 2003), and 

anthropology (Simpson, 2013). Such an approach emphasized on experience being 

interpreted through the collaboration of the body, brain, and the mind. Visual anthropologist 

David MacDougall (2006) pointed out that in the past, our understandings of visual images 

were dominated by the reduction of knowledge to information. He suggested that 

anthropology should give greater weight to embodied experience and the role of the sensory 

in cultural life. This is where the sensory documentary is fundamental in this research. 

Images do not just include what is visible but are indicative of a torrent of other sensations 

such as that of the tactual, olfactory, and auditory kinds. By exploring other dimensions of the 

experience in the visual documentation “a much fuller range of social life becomes accessible 

to representation and analysis” (MacDougall, 2006, pg. 269). MacDougall further argued that 

anthropology’s reliance on knowledge through meaning and words needed to be questioned, 

since this had led to missed opportunities in understanding knowledge from ‘being’, and 

“images reflect thought, and they may lead to thought, but they are much more than thought” 

(2006, pg. 6). We relate to photographic and videographic images nonverbally and often it is 

not so much visualized, but felt (Biddle, 2007). Biddle referred specifically to the affective 

responses experienced when viewing aboriginal art, particularly as a performance or 
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enunciation rather than a description, emphasizing that the affective experience of an image is 

not language dependent and is profoundly a wordless association. 

Currently there has been a growing movement of sensory ethnographic film making 

(Barbash, n.d.; Carta, 2012; Nakamura, 2013; Pavsek, 2015; Pink, 2014). As the lab manager 

of the Harvard sensory lab, Ernst Karel put it: “… The practice of making nonfiction work 

which goes under the names media anthropology or sensory ethnography is based on the 

understanding that human meaning does not emerge only from language; it engages with the 

ways in which our sensory experience is pre- or non-linguistic, and part of our bodily being 

in the world. It takes advantage of the fact that our cognitive awareness – conscious as well as 

unconscious – consists of multiple strands of signification, woven of shifting fragments of 

imagery, sensation, and malleable memory. Works of sensory media are capable of echoing 

or reflecting or embodying these kinds of multiple simultaneous strands of signification” 

(Wright, 2013, para.7).  

Recent endeavours aimed at synergizing human animal research with varied 

dimensions of art including visual art forms such as photography and sensory ethnographic 

film making (Galloway, 2018; Kirksey, 2014; Riley Koenig Crystal M., Koenig Bryan L., & 

Sanz Crickette M., 2017). These approaches are particularly of interest to this research, as the 

experience of cage diving cannot be comprehensively explored merely through written 

documents and needs to be presented in other formats which engages the senses more widely 

and intensely. Consequently, I have created a full-length documentary which is proposed as a 

practice-based element of the thesis, and not merely a complimentary material for the written 

words. The documentary explores the sensory embodied experience of the research in the 

field, and the cage diving experiences created from the interaction of the sharks; the cage; the 

boat; diving equipment; the people; and the environment of Foveaux Strait. 
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2.12. Scope of the current multispecies research. 

The literature demonstrated, shark research let alone social scientific research of 

human-shark interaction is quite challenging and is comparatively a recent topic of interest 

among natural and social scientists. Varied factors led to this, including shark ecology, their 

often-large sizes, the physical challenges related to studying them, and not least the negative 

image they have in public imagination. Limited as they may be, research with White Shark 

cage diving practices has been done either by the biological sciences- focusing on the sharks - 

or by social sciences- focusing on the humans. As of now, there has been no detailed 

multispecies research of human-shark interaction through cage diving practices. This is the 

primary gap this research wants to contribute to. Consequently, the main aim of this research 

is to create a holistic ethnographic account of White Shark cage diving in New Zealand, and 

its effect on the sharks, the humans, the local community and global shark knowledge.   

In the thesis I delve into a detailed multi- dimensional approach in creation and 

analysis of the monstrous image White Sharks have gained in the last 40 years, which has 

been lacking in literature. An image which has created multi-billion-dollar industry, including 

the global industry of shark tourism. Shark tourism, is a form of wildlife tourism that now 

takes place in varied places globally, generating substantial revenue not only for the operators 

but for the communities they are based on. This thesis investigates White Shark tourism off 

the coast of Bluff in the Foveaux Strait and the varied social- political and economic factors it 

negotiates through in the local and national debate.  

Literature showed, shark tourism has potential negative effect on the sharks and even 

humans sharing the water space, and hence resistance from government bodies and local 

communities around which these practices take place. Literature is quite divided on the topic, 

some investigations found that shark tourism does cause significant effect on ecology or 
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behaviour of sharks, while others predicted they don’t. One of the prime concerns regarding 

tourism with large predatory sharks is the potential of provisional practices in tourism 

creating danger for other water users of the region. Recognizing the lack of empirical 

observations about effect of cage diving on the White Sharks, one of the objectives of this 

thesis is hence to create some base line data, based on the operator’s observations and my 

own working on the boat as a participant observer.  

Alternatively, a positive impact of shark tourism is, demystification of the sharks 

through direct encounter with them in their environment. Literature indicated that indeed it 

might be a viable way of altering the negative image of sharks in public imagination. 

However, there is still limited extensive quantitative and qualitative investigation of pre-

encounter and post-encounter attitude towards sharks, from the effect of encountering White 

Sharks through cage diving, my thesis also addresses this.  

Following the post-human turn in social sciences, my research questions the humanist 

epistemology of classical ethnography and aims to bring sharks into the overview of the 

ethnographic study, and attempts at creating a flat ontology, where all the actors have similar 

power of affect over each other involved in the cage diving practices. This further involves a 

combination of favourable environmental conditions and timely and appropriate deployment, 

and utilization of the significant material objects involved- including the cage, and the diving 

equipment. As Cohen, noted in tourism studies (2019) “…animals should be treated in 

tourism studies as consciously responding subjects” (pg. 419); on the same premise I treat the 

sharks as consciously responding subjects in the cage diving interaction. As literature 

showed, while multispecies research has been with various life forms, multispecies 

ethnographic theoretical investigation with Sharks, let alone White Shark cage diving has not 

yet been attempted, therefore this research is the first such attempt.  In effect I aim at creating 
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a holistic methodological platform to observe and study both the species engaged in an 

interactional relationship, in the dynamic practice of White Shark cage diving, and bridge the 

gap of studying human interaction with large predatory ‘slimy’ fish like White sharks.  

The approach of holism allows us a much broader perspective than we allowed 

ourselves previously and to even include the other non-human entities important to our 

complex existence and interdependence. A holistic ethnographic study exploring the practice 

of cage diving cannot limit itself only inside the investigation of the lives and actions of the 

humans who engaged with White Shark cage diving in NZ. Consequently, along with the 

human life, I explore the lives of the sharks in the region, their relationship with the locals of 

Bluff, the cage diving operation, and the relevant physical objects essential for their 

interaction. 

In this thesis I explore this contact zone and address the power relationship and 

enactment of agency among the two species. As the thesis shall demonstrate, irrespective of 

the efforts or wishes of the operators or the tourist coming to see the sharks - a successful 

encounter (i.e. the tourists being satisfyingly able to observe the sharks underwater) was only 

possible by participation of the sharks with the cage diving interaction through coming and 

staying near the boat and the cage long enough for all the tourist to see them underwater. 

Accordingly, in later chapters I explore how the presence, absence, body, and image of the 

sharks have significant impact on the lives of the humans and indeed other animals around 

them. Literature also shows, the extensive use of Actor network theory (ANT) in 

understanding the various agentive elements in tourism studies and other social scientific 

investigations, and the lack of it being utilized in exploring cage diving practices in New 

Zealand- I use it to elaborate on the network surrounding the practice, including the humans, 
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the sharks, the environmental factors, the physical objects significant to the operation and 

various social and political actors. 

Furthermore, one of the major arguments of the multispecies approach is to utilize 

multiple strands of knowledge to create a holistic picture of the encounter. As is argued by 

the ethnoprimatologists (Fuentes, 2012; Fuentes & Hockings, 2010) human beings are part of 

natural ecosystem too, as are animals an influential part of social life. They noted, ecological 

and biological research methods should be incorporated in anthropological research which 

investigates human cultures deeply connected with animals. I attempt the same and also bring 

to use psychological, visual, ecological and ethological methods of investigation as much as 

classical ethnographic methods to this research. Consequently, this research aims at a 

multidisciplinary, multimethod approach. – qualitative and quantitative, along with use of 

anecdotes (Palmer et al., 2015).  I take a multi- disciplinary approach from applying multiple 

methods and distinctive language influenced from social scientific as much as natural 

scientific disciplines., the effort always being to present them all as a coherent finding. 

Finally, the literature showed how visual anthropological methodology can elicit 

information about the field which often written documentation cannot, but the practice of 

cage diving in NZ has not been explored in such a way. Hence, I create a sensory 

ethnographic film (Chapter 12) in an effort to depict the sensory experience of this practice, 

and the dynamic and challenging marine contact zone where the humans and sharks interact 

with each other. 
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3. The field site, methods and tools. 

3.1. Introduction 

In this chapter I introduce the research participants, and the field site of Bluff and the 

Foveaux Strait, from its history of human settlements to a booming seaside industrial town- 

to the current isolated settlement it is now. Furthermore, I elaborate on the major methods 

and tools utilized in collecting data from and about the humans and the sharks.  

3.2. Research participants 

The research site of this thesis was Bluff, the Foveaux Strait, and the boat the 

Southern Isles. The human participant groups were all adults: the cage diving tourist (150 

tourist; and 150 control of university participants for comparative analysis of survey data); 

owners and operators of Shark Experience NZ (Four people), the hoteliers and other 

entrepreneurs of Bluff; Bluff fishermen, and other long-term residents of Bluff (about 30 

people interviewed, along with others locals in non-structured or non-formal meeting). The 

shark participants were primarily tourist White Sharks, [which the cage diving operators use 

to identify as the sharks who were not resident sharks of the region, and were absent from the 

Foveaux during the off season (July to December), considered to be travelling from other 

parts of the country or the world], consisting of juvenile and adult male sharks, and a handful 

of adult female sharks. The data was collected under UC HEC approval (attached HEC forms 

and approval document in the appendix). 

Descriptive statistics of cage diving tourist 
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Data about the human tourist was collected from 150 cage divers on the boat, to 

document the immediate effect of the encounter on the participants, before and after the 

experience and their demographic information (more detail of the survey method in method 

section of this chapter). I present here the demographic data exploring the age, gender, dive 

qualification, educational qualification, and nation of origin. The data about the attitude 

towards the sharks I present in chapter 9.  

Gender ratio of cage diving tourist. 

 

Image 3.1. Gender ratio of cage diving tourist pie chart, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2018 

Findings – There were higher number of male cage diving participants as compared to 

females, with 93 (62%) and 57 (38%) participants respectively.
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Academic education level of cage diving tourist. 

For the purpose of the present study the levels of academic qualification were divided into 

three criteria: 

Secondary- In or finished high school. 

Tertiary undergraduate- In or finished Tertiary/ graduate studies. 

Post Graduate- In or finished Post graduate studies. 

 

Image 3.2. Academic education level of cage diving tourist pie chart, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2018. 

Findings – The Majority of the tourist participating in cage diving were either in a tertiary 

under-graduate program or had completed it (55.3%). Then followed by secondary educated 

(29.3%), and the least were in or finished tertiary Post Graduate programs (15.3%). 
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Scuba diving certification level of cage diving tourist. 

 

Image 3.3. Scuba diving certification ratio of cage diving tourist pie chart, Raj Sekhar Aich 2018. 

Findings- Although quite comparable, the data indicated there were higher number of cage 

diving participants who had no dive certification as compared to participants with dive 

certification, with 77 (51.3%) and 73 (48.7%) participants respectively. 
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Age range of cage diving tourist. 

 

Image 3.4. Age range of cage diving tourist bar graph, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2018. 

Findings- According to the data the age range of the participants taking part in cage 

diving was 18- 81 years, with the maximum frequency being in the ages of 22 and 24 

years. The trend shows the highest percentage of the tourist belonging to this age 

range and a general decrease of frequency in the higher age group.
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Nationality of cage diving tourist 

 

 

Image 3.5. Nationality of cage diving tourist bar graph, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2018. 

Findings- The maximum tourist taking part in the cage diving practice were from NZ 

(26.7%), then followed by England (21.3%), then the USA (14.7%), followed by the 

rest of the 20 countries in total. 
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Consolidation of the major findings 

The descriptive statistics indicated that, among the cage divers, there were higher number of male 

cage diving participants as compared to females. Next, the majority of those participating in cage diving 

were either in a graduate program or have completed it as per their academic qualification, then followed 

by high schoolers and then Postgraduates. Although quite comparable, there were higher number of cage 

diving participants with no dive certification as compared to participants with dive certification, which 

challenges the idea that most divers who come to cage diving are scuba divers. The age range of the 

participants taking part in cage diving was 18- 81 years, with the maximum population being in the 19 to 

32-year range. Finally, the greatest number of tourists taking part in the cage diving practice were from 

New Zealand, followed by England, then the USA followed by the rest of the 20 countries in total. 

3.3. The field sites 

 

Image 3.6. The town of Bluff situated at the very end of the South Island New Zealand; Google Maps, 2020. 
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Image 3.7. Stewart Island about 35km from Bluff, and about 10 km away from Stewart Island and 20 km from Bluff is Edwards 

Island, in the body of water called the Foveaux Strait; Google Maps, 2020. 

Bluff 

The primary field site was Buff and the Foveaux Strait. About 28 km from Invercargill and 1,600 

km from Antarctica, the small fishing town of Bluff sits at the very bottom of the South Island of New 

Zealand. Arguably, it is the oldest town in NZ at its original site. The only other mentionable settlement 

after Bluff and before Antarctica is the even smaller population of Oban in Stewart Island about 35km 

away (as displayed on the signpost), and the expanse of waters between these two pieces of land is the 

Foveaux Strait. The opening paragraph of the book Those sheltering Hills (Bremer, 1986) read: “The port 

of Bluff is on the south coast of the South Island of New Zealand, its geographical position is 47 south 

latitude. A range of hills running in a south-easterly direction for nine miles, from the New River heads to 

Look out point, Bluff, shelters Bluff harbour from the prevailing wind which blows from the south-west” 

(pg. 3). 

It is generally accepted whaling and sealing was the primary reason the Europeans got interested in 

Southland New Zealand. Historians argue the genesis of this interest can be traced to Captain Cook’s 
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stories about the treasure trove of Seals and Whales on the NZ coast in 1775. In 1792, William Raven was 

the first English mariner to arrive, on his ship Ritannia, for sealing in the southern waters at Dusky Sound. 

Subsequently, explorers and hunters of many countries showed interest in the sealing opportunity of 

Southland and headed this way. Europeans came to the Bluff harbour in 1813, a small harbour guarded by 

hills they named ‘Old Man’s Bluff’ and made it into a sealing base (Bremer, 1986). Between 1816 and 

1826 about 100 sealers lived semi- permanently around Foveaux Strait. James Spencer, the founder of 

Bluff, arrived in 1823, set up a fishing station and store, and imported a herd of cattle, and was among the 

first to marry a Maori woman, and supposedly build the first European house in Southland. (Bluff Museum 

posters; “Bluff NZ History”, n.d.; Bluff History Group, 2004). The ships came to the harbour for supplies 

and to process the oil for the journey home. About 1835 whaling in Foveaux Strait began to take shape into 

a viable industry. In 1844, the harbour was named Bluff harbour. By 1853 and the forming of the NZ 

constitutional government, Southland had a significant European population. The whaling around Bluff 

ceased altogether by 1859, even if it had become an internationally famous whaling industry base (Bremer, 

1986)” (Bluff History Group, N. D.). In 1874, the first immigrant ship arrived and by 1877, More and more 

European emigrants started settling in Bluff, as there was at that time no custom charges in Bluff, and it 

was also the nearest port to Australia. Many industries developed, in particular the freezing work factory.  

However, during the 1980s the freezing works closed down, and Bluff started losing Bluffies (as the locals 

call themselves). 
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Image 3.8. The famous Bluff sign board, showing directions and distance to some major global destinations, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

The current population of Bluff is about 1800, and a sense of absence is glaringly present (particularly to 

visitors), and the scenario is quite different that from that of the heydays. As you enter the town of Bluff 

from Invercargill, on the right-hand side of Highway One, you see a big hoarding of a helicopter service 

connecting Bluff to Stewart Island. To the left of the road, there is the remains of one of the boats which 

succumbed to the forces of the Foveaux Strait; the Olivia. Nearby, opposite to the Greenpoint cemetery, a 

stroll down the board walk is the Greenpoint ship’s graveyard, where broken down submerged carcasses of 

ships are ‘displayed’. Invisible and visible at the whim of the ocean, these carcasses not only live in the 

liminality of the ocean and the sky, but that of death and being alive. For even if they are dead as ships, 

they are alive as symbols of the perils that awaits in the Foveaux. 
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When I asked tourists how they felt on reaching Bluff, so many times I heard the term, ‘end of the 

world’. This is not just the representation of the geographic location of Bluff, but indeed a feeling of 

‘nothing’, ‘nowhere to go’, and such other things. Absence of not only materials but also a way of life. 

While the lack of things to do or people in Bluff may be unsettling for tourists, and even the younger 

generation of residents, alternatively, for a significant portion of the long-term residents it is something of 

pride and happiness, particularly for those people who have stronger economic stability primarily through 

fishing and other ocean related endeavours. 

 For these long-term residents there is a longing for the absence, the absence of the ‘others’, and the 

absence of the ill effects of globalization. Many residents of the region enjoyed their own privacy and their 

‘seclusion’ from the rest of the world, even the rest of the country. Accounts of many senior Bluffies 

romanticized how beautiful it was in the ‘older’ days. As the book Those sheltering hills (Bremer, 1986) 

discussed- everyone knew each other; the land and the residents provided safety and shelter to their 

neighbours, before all the ‘strangers’ started coming. Mary, a native of Bluff, (the great great 

granddaughter of James Spencer, arguably the first European to settle in Bluff in 1823) told me stories of a 

place which has seen its heydays, had now declined, and a place which always had sharks around, but not 

necessarily White Sharks. “The wharf was really big. We had a big rabbit factory; wool sheds; trucking 

business; taxis and buses; four pubs, and we even had maternity homes”. Peter, her friend added, “The 

Main Street had two butcher shops, two barbershops, two shoe shops, a veggie shop, bakery - she was a big 

little town. Ocean beach was going, fishing was going, oystering was going, it was big, it really was, rough 

and tough, they come from Bluff. The freezing works used to bring all the boats, before in the pubs there 

will be so many people, you had to fight your way in, now there is hardly anyone. [ the closure of] Ocean 

beach [freezing works in 1991] killed Bluff” (January, 2017).  

The socio- economic downfall is now glaringly visible in the community as Mary commented: 

“Now a lot of foreigners, all your relatives [Indians], and Chinese who come by have dairies [I smiled]. It 

is not the same, I could walk from here to the main street and not talk to anyone. All my kids have been 
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doing the same job all these years, but they don’t like it, and the young ones are smoking ‘P’ (Meth). They 

work, they drink, they smoke and that’s it, they have no outlook on life, and nothing to do. The others 

leave Bluff and Invercargill once they can” (January 2017). 

 

 

Foveaux Strait  

To encounter the town of Bluff and the White Sharks in the waters of the Foveaux Strait is also to 

encounter Foveaux Strait. The Tasman Sea and the Southern Ocean meets in the Foveaux Strait and create 

heavy currents, and it is often compared to a lake by long term sea people like Mike Haines- as the 

formation of waves are very close to each other. “Southland is both the most southerly and most westerly 

part of NZ and generally is the first to be influenced by weather systems moving onto the country from the 

west or south. It is well exposed to these systems…The region is in the latitudes of prevailing westerlies, 

and areas around Foveaux Strait frequently experience strong winds” (Macara, 2013, pg. 6).Two books by 

the Bluff history groups chronicle many of the disasters of vessels and lives lost in the waters around here. 

One book Hey-Day to May-Day (Christiansen, 2009) chronicles the loss of 103 boats registered in Bluff in 

the strait and surrounding regions from 1960 to 1985. The other, Shipwrecks Bluff Area, 1845-1920 goes 

further back and discusses shipwrecks near the Bluff area from 1845 to 1920 (Christiansen, 2015).  

This strait is their life and livelihood, with Bluff being primarily a fishing community with the main 

catch being Blue cod; Marlin; sharks; Cray fish; and Kina. There are two other food source which are 

significant here, Mutton bird; and Oysters. Mutton birds are chicks of Sooty Shearwater, the local Māori 

have harvested in the southland region for hundreds of years all across the Foveaux Islands or the Titi 

islands. They were one of the most important source of animal protein the Bluffies had, and even now the 

practice of harvesting the birds is an important part of the cultural identity and tradition in the region. Bluff 

oyster is not just well sought after in the region, or the country, but made Bluff sea food a global attraction. 
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The Bluff oyster industry turns over $20- $25 million each year, and it is an important symbol of the 

region, and the economy of the region is significantly dependent of oystering and fishing. 

Edwards Island 

There is not much information about Edwards Island situated at the coordinates- 46°50'09.3"S 

168°13'03.8"E. It is an uninhabited island, and hence not have a lot of documented human history. 

However, while cage diving, upon reaching Edwards Island every morning Mike used to present an 

introductory talk which situated Edwards Island, the sharks, the humans, and the environmental factors in 

the region. This was a chance for Mike to create a rapport with the tourists. Many days he did not get time 

to do the story if there were sharks immediately present, however particularly in 2016 when there were no 

sharks around for weeks, it kept the morale up and the tourists engaged with it for a short time. Here, I 

present the section of this introduction which focused on the Edwards Island, its limited human history, 

and its inhabiting wildlife: 

“This island is part of a group of islands called the Mutton Bird Islands, or TT group of islands. It is 

a very small uninhabitable island, with jagged rocks and no fresh water supply. For hundreds of years the 

local Maoris come to these islands and takes chicks of Sooty Shearwater. Shearwaters [the bird] migrate 

between here and the northern hemisphere in the hundreds of thousands and come to these islands to nest. 

They lay their eggs in borrows about four feet deep around September- October and remain with the mate 

till their dying days. Around April-May the local Maoris come to these islands, tradition that has been 

going on for hundreds of years, and still goes on today. Maoris gather them, pluck them and preserve them, 

to sustain them through the winter months, and they would also trade with the northern tribes. The other 

thing with these islands, that there are hundreds and hundreds of seals, and roundabout July the females 

give birth the pups. Right about now (December- January) the pups would be on average about eight 

months old. They will all be frolicking in the water in fact as the day goes on see them swimming in the 

shallows there, (as he pointed out to the shallows near the Edwards Island). They are all fat juicy and very 
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naïve- just the way the sharks like them” [It is a really small island, which has just been used for mutton 

birding, and I had no access to much more relevant published information beyond these description by 

Mike].  

The back platform and cage top 

 

Image 3.9. The platform on back of the boat Southern Isle, and the cage is considered part of the boat, as it is attached to the 

platform with nuts and bolts, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2016. 

Besides the generalized field site of Bluff and Foveaux Strait, the physical space of the 20 feet by 

five feet back platform of the boat The Southern Isle of the Shark Experience team was an important field 

site.  Being here made me remember Jim Corbett,  the famous British hunter and naturalist (Corbett, 1944, 

1948; 1959),who had been known to have spent thousands of hours on top of his treetop hut to observe and 

even kill man-eating tigers in India; my version of a treetop observation platform – which was sometimes 

too close for comfort – was the back platform of the boat and the cage top. While being on top of the 

submerged cage and the cage platform often kept me busy because I had to attend to the tourists getting 

inside and out of the cage, it did provide me a strategic position to both observe the sharks, and the human 

shark interaction.  
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Any research which incorporates situations where the observer has to be in close proximity of large 

predators always brings its own challenges, I had to remind myself of the perils of complacency, when 

often I would put my hand inside the water and outside the cage to take a perfect photograph of a passing 

shark, forgetting the most important dictum in the cage diving practice ,it is not the shark that you can see 

is what you should be worried about, but the shark you are not seeing. A rogue wave, a bump from a 

tourist, or even a bump from a shark can very easily drop you over the side into the water. As a matter of 

fact, I was told by the Shark Experience team that it did happen on the boat of the other company [exact 

date not known, any media reporting could not be found], when a tourist fell over the side and there was 

sharks around in the water, but thankfully he was pulled in immediately. Then there was also the off 

chance that a shark actually bit onto my camera handle submerged in the water; while it never happened to 

me I did have two incidents when sharks showed interest towards it and came in to investigate, thankfully, 

I was able to lift it out of the water immediately.  

 3.4. Field work tools. 

Along with addressing my research objectives; the environment of the Foveaux; my responsibilities 

as a boat hand, and the confining physical environment of the boat, the field work tools had to be carefully 

considered. All the equipment had to be on my body at all times, because an important photographic 

chance, or taking other forms of data, could be missed in an instance if not careful. This is the equipment 

which I carried ‘on my body’ every morning while on The Southern Isle; I present them here because my 

aim was to achieve maximum productivity with minimum physical footprint, and independence of 

movement. All the equipment had to be Ruggedized, waterproof, and portable ready to be deployed at the 

immediately when needed.  
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Image 3.10. On body field equipment, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

1. The field bag- sturdy, waterproof, and just the right size to keep on all the time in a confined space 

but could hold my laptop. 

2. Camera clamp. 

3. Camera mini collapsible stick. 

4. Large 5 ft action camera collapsible stick (the largest professional camera sticks available in the 

market at the time)- to be able to video the sharks from top of the cage, and the boat. 

5. Laptop with ruggedized casing. 

6. Waterproof, shockproof phone. 

7. Waterproof diary. 

8. GPS device to daily track the first locations of human and shark encounter. 

9. Knife (as per the DOC handbook, there needed to be a knife handy, in case a shark got entangled in 

a rope). 
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10. Fishing vest, waterproof and with lots of easily accessible pockets 

11. Dictaphone for recording the interviews. 

12. AEE action Camera with special microphone accessory (used for primary video above water, 

mostly of the tourist). 

13. Tally clicker, for measuring details about shark behaviour (elaborated in chapter 5) 

14. Gopro action Camera (used for primary video underwater of the sharks and the humans). 

15. Action camera body harness, for first-hand perspectives of the field work. 

16. Clip board to have a stable platform for the survey in the turbulent environment. 

17. And then there was equipment not shown in the photograph. 

a. Olympus TG 2 all-weather camera (back up video camera, and primary photographic camera). 

b. Pens. 

c. AEE camera remote (necessary for documentary footage, where I as a researcher needed to be in 

the frame and the camera was placed out of reach). 

Due to the saline water, equipment would occasionally break, or lock up. Tools which were 

apparently benign, like a screw or a nut, were realized to be crucial to the entire field day. That is why I 

learnt to keep extra fittings and equipment, and sometimes a kind tourist would donate some accessory 

which would keep me going. Other times I had to be creative and improvise, like tying my camera with a 

rope on my stick, when the screw broke. Or even using hair bands to keep the water out of camera 

equipment after an accidental exposure. One day I forgot to pack my long camera handle, so tied my 

camera to the back of a broom stick to take videos of passing sharks, but this had its own implication that 

the immediacy of the deployment and retraction of the camera was hindered- creating chances of being 

bitten by the sharks, or getting snagged with the air hoses for the divers running around me. So, these tools 

and their interaction with the field and myself the researcher and the sharks shaped not only the data 
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gathering in the research but indeed the interaction among myself and the sharks and even the other tourist 

of the boat.  

 

 

Image 3.11.  Kitted up and waiting for the sharks on the cage platform, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

3.5. Research methods 

Literature survey 

The research was initiated with literature surveys on the evolutionary history of Great White 

Sharks; multispecies ethnography; visual anthropology and underwater photography; anthropological 

research methodology and methods; demography of Bluff- New Zealand; relation of White Sharks with 

NZ culture, and current White Shark conservation efforts in New Zealand. Furthermore, there was 

investigation on White Shark ecology, and cage diving and its effects on humans and sharks. Literature 

was collected and constructed from varied forms of knowledge sources, including governmental 

documents, academic resources, non-academic text, and online material- including videos and text by 

experts, and university official websites. The online material, particularly from experts, were important to 

situate the research because of the gap of empirical knowledge on important topics for the arguments made 

in the thesis. 
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Archival research 

Archival research from both primary and secondary sources were further conducted on Bluff, and 

its interaction with White Sharks. The primary sources were the Invercargill, Bluff, and University of 

Canterbury libraries, and personal correspondence with Bluff inhabitants. Secondary sources were from the 

Bluff history group, and also Invercargill and Bluff museums. 

Participant observation with the cage divers. 

Fieldwork is the primary practice of data collection in ethnographic exploration, and participant 

observation is an integral component of ethnographic field work. I use the participant observation method 

to explore the logistical, social, and political implication of the practice of White Shark cage diving in NZ 

(Dahlke, Hall, & Phinney, 2015; Dahlke et al., 2015; Ezeh, 2003; Jorgensen, 1989; Kawulich, 2005; Shah, 

2017). Participant observation creates an avenue to learn about people and practices in their natural 

environment and gives the researcher an opportunity to be part of the day to day activity and get first-hand 

accounts of the community or practice they are investigating to gain novel insights, and quite literally 

observe while participating. It provided a scope to learn through exposure to or involvement in the day-to-

day or routine activities of participants in the researcher setting. It was useful; to identify and guide 

relationships with informants; get the feel for how things are organized and prioritized, how people 

interrelate, and what are the cultural parameters;  to understand, what the cultural members deem to be 

important in manners, leadership, politics, social interaction, and taboos; to become known to the cultural 

members, thereby easing facilitation of the research process, and by providing with a source of questions to 

be addressed by participants (Schensul, Schensul, & LeCompte, 1999 in Kayange, 2015, pg. 154). 

The experience of being a participant observer facilitated an intense, immersive, first-hand 

understanding of the cage diving practice and helped to explore the major events related to it, the 

behaviours and socio-political relation of the practice and the major stakeholders, and artefacts involved. 

As a participant observer I lived, worked, and learned not only from being amongst the White Shark cage 
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divers and the operators facilitating it but also from the sharks and the Bluff community, in a sense it is a 

multi-species form of participant observation. This was an effort to create a holistic and as far as possible 

objective view of the practice, and its relation to the humans, the animals, the environment, and the local 

community (Dewalt and Dewalt, 2002; Marshall & Rossman, 1989). 

The field work consisted first a pilot study (The first day of cage diving of Soosan and I on 31st 

December 2015), then two- four-month trips to the field- Feb 2016- June 2016; December 2017- March 

2017 (July to December cage diving practices are closed in New Zealand, because of bad weather in the 

Foveaux Strait, and lack of a dependable traffic of sharks in the region). This gave me insights into how the 

lives of the sharks and the humans impact each other that few scientists are privileged to have and to be 

able to produce a ‘written photograph’ (Erlandson, et.al,1993) of the entire experience. Because I was 

successful at making an initial rapport with the cage dive operators (with Soosan’s support), Mike Haines 

of Shark Experience Bluff, was gracious enough to allow me to be in his boat and interview him, the 

tourists, and to participate in the practice as one of the boat crew. 

Daily environmental observations. 

To create objective data of the daily environmental conditions, I took GPS positioning of the first 

encounter with the sharks, anchor dropping and weighing time, and water temperature. Incidentally as 

mentioned previously, when the fieldwork started, for the first two months there were almost no sharks in 

the region, and there was a belief that it might be related to dead sharks in the region, producing ammonia 

and in effect keeping other sharks away. Consequently, for the first two months of the fieldwork I recorded 

basic chemical indicators of marine water health (i.e. Nitrate, Nitrite, and Ammonia) to document any 

observable indications of such claims with rudimentary chemical kits. Furthermore, I took regular 

photographic and video data to record the varied states of the Foveaux Strait. To analyse the GPS data, the 

area around Edwards Island was divided in to four quadrants and the coordinates of the first shark 
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encounter everyday were plotted, to explore any observable pattern of the presence and/ or movement of 

the sharks in any particular quadrant of the boat (results discussed in later chapters). 

 

Image 3.12. The area around Edwards Island divided in to four quadrants to plot any observable patter of sharks 

 spotted -plotted on the map, Google Maps, 2016. 

Observing the humans. 

Survey 

A survey was conducted to quantitatively explore the effect of cage diving on tourist attitude 

(positive, neutral and negative) towards White Sharks after encountering them through cage diving. 

Furthermore, the survey also explored any relation of attitude towards White Sharks with scuba diving and 

academic education level, and other demographic factors. As mentioned in previous section, data was 

collected from 150 cage divers, from Feb to June 2016- and Dec to March 2017. Using randomized 

sampling, the data was collected aboard ‘The Southern Isle’ (the cage diving boat owned and operated by 

Shark Experience, Bluff, New Zealand). Taking the survey on the boat was important because it enabled 

accessibility to the tourists (who often came to Bluff for the day), and to record the diver’s attitude towards 

White Sharks, immediately before and after the encounter. 

The initial survey was introduced before the encounter, at the time of the outgoing travel- as once 

the boat reached the destination, I had to attend to my duties of the daily operation, being a participant 

observer and one of the crew. It was often a challenge, as many tourists could not write on a moving boat 
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and were distracted, but most of the time, they were eager to help with research, and felt part of something 

important. If the encounter was successful (meaning the tourist had the opportunity to be in the water with 

the sharks), and the boat was on its way back- the same set of questions exploring the attitude towards the 

sharks was reintroduced to the tourist. This had to be done immediately upon weighing the anchor, as most 

tourists were tired, and fell asleep in a few minutes- once they had gotten warm and comfortable. 

Printed surveys sheets along with pens were provided on an A5 size clip board to the participants. 

Besides the demographic data exploring the age, gender, dive qualification, educational qualification, and 

nation of origin, the survey exploring the diver’s attitude towards the sharks, was divided into three 

criteria; Positive, Neutral, and Negative; and three questions in each- (nine questions in total). The tourists 

were requested to respond to the nine questions in any scores ranging from 1- 5 in accordance to the well-

known psychological scale called the Likert scale (Ivanov, Ivanova, & Saltan, 2018). The participants were 

informed that the survey explored their attitude towards White Sharks, however, they were not informed 

which question assessed what criterion, or that they will be asked the same set of questions after the 

encounter. The questions were counterbalanced in their presentation- to avoid predictable pattern of each 

criteria for the participants while answering (The survey attached in the appendix). 

Questions exploring each criterions of attitude: 

1. Positive 

a. They are beautiful and awesome. 

b. Thinking about them makes me happy 

c. I love them. 

2. Neutral 

a. I have no specific opinion about them. 

b. They are just like any other fish. 
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c. I have neutral feelings about them. 

3. Negative 

a. I am scared of them. 

b. They are monsters. 

c. They are mindless killing machines. 

For analysing the data, the data was tabulated, explored and presented using the quantitative data 

analysis software SPSS. The data collected from the survey were first processed through descriptive 

statistics, to explore the gender ratio; academic education level; scuba diving certification level; age range; 

nationality. Next, Inferential statistical methods were used to explore any significant difference between 

the scores of all the surveys before and after the encounter on the attitude of the tourists about the sharks 

using T- Test (a form of type inferential statistics utilized to determine if there is a significant difference 

between the means of two group). Furthermore, Pierson’s product moment correlation was then 

administered to explore any correlation between age, diving and academic qualification with attitude 

towards White Sharks. 

Interview method 

Implicit to participant observation is shared immersion in the joint activity with the research 

participants, and the researcher’s own experience of developing relations and conducting unstructured and 

semi structured interviews. To address the major research objectives, the interviews were conducted with 

the cage diving operators; the tourists coming to see the sharks; and the local inhabitants of Bluff. 

Interviewing skills developed with time, and as a researcher with months in the field I got more intuitive; I 

developed finer listening and observation tendencies. I learned the appropriate techniques for guiding the 

discussion with the participants to the topics that needed to be explored, as much as keeping an open view 

towards topics of discussions which I had not even considered (De Leon & Cohen, 2005; “Ethnographic 
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Interview,” 2017; Gobo, 2008; Nielsen, 2014; Schensul, Schensul, LeCompte, & Ph.D, 1999; Spradley, 

1979). 

While interviewing the tourists, immediate rapport needed to be created upon embarking on the 

journey to Edwards Island, which was about 20 km away, going about 23 knots it took us about 45 minutes 

to an hour to reach. Three elements really helped in facilitating the rapport, making sure I was present at 

the exact time at the beginning of the trip when Mike introduced all the crew to the tourist, the eye contacts 

made, smiles, and the acknowledgement that I was the ‘expert’ was important. As Mike mentioned with a 

smirk, “if yous people have a more complicated question about the sharks- just ask Raj!” Furthermore, 

Vicks honey lemon cough drops which I always kept with me, helped some of the tourists with 

seasickness. Finally, once I established that a tourist was deeply passionate about sharks, and was willing 

to interact with me, I showed the Megalodon Tooth I always carried, and the smile on their faces, meant I 

was successful in creating a strong bond- be it transient. 

Initially, interviews were primarily unstructured, however once I developed sufficient knowledge 

base, and started forming more specific topics of investigation, the interviews were semi-structured. 

Furthermore, in certain cases structured interviews were also conducted particularly with the cage 

operators, for eliciting certain knowledge of the operation, the sharks, or the socio- political implication of 

the practice. To understand the effect of the cage diving experience on the tourist, interviews were 

conducted with the tourists- before, during, and after encounters with the sharks. The interviews were a 

gateway to exploring all the personal stories and motivation which led the tourists to be interested in White 

Sharks. Furthermore, the interviews explored the fear, and phobia associated with the hyperreal shark 

image, often manifested in day to day activities and even dreams. Finally, the interviews also explored the 

image the tourists had of the sharks in their mind, the sources of such images, and the cognitive dissonance 

often observable finally upon encountering the sharks underwater for themselves. 

In the thesis regarding the interviews of the tourist on the boat I will be quoting from a selection of 

interviews undertaken between Feb to June 2016- and Dec to March 2017, the interviewees gave their 
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permission to be quoted- and in some cases, to be identified, in other cases I give them fictitious names to 

maintain anonymity. 

For analysing the interview data, firstly, they were transcribed from all the dictaphone recordings 

using the Nuance Dragon software. After transcription, the interviews were categorized; coded and 

analysed utilizing the Thematic content analysis/ Thematic analysis (TA) method. TA has its roots in 

content analysis, where qualitative data is analysed into patterns of meanings (Braun & Clarke, 2006). “TA 

provides accessible and systematic procedures for generating codes and themes from qualitative data. 

Codes are the smallest units of analysis that capture interesting features of the data (potentially) relevant to 

the research question. Codes are the building blocks for themes, (larger) patterns of meaning, underpinned 

by a central organizing concept - a shared core idea. Themes provide a framework for organizing and 

reporting the researcher’s analytic observations” (Clarke & Braun, 2017, pg. 297). 

Though previously TA was used as a tool for other methods of analysis in varied disciplines, it is 

now argued to be a method by itself (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & Braun, 2017). Currently, it is used 

as a method of data analysis in varied social scientific disciplines, including Anthropology (Braun & 

Clarke, 2006; Fereday & Muir-Cochrane, 2006; Salgado, Tonon, & Barrera, 2012; Thomas & Harden, 

2008). The different stages of such a method of analysing qualitative data broadly are as such: 1. 

Familiarizing yourself with your data. 2. Generating initial codes from the raw data. 3. Searching for 

themes among the codes. 4. Reviewing the themes and altering where necessary 5. Defining and naming 

themes. 6. Producing the report (Braun and Clarke, 2006). I used the qualitative data analysis software 

QDA Miner lite to create major themes and patterns from the transcripts. Software such as these are not 

only useful in understanding the links between different themes but indeed streamline the analysis and 

concentrating on the data part which is more relevant to the particular research (Miner, n.d.). 

Observing the sharks. 
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Image 3.13. Taking videos of the sharks and the tourist from top of the cage with extended camera pole, while an attached camera 

on the boat takes the video from which this image is captured from, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

Photo identification 

To create demographic data of the sharks coming to the boat while I was in the field, I used the 

ecological research method of photo identification (Buray, Mourier, Planes, & Claus, 2009; Gore, Frey, 

Ormond, Allan, & Gilkes, 2016; Graham & Roberts, 2007; McKinney et al., 2017). Not only is this 

method useful to assess the regularity of individual sharks in a region, but also for assessing general short 

scale movements of species in an area, and for assessing the effect of human activities such as cage diving 

on movement and behaviour of sharks. 

This method has some advantage over tagging which is the other major form of shark identification 

method. Firstly, and most importantly, photoidentification is safer for the fish. There is a debate (National 

Geographic, 2014; Shark divers, 2014; Shark Research, n.d.; Welovesharks, 2017)  about the potential 

risks that tagging in general may pose for the lives of the sharks, let alone certain operations where, in 

undertaking tagging, sensationalized optics are created of hoisting sharks out from the water onto a ship 

platform  (White Shark Video, n.d.). Indeed, there is a rumour [ among the cage operators] that a team of 

NZ scientists may have caused the death of a shark due to these kind of invasive procedures [ This research 

has no evidence of this either way]. Photo identification is also safer for humans, especially if dealing with 

highly predatory species, such as White Sharks. Furthermore, tagging operations are extremely expensive 
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and resource heavy endeavours. Finally, in tagging, the extraneous variables are quite hard to predict and 

control, like the environmental factors, and the behaviour of the sharks, who have to come close enough 

for the harpooning of the tags on their fins. Photo identification on the other hand is non-invasive; 

comparably cheaper; the sharks can be much farther away; safer for the sharks and the humans, and it can 

enlist help of citizen scientist who capture photo of sharks for creating a global database. 

The photo identification method has been utilized to identify, and document valuable information 

about individuals in varied elasmobranchs species. Ecologists Marshall & Pierce, (2012, pg. 1361) noted 

“The use of photography to discriminate between individuals in a population using natural markings or 

aberrations is increasingly being utilized to support field research on elasmobranchs. This non- intrusive 

method has facilitated investigation of a wide variety of subjects including population composition, 

abundance estimates, residency and movement, demography and social behaviours.” This method has been 

exceptionally useful for sharks, and had been used to create data base for varied species such as- Lemon 

Sharks( Buray, Mourier, Planes, & Clua, 2009); Basking Sharks(Gore et al., 2016), Grey Nurse (Barker & 

Williamson, 2010) , and Whale Sharks (Andrzejaczek et al., 2016; Arzoumanian Z., Holmberg J., & 

Norman B., 2005; Brooks, Rowat, Pierce, Jouannet, & Vely, 2010; Graham & Roberts, 2007; Holmberg, 

Norman, & Arzoumanian, 2009; McKinney et al., 2017). 

Photo identification has been extensively used in White Shark research. Researchers have used the 

method to investigate the movement and long term population trends of White Sharks in California 

(Anderson, Box, & Goldman, 1996; Anderson, Chapple, Jorgensen, Klimley, & Block, 2011); for 

concordance of genetic and fin photo identification, and population estimates in South Africa (Towner, 

Wcisel, Reisinger, Edwards, & Jewell, 2013; Gubili et al., 2009; Hewitt, Kock, Booth, & Griffiths, 2018); 

for Annual re-sighting at Guadalupe, Mexico (Domeier & Nasby-Lucas, 2007), and even have attempted 

creating large global photo identification data base (Andreotti et al., 2014). 

Photo identification with sharks can focus on different bodily features. For some species of sharks, 

it is easier to identify individuals by body pigmentation, like Whale Sharks with distinct individualistic 
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spots on their skin. In White Shark research, photo identification has been done focusing on the 

pigmentation of gill flaps, pelvis fins, and caudal fins, these pigments are considered to be asymmetrical on 

both sides of the shark. Upon creating these catalogues, sharks could be identified with partial photographs 

of their body (Domeier & Nasby-Lucas, 2007). On the other hand, documenting notches on dorsal fin has 

also been utilised to identify sharks (Anderson, Box, & Goldman, 1996). Andreotti et al. (2014) proposed 

an effective way of identification through tabulating dorsal fin notches in a three sectional grid system and 

counting the notches in each grid. 

Photo identification does bring its own challenges. Firstly, there is an assumption that all species of 

sharks have distinct identification pattern among individuals, which is not true in all cases. There is a 

chance of re-identification of individuals, because shark skin has a great healing capacity and scars and 

other identified marks may change dramatically over time (Marshall & Pierce, 2012). Also, high end 

photographic instruments are quite expensive. Furthermore, as opposed to land animals, the only time you 

can properly know the position and movement of the shark is if they are about 50 feet in front (approx.) of 

or 30 feet under the cage ( because of visibility underwater, and glare on the surface ) Even in the case of 

ocean mammals, they come to the surface – be it after a long interval – to breathe, but for sharks there is no 

guarantee that they will surface. The shark might be 50 feet away but underwater and from a boat deck one 

would have no way of knowing where they are and what they are doing [to note if the visibility of the 

water is good, drones could work, otherwise it is of no use. On the same token I desperately wanted to try 

out one but could not afford it for the project]. Furthermore, due to the camouflaged skin and shape of the 

shark, they may be just under the surface, but we cannot see them. This is a problem when we are dealing 

with a method which relies on visual awareness of the animal in question. 

Photo identification can be done with images from underwater and above water. Underwater, 

sharks can be identified with a high-resolution camera, laser pointers can be used in measuring the 

individual size, and the divers may get the full body image of the sharks. Above water, photo logistics can 

be more constraining; generally, the investigators only get a view of the dorsal fin and may be parts of the 
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top of the sharks, also the glare on the camera lens from the ocean may distort images, however it is less 

resource heavy than the underwater method. 

The present research used underwater photography to create a visual demography of the sharks - 

which I created while standing on top of the submerged cage and the cage platform using a five-foot 

camera stick, and action camera attached. As mentioned, during the second part of my field work, my 

primary duty in the boat was helping the divers into the cage, which meant securing the air hoses, 

commencing final check-up of the diving equipment, and directing them to their position inside the cage. 

As much as this helped me to be close to the water while photographing the sharks, the opportunity was 

intermittent while taking care of my duties. Another significant lesson learned during this experience is the 

necessity of a display available to the photographer showing the image the lens is capturing, as they can 

then see where the sharks are, and the camera is facing. Often great photographic opportunities were 

missed due to the inappropriate angle of the camera. 

 While analysis the data, imagery for utilization of photo identification were captured during the 

second part of my field work. However, due to logistical considerations and the potential of utilization for 

the documentary - videos were captured of the sharks. Later, screen shots of the videos were captured, 

colour corrected and used to manually create profiles of the sharks near the boat, and tabulated. 

Bromilow’s White Shark- bait provision behaviour observation method. 

Even though the investigation of cage diving’s effect on White Shark behaviour are limited, 

Bromilow did a very interesting bachelor’s research on the feeding behaviour of White Sharks around the 

cage (Bromilow, 2014, University of Michigan, Department of Ecology & Evolutionary Biology). She 

categorized shark behaviour with bait in the water and distinguished the behaviour into five phases. Phase 

1: Investigation: Slow Swimming; Phase 2: Pursuit: Jump: Horizontal Lunge, Vertical Lunge; Phase 3: 

Prey Capture: Horizontal Surface Grasp, Vertical Surface Grasp, Lateral Snap; Phase 4: Prey Handling: 

Carrying, Thrashing; Phase 5: Feeding; Phase 6: Release (details in chapter 10). Inspired by her method I 

used similar tactics to document behaviour of certain sharks around the cage. For a few days I was able to 
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document the behaviour of one juvenile shark I called Rocky and see how his behaviour changed over time 

as he gets accustomed to the cage and the bait. 

3.6. Underwater photography 

One significant dimension of data gathering in the research was underwater photography. Not only 

was it essential for capturing images of the sharks and humans for me as the researcher, but is also often 

important for the tourists, who were motivated to take images of the sharks and themselves ‘present’ in the 

cage and looking at the sharks. But underwater photography is a very complicated endeavour, especially in 

turbulent conditions (such as from inside a moving cage). Hence here, it becomes imperative to 

acknowledge the technical considerations of underwater image capturing. 

 As with other forms of photography, the first thing underwater photographers have to consider is 

light. However, light behaves differently under water than above water, as the density of water is 800 times 

that of air (Edge, 2010). Water absorbs different wavelengths of light to different degrees and the longest 

wavelengths with the lowest energy are absorbed first. Red is the first to be absorbed around 15 feet of 

water, followed by orange at 25feet, yellow at 35 feet and then green around 70- 75 feet (Gietler, 2013). 

Even though in cage diving, divers are usually very near to the surface, they still may suffer from the lack 

of red light which is the first colour in the spectrum to disappear. So professional divers often use a red or 

pink filter to counter the effect, however, presently, there are also the options of editing hues in post-

production. Colour does not only disappear due to vertical distance/depth; the horizontal distance also 

plays important part in this disappearance. Furthermore, other factors such as suspended particles, the 

condition of the surface at the time, and position of the sun may affect the contrast and hue while capturing 

images underwater (Edge, 2010). In my field site the visibility of about 25 to 35 feet was reasonably good 

and conducive for taking images – weather permitting. 

In my research I used Gopro and Aee action cameras to capture videos, for photo identification, and 

my documentary when operating the camera from outside the cage. When inside the cage I was able to use 
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my Olympus point and shoot rugged camera (TG 2 all- weather camera) and utilize a red filter to balance 

the hue. It is also important to note that because of the moving cage, most people found it extremely hard 

to take well executed photographs, so most of the images were captured by action camera video recordings, 

and still images were cut from them, or people kept on taking random shots from the camera, and if one 

worked they were happy, because for most of the tourist, the quality or framing of the image was less 

significant than the documentation that they were inside a cage underwater, with big White Sharks around 

(The tourist could ether use their own cameras, or they could hire it from the Shark Experience team, and 

at the end of the trip, could take the SD card from the camera with them).  

3.7. Role of the research participant 

Soosan was an indispensable part of the research, here are some of the roles she took on for the research.  

1. She financially supported the project. 

2. Liaised with Shark Experience New Zealand to allow the field work to commence.  

3. Organized and funded transportation and accommodation during the field work.  

4. Participated in archival research at Bluff, Invercargill, and Canterbury museum.  

5. Arranged and managed meetings with global experts relevant to the thesis. 

6. Arranged meeting with Vaughn, a shark bite survivor.  

7. Arranged meeting with elders from Waitaiha, and local iwi. 

8. Came on regular visits to the field site with supplies to support the project.  

9. Supported with administrative duties for the project.  

10. Transcribed and proofread some of my dictation notes.  

11. Took part in some of the research participant interviews.  

12. Went out on the boat supporting me. 

13. Took part in photographing and filming of the project. 

14. Kept lines of communication open with me and the university when I was not on site.  
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15. Mentally and morally supported me in my darkest hours.   
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4. Human fear of sharks and creation 

of a hyperreal monster. 

Prisoners shackled in a cave and forced to gaze at a blank wall. 

There is a bright fire lit behind them, and everything that passes in front of the fire 

leaves giant distorted shadows on the cave wall. 

And these prisoners- you and I, 

perceive these shadows of reality as reality herself 

- Plato, 381BC. 

4.1. Introduction 

Bubandt, (2019) argued “Nothing is ‘proper’ to the rogue animals called beasts. The beast escapes 

an ontology of presence because it does not properly belong to any taxonomy and therefore cannot ‘be’ in 

any simple sense... Excess marks its monstrous nature. A monster is necessarily cryptic: enigmatic, 

concealed, camouflaged” (Bubandt, 2019, pg.225 ). The White Shark is such a cryptic enigmatic and 

camouflaged beast in the mass public imagination. Consequently, before attempting to understand the 

effect of encounters with White Sharks in their natural environment on tourist attitude towards sharks, I 

first explore the factors relating to creation of this image in the public imagination in this chapter. I argue 

that the image of the White Sharks rampant in the public psyche is a hyperreal image created in the last 

four decades and I explore the potential reasoning behind its creation based on academic and popular 

literature on the cultural and aesthetical aspects in creation of this image. 
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4.2. Sharks and fear. 

Why are people so afraid of sharks, even though statistically you have more chance of been hit by a 

coconut and dying or other such less spectacular way ( Kasprak 2017; The Daily California, 2017).  Maybe 

this fear is related to the fact that they are among the only large predator who still prey upon humans, even 

though these are statistically negligible incidents if we consider the number of people who use the water 

space globally. According to the international shark attack files, yearly from 2013- 2017 there are 84 cases 

annually of shark bites. In 2018, there were total of 130 shark- human ‘interactions’, with 66 confirmed 

unprovoked attacks on humans, with four fatalities (Florida Museum, 2020). The number of White Shark 

attack within that group would be understandably another smaller cross section of that. Jean- Michel 

Cousteau in his famous book on White Sharks Cousteau's Great White Shark (Cousteau & Richards, 1992) 

commented on our fear of White Sharks: 

“Why sharks? There are other fierce animals on earth. One answer might be that the other potential 

predators of humanity have almost uniformly been extinguished, tamed, or banished beyond easy 

contact by in industrialized society. The sabretooth tiger is gone. The African lion is corralled by 

game- reserve boundaries. The grizzly bear survives only in the faraway north country.  The 

Timber wolf paces nervously along zoo fences. In many parts of the tropics, the crocodile is 

routinely raised in farm ponds, as sequestered as chicken in poultry shed. We have grown 

comfortable, even protective, of the other beasts capable of devouring us whole, but for one, we are 

the masters of virtually every biological tract of earth, but for one. We remain potential food for 

creatures patrolling the liquid wilds encircling our terrestrial kingdoms” (Pg.16). 

Cousteau pointed to some more specific factors for the fear, such as the randomness of their 

appearance, the lack of warning, the violence associated with their attack, and their silence as opposed to 

other big predators. To which I might add, most predators who generally feed on humans have a distinct 

smell, which is helpful for the prey to detect and evade them - White Sharks has no specific smell, at least 
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not ones that are perceivable by humans. There is also the environment of their predation, the seas and 

oceans where humans at best try to negotiate through - with our clumsy strokes and sophisticated mass-

produced equipment. But is there more to this fear? 

There are dreadful stories about sharks (particularly about White Sharks) from many corners of the 

world. The first documented case of shark bite in Americas, according to archaeological evidence was 

some were between 789-1033 AD (Florida Museum, 2018). One of the first recorded witnessed bites were 

in 1749, when a British merchant sailor was bitten in Havana harbour, and lost his right foot (Cama, 2012). 

The Jersey shore bites in the US, are infamous, when in 1916, four people were killed within a week, the 

final fatality happened in the Matawan Creek where a shark swam up a narrow creek, killing a 12-year-old 

boy (Blake, 2010). Probably the most famous was the USS Indianapolis in 1945, which delivered 

important components for the atom bomb. It was hit by Japanese torpedo, 900 men went in the water, and 

after four days in water, it is estimated that as many as 150 sailors were devoured by sharks, possibly by 

Oceanic White Tips (Geiling, 2013). These stories have become part of the man eater narrative and global 

myths of human and shark encounters, stories of monsters in the ocean recalled by European sailors, and 

stories in ocean going cultures which warned of the toothed monster in the water; the Matawan creek 

incident is supposed to have inspired Peter Benchly to write Jaws (HistoryvsHollywood.Com, n.d.).   

Then there are the overtly dramatized telling of the contemporary White Shark ‘attacks’ [A term 

which has an interesting history of itself, (Neff, 2017). After a fatal White Shark attack on Robert L. Pamp 

in 1959, where he was swallowed whole by a shark, scientific observers were concerned with the overt use 

of term shark- hazard problem while categorising all human and shark interactions, and  the term was 

proposed (Adorni, 2017)], and the familiar spaces they take place in, spaces both the two species share. 

“Humans and animals do not just interact with each other; they also interact with the landscape [in this 

case oceanscape]. This might, for example, be with regard to the availability of food sources or to the 

creation or removal of physical barriers that attract or repel humans or wild animals. These entanglements 

of human, wild animal and landscape are described by Lorimer (2006) as ‘earthy and worldly relations’ 
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that are drawn together through their prolonged shared experiences” (Boonman-Berson, Turnhout, & 

Carolan, 2016, pg. 194). “Predator-prey interactions can be represented as a ‘‘space race’’, where preys try 

to minimize and predators try to maximize spatial overlap... Prey must identify space where they can 

obtain sufficient resources to live (e.g. food, water, cover etc.) and avoid predators” (Muhly, Semeniuk, 

Massolo, Hickman, & Musiani, 2011, pg.1). In the open water space, the position of prey and predator 

between White Sharks and the human is an ever-evolving intersection, however unless we are specifically 

hunting a White Shark, with controls of the premeditated logistics and technology involved, we are under 

them in the food chain.  

The beach and the ocean immediately near it are geographically and culturally constructed spaces 

claimed by humans primarily for their leisure activities, away from the uncertainty of the open ocean, 

hence this creates a feeling of safety from the unpredictable dangers of the open ocean too. However, 

beyond the odd incidents of shark attack out in the open sea (Geiling, 2013) in the past few decades these 

attacks/bites are primarily associated with beach and beach going activities (because of the huge number of 

people taking part in them- increasing the chance of human shark interactions and possibly shark bite 

incidents). Beaches are products of the hyper-capitalist market, selling the idea of leisure and relaxation. 

They feign the image of true nature, and create social and physical boundary of Edenic places, where 

human beings are safe. Not only do they symbolize relaxation, but they may also symbolize achievement 

and even happiness in a human life (Baldacchino, 2010). And human beings have always tried to create 

boundaries between themselves and the wild, in such spaces of interactions (Sage, Justesen, Dainty, 

Tryggestad, & Mouritsen, 2016). Hence, an attack here is a shock to the social expectations and activities 

for example, the Mick Fanning episode on July 2015 at the Jay bay open surfing competition in South 

Africa (Howard, 2015). This attack – as it is called – can be more realistically described as, at best, an 

encounter with a juvenile shark, however panic ensues, because it was also televised live. “If we take 

otherness to be the privileged vantage from which we defamiliarize our “nature,” we risk making our 
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forays into the nonhuman a search for ever-stranger positions from which to carry out this project. Nature 

begins to function like an “exotic” culture’ (Eduardo Kohn in Kirksey & Helmreich, 2010, pg. 562). 

Consequently, in response to such attacks, limited in number though they are, American, 

Australian, and even NZ governments sanctioned nets on the beach to keep the dreadful ‘other ‘and the 

exotic culture out of our sacred place of pleasure. To a shark, it may be a normal day, traveling feeding and 

living her/his life, as we do in our day to day lives. But to us humans it is a dramatic interjection to the 

civilized society, it is a homicidal activity, which either should result in separating the civilized and 

uncivilized by boundaries, prison walls or shark nets. In extreme cases though, depending on the intensity 

of the emotional charge the action raises in the local public psyche- the response can be capital 

punishment, poison injection, or harpoon. The only difference is being, in case of a human criminal, there 

is a trial, and the alleged murderer gets to plead their case, but the fish does not. 

In NZ, from the beginning of human history- since there was no terrestrial predator hunting 

humans- the only plausible predator I can think of was the shark, in particular the White Shark (besides 

other humans of course). Even though there have been merely five confirmed White Shark attack fatalities 

in NZ in recorded history ( Muriwai in North Island- 2013; Clark Island in South Island- 2009; Otago 

Harbour in South Island- 1968; St. Kilda Beach in South Island- 1967, St. Clair Beach, Dunedin in South 

Island- 1964) , the fear of White Shark attack in the region is perceived as quite real, especially if there are 

operations trying to bring them towards people in cages to see them situated less than 10 km away from 

where children swim in the water. And then there is effect of the global image of the White Shark, as 

Pooley et al. notes “In addition to specific local relationships between animals and people, another type of 

relationship is becoming increasingly important—the globalized, urbanized, Western view of wildlife” 

(Pooley et al., 2017, pg. 518). 

Exploring wolves in Adirondack, Brownlow (2020) discussed wolf restoration in Yellowstone and 

its social implications, in a place which did not have them for a long time. Such a restoration created 

challenges with the humans negotiating with the animal ‘other’ in the area. The author noted, in absence of 
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the animal others in recent times, we have lost the ability and opportunity to see them,  “In their absence, 

we have been forced to draw upon representations of (wild) animals as they are depicted by and through 

various media (e.g. zoos, books, television, film, etc.)” (pg. 145). They speak of the symbolic presence of 

the animals even beyond the absence, and that most cultures have an ultimate animal in their socio-cultural 

mind. Penteriani et al., (2016) argued that media often over hyped and reported increasing attacks on 

humans in North America and Europe by large carnivores, while there was more danger from other form of 

creatures than them. This caused increase fear and negative attitude towards coexistence with, and 

conservation of these animals. Furthermore, increasing number of people are involved in outdoor activities 

which might be creating situations of more potential animal attacks, and education might be able to 

decrease such negative interaction between humans and large carnivores and alter negative attitude towards 

them.  Such is the case for White Sharks too: because most of us have not and will never see a White Shark 

upfront, and we know them only by the image created of them by the media.  

Can this fear also be related to shark aesthetics presented through the mass media? Most of the time 

when we see images of White Sharks they are in their ‘attacking’ posture with their mouth wide open; one 

cannot help but wonder why do these creatures always want to attack the camera? The simple answer is, 

these shots are almost always taken when the sharks are lunging towards a bait in cage diving expeditions, 

and this particular ‘produced moment’ creates some interesting aesthetics. 

 

Image 4.1. The shark going for the bait, (image capture from video footage) Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017 
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Image 4.2. An image captured few seconds apart from the same video footage can produce more of the monstrous image of the shark 

according to the editing, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

Firstly, most of the first-person perspective shots in the public forum is of sharks with their jaws 

open going for the bait, and since their predatory method includes independent movement of their jaws, the 

redness of the extended jaws are very striking (possibly due to biting the bait provided during the shooting, 

or the general redness in any jaw), giving the perception that they just arrived from a bloody feast, and 

possibly looking for more, or worst yet- in the process of eating ‘you’. Maybe it is the hard angles of their 

face/head which potentially is related to fear or aggression perception, and indeed some visual perception 

research indicate that acute angular cues of facial features have more of an aggressive effect on the 

observers than rounded ones (Aronoff, Woike, & Hyman, 1992; Barrett, Mesquita, & Gendron, 2011; Fink, 

Neave, & Seydel, 2007; Larson, Aronoff , Larson, Aronoff, Sarinopoulos, & Zhu, 2009) . 
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Image 4.3. The dreaded triangular fin, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

The other symbol that we associate sharks with is the raised dorsal fin, a perfect triangle- if ever 

there was one in the animal kingdom. So much so that the scuba diving hand symbol of shark is two palms 

making a triangle over the head of the diver signalling to their buddy. There has even been be comparison 

made with the triangular shape of the fin of the shark in Jaws and images from Hitchcock’s movies which 

were influential upon it: “In both films, the swath of violence is symbolized by a triangular shape. It is the 

sign of Hitchcock’s Avenger killer, and it also signifies death in Jaws, in the shape of the shark fin…. 

Needless to say, connotations of sexual violence are inscribed in the symbol, the triangular ‘venus delta’ 

invoking both the sexual subtext of Hitchcock’s take on the ‘Jack the Ripper’ myth and the ambiguous role 

of the shark as both phallic aggressor and ‘vagina dentata’ (cf. Pollock 42)” (Griselda, 1976; Schwanebeck, 

2017). Furthermore, many times I have had people tell me (in Bluff during cage diving, and in different 

professional and personal interactions) that they think the White Shark is disproportionate, whereby they 

are thinking primarily of an open jaw of an animal, yet again the very representation of this angle of 

photography can explain this perception. But what about the claustrophobic void that can be seen in their 

open abyssal gape in almost all of these photographs? Can that have any effect on the observer? 



116 

 

 

In the book ‘Deadly Powers: Animal Predators and the Mythic Imagination’ (Trout & Ehrenreich, 

2011), Paul Trout (a retired associate professor of English at Montana State University), discussed how 

many myths in different cultures possibly evolved from our instinctual fear of predators and the 

environments they hunted in. He elaborated on some physical factors of predators and sensory elements of 

the environment which creates dread in us- even if we are potentially not in danger of being devoured by 

them in this day and age, some of those factors one can relate to the fear of White Sharks. Trout talked 

about the predator’s stare (Trout & Ehrenreich,2001, Chapter 3, part 1, para 6 [ chapter and section used 

because I have referred it from kindle ebook reader- which does not provide page numbers] ), and who can 

forget that from the iconic resemblance of a ‘dolls eyes’ from the movie Jaws (1975). Truly, when a 17-

foot White Shark puts his eyes out of the water while spyhopping the sense of insecurity and even 

inferiority that this creates in any watching human is vividly apparent.   

He also mentioned the fear of darkness (Trout & Ehrenreich, 2011, Chapter 3, part 1, para 67) 

where predators often hunted us, and of course the fear of teeth (Trout & Ehrenreich, 2011, Chapter 3, part 

1, para 17). However, what really caught my attention was the discussion exploring the fear of ‘predators’ 

gape’, tapping into our fear of being devoured: “In Polynesia, for example death is equated with being 

‘devoured’. ‘For when a person died it was customary to say he was eaten alive by the gods… which is apt 

to the extremely literal, that the soul of the dead were devoured by Miru [ the goddess who is known in 

Polynesian and NZ myth often referred to the deity of death (Encyclopedia Mythica, 1997) ]” In Greek 

mythology, time, the universal devourer, as depicted as a giant python… closes its “envenomed Jaws and 

little by little consume all things in our lingering death” (  Smith, 2003, pg. 334; and Ovid, 2004, 605; from 

, Trout & Ehrenreich, 2011, Chapter 3, part 1, para 15).    

There is an overpowering void and darkness in the gape of the White Shark, which may be related 

to our fear of darkness as Trout pointed out, along with the fear of the gape itself. White Sharks have a 

unique gape in the animal kingdom, every other predator who predates on humans has a thinner feeding 

tract than the white’s gape, and none have that observable ‘darkness’ and void proceeding into the ‘belly of 
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the beast’ that can devour us in our entirety. Crocodiles have palatal valve and whales have epiglottis to 

stop from ingesting water while hunting underwater, hence we cannot see directly into their stomach, but 

we can in sharks. Along with this open abyss of a mouth, we are also confronted with the 300 or so 3-inch 

serrated teeth which decorates its entrance. This is especially a powerful image in case of a White Shark 

because of their huge girth as compared to most other predatory sharks, for example the largest known 

living White Shark Deep Blue, is estimated to have girth of eight feet across (Lampen, 2019). Even if other 

sharks are quite long, no predatory shark has such big a girth, which gives them such an imposing 

presence. It is even a different visual experience compared to the largest two fish on earth- the Whale 

sharks and the Basking shark, because they do not possess large predatory teeth, even if they have a large 

gape (adding to the fact that they do not move and attack as fast as a White Shark). So, in this fear of being 

eaten alive by a giant fish in an alien environment, our demise is symbolized by the giant claustrophobic 

hollow that one sees when looking into their open mouth. 

 

Image 4.5. The darkness and the claustrophobia of the cave engulfing Raj, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2015. 
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Image 4.6. The darkness and the claustrophobia inside the mouth of a White Shark, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2016. 

Can deeper explorations of human cognition explain more about our fear of White Sharks? David 

Ropeik, a risk communication instructor at Harvard, argued that our fear of sharks is related to availability 

heuristics, which is where the brain creates short cuts for us to recognise any potential risk of a situation, 

no matter how much improbable the situation of fear to occur may be (Kahneman, Slovic, & Tversky, 

1982; Ropeik, 2010). Psychiatrist Dr. Frank Gaskill pointed to emotion over decision making than 

cognition, where our decisions and actions in the world are effected more by our emotions than mere 

objective analysis of the data around the visuals that are created after a shark bite, and the media 

presentation of them become more potent in affecting our decisions while engaging with the ocean, and the 

topic of sharks, than the shark bite statistics present (Gaskill, 2016). So even if we have knowledge of the 

shark attack statistics, the fear we have of sharks is more potent in our reaction to them, and decision 

regarding actual and potential encounters with them. Indeed, psychological investigation indicates, 

emotional and body state has effect on decision making (Dolan, 2002), feeling and thinking in judgement 

and decision making (Schwarz, 2000), even in choice of consumerism, decision of purchase is often related 
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to affective reaction to a product, rather than entire reliance on cognition (Shiv & Fedorikhin, 1999). And 

political scientists note the effect of emotional issues on policy formation even in case of human shark 

relationships (Pepin-Neff, 2019). Psychologist Dr. Simon while discussing a person’s fear of shark in a 

swimming pool argued that, primarily because in that particular case the person was afraid of sharks only 

when he was alone in the darkness of  a pool, that may be it was more related to the unknown and danger 

just outside our awareness, and the fear of uncertainty and lack of control- than the fear of the shark itself 

(Simon, 2014) .  

Maybe this claustrophobia and fear of darkness is also associated with the murky waters these 

sharks are often associated with. As Trout (Trout & Ehrenreich, 2011) indicated, the fear of darkness may 

be also linked with our fear of the dark environment animals who predated on us were masters of. The 

DAN (Divers Alert Network) website mentioned that: “Sensory deprivation -- e.g., limited visibility, 

murkiness, loss of spatial orientation -- can also cause illusions, particularly when visibility is impaired. 

Anxiety associated with this environment can cause heightened suggestibility and result in mistaking fish, 

other divers and objects for sharks or other threatening entities”  (Cempbell, n.d.). 

We can further relate this effect of sensory deprivation with the concept of sensed presence. Sensed 

presence is a cognitive theory which is related to evolutionary agency detection mechanisms, in times of 

distress and uncertainty (Granqvista, et al., 2005; Cheyne, 2001; Shermer, 2010; McAndrew, 2015).  It is 

“...the experiential component of a threat detection mechanism that gives rise to interpretive efforts to find, 

identify and elaborate sources of threat” (Cheyne, 2001, pg.2). Such presence may be felt in different kinds 

of situations of distress and extreme unease, such as in darkness, in isolation, in a state of fatigue, hunger, 

dehydration and fear. These situations lower the threshold of alertness of our flight or fight mode, a mode 

related to hyper-activation of our sympathetic nervous system, and glandular secretion such as adrenaline 

(Seligman, Walker, & Rosenhan, 2001).  In such situations the brain can create a narrative from cues in the 

surrounding environment when there is lack of insufficient stimuli to analyse any potential threat. Cheyne 

noted that such a presence is often related to a reflection on a monitoring presence of the ‘other’ and relates 
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it to the sensation of helplessness and vulnerability that prey may feel while being stalked by a predator- 

“A threatening, malignant or evil intent is frequently ascribed to the presence” (Cheyne, 2001, p.g.144). 

The White Shark is the other waiting for us in the darkness of the abyss in our perceived isolation. 

While there are all these approaches to dissect our fear of these animals, still, the reasoning for this 

fear is far from clear, it is as murky as the environment they often hunt in. Furthermore, it is probably 

different for different individuals, but it is certainly more complicated than it is generally considered to be. 

Having said that, the reality is, an encounter with a White Shark is a rare thing. There are none in any 

aquarium in the world at the current time (2019) and the chances of actually ever seeing one of them in the 

flesh underwater, is quite minuscule, anywhere else in the world- hence it is safe to say the contemporary 

image of the White Shark has become a far more significant part of public (and for few-personal) 

mythology than the fish themselves.  

4.3. Creation of a hyperreal monster. 

Maybe the world was ready for a monster, a monster which was close enough to reality to exist but 

resembled all the worst fears we could conjure up- cue 1975- and the movie Jaws (Spielberg, 1975). The 

story- with certain elements of Hitchcock like horror treatment of the film (Schwanebeck, 2017), and the 

music- initiated creation of this monster (Biancorosso, 2010; Nosal, Keenan, Hastings, & Gneezy, 2016). 

Finally, mass media found an entity in form of an animal who was the perfect candidate for creating the 

myth and the image of the Great White Shark– a mindless man eater; in fact it was even termed as “Teeth 

of the sea” (Kermode, 2015). Due to the far-reaching effect of Hollywood on global popular culture a 

hyperreal monster was born.  

In the early 1980s Baudrillard “coined the term ‘hyperreality’ to describe places that feel more real 

than the real world by blending an existing environment with simulated sensations” (Bonanni, 2006, pg. 

135). He aimed to examine  “… the relationships between reality, symbols, and society, in particular the 

significations and symbolism of culture and media involved in constructing an understanding of shared 
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existence ”(Leather & Gibson, 2019, pg. 3). Using examples of photography, advertisements, film making, 

news media, and even live attractions like Disney land, and malls- Baudrillard argued that these new 

realties and hyperreality is constantly redefining what is it to be real (Baudrillard,1994; Baudrillard, 1988; 

Baudrillard, Smith, & Clarke, 2015). In hyperreality, the original version of the objects, ideas or signs have 

no significance to the general consumers, because “it belongs to a different realm and therefore loses its 

referential value… Reality, in this sense, dies out.” (Wolny, 2017, pg. 76). To draw from Goffman’s earlier 

performance theory, reality is meticulously reduplicated, and the context and environment and settings are 

built around it to create the illusion of reality, much like in creation of fronts while creating personal social 

images [discussed in detail in later chapters] (Goffman, 1959). In this reality, meaning is created through 

systems of signs, and images interacting and working against and with each other. These meanings are 

understood through their differences, and in relation to other objects and ideas and what they are not 

(Wolny, 2017, pg. 76), much like the accepted reality that the  swimming beach is not a space for the wild 

and the unpredictable, but a place for controlled human existence.  

The materialization of hyperreality “…is to desire reality and in the attempt to achieve that desire, 

to fabricate a false reality that is to be consumed as real” (Kinder, 2012, pg.2). “In other words, hyperreal 

commodities are, in this context, commodities that enforce consumption-as-ideology through hyperreality 

by collapsing otherwise opposing characteristics of the “object.” (Kinder, 2012, pg. 10). In the current 

world shaped by the influence of human inventions and total simulation “we are without the normal 

referentials of the physical and of experience that we would use for comparison…”  (Bailey, n.d., pg.5). 

Even what is real, natural, or authentic is now debated in context of outdoor environments or experiences 

(Leather & Gibson, 2019).  
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Hyperreality is composed of two significant components, simulation and simulacrum. Simulacrum 

is the image, that is simulated to resemble something else without constituting the inherent property of it, 

and is merely an imitation (OED from Sandoz, 2003). Simulation is the process or practice of simulating or 

imitating, through the process of simulation a simulacrum takes on their function (Wolny, 2017). But in 

Hyperreality, the simulacrum has no more association with reality whatsoever (Macintosh, Shearer, 

Thornton, & Welker, 2000). “For Baudrillard, simulacra should not be considered as imitations of the real, 

but as ways which while offering images of the real, allow reality to evaporate into hyperreality as copies 

proliferate” (Bougen & Young, 2012, pg. 391). There are potentially four not overtly distinct phases of 

evolution of sign or image from the real to the hyperreal. In the first stage the image reflects a basic reality. 

In the second stage, the image masks and perverts a basic reality. In the third stage, the absence of the basic 

reality is masked. In the final stage, the image or sign bears no relation to any reality whatsoever, in effect 

it is its own simulacrum (Baudrillard, 1994, pg. 6), which is hyperreality. These phases are not in 

chronologic stages and are constantly changing and shifting with the evolution of global and local culture 

and the interpretation of them.   

I think the present image of the White Shark that the public is most acquainted with may be best 

expressed as a hyperreal (an image which is more than real), or parareal (an image which exists parallel to 

the reality) avatar of White Shark- the real fish. In other words, the hyperreal or parareal are not “non-real’ 

but either more than (hyper) or besides/alongside (para) and produced images by mass media (circulated 

through multitude of printed and virtual outlets) of the shark are grander than the reality, or they exist 

parallel to the reality. Another way to consider this draws upon Hindu thoughts. The word avatar has its 

genesis in Hindu mythology, one of the definition Mariam Webster uses to describe it is “A variant phase 

or version of a continuing basic entity” (Marriam-Webster, n.d.). For example, lord Vishnu has 10 avatar 

or images, each of the avatar has a different form or purpose, and according to the needs of the humans and 

the situations, the different avatars materializes (Das, n.d.). The White Shark also has different avatars as 

recognized by the humans, one which might have altered from time to time and place to place. To fishers 

who go to the sea and encounter them each day, they are often just another fish or fin in the water, and 
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sometimes other entities who compete with their catch. On the other hand, for fishers who aim at catching 

them for their products, they are just prey and an economic resource. By the same token when shark 

hunters caught them after Jaws, they were trophy and more a matter of pride than anything else. For 

biologist, they are often a symbol of a healthy ecosystem. For people who associate with them, they are a 

symbol of beauty, strength and vitality. But for a large section of the global society, since Jaws, they may 

have been a symbol of terror. And often the borders between these varied avatars of the same fish are 

permeable, and the identities morph and transmit among different groups, as this entire thesis will 

elaborate. 

“Consumer society in the Western urban “core” passes into hyperreality when being itself – our 

most human impulses and desires – is experienced and expressed through the commodity-form of 

consumer spectacle” (Miller & Del Casino, 2018, pg.664). Social media, the fake news, photoshopped 

images of celebrities, manufactured wars, hyperreal predates all of this. As Baudrillard put it “We are now 

in a new era of simulation in which ... the organization of society according to simulations, codes and 

models, replaces production as the organizing principle of society” (Baudrillard, 1994, pg. 118). Hence, 

according to the arguments of hyperreality- almost everything we perceive around us in this industrialized 

‘connected’ world is no longer ‘real’, but an exaggerated representation of the real, often created by 

concoction of different elements of different ideas, and more than real.  And as the real is no longer what it 

has been or used to be “…nostalgia assumes its full meaning. There is a proliferation of myths of origin 

and signs of reality; of second-hand truth, objectivity and authenticity” (Baudrillard, 2001, pg. 174). 

In a lecture from 1993, philosopher Rick Roderick discussed hyperreality and various image 

created and enacted in our day to day life. Roderick mentioned that different animals, rather images of 

animals like Dinosaurs and even the shark in Jaws were hyperreal concepts. “When I was a kid I used to 

dream about dinosaur, why would I need to dream about dinosaurs now, Steven Spielberg has made them, 

filmed them, they are more real than real dinosaur, they are hyperreal. You would be disappointed if you 

saw a Tyrannosaurs Rex after the movie, you would be disappointed, it won’t be as noisy, as scary as 
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frightening. Same as true with Jaws, I have caught some rather large sharks, I like to fish, but those real 

experiences are so boring… compared to jaws… Jaws is a hyperreal experience ” (The Partially Examined 

Life, 2012).   

Consequently, I propose if Jaws was a simulacrum of the real shark, almost everything that has 

been presented by the media in the last 30-40 years after that is a simulacrum of that simulacrum of Jaws, 

hence the contemporary image (rather than the shark in Jaws) is a hyperreal concept. That is, can we think 

back before ‘Jaws’ which created the widespread irrational negative image of the sharks- that the global 

connected society recognises them with since then? This image has very serious ‘real life ‘implications on 

the lives of the sharks, and human shark interaction. As Beryl Francis from Murdoch University put it:  

“The media has played a dominant role in shaping attitude towards shark conservation, shark attack 

representations and government policies around the world. When Steven Spielberg’s film Jaws 

about a ‘rogue shark’ was released in 1975, very little was known about sharks and the media 

exploited the public fear that it evoked for commercial gain. The media hype of sharks and shark 

incidents gave rise to an explosion of shark hunters, shark game fishing, shark tournaments, sharks 

artefact sales and commercial fishing. The result was a plunge in shark populations worldwide” 

(Francis, 2012, pg. 59).  

Christopher Neff made similar observations and proposed the term, ‘The Jaws effect’ (Neff, 2015; 

Neff & Hueter, 2013). Neff and Hueter (2013) argued, Jaws effect is when significant actors use fictional 

narrative like that from Jaws to explain real life events, and even effect policy creations. They further 

raised issues with the rogue shark hypothesis, which was proposed by Australian surgeon Victor 

Coppleson, and explained human shark conflict in Australian waters in the 1950s to a single shark. As Neff 

noted this theory got its footing furthermore from Jaws and created the enemy of the ‘other’ of 

intentionally targeting humans. In Australia’s case these false narratives were used as political tools to 

create legislation and policy. These policy creations in Western Australia were based on “movie mythology 

than evidence-based science. Indeed, fiction was used to overwhelm competing scientific evidence.”  
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(Neff, 2015, pg. 125). So, it can be argued that the fictional image was more potent than the ‘real’ fish. 

Consequently, I argue that the present hyperreal image of White Shark the fish, an image which keeps on 

giving to mass media, even now in form of exposure and revenue (much like in case of this thesis). 

This hyperreal ‘monster’ that is the White Shark comes in many forms. Like Rob Van Ginkel 

(2015) argued, the image of whales in the general public imagination are of a hyperreal creature, that 

resemble all the good and positive aspects of human condition and is a combination of multiple species of 

whales.  In comparison, the White Shark may personify all that is to fear of the unknown- associated with 

the human condition, and is created by amalgamation of multiple real sharks, and all those imagined ones- 

such as sharks which can swim in fresh water, which are bigger than ships, ones which are entirely black, 

and ones which has an especially defined taste for human flesh. There is the White Shark shown in 

National Geographic documentaries- which relates to a lot of concepts and presentation of the sharks we 

can consider reality, to the ‘legendary’ killer 35-foot shark in a Discovery channel docufiction, which is in 

a state between reality and fiction, and finally the vanishing of any reality in the form of the Sharknado, 

and Sand shark, and even in a series of books where a ‘gay shape shifting shark’ takes the form of a man, 

to have homosexual sex with humans (White, 2014). An analysis of human shark interaction in major 

publications from Australia and America from 2000- 2010 depicted that the majority were emphasising 

shark attacks even if the accounts of shark bites were quite minuscule compared to the number of humans 

entering the water (Muter, Gore, Gledhill, Lamont, & Huveneers, 2013). However, Jaws was such a 

success because of its ‘injection of reality’ as Roderick puts it (Partially Examined Life, 2012).  The 

extreme unreal (For e.g.- Sharknado [Ferrante, 2013] where shark are falling from the sky and eating 

people in a freak tornado) which most people realise is fiction can make the unreal look more real as in the 

docufiction ‘Shark of Darkness’ (Glover, 2014) which is a reference to Conrad’s novel Heart of darkness 

(Conrad, 1899). The beginning of the film gives this narration- “Megalodon- Submarine is a legendary 

shark, first sighted off the coast of South Africa in 1970, Eyewitness accounts say it is 35 Feet long. Its 

existence is highly controversial, events have been dramatized, but many believe submarine exists to this 
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day.” Even there was a disclaimer with it, “WARNING – this program features disturbing images of shark 

attacks, viewer discretion is strongly advised” (Glover, 2014).  

This disclaimer had nothing to do with any shark attack, that was ‘real’, and all the attacks were 

graphic and practical effects, in a fictional rescue. So much effort was put in making it all seem real- that 

they introduced a shark biologist in the film called Mel Thurmond, belonging to a shark research institute 

called South African marine research centre. This biologist was also presented as having a few YouTube 

videos expressing his frustration that no one believed his claims about a monster shark out there- no matter 

how much ‘proof’ he presented. However, a quick internet search will reveal that, not only was there no 

academic of this name researching such a topic, nor was there any research organisation of that name. But 

it was a successful endeavour, most people did not recognise the significance of this small part of the 

disclaimer “…events have been dramatized…” or in other word- completely made up! As a matter of fact, 

I had university students come up to me even in 2017, asking my opinion on the big shark that is out there, 

which they have seen in the ‘documentary’, an experience which seem to be similar with experiences of 

José Castro famed shark researcher (Castro, 2016) while talking about this docufiction. 

Hyperreality and simulacra, not only helps us to conceptualize the reality, but our perception of 

what is also imagined (Bougen & Young, 2012). With the advent of new technology, that which is real 

today, becomes unreal tomorrow, because unreal ideas can be made more real tomorrow through 

technological advancements. Advancements of technology shapes the contemporary ideas of the unreal and 

the real, for it is argued “…idea of the real and the real world is a cultural construction, certainly linked to 

the birth of the science and technology”(Smith, 2010, p. 95). An example may help explain this point; one 

evening my research assistant Soosan’s 14-year-old daughter and her friends ended up seeing Jaws, 

because they wanted to see a horror classic. However, when they actually saw Bruce (the shark in Jaws) 

they started laughing because he looked so ‘fake’ and were not petrified by the film like the generations 

before them. Understandably, they are a generation who have grown up seeing sophisticated computer 

graphics characters, and the animatronic puppet in Jaws which had such a pivotal role in shaping the 
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contemporary image of the White Shark made no impact on them, because of its ‘unreal-ness’, and the 

question may also be raised if viewing it on tv creates a difference in affective impact on the perception of 

the shark on the viewer as opposed to in a cinema hall, which would be a more engrossing experience.  

So, a hyperreal commodity transcending cultural paradigms was born. This hyperreal image 

proliferated via media outlets, utilizing a creature that was primed to be the ‘real’ monster of our times, 

gave rise to many industries including billion-dollar tv properties, and movies, as Neff (2015), public 

policy researcher at the university of Sydney noted on shark bites and its relation to the image: 

“The public is aware of shark bites and their interest has led to a cottage industry of entertainment 

and media to reinforce attention to these events. In motion pictures and on television, the portrayal 

of sharks is big business. For instance, a leading film website lists Jaws (1975) as the seventh 

highest grossing film of all time (adjusted for inflation), at more than $1 billion (Box Office Mojo 

2014). Meanwhile, the Discovery Channel’s Shark Week has generated ‘hundreds of millions of 

dollars in ad revenue’ (Tapper, 2013). In fact, no other animal, on land or in the water, generates 

the entertainment income that shark species do. From the book and motion picture Jaws, which 

manufactured a public panic, to the more than 25 television seasons of Shark Week, which keep the 

fears and fascination alive, the human–shark relationship presents a well-known story predicated on 

a primal battle for survival between human and shark” (Neff, 2015, pg. 115).  

However, one of the most unique industries this image gave birth to was a ticket to see this monster 

in flesh- the White Shark cage diving industry.  People from all over the globe congregate on small boats 

in four or five corners of the world, pay a lot of money- and get inside an aluminium cage- for one chance 

to behold this alleged monster. Always negotiating between Great White Shark, the hyperreal trope of 

‘man eating monster’ and White Shark the fish, WCN facilitates the coming together of two sentient 

species whose lives and oceanscapes are intertwined in similar political, social, legal, economic, and 

ecological forces. Maybe this entire operation is itself actually a hyperreal practice, where you pay to see 

White Sharks in a created ‘natural’ environment. 
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While discussing the real ness of the American wilderness Vidon, Rickly, & Knudsen, (2018) 

argued “The choice to use American wilderness to illustrate the ways postmodern authenticity 

accommodates psychoanalytical authenticity has been a deliberate one…wilderness is often held up as the 

authentic landscape par excellence. It is, however, hypernatural, a simulacrum, and thus provides the 

perfect opportunity to explore postmodern and psychoanalytical authenticities working together. With a 

combination of fantasy and seduction, hyperreality and meaning making, postmodern authenticity is 

manifest in the American wilderness of the Adirondack Park” (Vidon, Rickly, & Knudsen, 2018, pg. 68-

69). Indeed, Leather & Gibson, (2019) argued being outdoor, no matter how remote is not the real 

experience of nature we claim it to be, in the advanced capitalistic society we are all part of. On the same 

token what is the ‘real’ ‘natural’ experience in the oceanic wilderness? Something that may be questioned 

while looking at it through the lens of hyperreality. Is WCN not an orchestrated operation where the setting 

is created artificially? And everyone including the materials, the humans and sharks playing a part? I delve 

into these interesting questions in chapters no 7. 
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5. Conflict in NZ with White Sharks 

and WCN. 

 

 

Image 5.1. A poster handed out in Stewart Island, collected from Stewart Island, June 2016. 
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5.1. Introduction 

In 2016, an interesting poster was created and distributed by the Stewart Island locals. This poster 

depicted the underlying tension between a group comprised of the cage diving operators and the residents 

of Stewart Island and a group of the Stewart Islanders representing themselves as a “community of water 

lovers” opposed to the cage diving “business”. It claimed the operations are ‘training’ sharks to associate 

humans and boat with food. The poster raised the idea of danger to swimmers, kayakers, sailors, boaties, 

water-skiers etc- and divers [paua and recreational] - hence the use of the term “water lovers”, and its 

relation to the ‘businesses of cage diving. Even though this conflict was not the focus of my research, and 

the human community I was primarily focused on was Bluff, considering the attention it has received in 

NZ public psyche (often exemplified by newspaper reports from the last few years- details presented in 

later chapter), and the relation of Stewart Island with Bluff- in this chapter I present a concise picture of it 

from how I see it as a participant observer of WCN. 

5.2. The human- human conflict about WCN in NZ. 

CEESP (The Commission on Environmental, Economic and Social Policy) defined human- wildlife 

conflict as that which “…occurs when the needs and behaviour of wildlife impact negatively on the goals 

of humans or when the goals of humans negatively impact the needs of wildlife” (Madden, 2010, pg.248). 

Like discussed in the literature survey, Wilson, (2019) elaborated on being or becoming animals to now 

being concerned with people negotiating with creatures in contact zones. In such contact zones humans 

negotiate coexistence with other animals including coyotes, cougars in Americas, tigers and sharks. These 

interactions in such contact zones indicating to certain physical and conceptual boundaries, it is a struggle 

between ‘us’ and ‘them’, be it in home spaces, or safe swim zones (Wilson, 2019). However, it is generally 

acknowledged that human animal conflict often also concerns human- human conflict (Dickman, 2010; 

Pooley et al., 2017). As Madden, (2010) noted, “Human–wildlife conflict, however, frequently involves an 

equally important conflict between people who have different goals, attitudes, values, feelings, levels of 
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empowerment, and wealth. Conflict with wildlife may be rooted in struggles among people over 

empowerment and access to resources or needs for survival. The conflict may also stem from people who 

have different needs or levels of need, different perspectives on the world in which they live, and questions 

of who should have access to resources or control over them” (Madden, 2010, pg. 250). The hyperreal 

image of the White Shark in mass public psyche was intertwined with the conflict created between them 

and the humans in New Zealand. At the same time, it was also a conflict between the humans of different 

groups, all engaged in a social and ecological contact zone.  

Significant sections of the Stewart Island community held the belief that cage diving was increasing 

their chances of being attacked, because White Sharks were being attracted here - where they were not as 

prevalent before. It was also claimed that White Sharks were getting more aggressive and associating boats 

and humans with food (In chapter no 10, I elaborate on the latest ecological and biological research on the 

topic). As CEESP further noted, biological sciences are not sufficiently equipped to delve into these kinds 

of human-animal conflicts, and social sciences and interdisciplinary approaches are needed to play a 

significant part in them, exploring the sociohistorical reasoning for these conflicts (Madden, 2010). Hence 

what I do in this chapter is rather briefly contextualize the timeline of this conflict and explore the major 

social dimensions that might have played part in the emergence of this conflict. If my research was focused 

on this topic, I would have had to spend as much time with the Stewart Islanders as I did with the cage 

operators and Bluff, and it would have been a different PhD all together, but my research was not focused 

on this. Furthermore, because I was working with the cage divers, I would probably not been welcomed in 

Stewart Island. Rather, this chapter is just an introduction to the topic and creates an avenue for future 

research. 

Shark diving is a broad term, where you may or may not use scuba equipment, with or without 

cage, and be underwater or on the surface, and with varied species of sharks (Dive Worldwide, n.d.; Eco & 

Conservation Dive Liveaboard, n.d.; sharkcagediving, n.d.; MakeMyTrip Blog, n.d.; Scuba Diving, n.d.; 

Shark Diving Tours - Honolulu, Oahu, n.d.), and commercial shark diving is certainly not new in New 
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Zealand. There was cage diving with some different species of sharks off the coast of Kaikoura, NZ that 

began in 1998 which closed around 2001 allegedly due to lack of sharks. The dives attracted Mako and 

Blue sharks and was a rudimentary operation to say the least. However, for some reason it seems the fact 

that there were and ‘are’ sharks in the Kaikoura region has been erased from the town’s history because it 

has become a surfing, dolphin diving and whale watching town, and accounts of the shark diving and 

sharks are limited (Baker, 2001). Even if you ask people in the area if there are sharks there, you get a stern 

reply ‘No’. It is as if there is an intentional amnesia about sharks and cage diving in Kaikoura. One cannot 

help but draw the connection between this phenomenon, and Kaikoura’s other tourism attractions like 

diving with dolphins and other non- threatening species. Another example is the Sea Life Kelly Tarlton’s 

Aquarium of Auckland which has cage diving with sharks, with Wobbegong, School and Broadnose 

Sevengill Sharks (Kelly Tarlton’s Sea Life Aquarium, n.d.) . Furthermore, the National Aquarium of NZ in 

Napier also had snorkelling and diving with sharks  (Austin, 2018), like School Sharks, Rig, Sevengiller, 

Carpet sharks and Swell sharks  (National Aquarium of New Zealand, n.d.) . However, no operation has 

gained so much global and local attention and been the centre of controversy in the last decade as the 

White Shark cage diving off the coast of Bluff.  To provide an overview, here is the timeline of the Bluff 

operations; 

2009- Mike Haines started cage diving operations. 

2010- Paua MAc5 wanted shark cage diving regulated. 

2013- Stewart Islanders started protesting. 

November 2014- New Guidelines by DOC on NZ cage diving. 

December 2014- Maritime NZ, Produced safety guideline for commercial shark cage diving. 

December 2015- Further new guidelines- DOC. 

2016- Judge of Court stated that DOC did not have right to give out the permits. 

End of 2016- DOC gave the operators a temporary permit. 

September 2018- The Court of Appeal ruled that cage diving cannot be permitted. 
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September 2018- Peter Scott closed his operations (Shark Dive NZ) permanently, Mike Haines (Shark 

Experience Bluff, NZ) still aimed to continue. 

Till August 2019- Shark Experience completed its 2018- 2019 season, with a no bait policy, and are 

awaiting the verdict of the case from the Supreme Court. The future is very uncertain. 

October 2019- Supreme Court declared that the Court Of Appeal had made a mistake, and that cage diving 

should be allowed to operate. 

December 2019- Shark Experience started operating as the only cage diving operation in NZ. 

5.3. The fight against cage diving. 

After its beginning in 2009, around 2010, Paua MAc5 (the chief representative body of paua 

fishermen in Southland) wanted WCN regulated, and when DOC finally stepped in to create the permits 

for the operators a mutual agreement was created to work around Edwards Island. Also, the area around the 

island is quite shallow, about 8 to 12 m, so even if the sharks are near the bottom, there is the possibility of 

observing them, once tourists are in the cage. 

In 2016, 786 people headed by Helen Cave (one of the most influential business women on the 

island, and owner of the South Sea hotel  (Roy, 2016),  she was also distributing the pamphlet to stop cage 

diving, image no. 5.1) signed a petition [attached in the appendix] to stop the cage diving operations 

around Stewart Island ‘permanently’. She claimed that “almost all Stewart Islanders oppose the operations 

despite the financial benefits they may bring to the local economy” [ it is an interesting point to note, after 

Peter Scott shifted his cage diving operation (Shark Dive NZ) to Bluff, whatever limited economic benefit 

of cage diving Stewart Island was receiving must have decreased drastically anyway]. The petitioners 

stated their concern “…about the effects of shark cage diving operations off the coast of Stewart Island [8-

10 km away] on the environment, the sharks, and the local community” (Petition, 2014/16 of Helen Cave). 

An argument was made that cage diving brought sharks into areas near Stewart Island, where there has 

never been a large population of White Sharks and that also the White Sharks were getting more 
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aggressive, in effect increasing human and White Shark encounters and potentiality of a ‘shark attack’. The 

community was enraged with the practice, and even though the initial urge by Paua Mac5 was to regulate 

it, the situation was elevated into such a deeply emotionally charged topic that the Stewart Island 

community pleaded to ban the operations all together. 

Since then the nation was made more and more aware of the perceived risks and possible future 

atrocities happening around Stewart Island in the name of tourism by various news media features, often 

with headlines like… “Fatal shark attack likely if Stewart Island cage diving not stopped”; “It was like 

Jaws”, and “No longer safe to enter the sea” (Roy, 2016). Residents made emotive statements which often 

mentioned Jaws, and how before cage diving there was a peaceful coexistence between the man and the 

‘beast’, but now it is an attack waiting to happen: “In the old days, great White Sharks and the residents of 

Oban coexisted peacefully in the NZ waters off Stewart Island, but nowadays, it's more like a real-life 

version of Amity Island from the movie Jaws” (Strege, 2016). Finally, “Does it have to take someone 

gonna get eaten?" (Pennington, 2017). Political parties and ministers also joined in the discourse, party 

leader of NZ First, Winston Peters and MP Clayton Mitchell, attended a meeting with the islanders on 21st 

April 2015, to discuss the matter (ZB, n.d.). In the meeting the islanders wanted the permits revoked. 

On the 27th of April 2015, it was reported that Clayton Mitchell had called for a moratorium on 

shark diving. Mitchell laid the question to the Minister of Conservation, Maggie Barry in parliament, as 

reported on 15.6.18, Ms. Barry replied…“ Hon MAGGIE BARRY (Minister of Conservation): As the 

Minister of Conservation, I will not be taking any action as a result of the petition, but what I will be doing, 

as I have said from the start, is paying very close attention to the review that the Department of 

Conservation now has under way..” (Question Time,2018.). 

On the 4th Sep 2018, cage diving was declared impermissible in NZ waters by a ruling of the Court 

of Appeal based on an interpretation of the Wildlife Act 1953, because “disturbing, molesting and 

pursuing” of protected species was an offence under the act. Furthermore, the Court of Appeal argued that 

DOC had no authority to grant the permits to the cage dive operators (Stuff,2019). The case then moved to 
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Supreme Court. On the 5th September 2018, the Radio NZ website had a big headline- Court ruling sinks 

teeth into shark cage diving. The article read as follows: 

“PauaMAC5 said the [cage diving] companies were "pursuing" and "disturbing" the sharks, which 

posed a significant safety risk to nearby paua divers. In 2014, the then- minister Nick Smith 

announced that any shark-diving operations would need a DOC permit. PauaMAC5 supported the 

move but stressed that any permit must be issued with the safety of other water users in mind. DOC 

refused, arguing that public safety was outside its obligations under the Wildlife Act. The act 

specifies DOC may from time to time authorise any person to "catch alive or kill for any purpose" 

any protected wildlife. However, in 2016, a high-court judge questioned whether DOC had the 

power to authorise permits under the Wildlife Act, because shark cage diving did not involve 

catching or killing sharks.… [Helen Cave said] "It's been quite a concern... I have children and 

grandchildren that play in the water on Stewart Island. "She said the sharks are now conditioned to 

the food and people and felt it might take a while for the sharks to go away." They've been trained- 

these sharks - and I'm hoping they might forget their training, but I suspect there's a bit of cunning 

there and a bit of residual habit" (Doyle, 2018). 

 

 

5.4. The supporters of cage diving. 

Alternatively, other organizations came in support for WCN. As the TIA (Tourism Industry 

Aotearoa) Chief Executive Chris Roberts stated 

“It is disappointing to see that an activity previously approved by the Department of 

Conservation can no longer exist …shark cage diving is undertaken safely in many 

locations around the world, and there is international evidence that shark cage diving, when 

well-managed, does not change the behaviour of sharks. Sharks were not harmed in this 

activity… The activity drew people to the lower South Island and Bluff…The Wildlife Act 
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is 65 years old and is being applied to an activity that was never envisaged at the time the 

Act was passed”  (Tourism Industry Association, 2018).  

 

DOC also did not agree with the court’s decision; 

“DOC’s role, under the Wildlife Act, is controlling, managing, and monitoring impacts on great 

White Sharks… In 2014 we introduced a permitting system aimed at reducing the risk of harm to 

great White Sharks. On 2 June 2017 the High Court released its judgment that DOC did not have 

authority to issue permits for shark cage diving...This meant shark cage diving reverted to an 

unregulated activity, as it was before 2014… The latest findings, as of September 2018, mean that 

not only can the activity not be regulated, it is now an offence under the Wildlife Act…Shark cage 

diving had been operating near Stewart Island/Rakiura since 2008 [2009] where there is a stable 

resident population of great White Sharks in the waters around Stewart Island/Rakiura” 

(Department of Conservation, 2019). 

5.5. The current state of the WCN 

Finally, Peter Scott (the owner of Shark dive NZ) and his team decided to stop his operation 

altogether, and 30th Sep 2018, put up a public statement on social media;  

“We have decided we can’t continue to fight. With the threat of prosecution for us, our skipper, our 

crew and passengers, hefty fines and vessel forfeiture, it just isn't worth risking continuing in the 

face of the illegal ruling... It’s staggering to us that an argument based on illogical reasoning and 

fear has led to an entire industry being shut down WHEN THERE HAS BEEN NO SCIENTIFIC 

EVIDENCE of the accusations and in fact worldwide evidence substantiates our stance. Shark cage 

diving is essential for shark conservation and ensuring education about the Great White Shark 

population at Stewart Island has been Shark Dive NZ’s number one priority. Sadly, the fear and 

hatred that the Haters have towards sharks that inhabit their waters, will continue to be treated as 



137 

 

 

truth by those that are unwilling to learn otherwise. Secondary to that is as a result of the court 

decision, unemployment for the Bluff locals that were our very valuable crew, reduced nights for 

the region’s accommodation providers and less visitors to the town’s hospitality establishments, in 

a town that could do with the economic benefit these visitors provide" (Shark Dive New Zealand, 

2018). 

 

 On August 2019, Mike Haines (Shark Experience Bluff, NZ) told me that he still wanted to fight 

this ruling and completed his 2018-2019 operations. However, he altered his operation with the 

introduction of a no bait policy, with just the use of chumming to bring the sharks close to the boat. But the 

future remained very uncertain, as they awaited the final verdict from the Supreme Court. On 11th October 

2019, the Supreme Court ruled, that the Court of Appeal had made a mistake, and that cage diving should 

be allowed to operate. 

Mike mentioned in conversation (Feb, 2017) that, initially the objection was from the paua divers, 

but it then expanded to the rest of the island [ and now a large portion of NZ general population]- 

“Everyone is related, and friends- and you always support your locals, as I would do”. He noted paua 

divers are thought to be really adventurous people and hold high prestige in their community. Even if they 

don't have high social standing, they are certainly understood to be a unique breed, considering its innate 

dangers (with the weather and the sharks). Also, the people who were originally from Stewart Island were 

either fishermen, or have something to do with the ocean, and are not really bothered with tourism. 

Having said that, it appeared that there was certainly an element of jealousy as to why only Mike 

and Peter got the opportunity to work with the sharks, and once in a meeting about cage diving someone 

stood up in protest at that these operators were not locals. I asked Mike (2017) about his personal 

relationship with the Stewart Islanders, Mike replied “At the end of the day I have known number of them 

for years, they haven't shown too much animosity against me personally. I would be disappointed if they 

attack me on an individual basis. Some of the issues they of course have is certainly unfounded, a lot of it 
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is about us feeding the sharks. But then again, they know that we don't, because we're not allowed to, and 

we don't need to. In fact, if you look at the amount of bait, we have lost last season, it is pretty minuscule. 

And none of them ever even came to our boat to see the operation.”  I then asked about the stated concerns 

about safety, and Mike replied:  

“As far as the sharks getting aggressive, if you look at the sharks before the females arrive you will 

see many of them have large bite marks on them, that's why we are assuming that it's a competition 

between them and has nothing to do with us. Think of a pack of dogs, who are aggressive towards 

each other because there is a female who is in heat- I think it is a same thing here. As for the safety 

of the kids swimming, they know there were always sharks around, they been doing that for 50 - 60 

years! That's why schools used to have watchers, some kids used to watch, while others swam [I 

met a resident of Stewart Island who agreed with the premise]. Why did they get the swimming 

pool? Because sharks were the issue, there was this guy, who walked from Bluff to top of North 

island, to raise the money for the pool [ It was a local publican who rode on his bicycle from Cape 

Reinga to Bluff in 1971 (Morris & Beaven, 2012) ]. So, for them to come up and say this is 

happening because of the shark cage diving is ludicrous” (Feb 2017). 

 

Indeed, it seems the sharks were one of the reasons for building the pool: “The Halfmoon Bay 

Community Pool was first developed in the early 1970s as a basic, concrete, cyclone-fenced, rain water 

filled extension of the wider ocean that the Halfmoon Bay community literally has as our constantly 

changing vista. However, this pool of water is not so deep and doesn't contain big biting fish, crashing 

waves or seaweed” (A Pool to be Proud Of, 2012). The owner of the supermarket in Bluff also mentioned 

“one of our workers, who is from Stewart Island always keeps on talking about it and says, that as long as 

she remembers, when they went swimming, someone would be on a boat and when they see a shark they 

just call out and everyone would get out. She says this goes back to her grandparents” (Jan 2017). Then 

there is the fact that fishermen had always caught and gutted fish in the Foveaux, and near the island, 
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which historically attracted sharks, and fishermen knew that there were big White Sharks around the island 

(https://www.whitepointer.cloud/). 

 

Image 5.2. Fishermen gutting fish in the Foveaux around the cage diving operation, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2016 

5.6. The human White Shark conflict. 

Sharks attacking humans. 

 

 
Image 5.3. Vaughn and Raj, Timaru, Soosan Lucas, 2016. 

https://www.whitepointer.cloud/
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One of the important factors that seem to effect human-animal conflict is the perception of risk 

from a species. This perception can be often disproportionate to the actual risk involved, because it is 

culturally created. Specifically, “Large, highly visible and potentially dangerous species are particularly 

likely to generate disproportionate antagonism” (Dickman, 2010, pg. 461). Hence, to understand the 

genesis of the conflict between the human groups, we need to situate ourselves in the human-White Shark 

conflict in NZ and in the Southland and Otago region. There has been five confirmed fatal, and about seven 

nonfatal White Shark bites on humans in NZ in recorded history (Shark Attack Data, n.d.). These bites are 

far and wide in between, but when they do happen, they are violent and often life altering, such as in the 

case of Vaughn Hill near Pitt island, about 20 km from the south east coast of Chatham Island, NZ in 1996. 

By a freak stroke of luck Soosan used to teach in the school where Vaughn’s young girl was a student in 

Timaru. Soosan tells the story that the first time she saw him, there was a man without his right arm, 

wearing a Jaws t-shirt and teaching kids to swim. She contacted him about me once when I was in Timaru, 

and he was gracious enough to tell me his story (February 2016.) 

In 1996, Vaughn was diving for paua off the coast of the Chatham Islands, NZ. Having a good 

dive, he was surfacing, when he suddenly realised there was no fish around. Not paying too much attention 

to it, he continued. Suddenly, he felt a strong bump on his shoulder, and when turned to his right, he saw a 

big black gape a couple of feet away coming at him… the shark looked at him right in the eye and took a 

bite of his arm, he hit its eye with his paua hook but lost consciousness. When he regained his senses, he 

realized he was floating on the surface, quite a distance from his boat. He knew it was a shark, and it was 

around, and he signalled his boat to come and pick him up. As his friends came to get him out of the water, 

his suit got entangled, and without them knowing that he was not on the boat yet, they started off. So, he 

was being dragged by the side of the boat and was drowning, until someone actually saw that and stopped. 

His friends finally got him out of the water still not realizing the intensity of the attack because of his 

wetsuit, but that suit was saving his life by keeping pressure on the blood flow. They set off for the shore, 

and on the boat, he was in a state of acceptance of his imminent death, lost consciousness and even had 

strange visions (which I did not probe into because it seemed to make him uncomfortable). 



141 

 

 

After they reached the port he was put on the back of a truck and driven to the only airstrip on 

Chatham through hard cobbled roads, and then flown off to Wellington hospital. It was reported that he 

had lost 50% of his blood and had just a bone hanging off his right arm. When they got him off the plane, 

the ground was coloured red like that from a freshly slaughtered sheep, and he had to be given 24 units of 

blood. He survived with an amputated right arm, however to Vaughn, the shark attack itself was a very 

short incident, what was more significant was the process of recuperation after that; overcoming his fear of 

the water, and to provide for his young girl with his disability as a paua diver. But his fighting spirit 

persisted, and he also became a champion for allowing NZ paua to use scuba gear while diving (which was 

not permitted before to control over harvesting of paua).  

There has never been a White Shark bite related fatality in Southland, but even though there was 

always an awareness that White Sharks were around NZ in particular the Otago and Southland region the 

general public did not properly acknowledge their lethal potential until a series of fatal White Shark bites 

in the 1960s off the coast of Dunedin ( Jøn & Aich, 2015 ).  

A series by Stuff, NZ (Mcneilly, 2018) recounted the stories associated with these five shark 

attacks in Dunedin, during the 1960s, three of which were fatal. In one particular fatal attack that happened 

on William Blacks in 1967, his body was never recovered (an unusual phenomenon by itself), which had a 

devastating long-term effect on his family, as his grieving sister recalled “the fact his body was never 

found… It took me actually those 40 years to get over it.” (Mcneilly, 2019, no pg.). These incidents scarred 

the community and, in some way, even brought them closer, but most importantly, it made them painfully 

aware of the imminent danger out there in their playground, and Dunedin became the first city in NZ to 

have shark nets in 1969. One could imagine the release of Jaws around 1975 on this fresh ‘wound’ could 

not have helped the fear of the White Sharks in the region. And the hyperreal image of the White Shark 

may have been perpetuated ever since. At least in four of my interviews I was told by residents of Bluff  

that they got so affected by Jaws that some of them stopped swimming from the wharf, and one long time 

diver even stopped diving in the Foveaux, I would imagine the similar effect of the film on other ocean 
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going communities, however I have not come across any academic publications elaborating on it, perhaps 

it is an avenue for more detailed research on the topic. 

One unfortunate incident took place around Chatham Island, near Pitt Island, on 14th July 2019, 

when a paua diver was bitten from the side, and was dragged for 20-25 feet. Paua industry council chief 

executive Jeremy Cooper noted, he was only saved because he had his harness and back on (scuba diving 

equipment which has been allowed to be used by paua divers in the last five years according to the report). 

Now, even though obviously, this incident had nothing to do whatsoever with Bluff or WCN, the graphic 

nature of the incident, and especially since it was on a paua diver, this cannot be good for the image of 

WCN.  

Humans attacking sharks. 

 

Image 5.4. “Fangs for coming . . . J. Abernethy and J. Noble land the largest White Pointer caught in Otago Harbour, in 1900. The 

big fish is estimated to be more than 6m long” (Benson, 2009) 
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Human disproportionate aggressive response towards the species in conflict may be attributed to 

the feeling of frustration and lack of control that people feel in their position (Madden, 2010). Even though 

White Sharks are a protected species in NZ, due to the conflict between the cage divers and the Stewart 

Islanders, sharks are allegedly losing their lives. In the beginning of 2016, it was alleged by the cage dive 

operators that a White Shark was killed by the Stewart Islanders to take revenge on the cage diving 

operations. There was even a petition started to stop killing of the sharks (Kirk, n.d.). As Mike mentioned 

to me, “We got to stop this, but the issue is Department of Conservation is doing nothing with the 

information we are giving them, because they are not motivated by their hierarchy. They’ve had an 

opportunity two years ago when Zane [a local of the region] killed a shark, shot dead. It was on national 

TV [external reference not found], what did they do about it? Nothing! When we talked to them a little 

later about it, they said we can't do anything about it- because it's already been too late; statute of 

limitations” (Interview, Mike Haines, May 2016). 

One of the reasons these killings supposedly happen is there is a belief among the cage divers that 

if a shark is killed and left in the area, other sharks seem to leave the area. I delve into this in chapter 9. 

Whether or not there is strong enough evidence to support this is irrelevant here, as it has yet to be 

empirically tested, what is more important to consider is the effect of the idea on the lives of the sharks. If 

the fishermen really do believe in this, it means sharks are being killed illegally, but as the result of two 

conflicting human groups. Furthermore, if this is true in any form, then the annual migration ritual of 

White Shark which might have been taking place in the region for hundreds if not thousands of years may 

have been adversely affected by the actions of a handful of humans. 
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5.7. A complex social conflict. 

Indeed, it does seem that multiple social factors can explain this human-animal conflict over WCN. 

Human-animal conflict research indicates that public anger to human- animal conflict is not directly related 

to the property or material value lost. Rather it is more related to the perception of potential risk and lack of 

control in avoiding it (Madden, 2010). Therefore, the fear of attacks of these animals who are perceived as 

specifically targeting humans, and the intangible costs or psychological cost of danger, seemed more 

important than the tangible benefits, like the tourism revenue created from cage diving (Pooley et al., 

2017). Hence whatever revenue Stewart Island residents are/were receiving from the cage diving may seem 

irrelevant in comparison to the loss of their perceived state of peace, and lack of physical safety. 

There were also other social factors. For example, in a few African societies, there are beliefs that 

predatory animals like crocodiles are often bewitched by humans and directed to harm their opposing 

groups (Pooley, 2016). Even though literally not witchcraft in the Stewart Island White Shark case, it 

might have been a similar feeling of others training and causing big biting fish to come to one’s shore who 

were not there before. Dickman (2010) noted people are more likely to take risks if the activity is 

voluntary, and not caused by others - such as in case of the people swimming around Stewart Island with 

watchers looking for sharks, as opposed to cage diving making the sharks come their way. In short, the 

islanders felt they had lost their agency- they felt dangerous situations were being created by the decisions 

of others. 

Furthermore, as Dickman pointed out, our reaction to a certain threat from a certain animal is also 

related to the level of intrinsic dread involved, if something can be resolved calmly and in time, or has to 

be dealt immediately (Dickman, 2010). And what is more urgent than an imminent attack on our children 

from a hyperreal monster when they are swimming in what used to be the safe backyard? Finally, Dickman 

also talked about how a conflict may be indicative as reaction towards certain social change, which can be 
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seen happening in Bluff and Stewart Island, where the residents claimed everyone was happy and the 

humans and animals were peacefully coexisting before the outsiders (the cage diving tourists) came. In this 

case I might also add, the ‘other’ here was not only the tourist coming to the island, who the islanders not 

necessarily wanted, and can do without; it is the cage divers using their space and resources, and indeed the 

sharks themselves invading the ‘safe’ beaches. 

Hence a national human- animal and human- human conflict was created from fear and frustration 

of a group who were surrounded by large predatory fish who may pose immediate danger; who did not 

need cage diving tourism as a primary industry; who gave more reverence to the non-tangible value to the 

tangible ones; wanted to maintain the perceived isolation and safety of their land, and were led by leaders 

who held power and admiration in their closed knit community. It was not that Stewart Island did not want 

tourists, but they did not want the cage diving tourism to affect their ‘original’ state of life. 
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6. Bluff’s relationship with White Sharks 

and WCN. 

6.1. Introduction  

Considering the large revenue stream shark tourism brought globally, clearly there was the 

possibility of creating a successful industry in Bluff, if proper strategies were put in place. However, the 

community was divided on their attitude towards the sharks, and the operations which allegedly bring them 

to their coast. In this chapter, I explore Bluff’s relation to White Sharks and WCN, and what might be a 

potential way of creating avenues of benefits for the community from WCN. 

6.2. Bluffies interaction with White Sharks. 

Fishermen from Bluff had always seen White Sharks in the Foveaux Strait, evident by Steve’s 

transcripts in White Shark Chronicles (https://www.whitepointer.cloud ), and from my interviews with 

locals. Generally, they were not considered to be monsters, but ‘just sharks’, part of the daily realities in a 

sea person’s life. However, most non-fishermen from Bluff I talked to had never encountered White 

Sharks, no matter how long they have been in the area. As Carwyn mentioned “We had a dive club called 

Foveaux Explorer, we dived here for 10 years, I have done over 200, and Mike over a 1000, but we never 

saw a White Shark. The only time we see them is when we use tuna to attract them” (January, 2017). 

An interview with a long-term resident of Bluff Mary (James Spencer’s great great granddaughter), 

revealed, the freezing works always brought sharks to Bluff. “There have always been offshoot going into 

the sea from the meat works. All the blood would go into the ocean through pipes, and there would be 

heaps of sharks, there are probably sharks still there. Sharks even came up the harbour, when we were kids, 

https://www.whitepointer.cloud/


147 

 

 

we used to swim in the sea, we were always told to watch out for sharks. My father got a big grey nurse 

shark down there in the 50s, I have a photograph somewhere. It was about 18-foot-long, they had it on 

display in the main street for about three weeks.” Peter, also a native of Bluff, and Mary’s friend said, 

“They were just a shark, even as a kid, people used to tell us don’t get your feet nipped by a shark, it 

wasn’t a big deal.” I asked if Mary ever had seen White Sharks in all the years she has been here, any in 

the harbour. “No, there were no pointers in the harbour, and I have never seen one, and I go to the Mutton 

bird Islands every year.” (January 2017). 

Mary showed me the photographs of the shark her father caught, and indeed it was that of a great 

White Shark. The first photograph (image no 6.1.) was from 1955-56 on the Bluff wharf. Mary’s father, 

Alfie Ryan and Uncle Jimmy Roderique caught the White Shark around ‘Smoky’ Stewart Island on the 

fishing boat Eleanor, but she always thought it was a Grey nurse shark. In the second photo (image no 6.2.) 

Mary’s uncle Jim was cleaning the shark, he was the person who caught the shark. The shark was so big 

that it was towing the boat the other way, Uncle Jimmy was thinking of cutting the line. Mary thought that 

they must have ultimately shot the shark and carried it home by tail because sharks die when the water 

passes through their gills the other way. 
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Image 6.1. Mary’s Father’s caught White Shark (1955-1956). 
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Image 6. 2. Mary’s Father’s caught White Shar (1955-1956). 
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So now the question may be raised, if there were sharks in Bluff, were there ever White Sharks in 

Bluff? Soosan and I were conducting archival research in Bluff and Invercargill and contacting all the 

libraries and museums in hope of getting any material regarding Bluff and White Sharks. Late December 

2016, the Invercargill museum curator sent me a recently acquired photograph from the early 20th century, 

which raised more questions than answers (image no 6.3). It was of a big male White Shark (with visible 

claspers), allegedly caught in Bluff in the early 1900s, displayed on top of a sled, and everyone standing 

proud of themselves behind it. A body bruised with harpoon wounds, and as in many of the cases with a 

White Shark corpse, the mouth open with a bit of wood to display his jaws, and teeth. The museum was not 

sure where it came from, when it was exactly taken, or any other detail. I was extremely inquisitive, was it 

caught in Bluff? Does it mean Bluff have older interaction with White Sharks, than even most current 

residents realize? 

 

Image 6.3. White Shark caught in Bluff wharf early 20th century (source Invercargill museum). 
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The Bluff Museum curator was also able to uncover a few photographs of Bluffies with White 

Sharks. There was one with a Bluffie with a White Shark jaw (image no 6.4.), and one newspaper article 

which answered some important questions regarding the image uncovered by Invercargill museum (Image 

no 6.5.). The Bluff history group had also sent me the same report, be it in a different iteration. So, at some 

point there were actually shark catching contests in Bluff, and an alleged 18-foot White Shark was caught 

at the port in 1910 and was supposed to be the biggest shark ever caught in the Foveaux (which is 

obviously an overestimation of the size as in most cases with White Sharks). Mr. Vic Metzger caught the 

shark, with a special hook and a leg of mutton near the wharf, and the old custom office, about where 

Mary’s father’s shark was displayed. The carcass was first displayed in Bluff, then displayed in 

Invercargill show ground with one-shilling admission fees. Even here the marketable commodity of “the 

man eater” was recognized, and women’s underwear were displayed alongside which were supposedly 

found inside the shark to intensify the idea of the beast preying on the beauty. 

 

Image 6.4. Untiled image of Bluff fisherman with a white large shark Jaw early 1900s (no more info, source bluff Museum).
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Image 6.5. White Shark got in Bluff wharf 1910, source Bluff history group, no date. 
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Furthermore, a blog of an archival researcher interested in White Sharks in NZ, (Lyes, 2013), 

revealed a similar incident from 1904. Lyes focused on a particular image of a White Shark in Bluff (image 

no 6.6.) and brought forward a few newspaper reports of the time. The Southland Times reported on 

February 1904, that due to the warm weather at the time, a large shark was seen in Bluff wharf, and two 

other sharks were caught from the wharf. The same month, another large ‘brute’ 15 ft in length that was 

prowling the wharf for some time was caught. Lemuel also pointed out to another report in the Taranaki 

newspaper which wrote of potentially the same incident. The report mentioned, that it was usual to see 

sharks in Bluff around the summer, but the sharks caught in those few months were exceptionally bigger [it 

should be noted when the report says that there were sharks in Bluff during the season, maybe the 

distinction was not always made what species of sharks they were- they were just big sharks, so there could 

have been more White Sharks swimming there]. Apparently, a large shark caused the fishermen quite a lot 

of anxiety, as it followed around the boats. And the fishermen even threw away food into the water in fear. 

Finally, it was caught as it was swimming near the wharf, and it was 12ft.2inch long, and seven feet in 

girth. 

 

Image 6.6. White Shark caught in Bluff, unknown source, date unknow 
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On getting these resources, I wanted to tell Mary of my findings of White Sharks in Bluff, so I 

called her at her home. Mary revealed to me that the custom house mentioned in the photograph was the 

shed just next to where we anchor our boat every morning. She was shocked and said, ‘but we always used 

to swim in there’. Did these bits of information prove that White Sharks are always around Bluff, and cage 

diving by any chance cannot attract White Sharks to its shores because they are always there? The answer 

must be No! But what it indicated was that Bluff may have had a longer history of interaction, cohabitation 

and conflict with White Sharks than even the community is aware of, and even if the sharks did come to 

Bluff now, it is not necessarily always related to the cage diving. 

So, the obvious question was if sharks were such an everyday part of life, why were people so 

afraid of them now? The answer to this question was related to Jaws, to my astonishment, it seemed even 

in this long-term fishing community, the White Shark was turned into a monster after the film. This was 

particularly true for the children at the time, for many who never had encountered them, or did not even 

know they were there in the region. When asked about the reason of this fear Mary said, “Because they 

watched Jaws! Before that, we didn’t really care. I think Jaws changed our ideas, even me, before when I 

used to go to the mutton bird island in our dinghy, I never used to bother, but now I think twice. I used to 

put my hand in the water, daddy used to slap us and tell us not to do it. Barracuda, or shark can come up 

and grab your hand, we used to laugh at it, but now I realise he was right. All the kids became afraid, and 

we used to have fun with each other – “Look out Jaws is coming”. So, all that changed after Jaws? “I 

reckon so! But I think my father’s generation knew it was just a movie, it was more our generation that was 

really effected.” Peter Mary’s friend and a long-term resident of Bluff exclaimed, “So they were already 

there, but we never thought about them?!” The old fisherman Marley was the father of the owner of 

Anchorage café and wine bar and has fished all around. In an interview, (2016) Soosan asked him why did 

he think people in this region thought sharks were monsters? His reply had somewhat of a similar 

sentiment as Mary’s: “Probably because they bite people's arms off! (Everyone laughed) I suppose the 
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bloody film Jaws didn't help it. Kids see that, and it's in your head and you grew up an adult with that in 

your head, but the fishermen, did not think it was very good”. 

Yes, it did seem Jaws had a very powerful impact on the community, even with people who had 

been around water all their lives. I asked Stony (one of the long-time local resident and fisherman of the 

region) about his opinion of cage diving, and the sharks: “They're not evil, just that they put every hair of 

your body on end, even if you see a decent one.” Do you think cage diving can increase people's risk in this 

area? “I don't personally believe so, but I don't walk underwater, when I saw the movie Jaws, I didn't even 

take a shower for a month. I don't go diving, because I know what's out there. My son does, and when I 

was his age I did it too, but no thank you.” 

6.3. Bluffies and WCN. 

Considering the national engagement with the cage diving conflict, the monstrous image of the 

sharks in the global and indeed the local perception, and Bluffies affinity for isolation, the attitude of 

Bluffies towards WCN was divided. As mentioned in chapter 3, Bluffies liked the isolation the place 

provided, and were dissatisfied with the increase of foreigners who do not belong here and felt WCN 

brought more problems than benefits to the community. I asked Mary… “So, what is the community’s 

thoughts on the cage diving?” “They don’t like it, it is wrong. They said that a shark followed the boat up 

to the new wharf, where the kids swim, someone is going to be hurt one day. Before, we have never heard 

of White Sharks, we have heard of other ones, but not White Sharks. Near the Mutton Bird island, the boys 

would be in the houses upon the hill, and they used to see fins passing by occasionally, I think they see 

more of them now, because them fiddling with the White Sharks, and feeding them.” I asked what she 

thought of the money coming to Bluff from cage diving “I can’t see that, only to the owner’s pockets. 

Tourists are not going to spend all that money in cage diving and spend heaps of money in Bluff too.” 

Mary was not the only person who felt that cage diving did not bring enough revenue in the region to 

justify its existence, Lisa the hotelier shared similar emotions. “The cage divers are a small part of my 
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business. Most of the people here, are to visit, or travelling to Stewart Island. As a matter of fact, the shark 

diving is more stressful to me. Because of the weather, they don't go out, and the diving is cancelled 

frequently. So, the tourist cancels the rooms too, and it is more pain than any good. I don't think it brings in 

a lot of money to the community, because the people who are coming for the dive, come in late from other 

places like Queenstown, and they leave the next day in the morning, so they don't spend a lot of money 

here”. 

The tourists who came to Bluff also felt the tension in the town about the operations. The day of my 

first dive with the sharks, from the car park, Soosan and I were looking for the cage diving boat and went 

into the ferry terminal (the ferry to Stewart Island). But the reception we got was not warm to say the least, 

we felt unwanted. For a long time, I thought that was just me, but over the course of my field work, at least 

three other tourists told me they experienced the same. Most could not understand why Bluff did not 

‘embrace this’, and ‘everything is not about money’ and asked since this is already here, and it's not doing 

any damage to the environment like fishing, why the community was not embracing it? They explained 

“The hostel we are staying is horrible, if they had good places to stay, restaurants, that would have been 

great”. The Bluff library building shared the same building and floor as the Bluff post office. The staff 

were all very friendly, and being such a small community, everyone knows each other. The workers had 

stopped for their lunch, when a conversation about the news report regarding houses catching fire came up, 

and one lady mentioned, “Ya, it gives me the shivers, much like the thoughts of the sharks there”. I could 

not help but feel her making that comment while I was around (being the shark researcher) was more 

intentional than not. 

On the other hand, there was another side of the story, of those Bluffies who support cage diving. 

“How else will you see Swedish girls in Bluff?”, is what one young fisherman had to say to me one day 

over some cheap rum. There were three other young men, sitting and having a drink, all in their 20s, two of 

them were married, and all worked in fishing boats. As residents of Bluff, it seemed they were not scared 

of the sharks, and if anything wanted to see the sharks themselves, “Well they are the big boys”. They, like 
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most of others I have talked, felt it is ‘us’ who are getting in ‘their’ realm, and agree with Mike, “If a shark 

can drive you out of the water, then you have no business being in the waters anyway”. As we were half 

way through our drink, a man came in and shouted to us “Bloody shoot them all”, but when he started 

talking, it was soon clear, that he (a local fisherman) knew the sharks had always been there, and there  was 

no reason to believe there are more sharks in the water because of the cage diving, and they had always 

seen the sharks in the water when they fish in these water. 

Joe, another Bluff native, mentioned that he stayed on Stewart Island for two years. He could not 

understand why there could not be a compromise between the Stewart Islanders and the cage divers. His 

friend Trekker was sitting next to him, an old fisherman of the region. He had seen sharks all his life in the 

water, many times when he was fishing, all across the Foveaux, and near the Stewart Island. When he saw 

the pointers come up as they were fishing, he felt that the sharks kept looking at them, and the sharks were 

as much interested in them as they were about the sharks. To him too, it was unfortunate that people could 

not come to some form of compromise, as long as the cage divers did it in one spot, he saw no reason they 

should not be allowed to, because the sharks have always been there anyway.  

Fisherman Marley (father of the owner of Anchorage café) mentioned, “If you look at that we know 

now, there are heaps of people even now! They're always there.” His daughter, the owner of Anchorage, 

explained to us “tourism is getting quite big here now, everyone wants to come to the bottom of the world. 

And there are a lot of overseas people, more than kiwis.” When we asked what they thought about cage 

diving Marley mentioned “I've been talking to a few people who stayed in the hotel, and they said it's the 

best day of their lives (Quite elated)! There were some who did not even see the sharks, but it was 

wonderful, in fact, I have this young girl who comes to the house and help out, and she is out fishing and 

everything. One day she told me that she had gone shark diving, and she said it was marvellous.” Murray 

totally supported the diving, he felt that not only did it brought money to the region, but it also brought 

more attention to the town. And this emotion seemed to hold true in some other long-term fishermen, who 
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mentioned that it is the only way to see the sharks. As a matter of fact, my discussions with them was 

instrumental in them thinking that they would like to go and see the sharks themselves.  

6.4. An evening with the McLeans and how some locals viewed 

sharks & WCN. 

One evening (Fed 2017) Andy (the owner of the only four-square in Bluff) and his wife Alicia 

invited me to their house for dinner. He and his wife craved stimulating conversations which they didn’t 

often get in Bluff, and his son also wanted to see the Megalodon tooth I had. They were a young couple 

who had moved down to Bluff to make a peaceful life, and they liked staying there, in their beautiful house 

on top of the hill overlooking the Foveaux, and as they mentioned, if you know how to integrate, people 

are kind. In the evening I learnt the perspective of the largest shop owners in town, and how the 

contemporary divers in Foveaux negotiate with the very real presence of sharks, and their own fear of the 

sharks and the environment. 

Over dinner I also met a young fisherman, who turned out to be Stoney’s son. He was a kelp netter 

and put his net from six feet to about 50 feet of water near the kelp. Stoney’s son acknowledged, “I am in a 

unique category, I am a businessman who would benefit from tourists, at the same time I'm a diver who 

dives for kina, crayfish, so I am also in that high- risk category, but I don't see the cage diving bringing in 

more issues for me as a diver. At the end of the day, when I'm in the water, they are just another fin”. They 

often saw White Sharks come, have a look and then just leave. It was sensationalized, but when the crew 

member did see them, they were excited. By the same token, no one liked it if someone mentioned “shark” 

in the early morning on the boat. There was a running joke, if someone felt scared in the water, others 

would say “Don't worry mate, the shark is just a figment of your imagination, it has been made up by 

Hollywood”. Both he and Andy were free divers, and they had similar habits of surfacing. Both made 

circles while going up, so that they could observe their environment, instead of being an easy target of any 
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big predator underwater (because as I mentioned it is generally considered that White Sharks like to attack 

their prey in vertical strikes, and with the element of surprise).  

The sensations they expressed of fear of the unknown were similar to what many of the tourists had 

expressed to me before on the boat (detailed in chapter 8). When they got in the water, often they would 

feel like they were going in a domain which was not their own. When we talked about the feeling 

underwater that “Something is not right !”; Andy mentioned “There is something to be said about the gut 

feeling, because I think you're processing a lot of information that you don't really understand, so I pay 

heed to it a lot” which in psychological terms can be explained as environmental cues, that is, cues or 

signals present in an environment which may even be process in a subconscious level and effect our 

cognition and behaviour (Lowe, Stevenson, & Bothwell, 1996; Norouzitallab, Baruah, Vanrompay, & 

Bossier, 2019; School, 2012; Zhu et al., 2013). Just like the tourists, they mentioned especially if the water 

was murky, they don't feel safe, and Andy even came out of the water once, because he had a feeling of 

being watched. Stoney’s son said: “Generally a rule on our boat is, when anyone is on the watch, they can’t 

watch shark movies. We have sky TV, and once we lost the remote control, and I sat through two hours of 

shark TV. But the next day when I dived it was absolutely clear waters, but even for a moment I didn't feel 

uncomfortable. But few months later when I again had gone to do it, and the water got mucky, I felt 

uncomfortable and actually got out of the water.” 

However, both of them were not sure if they wanted to come and see the sharks in the cage. 

Because once they had seen them, they were not sure how they might feel when they’re diving without the 

cage. To which Alicia pointed out, there were couple of divers in the region who had seen them out on the 

water, but they still went in the water after that. Andy responded by expressing that they had seen the shark 

in their natural environment without being attacked, so they have a positive experience with them, as 

compared to seeing them from the protection of a cage. This is an important point because it brings up the 

argument of a ‘real’ encounter, because it happens without pre-meditation, and it seems it might give 

individuals who have to go in the water more regularly a deeper understanding of the sharks, and probably 
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more confidence in the ability of their own skill, as in Mike’s case. However, if this real encounter led to 

physical harm, it might have a different effect, and attitude towards one’s own ability, and perception of 

the environment and the fish, as was the case with Vaughn, at least initially (I explore this more in chapter 

10). 

Alicia mentioned she had also gone out in the trawlers and participated in dropping tons and tons of 

fish carcasses, to which both the men agreed that even they did it sometime. They clearly recognized that 

the sharks would be more interested in that than a couple of tuna heads. They also had the engine on when 

they are getting the fish and cleaning them in the water, so if anything, sharks can get trained even that way 

[These statements further raise arguments against only cage diving causing sharks to associate boats and 

humans with food,  because it seems that boats and fishermen dump a lot of fish carcasses in the Foveaux].   

Alicia then explained to me her thoughts on cage diving and its potential benefits to the economy of 

Bluff better than I could ever have, and even how I may have had significant part to play in this new line of 

thought in the community. Since she has been living for years in Bluff, she talked to a lot of shopkeepers, 

trailer park owners, and initially many where quite sceptical about the cage diving operations, but in the 

last couple of years more and more people felt it was a good idea and supported it. That was why the 

debate about cage diving in Stewart Island felt unreasonable to them, considering what kind of money it 

could bring to the community. I asked her what she thought of cage diving as an industry in Bluff, and 

what kind of business it brought to the region. “I don't think is negligible, it's noticeable, but not 

substantial- yet. In other places of New Zealand, they had small beginnings too, I can’t see any reason why 

it can't happen here too. But I don't think great White Shark diving can be a scalable as other places like 

Kaikoura, because all the limitations put by DOC and other agencies. You are only allowing around 

Edwards, and only two boats, then how many people can actually take part in that every day? Maybe they 

can get a bigger boat with more cages! Maybe, it's a boutique experience. It's beautiful, and it's visceral. So 

many jobs have been lost in this region, and anything that brings in more job, would keep another three 

family is going, the school's going. Just depending on fishing, is putting all the eggs in the same basket. 
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You need variety, and tourism is an extra element of variety. Maybe we have a bad cod year, or bad 

crayfish year, something happens to the oyster bed, or if an oil tanker leaks close by, then what happens? 

That's why we have to have variations!” 

I asked about her experience with people’s attitude towards cage diving and the tourist who came to 

see them “I think it's good for Bluff, it brings people here who otherwise wouldn't have come, spent some 

time in Southland, they might even go to Stewart Island. And I think Bluff is moving around, as people 

start seeing the benefits i.e. money, I think it will be a gradual change. And the type of tourists that come 

here, aren't drunken, hooligans, they are quiet, they're polite, they spend a little bit money. I talk to my staff 

all the time, but I've never heard any single person being actively against it. They mostly say, well the 

sharks have always been there, I suppose it brings some money in, people are looking.” Andy also 

mentioned “The other side of it is, having someone like you here, within the community, provides a lot of 

kudos to the community. I saw you are talking to Adrian, one of our staff, now it does not matter if she's 

pro or against shark diving, what is interesting is she knew that you’re a shark researcher, and she was 

having a good yarn with you, these kinds of interactions help break down barriers.” 

6.5. A potential path forward. 

It is true, for some long-term residents, it is the solitude of Bluff that is really close to them and 

what they cherish. And there is also the fear that WCN might bring White Sharks to Bluff. Although there 

is no particular evidence to support this claim, these are certainly factors to consider before promoting 

WCN. However, it is also true, Bluff has all its eggs in one basket, and if there is a local wish to diversify 

vocational opportunities, and bring more social and economic attention to the region, WCN can certainly 

be a valid avenue.  

Mike charged $500- $600 for one trip per passenger and considering he could take about 1500 

tourist out in a year, it is a lot of revenue that he earned from the operation. Particularly now, since Peter 
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has decided to stop his operation, if Mike can keep on operating. But there also seems to be a potential 

avenue to bring significant social and economic benefit to the community of Bluff too. 

Interviews with shop owners and the hoteliers revealed that indeed there was avenue of cage diving 

bringing in revenue to the region. If not a lot, it seems a steady stream of people come to the region 

because of cage diving. Most days in shark diving season, the operators both used to bring least about 20-

25 people together. And since the operations were early morning many of the tourists stayed in Bluff 

overnight and spent on anything from NZ$25 to NZ$270 for accommodation only. However, the hoteliers 

who owned the more expensive accommodations observed that most of the people who came to their 

establishment were not interested in cage diving, and cage divers often cancelled the bookings at the last 

moment because of trip cancelations. On the other hand, the hoteliers who had cheaper accommodations 

felt it was a boon for their establishment, and they got a lot of customers from this industry. In the Bluff 

Lodge, which is the backpackers in Bluff, the caretaker ‘K’ had a different outlook on the operation. She 

took me around and gave me a detailed look at the facilities, priced from $25-$60. She mentioned, that 

while not a lot, cage diving did bring continuous business. A lot of people who came to do shark diving are 

young travellers and didn’t want to spend $150 in more expensive places. It was also a delight to see how 

happy she felt when she heard the happiness in tourist stories after seeing the sharks, or even people who 

had come multiple times to see the sharks, and finally were able to. It's an interesting juxtaposition if we 

compare it to what Lisa said, who had premium accommodations, and complains she didn’t get a lot of 

tourists from these operations. So, these operations were bringing in money to the community, but 

understandably the impact was varying from place to place. This makes logical sense, as a lot of the cage 

divers were tourists who often back packed across the country, and considering the cost of the trip, they 

generally stayed in cheaper accommodations, especially since the cage operators provided a disclaimer that 

they may not see the sharks on the first attempt. 

Then there is the matter of tourists availing other amenities in the town, including the few 

restaurants and couple of pubs and grocery outlets. One problem with this is either the restaurants were too 
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cheap, or too expensive, and there were no places with decent ambiance, serving food at a reasonable price, 

which the tourist often expressed to me, and I agree with personally. Secondly, due to rivalry among the 

two operators, before, the boats started off from Bluff around 7 am. So, the tourists did not have any time 

to have breakfast, or spend money in the town, for when they returned most tourists chose to leave Bluff, 

because they were tired, and there was not really much else to do in the town. Now that Peter is not there, 

Mike can possibly leave a little later, which will provide time for the tourist to spend money in the town, 

have breakfast and a coffee. This is an opportunity for the community to build a new industry, an industry 

which not only brings people from all over the world to see the sharks, but with proper promotion can 

bring lot more focus to the entire Southland region of New Zealand, from global scientist to tourist alike. 

Furthermore, it may even generate more work and social opportunities for the younger residents of Bluff 

who crave it. 
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7. Ethnographic description of WCN. 

 

Image 7.1. Tying the boat to the bollard, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

 

 

cyclone activity 

 

***Storm warning in force** 

** Westerly 35 Knots to southwest 50 knots this afternoon 

** Easing to southwest 35 Knots Monday morning then rising to westerly 45 knots Monday 

afternoon 

** Sea high at times 

** South western swell rising to 5 meters for a time 

** Poor visibility in occasional showers 

Coastal warning Oceanic warning Auckland Vhf Warning Tropical 
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Image 7.2. Raj waiting on the boat for the tourist to arrive, Soosan Lucas, 2017. 
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7.1. Introduction 

As discussed in chapter 4, WCN is an attempt to create or construct an encounter whereby the 

sharks are invited and encouraged to perform for the cage divers, so it is more than a simulacrum, it is an 

artificial encounter that relies on the hyperreal construction of the sharks in the terrestrial animal’s mind 

and culture. To understand this encounter, and the network around this, in this chapter, I utilize Actor- 

network Theory (ANT), and elaborate on how the humans, the sharks, the material elements, and the 

environmental factors come together to make a cage diving day successful; that is, when the human tourist 

have been able to observe the sharks underwater, even be it briefly. To elaborate on the agency of the 

sharks in shaping the practice, I discuss the absence of the sharks on the practice along with their 

interaction while shark wrangling. Finally, the working or not-working of the equipment of diving can 

create situations of unsuccessful experience for the divers, which also I elaborate on too in this chapter. All 

this taking place as the human actors, namely the Shark Experience team puts up a front to give the tourist 

an exhilarating ‘natural’ experience. From a sociological perspective a front is a stage created for any 

social performance, I explore this through the theoretical platform of ‘dramaturgical’ analysis of social 

interaction by Goffman. 

7.2. Cage diving and the network around it. 

As discussed, much like in multispecies ethnography, “One of the most significant features of 

actor-network theory is its theorization of agency as distributed and relational; it follows, then, that non-

humans have agency... Rather than being conceptualized as the backdrop of human activity or as tools 

created for and used by humans, an actor-network theory perspective treats things as having the capacity to 

act (agentic) and having  the capacity to make things happen (productive)” (MacLeod et al., 2019, pg. 179). 

In other words as Tummons et al.(2018) puts it, “ANT is a way of exploring how social projects are 

accomplished, in ways that can be traced, across networks of associations or links,… [ by bringing together 

] people as well as objects [and non-human animals]. [Furthermore] A network can break down at any 
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point or link… the social project can be slowed down, misdirected or even lost, whether the broken link is 

an object… or a person [ or non-human animal]…ANT proposes the principle of symmetry… humans are 

not treated differently from non-humans … Both human and non-human elements can come together and 

be held together in order to ensure the performance of the social project in question” (Tummons et al., 

2018, pg.1913;1914). Consequently, this chapter elaborates on the agentive capability of the desperate 

elements based on a flat ontology argued in posthumanism and aims to understand the network created 

around WCN.  

The Maori name of Foveaux is Te Ara a Kewa or “The path of the southern Right whales” (Taonga, 

2006), because this is the path which the Right Whales used to follow, making Bluff such a rich whaling 

station. The encounter that happened between humans and White Sharks through cage diving in this 

dynamic environment was mediated through the impact of the sharks, the humans, the environmental 

conditions, and the materiality involved. All the actors needed to act together for the successful completion 

of the human shark interaction initiated by this practice. Much like  Pickering’s argument discussed in 

chapter 2 (Pickering, 2010, pg. 195), WCN and the human- shark encounter facilitated by it is a playing 

out of this ‘dance of human and non – human agency’ engaged in a dynamic relationship of cooperation, 

communication, and even conflict. The significant agents are varied, from individual humans, to individual 

sharks, to socio-political groups, objects, and environmental factors, and a review of the daily practice 

produces a picture of the interconnectedness of these agents. 

Mike Haines and his team operating these cage diving tours over the years had created their own 

norms, protocols, and practices. Some of these were mediated by bureaucratic and legislative bodies, others 

arose from their own experiences in the field and with the sharks. Not only did Mike had to make sure that 

everyone got on the boat at the right time, but that every one of the tourists got to see the sharks at least 

once. He had to make sure everyone was comfortable and engaged with the trip. Last but not least, he had 

to make sure everyone came back safely to the shore. Once the operation started in 2009, multiple social 

and political actors became involved in the practice. Parties who wanted to regulate it, ones who wanted to 
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stop it all together, and others who wanted to promote it. There were bureaucratic organisations who were 

more interested in the safety of the sharks in the practice (DOC), and those who were interested in the 

safety of the humans (Maritime NZ). Once all these actors were at least in a state of agreement about the 

ethical, legal dimensions and economic justification of the operation, there was consideration of the actors 

involved in the daily operations, which included the human and the non-human agents, the environment, 

the materiality involved with the practice and the sharks themselves. By the same token the network could 

be easily broken down by actions of actors, causing an unsuccessful encounter, or the tourist not being able 

to encounter the sharks.  

7.3. The environmental factors as active agents in the cage diving 

network. 

In sociological investigation of education research it has been noted that “the relationships between 

the human (students, lecturers and technicians) and nonhuman (handbooks, tablet computers, textbooks 

and cameras) elements that constitute educational curricula, and to consider the ways in which these 

elements are arranged across temporal, spatial and geographical boundaries… ” (Tummons et al., 2018, pg. 

1913). In a similar sense, MacLeod et al., (2019) noted in the example of connection among human and 

equipment in medical education “… a mundane object, like a thermometer, does not find its own way and 

‘jump’ into a person’s mouth, and ‘decide’ whether that person has a fever. A fever is determined through 

multiple relationships between people and things: a person feeling unwell, knowledge of thermometer use 

and normal temperatures, digital technologies, batteries, and innumerable other factors… ultimately no 

actor, human or non-human, could exist completely on its own... Thus, agency is conceptualized as 

something other than causal, uncoupled from concepts like intention, subjectivity, and free-will… [and 

there are] various social and material mechanisms at work to hold together a phenomenon” (pg. 179). 

Consequently, here, discussing the various non- living material actors and their affective relationship with 
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the WCN operation, I consider their agency as a co-created relationship, beyond intention, but nevertheless 

possessing agentive abilities. 

Environmental factors were among the most significant non- human actors shaping the human-

shark encounter. These factors not only effected the comfort of the trip, the visibility of the ocean effected 

the visibility of the sharks for the tourist, and even an entire day’s trip could be cancelled by their 

influence. Often trips were cancelled on the morning itself because of the turbulent and unpredictable 

Foveaux Strait. Even if the boat was able to go out to Edwards, it may have had to take shelter behind the 

island, or other islands if the winds were too heavy. If the water was too choppy then the equipment 

including the cage could not be put underwater, so all the operators could do was wait. The average time of 

the trip depended on the time of the shark encounter: if the sharks were there when the operators reached 

the spot and everyone had got in the water and seen the sharks enough, the trip could be done by lunch 

time. However, if the sharks were not there, then it could be the entire day (as demonstrated in later 

sections). 

Out in the Foveaux any kind of unexpected wind could be potentially problematic but generally the 

team did not go out when winds were heavier than 30 knots. The most problematic wind for the operation 

was the north-westerly, because of the structure of the Edwards Island there was no shelter, and no matter 

which side you were a heavy north-westerly would potentially stop the operation. If there were very heavy 

westerlies, it was hard coming out to the island, or returning. Northern winds were not generally stronger 

than 30 knots. Down here they didn’t get lots of Southerly winds, because the Southerly was cut off by 

Stewart Island, and were felt more in Dunedin. That is why often Mike had to cancel the trips at the last 

minute because he could not take risks with the lives and well-being of the tourist who came out with him 

to see the sharks. Tourists got annoyed with operators because often the operators cancelled the dive in the 

early morning because they did not realize the danger it involve. 

Sometimes even if the team was out, and the winds came from unfavourable directions, they had to 

take shelter around other islands like Jacky Lee and North Island. The visibility of the water also was a 
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deciding factor as to how much of the shark people could see from the boat. If there was too much sun 

light it was hard to see them from the surface because of the glare, whereas it was a better viewing 

condition under water; if there was less glare it could work the other way around. Visibility was also 

affected by suspended particles in the water on that day. White Sharks may often would come near the 

vicinity of the boat- interested by the burley trail and to make circles near the seabed, but never come to the 

surface. Especially in those situations, if water was extremely murky then the tourist in the cage would 

never be able to see the sharks. If the currents were too heavy on the other hand, we could not put the cage 

in the water. Mike called the cage the “washing machine” precisely because it could get quite turbulent in 

there. The weather could be stunning, with crystal clear and calm water, and lots of sun and even warm 

temperatures, and even if tourists had to wait a long time for sharks, they would be cheerful and in a 

positive mood. Alternatively, if it was gloomy it didn’t take a lot to create an environment of frustration 

and even despair, especially if the sharks had not been spotted for a few hours. Finally, the cold waters of 

the Foveaux (averaging from 12-15 degree Celsius), were not the best of any for divers in a five-millimetre 

wetsuit staying static inside the cage. For many divers it was the chill of the water that got them out of the 

cage, and not necessarily the sharks. This was especially true for divers who had never dived in cold water, 

and certainly for new divers the first shock that everyone got was the water, especially in the bare skin 

around their face. 

I present here incidents of one frustrating day (the day I had been out the longest on the boat) when 

the environmental factors (including the winds, the currents), the geographical positioning, and the sharks 

demonstratively dictated the practice, the lives, bodies, and plans of the tourist, the operators and the 

researcher. Furthermore, the boat, and other elements of the boat including food played a significant part in 

shaping the experience. This day gives a very direct look at the significance of agentic ability of the varied 

actors and to do so I draw upon my field journal entries.  
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14th January 2017, 

8.15 AM 

“After leaving Bluff wharf at 7.30, we anchored around the Eastern side of the Edwards. It is very 

windy, and we are having quite a hard time putting the cage in the water. Peter is also here with his boat 

and tourists.” 

2.30 PM 

“No sharks, and the weather got very bad. Mike and Peter thinks it is probably because of the heavy 

currents that the sharks won’t come up to the surface. These currents also disperse the tuna oil [from the 

chum] too much, which is another part of the problem. Morale is getting low, however all of a sudden one 

tourist realised that there was some of Mike’s famous afghan biscuits, tea, and some pies still left in the 

fridge, everyone jumped inside to get some hot food, this immediately elevated the positive vibe in the 

boat.” 

2.40 PM 

“We have come to the northern side of Edwards, it is still so choppy we can't put the cage in, taking 

shelter from heavy winds between rocks. All the tourists encouraged Mike by saying they have nowhere to 

go, so they don’t mind staying as long as there is light, and we have not seen the sharks.” 

6.45 PM 

“At 6.30 we spotted our first shark near our boat, but only for a couple of moments, and before 

anyone can get in the cage he was gone.”  

8.10 PM 

“At 7.20 pm fortunately, there was a shark, and this time he seems to stay around the boat, and the 

tourist could enjoy spending time with them in the cage. Even if the water is choppy, they can still get in, 

be if for a few minutes. We are setting off now to bluff, the latest I had ever returned.” 
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7.4. The front that is the Southern Isles. 

 

Image 7.3. The boat ready to leave in the morning, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

Utilizing the ideas of Kenneth Burke in his seminal work The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life  

Goffman (Goffman, 1959) developed the ‘dramaturgical’ analysis of social interactions (Fawkes, 2015), 

where he considered humans in social situations to be like actors (using the analogy of theatre), playing 

certain parts or acts in front of others on a stage to represent a desired image or impression of themselves 

consciously or subconsciously. At the same note, the audience is constantly analysing the activities of the 

actors as information to create or organise their perception of the actor to new images, or in many a cases, 

preconstructed schemas in their mind  (Weigert, 2003; Van Dijck, 2013; Schultze, 2014; Squirrell, n.d.).  

As Zavattaro, (2013) noted, “our “self” is a reflective, co-creative process that relies not only on our own 

careful manipulations but also on the way others understand and interpret our conveyed image… The 

performance, to be conveyed, requires an audience, be it an individual, a team, or a group of some other 

kind" (pg.512, 514). 

These performances took place on a stage, Hoxsey, (2008) wrote while creating fronts, “The actor 

employs props and performs in settings… creating a believable role that signifies the actor’s intended 

meaning…. This act culminates in a ‘dramatic realization’… of a performance in which the staging is 

favourably received by the audience” (Hoxsey, 2008, pg. 4). Much like in arguments about creation of 



173 

 

 

hyperreal images (Wolny, 2017), elements relevant to creation of fronts are: the settings- physical elements 

or material construction of the situation, including the props, scenery and locations where the social 

interaction is taking place); appearance (elements which follow the performers no matter what the context, 

and supposed to display the actor’s social status and role, particularly elements of dressing and props, and 

other accessories in their body), and the manners ( how the actor is playing the role attitudes or behaviour 

of the performance in the specific situation, including matters like facial expression, and general 

demeanour) (Thompson, 2016 ; Zavattaro, 2013). Furthermore, actors often used Identity pegs, “on which 

to hang his self-narrative” (Down & Reveley, 2009, pg. 380). Often these pegs are clothing and other 

behavioural mannerisms (Chriss, 2015). Being the vessel to carry the people across the Foveaux, the 

Southern Isles (boat of the Shark Experience team)  was such a dynamic stage where everyone was 

performing identities with the crew (and the researcher) playing the actors, and the tourist were the 

audience.  

There are three stages of such performances, the front stage; the back stage; and then the offstage 

(Benford & Hare, 2015). The actions and images of the actors are regionally segregated in these stages, 

differenced by accessibility of the audience to the actors and the presentation they create for the 

performance (Tewksbury, 1994). “Front-stage performances are those designed and presented for 

consumption by either a specified or a generalized audience [ in other words it is in full view of the 

audience]” (Goffman, 1959, pg. 112). They are integral part of the performance involved in the image 

creation, defining the context and situation of the performance to the audience (Goffman, 1959). The Front 

stage was created on the boat with the decals of the sharks on the body, and nautical memorabilia in the 

cabin. The interior was given a lounge feeling, so that the tourists could sit with each other and face each 

other. The warmth in the cabin gave a sense of comfort and safety after been drenched in the southern wind 

and waters. The sense of safety and confidence in the professionalism of the operation was further 

emphasized with the cleanliness and continuous upkeep of the boat, and the equipment, especially the cage.  
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Furthermore, the cage and the deck also became the front stages at times- especially when looking for or 

viewing the sharks (as I will demonstrate later in the chapter). 

A backstage is "a place, relative to a given performance, where the impression fostered by the 

performance is knowingly contradicted" (Goffman, 1959, pg.112). This region often remained hidden from 

the audience (Zavattaro, 2013). The captain’s cockpit, and the galley, and the hull (where all the equipment 

was stored) were the backstage on the boat. The tourist generally did not venture here, and personal 

discussion about the operations would take place in the cockpit often during the journey to and back from 

Edwards. The third stage is the off-stage, which are  “… those locations and occasions that are physically, 

temporally, and/or behaviourally separate and distinct from a given identity; the off stage is the 

interactional realm that is completely removed from the theatre of a given performance” (Tewksbury, 

1994, pg. 3). In the context of Shark Experience NZ off- stage was outside the boat. 

Mike was the captain and unquestioned leader of the boat, he established that during introducing 

himself while leaving for Edwards, when he mentioned his most important job was to make sure that 

everyone arrived back safely. His usual calm demeanour all through the trip helped to give the tourist 

confidence in him and the operation, even when the sharks did not arrive for hours, or the weather was bad. 

He took the decision where to anchor the boat, and furthermore this creation of his social position in the 

operation was especially visible when he was insistent that every one of the divers would see the sharks at 

least once, even when some of them had hard time learning to breathe underwater initially. Mike was 

authoritative and his directive tone made sure everyone finally got to breathe underwater and see the 

sharks. Carwyn, as a mother figure on the boat, made everyone feel warm and taken care off, she was the 

feminine side of the entire experience and she was aware of it. Maca the dive instructor and the boat hand, 

created a happy and relaxed environment for the tourist. The material that acted as identity pegs for the 

crew were generally the T- shirts with the brand logo of Shark experience, and gumboots. For myself, my 

most significant pegs (Hoxsey, 2008) were the on-body equipment, and stickers on me, including shark 

savers and so on. There was also my knowledge about the sharks as much as the equipment on me as an 
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onboard researcher and potentially a conservationist, such as my camera, note books, etc, another 

significant identify peg was my Megalodon tooth, which is considered to be an iconic artefact among shark 

lovers.  

7.5. Setting off to Edwards. 

The Foveaux Strait was as much the setting for WCN the play as the boat. The play and its 

presentation of the front stage started at about 7.15 AM,  as soon as the tourist arrived at the boat, and 

greeted by myself or Maca, and the play finished when the tourist got off the boat, although the offstage 

work started at 5.15 AM for me. It was always a habit of mine to prepare everything the night before, so all 

that was there to do was freshen up, get my food, get dressed and out of the door by 6.15 AM. In the first 

field visit, I briskly walk to the dock where the boat is kept and reported at exactly 6.30 AM. Mike waited 

for no one. 

The backstage work started as we all converged on the boat by 6.30. Cap (i.e.- Captain-My name 

for Mike), Maca and myself would go to the boat, while Carwyn and/or Maddy (Mike’s daughter, who 

studies psychology at the university of Otago and came to be in the boat in the holidays) used to open up 

the information centre and waited for the customers to come in, check their diving credentials, and got 

them registered. Cap went into the galley to start the engine, as Macca and I would untie the ropes that tied 

the boat to the new wharf, where we were anchored. I got up on top of the cage to untie the big orange rope 

from the boardwalk bollard, and we were on our way to the old wharf where the tourists would be 

boarding. Here lay one of my most dreaded parts of the day- unroping and roping the boat, a part of the 

practice which honestly, I never really got good at. The ropes would get tangled with ropes of other boats; I 

would put improper knots, and due to low tide heavy tension on the ropes meant they could not be opened, 

and had to be cut, this in effect would often make Mike get frustrated at me.  

It was a two-minute voyage from the new wharf to the old wharf. Here we waited to pick Carwyn 

and the passengers. This was the fuelling spot too, where we fuelled up about 1000 litres of the possible 
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5000 litres she could hold. The boat used about 300 L of fuel per day, so we re-fuelled every three to four 

days. We checked the hoses and the air pressure, if it was below 3000 psi, we started the compressor. Sea 

water was pumped into the chum barrel and was flushed out to clean it, and fresh water was filled up as 

and when the water tanks were empty- necessary for drinking, showering and making hot beverages. 

Carwyn would be back with the food for the sharks (tuna sourced from the west coast) and that for the 

humans. Rations like cheese, salad, cold meat, tea, coffee, bread, and Mike’s famous chocolate afghan 

biscuits would be stowed in the Galley, and other clean-up operations were completed, and we were all set 

for the arrival of the tourist. 

When the tourists started to board Macca and I were ever present on the deck with a smiling face 

and a cold wet hand in our pocket ready to shake. Tourists who had often been driving all night to be here, 

parking in the wharf parking lot, and some who had spent the night before in Bluff. Helping them onboard, 

often carrying large amount of baggage as they have been travelling, a big smile always helped to calm 

things down. Once everyone was inside and seated, I would untie the boat, detach the metal stairs and 

secure every movable object on the deck including the stairs themselves, the buckets and other utensils 

with rope- and the boat would set off from the wharf. Upon embarkment from Bluff, Mike would make a 

small introduction of the crew, the safety and comfort considerations of the boat, and the journey to 

Edwards Island. He mentioned, Macca the main dive instructor of the day, and Carwyn who was in charge 

of all the food and refreshment for the day (and she is also an instructor) and finally himself the captain, 

whose job was to attract the sharks and make sure that everyone did see the sharks, but most importantly 

make sure everyone returns safely back to Bluff. He then mentioned me, a shark scientist, and for a long-

time Mike had no idea what I was exactly working on. Following this, a video would be shown on the big 

screen TV, describing the layout of the boat, including the bathroom, the life vest, life raft, and what to do 

if feeling seasick. Then the video would go on to safety in the cage, including putting the feet inside the 

ropes, and never to put arms or feet outside the cage. 
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Just after the video finished, in the first part of the fieldwork, I had already taken my position 

outside in the deck in front of the cage, when the weather was ok, and would refrain from engaging in 

anything particular with the tourist. I wanted to make myself visible and 'perform' my role as the 'shark 

researcher', more often than none, people would come up to me and start talking. However, in the second 

part of the field work, I had decided I needed to gather statistical data of the pre- dive and post- dive tourist 

attitude towards White Sharks, so I had to initiate immediate rapport with the tourist. The sooner I could 

start talking and connecting with the tourist the better it was, often one hour seemed not enough time to 

create rapport and take the data from most of the tourists, and also arranging with them to collect another 

set of data on the way back. This was especially hard if the waters were choppy, and over the months I had 

figured out the best way to do it. I got a fishing vest, where I had my laptop, pens, dictaphone, GPS, click 

counter and for the surveys I had single survey sheets, set on two A5 size water proof clip boards, with 

attached pens, which I could fit in my vest’s main compartment, and could deploy immediately. I made a 

disclaimer about my research, and asked them if they would like to participate, which most people gladly 

did, except the ones who were feeling particularly seasick. After the initial data collection, I would go 

around the boat and talk to everyone, in a sense to allow things to happen more organically and talk to the 

individuals who seem to show interest in me, my work, and/or sharks in general. 

7.6. The journey to Edwards Island. 

 

Image 7.4. Leaving Bluff when the weather is not great, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 
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As mentioned, the journey to Edwards Island, was about an hour long, and many a day Mike said 

[in reference to the waves] “once we cross the hills here if should be a fairly smooth ride”. When the 

weather was fine, and the sun was shining, and sea was somewhat flat, everyone came out to the deck, and 

talked to each other often followed by nervous laughs. This is where the Vicks Lemon menthol tucked in 

my vest helped. Playing the part of the ‘expert’ on the boat helped the tourist to open up. I had to be always 

listening and noting down and observing what was going on, and had to be serious about shark 

conservation, look the part of an adventurer with all his tools and kits of ‘researching’. As part of the 

performance and image maintenance, the tourists showed that they were interested not just to actually see 

the sharks, but in their ecology, and behaviour, and one of the most common accessories they carried was 

their camera, to take the images. They often asking questions about the sharks in the region, and where we 

were going, and how much chance we had of actually seeing them, and most of them came with realistic 

expectations about shark sighting. The knowledge that they had a scientist on board also possibly made 

them feel they were part of something bigger, and not just a touristic endeavour, hence they wanted to help 

as much as they could. 

When the weather was bad, however things were different. As waves crashed on top of each other, 

tourists often stayed inside the cabin, and the faces of some of them turned blue due to sea sickness. They 

held on to the tables to save themselves from falling over, and at times even went to sleep. Mike always 

made sure that at all times the doors to the deck were open to allow fresh air through. And if tourist were 

too seasick, they were instructed to go and sit on the seats out on the deck to get fresh air and encouraged 

to look at the horizon. But often nothing would help, and they would start puking, sometimes in the 

bathroom, sometimes over the side of the moving boat, and sometimes on the deck itself- which Macca and 

I had the pleasure of cleaning up. Then there were the ones who would always be out in the deck no matter 

what the condition, moving with the heavy waves, drenched with the splashes, and rain, and with big 

smiles on their faces.  
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As we got near the island, all the tourists would come out to see it. It looked isolated and even 

primitive, and the seals would be a sign that it was the domain of the White Shark. The setting itself 

created a great backdrop of a once in a lifetime adventure experience. Mike would decide which side he 

wanted to anchor on, depending on the tides, winds and the experience of shark sighting from the days 

before. As soon as we anchored Macca and I would start getting the cage ready for deployment. The cage 

was secured on the platform behind the boat; attached with a heavy belt passing through and tied with 

another rope attached to the railing. First, I would open the ratchet which was attaching the belt. Once 

done, the primary rope attached to the cage would be untied from the railings and re-attached to the crane 

hook, this was crucial, otherwise the cage could fall in the water. Once it did fall in the water, and Carwyn 

had to dive to attach the cage with the crane line to be lifted. This came as a shock to the tourists watching, 

as Carwyn tells the story the tourists were mortified to watch Mike insisting ‘a woman’ to get in ‘shark 

infested’ waters to retrieve the cage. 

While we were doing this and if there were no sharks around, Mike would give a small talk to the 

tourist where he talked about the lives of the sharks in the region. But in this talk, he would also briefly 

elaborate on their global population, and biology. “Worldwide, there are only three and a half thousand [ 

adult] sharks, so there's not a lot of them. Those figures are compiled, in places like South Africa, 

Australia, the US, and NZ [ he included Mexico later]. We're pretty sure of the number of sharks in NZ we 

know in these waters each year there are 120 to 140 sharks, which is a lot of sharks in a very small area. 

Everywhere else in the world they are solitary animals so there is a plus or minus10% we expect the 

numbers of sharks are globally. The shark liver is third of its weight, in fact till they were protected in New 

Zealand, they were hunted for three purposes: one, for their liver oil; shark fin; and jaws. Here, for a four-

meter [ 13 foot] shark the jaw would trade for $10,000-$12,000, but you couldn't eat the meat because 

being our top predator the sharks were very high in mercury.” 

He would continue saying, “The numbers are declining very gradually each year, that is one of the 

sad things about it, because what we can't afford to do is lose an apex predator. Thank goodness, they are 
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protected, but unfortunately, we still have some local Stewart Islanders, who have been fishing them for 

years and still think it's fun to kill a shark and hang the jaw in the garage or at home. They have large black 

eyes, they primarily hunt through visual means, so if they see a silhouette on the surface, that could be prey 

for them, and how do they know that it is edible? (Opens the question to the tourists) “Bite them?” “Yes, 

through biting it, they don't have hands, and so they test by biting. That’s quite recognizable, some new 

sharks we have never seen before, and sharks which has probably never seen cages before- come and 

attack the cage. Even the boat, that's why our boat gets smaller each year [everyone laughed]. But once 

they understand it's not edible, that's the end of that and they don't try it again. They hit their prey at such a 

high speed that they leave the surface of the water and breach, and the prey dies immediately. The last 

thing a shark wants to do is to fight their prey, because there's a chance of injuring themselves. So, once it 

has killed its prey, it eats it. Sharks love a high-fat diet, if they’re for example eating a carcass of a whale, 

they keep on eating consistently, and they can eat their own body weight. They then break that fat down 

into liver oil.”  

Once the cage was attached to the crane, it was lowered into the water off the platform, and then 

was attached to the platform with bolts, hence it was considered to be ‘part of the boat’. The next part of 

setting the cage could be frustrating if the waters are choppy. The boat moved at its own speed, as did the 

cage, and it could be a delicate process of getting both the bolts right into the socket, considering how 

heavy the aluminium cage was. Even after doing it for months, I still used to get anxious with one leg on 

the half-submerged platform, and the other on the loose cage, trying to fasten it, when I knew there 

probably were big White Sharks swimming below us at that very moment. 

Next, I would put the generic blue and white dive flag on the top of the boat. Mike had asked the 

Ministry of Primary Industries to provide them with their own flag, blue and white with a shark on it, but 

they never got back to Mike and the team and so he used the normal diving flag. I had to deploy and set the 

underwater camera linked to the TV in the cabin. The TV screen became the window to the underwater 

realm, primarily important to spot the sharks, and Mike had plans of having high definition cameras, to get 
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footage which he could sell to the Discovery channel. So now, the underwater space in front of the camera, 

was another stage for the act to occur, and here … there was only one actor of interest- the White Shark.   

 

 

Image 7.5. Opening the cage rope, Soosan Lucas, 2016 

 

Image 7.6. The cage being attached with bolts to the back platform, Soosan Lucas 2016 
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7.7. Attracting the sharks 

 

 

Image 7.7. Grinding the tuna in the chum barrel, which is drained in the water as chum for attracting the sharks to the general area, 

 Raj Sekhar Aich, 2016. 

 

 

Image 7.8. Maca the shark wrangler throwing the bait in the water, which helps to attract the sharks close to the cage, Raj Sekhar 

Aich, 2017. 
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There were two parts to attracting the sharks so that the tourists could see them. Firstly, it was to 

bring the sharks in the close proximity of the boat, and then bring them close enough to the cage so that the 

divers could actually see them. There is no benefit if the sharks were around the boat, but if the tourist 

could not see them from the cage. Therefore, attracting the sharks was done through chumming and baiting 

respectively, and the food source used in both the cases was tuna. As Mike said “It has a very high oil 

content, secondly, it is a natural food source for the sharks. We mix it up with salt water in the barrel and 

try to secrete the oil from it. We tip it over the side, and what we're trying to do is to send an oil slick out 

with the currents. If you look at the back, you can see a shiny flow of the oil on the surface. We are trying 

to send it 2 or 3 km out into the ocean, because the sharks don't just sit here, and are travelling to the deep 

waters and the island all through the day and are bored to tears, and what they're waiting for is someone to 

entertain them like us. So, the first thing we should do when you see a shark is to get divers in the water, 

for two purposes, Firstly to entertain the sharks, secondly, is to utilise the sharks while they are here- 

because we don't know how long they might stick around.” So, in that case entertaining the shark may be 

considered a performance by the shark wrangler to entertain their audience the shark.  

Realistically the best bait for attracting White Sharks is probably flesh and blood of seals, as they 

are White Sharks preferred prey because of their high fat content. However, hunting seals is banned in 

New Zealand, and most other places for that matter, plus the visuals of that may be alarming to the tourists; 

the tourists wouldn’t necessarily see the hunting, but they would see the seal body parts (even though I 

don’t really think they would mind if they got to see the sharks, which I elaborate on in a later chapter). 

Interestingly enough, Mike and team did try with other meat like beef, but it never seemed to work 

effectively. And allegedly, people had tried every different kind of meat, so much so, there are stories that 

an entire carcass of venison was put in the water to attract the sharks, but it never seemed to work. This is 

important to note, because it directly contradicts sharks being attracted by human blood, or other animals 

which are not part of their regular diet. The NZ laws are the strictest in the world regarding bait restriction, 

and the operators were allowed to lose only one piece of bait in a day, if the bait was lost and the shark had 

taken it, the operation could not use any more bait for the day (Bruce, 2015). To make sure the operators 
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stuck to the rules, the Department of Conservation often sent secret observers to the operation in guise of 

tourists on the boat to check. Furthermore, operators were not allowed to use decoys of seals as they do in 

places like South Africa, which creates the spectacle of White Shark breaching, because the material of the 

decoys may be harmful to the sharks, and it adds to the fear that the sharks will be trained by this activity 

and be inadvertently harmful to the humans in the water. Most of the days, in the morning we would load 

two to three big tunas on the boat, which he used to get from special fish suppliers from Invercargill. Most 

of the tuna would actually be mashed up in the mincer, mixed with sea water and dumped outside the boat 

as chum. The heads were usually used as bait, the wrangler would tie a rope around it and throw it 

overboard, trying to entice the shark to come close to the cage. 

7.8. The diving of cage diving.  

 

Image 7.9. Divers being trained to breathe underwater, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

There were many sensory stimuli which worked on a diver when they got in the cage and especially 

on new divers. Not only did they have to learn how to breathe underwater for the first time; but endure the 

cold water, habituate with the dynamics of the cage space and also control their fear of the sharks just 

outside the cage. Admittedly this could be properly described as a ‘hell of a place to learn underwater 

diving for the first time’, however, I would argue the adrenalin in their body would have made the cold 

more bearable, at least in the beginning. 
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There were three forms of registration fares for the Shark Experience expeditions (as of 2018). 

Firstly, sightseeing (NZD $299), for the tourist who did not want to get in the cage and just wanted to 

watch the sharks and the environment from the top, which was the least expensive. Then there was the 

more expensive registration for trained divers to go in the cage (NZD $499), and finally there was the most 

expensive registration for tourist who wanted to dive but did not have scuba diving certification (NZD 

$568). Before anyone could get in the cage the non-certified divers had to be trained in basic under water 

breathing. Technically they were not scuba diving, because they were not ‘self-contained’, rather it was 

assisted diving, with the air supplied to them through hoses attached to the compressor in the galley. 

Mike had to make sure all the wet suits and other peripherals were suited to the tourists, generally 

we had suits from the previous day on the deck, if he needed new ones, he got them out of the galley. All 

the crew were dive instructors, so one or the others got in the cage with the tourist to help them through the 

process, generally though it was Maca who performed the duty of the dive instructor. The process started 

with him having a 10-minute theory class with the trainees. Maca explained the basics of underwater 

breathing, and there were few exercises which the divers had to perform, like clearing the glasses, 

regulator, and the ears. Once the theory was done, the tourists were taken to the deck, where they were 

fitted with goggles, and shown how to use the regulator. Finally, after the tourists got suited up, Maca 

would get into his dry suit, (because he would be in the water for a long time) and get in the cage. I would 

be standing on top of the cage and helping the tourists into the cage - one at a time. Over the months I had 

my own system to make sure the hoses attached to the regulators did not tangle, because the regulators 

could easily come off from someone’s mouth, furthermore because I had to communicate with the divers 

by tugging on the hoses, unnecessary tugs might have created confusion. 

When new divers had trouble breathing underwater, and the instructor in the cage could not handle 

it, Mike stepped in. Being a long-time dive instructor, he was always calm but firm, he didn’t rush anyone, 

but was very precise in what he wanted people to do, and reminded them that Maca, or the instructor could 

not be in the water the entire day for them. “Step into the cage, put the mask on, put face in the water, put 
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the regulator in your mouth, make a firm seal with the lips, take deep breaths, once you're accustomed, just 

walk right in”. Mike made sure all divers saw the sharks at least once. Mike knew if the divers saw the 

sharks at least once (if the sharks were around), they would feel that the trip was worth it, that was great for 

the divers – hence great for Mike’s business. Even if the water was cold most people did not mind it, at 

least for a short span, however when they came out of the water and faced the southern winds, that was 

when the cold set in. Mike did not let tourist stay underwater for a long time when there were no sharks 

because it could have led to core body temperature drop, which in the worst of cases may lead to 

hyperthermia.  

The Cage 

 

Image 7.10. The cage ladder and rope loops at the bottom for diver to put their legs in, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017.
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All the material equipment involved in the diving played a significant part in success or failure of 

the operation. The significance of the cage was evident from the name of the practice, which is commonly 

called ‘Cage Diving’, and less so ‘White Shark diving’. Furthermore, the inclusion of the term White Shark 

is also important to note here, what would happen if it was called ‘fish cage diving’, would the name have 

such an emotional charge, as ‘Great White Shark cage diving’? The cage is the contacts zone, where the 

humans and the sharks have embodied encounters with each other. As I was helping the divers set up the 

regulators on their suit, it was also my responsibility to instruct them how to enter and exit the cage 

properly in a fast and safe manner. 

 

Image 7.11. Looking through the windows of the cage, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

Not only was the cage a distinctive geographical existence that was located in a particular area of 

water, it was a psychological one too. As a researcher, every time I was in the cage the windows (gaps in 

the cage) were as much a physical attribute as they were screens into the ‘outside’ world. The world, which 

was potentially dangerous for me, as a human being underwater, surrounded by White Sharks. It was a 

psychological barrier between the worlds of the sharks and the worlds of the humans, no matter how 

intertwined it was. So much so that a mere finger out of the cage was strictly prohibited, the divers 

reminded by the blue sign board in the cage “ Keep all body parts inside cage at all times”, and often when 
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they got on the boat, they would look at the cage minutely, and touch it, even take a photograph of the sign. 

This sigh was a symbol of the ‘danger’ involved in the activity they were taking part of and had bragging 

rights. Interestingly enough the sign was in Blue, and not red, (which generally all danger signs are off), 

possibly because Mike did not want it to be too alarming at the same time, and or even remind people of 

the colour of blood. 

 

Image 7.12. The cage ladder and rope loops at the bottom for diver to put their legs in, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

The environment inside the cage was to an extent devoid of the unpredictability of the environment 

outside. The cage was cold and hard to touch, with jagged edges. In this embodied experience, this 

geographical space of 12ft in length by five ft wide was ‘safe’ and suspended the potentiality of humans 

being under the sharks in the food chain, if the humans adhere to the rules of the sharks and the cage. The 

cage was attached by the bolts to the boat and as the big volume of the boat moved with the waves so did 

the cage. The only way it seems we could stop this was by attaching a rope from the bottom of the cage to 

the hull, however it was risky for the sharks as they could get tangled in that space. 

In the 2016 season, Mike increased the size of his cage, so five tourists could get in the cage (as 

opposed to four before). This large size of the cage firstly, allowed more divers to see the sharks (because 

the appearance of the sharks could be fleeting), also this set up allowed families and friends travelling 

together to get in the cage at the same time and have such an intense sensory experience together. The 

spacing between the rods of the cage were also very important, especially the windows. Too small a space 
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and the tourist may feel disconnected from the environment, and not able to take photographs of the ‘free’ 

sharks (curiously enough, when the tourists were the ones in the cage). Alternatively, if there was too large 

a space, it might have caused injury to the sharks or the people if the shark accidently got wedged inside 

the cage. 

The railing on the top of the cage in Mike’s boat was also a very interesting apparatus. It served 

two primary purposes, firstly, so that the sharks could not accidently get in the cage from the top, and it 

ensured the divers could not fall over the cage while getting in the cage. It also provided opportunities for 

the divers to stand on top of the cage holding the railing and look at the sharks from inches apart - safely, 

which they could not do from the boat, or if the railing was not there. This also provided the avenue of 

close observation and video documentation of the sharks for a researcher. 

Diving equipment 

The equipment essential for creating a temporary sustainable habitat inside the cage were the ‘on-

body’ diving adaptors. I use the term adaptor as this equipment helps the humans to ‘adapt’ to the marine 

environment for sustained period of time. I divide these adaptors in to two major categories; the breathing 

adaptors and the sensory adaptors. 

As I mentioned, technically speaking, the diving involved in the cage diving operation was not 

scuba, because it was not self-contained, rather the appropriate term was ‘surface supply’. The compressor 

in the hull of the boat created compressed air, which was supplied through the hoses, and then to the 

regulator of the divers. If the compressor was fully filled, there was enough air to last one person more than 

two days underwater. The hoses played also another important role, as a communicator. Traditionally in 

surface supply operations, the breathing hose is part of the umbilical which is used also for communication 

done through pulls and bells (short tugs), and a lot of detailed communication could be done through it. 

However, in the boat the primary message I used to communicate with the divers was “getting out of the 

cage”, which was done with strong pulls. 
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The sensory adaptors were the goggles, the wetsuit, and gloves and booties. They played a very 

important part in the successful encounter, especially for non-experienced divers. If the goggles did not fit 

properly, and there was a leakage, new divers often tend to panic and resurface. And in many an instance, 

this happened at crucial moments when the sharks were around. The same could happen if there was 

fogging in the glass, because the divers were not being able to defog them properly. The wetsuit was an 

essential part of the equation too, protecting the divers from the cold, and from scratches and bumps in the 

cage as it moved around in the water.  

One final part of the equation were the weight belts, the weight harness was always more stable to 

control, as they did not fall off the waist, but they were limited in number; but there were quite a few 

weight belts to be used. However, no matter how much weight was put on, the divers would always bounce 

around the cage if they did not put their legs through the ropes attached to the bottom of the cage, and 

crouch down, a fact which was often overlooked even by experienced divers and paid for with bumped 

skulls. 

 

Image 7.13. Wet suits hanging to dry, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 
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Image 7.14. Goggles and gloves stored away, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

 

Image 7.15. Weight belts and weight harness, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017 
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Image 7.16. The camera under the water, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

 

Image 7.17.  A human feeding frenzy (compared to the term shark feeding frenzy), Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 
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7.9. Shark spotting 

 

Image 7.18.  Spotting a White Shark underwater can be challenging, considering their dark top colour, and is dependent on the 

weather, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

Sometimes when watching from the surface you might have just seen a silver streak passing below 

the surface, which was only shown if the shark was on to its side, showing its belly. But this streak could 

be – and often was – confused with a passing barracuda. Most cage diving operators and shark spotters 

recommend Polarized sunglasses are to be worn while looking for the sharks to decrease the sun glare, and 

better sub-surface visibility, but personally the darkness of the sunglasses seemed to make the spotting 

harder. 

The upper deck was restricted to the tourists when the boat was in movement, and there was no 

smoking on the lower deck; but the upper deck was the best spot for shark spotting. Spotting a 15 ft shark 

seems like a straight enough task in theory, but in practice it was quite different. The eyes had to be 

observant to everything happening on both the surface and sub-surface in four directions- near and afar. 

White Sharks are not white on the top, indeed anything from blue-grey- to almost black. Particularly 

around the island, because of the kelp floor, the sharks were practically invisible. Tourists often asked, 

‘When the first time you see the sharks, do you see a fin like “Jaws”? Or do you see them moving 

underwater? The truth of the matter is, there was no specific way to know when the sharks were nearby. 

There were a few elements which had to be considered together. Firstly, even if the sharks were near the 
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boat chances were we might have never see them if they were swimming deep. Alternatively, we could all 

of a sudden see a fin in the distance slicing through the water. This created a further opportunity of illusion, 

as when the sun sparkled, the ocean ripples mimicked the shape of shark fins. One also had to keep one’s 

eyes open for the surface movement of birds, and when watching underwater videos, be a keen observer of 

the other smaller fish around, as absence of these fish might have indicated presence of a shark. 

But the actual first time seeing the sharks was an awe-inspiring experience, especially if it was a 

big shark. Sometimes because of the sheer size, I have had a tourist ask me “Is that a whale?”. Indeed, it 

was not the length of a White Shark that caught most tourist off-guard, it was the girth. The rate of increase 

of the girth of a shark increases with age than the rate of increase in length, so a 13-foot shark and a 16-

foot shark would look substantially different. 

7.10. Shark wrangling 

 

 

Image 7.19. Carwyn wrangles the sharks as the tourists looks on, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2016. 

From a dramaturgical perspective, it is obvious that the sharks were not attempting to play any act, 

or put up any front, however, the humans were transposing the pre-perceived image of them - onto them. 

The sharks were supposed to perform certain tricks, come close to the cage, engage with the bait, show 

their teeth and perform the image of ‘shark’, if nothing at least show up for the tourist. However, as 

discussed in later chapters, when there is inconsistency between the appearance and the manner, then it 
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might be confusing or jarring to the audience. In other words, when the tourists looked at the sharks, they 

very much looked like the image they had in their mind of them from media. However, the behaviour 

(manner) they associated with the appearance did not match (as in the monstrous fish who want to bite 

everything and thrash around aggressively), and this caused cognitive dissonance in their mind between the 

perceived image of the animal, and the real fish in front of them. 

According to Bear and Eden (2011) anglers in UK noted that the smaller fish were sprinters, like 

teenagers, and took chances with every bait, while the matured ones were more careful. Such was the case 

with the White Sharks too. The younger ones did seem more aggressive and go after the bait with more 

voracity than the adult ones. On similar terms, according to the team, the matured females were even more 

careful while dealing with the bait and coming up to the surface. They would have an entourage of young 

males with them, and often the males would come up first to ‘check out’ the bait, and then the females, and 

the others will then give her space. “…In fishing, there is no honing of human senses, because humans do 

not possess any sense organs that fish do not possess. Quite to the contrary, the fish has sensory organs that 

humans do not have because the senses of the former are adapted to the water; humans have difficulty 

seeing and hearing underwater. However, fishermen attempt to alter their own embodiment and senses to 

match those of the fish” (Markuksela & Valtonen, 2019, pg. 355). All this added to the delicate embodied 

experience that was shark wrangling, where the body of the sharks and the humans became entangled and 

intertwined through the bait and its line, but at the same time the worlds and physicality of the two species 

were carefully kept apart. The wrangler tried in all his ability to “think like (a) fish” (Bear & Eden, 2011, 

pg. 336), so that he could make the fish perform as he wanted to. It was frustrating, and required a lot of 

patience, and the individuality of the sharks were as significant in it as much as the individuality of the 

wrangler; so, the sharks and the wrangler effected each other’s behaviour and tactics of interaction. 

 Markuksela & Valtonen, (2019), examined match fishing (i.e. competitive, timebound, fishing 

competitions) in Finland, and argued that non-human encounters in such practices could be characterised 

as partners engaged in multispecies agentive dance. “Match fishing is a dance between a fish and an angler 
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that takes place in a dancehall of waterbodies… In the ‘dancelike’ practice of fishing, the weather acts as a 

dance orchestra, providing music for the dancers. The rhythm of the music, in turn, orchestrates the 

circumstances of the dancehall, that is, the waterbody. It moulds the context in which both fish and anglers 

saunter…The weather above the waterline also shapes the weather below the waterline” (Markuksela & 

Valtonen, 2019, pg. 355; 362). The weather and the waterscape were similarly affective actors in shark 

wrangling, as the wrangler had to dance with the rhythm of the sharks, and the weather. Often for hours 

Maca (the primary shark wrangler) would stand in the stern of the boat with the rope in his hand and wait, 

no matter if it was raining, or no one had any idea if the sharks were around. It was particularly a careful 

undertaking in New Zealand, because as I mentioned, even if it was the primary method to attract the 

sharks close to the cage, the number of baits allowed to be lost was one, so if the shark took the bait, that is 

it for the day. And this may happen after hours of waiting: the shark would suddenly appear and go for the 

bait in blink of an eye. This begs the question, why would a shark spend so much energy at getting a bait 

which is not really a lot of food for them, sometimes half a fish head? Do they not understand it is not a 

live food? This is unlikely, considering all their sophisticated senses. So why would they chase after it? 

These are questions that we have no specific answers to as of now. 

“When fishing, the angler does not necessarily need to know his or her dance partner beforehand. 

However, to ‘hook’ with a partner in this dance, he or she must first be properly introduced to the 

prospective dancing partner. [At the same time] The angler can sense the fish, as an individual, and 

connect this sensation to the fish’s species-specific attributes. In sensing like a fish, the angler is, in 

a way, becoming an animal…in terms of the fish’s practical understanding… [on the other hand] 

the fish has the prospect of becoming aware of the angler’s intentions and practices, of learning 

how a man acts. Thus, the fish is acting not on but with human anglers… [for example] it can 

choose whether to strike the lures offered. Thus, the fish has pivotal agency” (Markuksela & 

Valtonen, 2019, pg. 358; 363). 
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  In the same sense, the shark showed pivotal agency in the dance that was shark wrangling. Peter 

Scott, the owner and operator of Shark dive NZ, was considered to be able to make the sharks ‘play’ with 

the bait. Often both the boats (that is, Shark Experience NZ and Shark dive NZ),  would be anchored 

closed together, and they operated alongside, to increase the chances of both the operations spotting the 

sharks (I should note here, that I had contacted them to allow me to be a participant observer in their 

operations too, but they were not interested. Hence even though I did observe them most of the days from a 

distance- I make no comment about their operation logistics, besides the methods which was distinctively 

apparent to everyone observing). I would be on top of the boat observing the sharks as they interacted with 

both the boats and the humans in them. Quite a lot of the time, the same shark who acted calm around our 

boat seemed to act more ‘excited’ in front of Peter’s boat, hence if there was empirical investigation of the 

close proximal behaviour of the sharks in two boats, chances were two boats will get somewhat of different 

results. 

The reason seems that Peter left the bait in the water till the last moment where the sharks aimed at 

grabbing it, and it indeed seemed like it caused Peter to lose his bait more times. Mike on the other hand 

took a different approach, he wanted the sharks close to the cage, but did not want to agitate them; hence 

he instructed all his crew who handled the bait to take it out of the water well before the shark had the 

opportunity to lunge for it. Here it is important to consider the term ‘excited’ as opposed to aggressive 

behaviour. Noted primatologist Jane Goodall stated “Animal behaviour research will never be a hard 

science. Science can be arrogant – it pushes aside a lot of fascinating things because it does not have the 

tools to study them” (Klein, 2015, pg.64). Goodall recalled an important learning experience, “Naïve me, 

not knowing anything about science, I’d written a piece for my thesis that said that Fifi, a chimpanzee, was 

jealous of her sibling. My doctoral advisor said, “You can’t say that because you can’t prove it.” He 

suggested that I say “Fifi behaved in such a way that had she been a human child…” (pg.68). On that note, 

one might argue: with a pet cat at home, we would say we are making them more excited, when they jump 

out to catch the string, as opposed to them getting aggressive (on the other hand a cat generally cannot 
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predate on a human).Based on my observations with the shark wranglers, the wrangling strategies, and 

their effect on shark behaviour, I would like to note that the level of excitement of a shark around a bait in 

cage diving practice is directly related to the suddenness of the action of bait retrieval and the proximity of 

bait retrieval from the body of the shark. 

 However, even Mike lost baits at times. This was primarily because White Sharks are 

unpredictably fast, even if you know they are coming for the bait. In any case, it is certainly evident that in 

wrangling not only the inclination of the human wrangling effects the behaviour of the sharks, but how an 

individual shark is by age and gender, and how they are on a particular day also effects how the wrangler 

wrangles. Mike believed it was not even the bait that the shark was most interested when he or she waas in 

the vicinity, but rather the activities in the cage, and it was the bubbles and movement in the cage that 

attracted the sharks and kept them around. Often when the sharks were accustomed to the boat and 

comfortable, they ‘hung around’ and kept on making circles around the boat, even if there were no bait 

around. 

For me wrangling was an especially exhilarating proposition, any time I did it I was stressed, and 

excited at the same time. To see a 15-foot White Shark coming towards half a tuna head hanging from a 

short rope on the end of which I was standing was a sensation like none other. When you are in the cage, 

and observing them most of the time, the connection can be quite distorted, not so much when you are 

holding the bait line. You could see the focus in her movement which was being affected by flicker of your 

wrist and in effect the position of the bait. As your body tensed up, relaxed, pivoted and crouched down to 

get balance, the effect on the shark could be seen demonstrated by a small flicker of her giant fin. 

It was empowering and at the same time intimidating, knowing the capability of the being who was 

communicating to you through her movement, and I was communicating with her by the flick of my wrist. 

At the same time avoiding any closer physical and tactual communication at all cost, making sure the rope 

is not too tight around my wrist, so I could let it go if the shark happens got hold of it. It is an affective 

embodied experience between two beings, who are attuned to the minute physical movement of each other, 
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and is affecting the other, and being affected by the other, a mutual inter-species communication - the 

effect and affect going both ways. As she passed by, you knew that she was looking at you, and no one 

else. In moments like this I had felt a deep sense of existential inferiority, by invariantly comparing my 

own feeble physical form, as opposed to her, whose body has been fine-tuned for 400 million years to be 

the best suited for her environment. 

7.11. Absence of the sharks. 

“A defining feature of many angling trips is the failure to encounter! The absence of an individual 

on a particular occasion, does not preclude the possibility of an angler's becoming-fish in the hope of 

catching" (Bear & Eden, 2011, pg.8).  For the first two months of my research there were no White Sharks; 

to be precise, there were hardly any satisfactory encounter between the sharks and the cage divers. This 

absence not only had a significant effect on the tourists, but indeed on the operation, let alone me waiting 

to observe the human and shark interaction  

During this period, I was able to talk to tourists from all over the world, including America, Europe, 

Australia, and New Zealand. One group of tourists came seven times from March to April 2016 to see the 

sharks but were never successful. This absence of sharks further challenged the idea that the cage diving 

practice ‘trained’ the sharks of the region to come and stay there. Rather it reinforced the argument that the 

cage operators used the opportunity of the sharks being around these pinniped rich regions to run their 

business, and it demonstrated the central significance of the shark’s agency in a successful encounter. It 

provided a stark example for observing the breaking of the WCN network due to the absence of the body 

of the sharks.   

Journal entry 

10th March 2016 
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“We've been here for hours today, No sharks. The sun keeps on shining, now it is a beautiful 

morning, we keep on baiting. Most people have taken off their wetsuits and put on their jackets. Mike is 

always hopeful, at least in front of the tourists maintaining his own social front for his audience and trying 

to keep everyone in a good mood, even though offstage his expression of frustration was visible [This was 

the front stage of the act, and he as the lead in this production, has to keep the spirit up].  Generally, the 

tourists are optimistic, even after a few tries, and they recognize the unpredictable nature of it. There were 

some dolphins yesterday near the boat, and everyone started saying that it was a dolphin watching tour and 

not the shark diving one. Tourist also see other animals during the expedition, be it penguins, dolphins, sea 

lions, Blue sharks, Seven Giller Sharks, albatross, barracudas, and yes seagulls. But one of the tourists 

mentioned, even if he did not get to see the sharks, at the end of the day they are wild animals, you get to 

come out and be near an isolated island, meet nice people, have nice conversations, so it was definitely 

worth for him, it was not just about seeing the sharks. For other tourists it is almost like a pilgrimage and 

they expect to sacrifice something for the experience. “Well if the experience of diving with sharks is 

really that good then we might not get it straight away and like every other good thing… wait for it”.  

22nd March 2016  

Journal entry 

“It is 11.45 pm. I was rummaging through my day’s video footage, on the last footage I was ready 

to give up when suddenly I saw him (or her) moving a few feet above the ocean bed, about three seconds 

of him. The shark was so close to the ocean floor and so well camouflaged, even the people in the cage 

looking for them must have missed the individual. The frustration of not seeing the sharks is particularly 

debilitating when it is realized that the sharks are in the region but decided not to show themselves to the 

cage divers. These arrivals and disappearance can be so sudden that if you are not at the right place at the 

right time, and even looking at the right quadrant, you will miss the sharks.”  
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Steffi (a German tourist) said (almost in tears) “I don't know, I just want to see them. Today was 

strange, when Mike shouted sharks, I was instantly shaking, and wanted to get in the water. But in the 

water, after five minutes when nothing was happening, the atmosphere was starting to get down, and 

everyone was looking at each other- where is it? where is it? The worst thing was, when we got out of the 

cage, people started saying the shark was below the bait and even jumped over it and made splashes in the 

water, but we didn't see it from the cage- and I was disappointed, sad, and cold… it was like- fuck… Why 

again?”. This experience affected her body language quite starkly, generally a happy person, Steffi seemed 

depressed, and in a submissive body posture. “When I was sitting on the cage I was stooping down, but I 

didn't feel like changing it. I was thinking that I was coming back tomorrow but that was just making me 

angrier and more frustrated. I wanted to see them, but I didn't want to repeat the same experience.”  

Sometimes people wanted sharks to kill a seal just so they could see what they expected to be the 

actions of a wild predator. It would seem this is because when we are in the wild, the rules of killed or be 

killed appear fair, and we could explore own animalistic instinct that would come out. The tourists would 

treat the sharks as if calling out to pets, they whistle, shout out to the ocean “Here sharky sharky sharky”, 

and quite a few times the idea of a ‘shark dance’ [ like a rain dance] to entice the sharks was gleefully 

proposed among them. In other terms, whatever it took, they were willing to do, or happen, if only they 

could see the sharks, even having a suspension of disbelief of their ‘normal’ analytic minds.  

As the days went on, the depression in the boat became almost claustrophobic. The days generally 

started off enthusiastic, however, as the hours roll by, particularly after the lunch around 12.pm. it seemed 

the vastness of the ocean and absence of many features that we generally relate to our terrestrial existence 

added to the feeling of loss, where as any day the sharks were there - the same absence lead to feeling of 

possibility and indeed adventure. Some slept, some kept vigil outside, and a few kept on looking at the big 

screen TV connected to the underwater camera attached to the bottom of the boat. The T.V. screen became 

a portal to the underwater world, and a ‘window’ of possibility. It is said one of the signs that a White 
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Shark is around is the absence of other fish, birds on the ocean fly away too, so the people watching the 

screen got very eager when there seemed to be lack of fish. 

A few days after leaving Bluff unsuccessfully, Steffi wrote to me about her feelings on the absence 

of the shark, she titled the letter- The ghost shark [Consent provided to publish her letter]. 

“Hi Raj, 

After we didn't see a White Shark within the 6th try, the first feeling I had was a really deep sadness 

and disappointment... I realized how much I wanted to see them… alive and in their own element. On top 

came the amount of tries, the sea sickness and especially that the encounter was so close but out of reach… 

I was and still am afraid to the bones that something could really have happened to them. Effected by il 

niño, and changed currents, or the pure hate of some people who decided to see the shark as a total enemy 

and danger. And that we may be experiencing the extinction of a population or at least the vanishing. I was 

afraid and full of anger at the same time that cruelty and fear could have prevailed over fascination and 

appreciation. 

I imagine the encounter with a great White Shark kind of different [ compared to experience with 

other sea animals]. More flashed by the power and speechless because of their perfection as the boss in the 

ocean… I think you feel very very small after it but at the same time kind of blessed from their 

strengthened too. I think the feeling of the aura will stay with you for a while, plus the adrenalin ... because 

you will have met this perfect hunter and survived. Maybe you will get the feeling and the consciousness 

back, if you don't already have it, that you are just a part of everything… 

 Steffi” 

One way to understand what Steffi was writing about was that “presence and absence are in an 

ambiguous interrelation between what is there and what is not, absences are cultural, physical and social 

phenomena that powerfully influence people’s conceptualizations of themselves and the world they engage 

with” (Bille, Hastrup & Sorensen, 2010, pg. 4). This absence of the sharks not only effected the financial 
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and scheduling situations of the tourist, but indeed their mental, physical state, and thoughts on wildlife 

degradation and need for conservation. It may be argued that Steffi’s longing for the experience was 

directly related with the absence of the sharks and effectively the experience of that absence. In other 

words, the ghost shark was manifested through the longing for those ‘elusive feelings’ (Bille, Hastrup & 

Sorensen, 2010, pg. 4). However not only did this longing create a potential for further efforts to fulfil her 

motivation, it also created a romanticized image of the experience, and the sharks in her mind - in effect 

mystifying them (be it in a hyper-positive connotation). The absence of the sharks impacted her social 

world, and how she interacted and created bonds with her fellow divers. Steffi’s letter further raises the 

effect on Steffi’s self-conception, a concept created as not only as an animal lover, but as a marine 

conservationist, (Steffi and her boyfriend Oliver had their own marine conservation group based in 

Germany). Indeed, I often engaged with tourists who had mentioned how they wanted to know how they 

‘feel’ when they see the sharks under water.All of the above discussion leads us to wonder what, if any, 

were the significant effects of the absence of the White Sharks particularly near the waters around Edwards 

Island? White Sharks are apex marine predators and play a crucial part in the marine ecosystem. As 

Mayers (in O’Bryhim, 2011, pg.8) stated “The loss of sharks will result in their prey species becoming 

abundant; this is a result of the prey being released from predation, which then enhances the prey’s 

predation on the next trophic levels.” Cap also mentioned that since the TiTi islands/ Mutton bird islands 

(Edwards and another island in a group of islands named after the TiTi birds or the chicks of the Sooty 

Shearwater) are home to large number of seals, and the White Shark prey on the seals, the loss of the 

sharks may mean the increase in the seal population. Not only would this have significant effect on the 

population of the smaller fish, but also on the mutton birds themselves. An excess of seal pups might result 

in the seal pups disturbing the burrows of the Shearwater chicks, which will not only have an ill effect on 

the bird population but may be detrimental to the age-old Māori custom of mutton birding. 

The absence of the sharks had serious implications on WCN. My first day on the boat (24th March 

2016) I saw Maca getting suited up and going in the water to look for the carcass of a shark some people 
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were alleged to have dumped near Edwards. Because such long term absence of the sharks had never 

happened before, Mike did not know what the protocol should be for the people who did not see the sharks 

on a trip, so in quite a few cases cancelled trips for new tourists and took the same divers out more than six 

days- even beyond his own financial losses. The news of the absence further created ‘ripples’ in the 

tourism circle all across Southland. Even in Queenstown tourists got to know that there were no sharks in 

Bluff [which I heard from the tourist coming to the trip]. On the Trip advisor website the absence of the 

sharks raged a storm of bad comments, contrary to all the happy ones when there were sharks. This also 

had impact on the economy of Bluff, which attracted tourists, tourists who often stayed overnight in the 

accommodations of the town and purchased food and other resources. 

Mike and Peter had to face a similar situation in 2014, when there were no sharks in the region for 

two weeks; this was believed by them to have been the sharks responding to an alleged catching and killing 

of two sharks. However, the sharks returned after two weeks, so why were they not back this season? 

Stephen Crawford explained to me “ecology of a region alters year to year and decade to decade, so we 

cannot predict what is going on, what is important at this point for the Cage diving operation is whether or 

not Mike will have enough sharks to keep on operating in this season” [personal correspondence, 2016]. 

However, stopping the operation was not an option for Mike, because of the political pressure in trying to 

close down the operations permanently. 
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Image 7.20. Carwyn waiting for the sharks, even if they did not come for days, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2016. 

 

Image 7.21. A Mako shark near our cage during the absence of the sharks, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2016. 
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Image 7.22. A Blue shark, (Prionace glauca), during the absence of the sharks in the 2016 season, which Mike had never seen before 

around his cage diving operation, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2016. 

 

Image 7.23. Maca getting in the water with a rope attached to a buoy, which he can use if he finds a shark, and this also helped us to 

keep track of him, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2016. 
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7.12. The appearance of the shark. 

People would get ready and suited up, with camera in their hands and wait for the sharks. The 

sharks could be there when we reach the diving spot, alternatively, hours would go by and there would be 

no sharks. The tourist, half tired, may be sitting with a cup of coffee, and suddenly there would be a big 

eye looking at them through the lens of the boat underwater camera, this would be followed by a loud 

shout… Sharkkk!!!  and everyone will rush out to see them. We would be shouting, “let’s go! let’s go!” …. 

Hearts pumping, mind disoriented, and tongue dry, the divers jumped inside the cage, and try to hold on to 

it as hard as they can, as it swayed heavily with the moody waves- and wait for a feared entity to arrive in 

front of them. First, the trained divers jumped in the water within the cage. I would make sure everyone got 

in the right place, so I could pull them up to put the next ones in. Once the trained ones were done, the 

untrained divers got in the cage. This must be done swiftly, the main aim as mentioned was that everyone 

got to have the experience at least once. Once everyone had seen the sharks once, and if the sharks were 

still around, then the people could take as much time they wanted to be underwater. In later chapters I go in 

more details about the experience of the shark encounter underwater, and its effect on the sharks and the 

humans themselves.  

7.13. Coming back 

The journey back after the day’s work, was usually quieter. Most people would sleep, partners and 

friends keeping each other warm, but there would be always someone on the deck taking in the air (or the 

water for that matter, if it was raining). As soon as Mike called it a day, we lifted the cage out of the water, 

placed it carefully on the platform, ran the strap through the cage and used the ratchet to tighten it up. The 

primary ropes were tied to the railing, and the cage was safe. The crane was closed, and the cover was put 

on, the underwater camera was pulled up, buckets tied to the railing, the ‘do not enter’ sign tied to a chain 

was again put over the step to the upper deck- and we were ready to head back. 
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Immediately at this time, I started to collect the interviews or survey data that I needed, thankfully 

because of the rapport created and since I had informed the tourists before I might take some more data 

from them, most did not mind, and were even happy to help. The longer I waited to take the data at this 

point the less chance I would have of getting anything at all, because a majority of the tourists would fall 

asleep at that point, especially if it has been a turbulent day. In one incident, while returning, the weather 

was supposed to be so bad, Mike handed out sick bags before setting off. He mentioned that he had never 

had such strong winds in all the time he had been working. Even if the tourist were scared the captain 

couldn't show their fear, maintaining their social identity front, however offstage, both the captains later 

mentioned they were quite concerned. Here the construction of the boat played significant part in the 

comfort of the tourist onboard. In this kind of weather Peter’s catamaran was in more trouble, because even 

if it was faster in normal weather, in high seas it jumped from wave to wave and fell flat with a big bang, 

while Mike’s boat could sway with the waves. However, all the hard work, the chill of the sub-Antarctic 

winds, and turbulent waves was worth it at the end- for the tourist and hence the operators, if even for a 

brief moment the tourist were able to see the sharks underwater.  

  



209 

 

 

8 . Relation of White Sharks and cage 

diving with lives of the tourist. 

 

 Image 8.1. The shark in the darkness seen through the windows of the cage 

“When species meet, passion proliferate. There is love- that “love in the age of extinction” that 

Rose (2011) has called for, a passion born of sensitivity to the mutuality that links humans to 

multitude of other beings, ranging from primates to plankton to salmon to sheep to crickets to the 

microbes used in making cheese” (Rutherford, 2016) [and might I add big biting fish]. 

8.1. Introduction 

 In this chapter I explore the relation of the tourist with the image of the sharks, and their fear. I then 

explore the effect of the image of the sharks on the subconscious level depicted through dreams of the 
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tourist. The reason they come to see the sharks, and the significance of such an encounter for them, and the 

reasons they thought was related to the shark acquiring the monstrous image. Finally, the chapter explores 

the expected feeling of encountering the sharks.  

8.2. Tourist attraction to sharks and reason for participating in 

White Shark cage diving. 

The absence of the sharks at the beginning of my fieldwork created an opportunity for me the time 

to talk with the tourists about their relationship with the image of White Sharks, whom most of them had 

never seen before, but known all their lives. Some tourists had been waiting for this for decades, some who 

had flown from America, Europe, and other parts of the planet, and drove down to Bluff - just because they 

wanted to have this experience. The effect of media representation isn’t only to be seen on the image of the 

sharks but is also to be found in the expected sensations of the experience of cage diving and human shark 

encounter, and indeed of the personality types of the humans who came to see the sharks.  

As Curtin (2009) noted in wildlife tourism, pre- encounter, there was anticipation of the experience 

and intrigue. The same was true during the experience with WCN among the tourist. For a majority of 

people participating in this practice, this journey and encounter was related to love- love of the sharks, the 

environment, and family and friends who wanted to be witness of lifelong dreams coming true for their 

loved ones. It was a melting pot of stories about dreams, nightmares, personal quests, self-challenge, social 

capital, and yes adrenalin, all related to an image of an unknown fish. My interviews with the tourists in 

the boat, in Bluff, and via email correspondence, created an opportunity for exploring the multifaceted 

personal stories and motivations which led the tourists to be here; the reason for their fascination and fear 

of sharks; the effect of the image on their interaction with the marine scape; the effect of the image on their 

subconscious selves; the pre-diving expectation of the cage diving experience and interaction with the 

sharks, and potential benefit of the experience on their lives. 
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For some it was a lifelong quest, people who waited for 20 years to do it, for others, they trained for 

years to get to this point. Alternatively, for certain groups of individuals it was an occasional ‘by chance’ 

activity, like a young couple on their honeymoon in search of adventure, some, it was merely one of the 

many things in their bucket list. And yet for others like New Zealander Marvin- it was from a wish to 

conserve the sharks: “They need to be better represented, but I knew how can I represent them if I have not 

seen them, that's why I'm here.” For some tourists, sharks had been a lifelong obsession, obsessions which 

were created from the appreciation of their biological and symbolic value, and even through recognition of 

their long lineage. Tom, a young British lawyer, was always obsessed by sharks. “When I was young, I 

was always fascinated by sharks, especially maybe because I could never actually see them in UK 

waters...” An American engineer said “They are my favourite animals, and White Sharks for me are best of 

all sharks. I've seen documentaries of people diving without cages, one day I would like to do that even if I 

get bitten. They are more powerful than humans in the water, and that attracts me a lot to them, and we 

realise we're not the boss.” As noted by a young Scots woman “I always wanted to see them in a cage. I'm 

really interested, about predators in the ocean, animals who have not change for millions of years, and are 

still so mysterious.”  These obsessions of sharks were often related to their own child-like aspiration of 

adventure (heaven forbid I blame them for that, suffering from the same syndrome myself); a Swedish 

student explained with excitement in his eyes “Since I was a kid I always dreamt to be like Indiana Jones, 

and finding treasures. I quickly started liking sharks, I subscribed to a magazine on the most dangerous 

animals in the world, and the White Shark was one of them. When I started scuba diving, I always wanted 

to see sharks and shipwrecks. When I was young.” 

A lot of the time it was about the personal journey and sense of accomplishment for the tourist. A 

Kiwi male Jake said “this is the culmination of a three years dream, I started diving specifically to do this. I 

just want to be in the same space, I hope to feel a sense of completion! Just feel that sense of achievement.” 

And for others it was about the social capital of diving with White Sharks, in other words the ‘bragging 

rights’. They felt that it was indicative of their individuality, and represented a certain risktaker lifestyle, 
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this was not only the case for divers and young travellers, but indeed for the identity of their family. A 

family from Los Angeles said “…how many people can say they have actually done this! This is quite 

unique… you have to have a certain kind of personality to do this, if you are not a risk taker, you probably 

wouldn't do this. You have to be on the other side of the spectrum to do this, because you are putting 

yourself and your family in harm's way.” And for some others it was love of the nature and shared 

experience with other humans, “You come out, in a rainy day in choppy seas, to see the beauty of the 

nature here around the islands, the birds, and how they all interact. You hear about the different 

experiences and share your own. You are here, and you are touching other people's life, and their touching 

yours. People from other cultures, other places and here is a commonality they all have, the love of nature, 

a love for the sharks, a love for the experience.” 

Another vital aspect of taking part in this activity was, to be part of an important milestone of their 

loved ones. The parents came from all over the planet but shared similar emotions about cherishing the 

aspirations of their children. A Japanese woman mentioned “My daughter loves sharks, so, when I'm with 

her I spend a lot of time watching documentaries on sharks, and that's why have come here today to be 

with her.” A German father, “I came for my son, because it was in his wish list, so if he wanted to enjoy it, 

I wanted to enjoy it with him. I do feel closer to my son because of this, I'm glad I was in the cage with him 

too.” Another American mother came to see her children achieve a dream they have always had, in an area 

they were always interested in. “For my daughter, it was a dream she had, as long as she had sense, before 

sleeping I had to read her shark books. When she was 24, she said this was a part of her bucket list, that's 

why I thought it would be an amazing thing to do together.” 

Sometimes it was memories of family members who inspired them to take long journeys, “I 

remember my grand dad, had a huge library, I found my first shark books there, and I fell in love with 

them”. Other times it was a guide who challenge us to think alternatively, “I had this teacher, who always 

mentioned that sharks are badly portrayed and they're not man eaters and they deserve our respect too”. 

There was a British couple who came back a year later because the first time they came there weren’t any 
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sharks. They came one more time a month before, but still did not see the sharks, “It's a big one! It was in 

my bucket list for a long time, I'm not scared but anxious”. His partner said, “It was not mine (dream), but 

since I met him, and he really wants to do it, so it has become mine too.” Even on the day they were with 

me, for the first part of the day there wasn't any sharks; only because we stayed till late were we able to see 

the sharks. While returning I could see his partner resting on his shoulder, and him resting with eyes closed 

- but having a big contented smile on his face, as our boat jumped from wave to wave. 

8.3. Shark dreams 

The tourists who came from all over the world have congregated in this small boat to see the 

sharks, rather the image of the sharks. Yet this image has had a significant psychological effect on them. 

One fascinating dimension of the impact of the sharks on humans was the dream scape. Quite a few dreams 

were recounted by the tourists, indicating the deep cognitive effect of sharks on our cultural and personal 

mindscapes. I will not attempt a dream analysis  because I believe that any analysis like this first needs to 

have a detailed case history of the individual, and the entire subject of generalized dream analysis is still on 

shaky grounds, to say the least, as Parrick McNamara associate professor of neurology at Boston university 

explained in a blog for psychology today (McNamara, 2013). Instead, these dreams represent the varied 

images in which sharks exist as part of our daily consciousness and as our subconscious.  

While the recounting of shark dreams to me as researcher is admittedly anecdotal, it is fair to say 

these dreams shape our perception of the sharks and are shaped by our perception of them, so it is 

important to document them, and perhaps in later research, there is valuable data that can be extracted from 

them. In particular it will be interesting to know what kind of dreams people who are petrified of sharks 

and would never consider diving with them have, if any, as opposed to the ones who choose to interact 

with them in activities like cage diving. 

Arising from the conversations recorded with the tourists, it is fascinating that the themes of these 

dreams seemed quite common among individuals from many parts of the world. The dreams were often 
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about fear of sharks, and a sense of helplessness, and often quite intimidating. A lot of the dreams were 

about boats sinking, sharks attacking family members and oneself. There was even a Canadian woman who 

dreamt she fell in an icy lake and there was a shark underneath, but she could not get out. One person 

dreamt of a huge black shark walking up the beach and devouring people. People were also afraid of the 

cage diving itself “Yesterday, I was dreaming every type of scenario that could go wrong; crew would be 

horrible, shark came up on to the boat, and the cage detaching and falling in the ocean”. 

There were some who saw very vivid terrifying dreams and remember them distinctly. A young 

doctor who was always obsessed with White Sharks, but at the same time petrified of them, had flashes of 

them throughout the day “I can literally have day mares about them, when I'm in the shower and I have 

bubbles in my eyes I get scared, and even get freaked out in pools. The most vivid nightmare I have, is the 

apartment I used to be in, there was water, all of a sudden, I was forced forward underwater. I cannot see 

the shark, but I knew it was a shark. It pulled me underneath the water, I tried to kick free. I woke up mid- 

dive and landed on my floor!” A similar sense was felt by another American young woman, who could not 

see the shark; but actually welcomed these terrifying dreams “… because I at least got to see them up close 

in those dreams. I could be in a pool or reef, I would not even see the shark, I would just feel the pain. I 

would see my blood cloud all around me, and all the pain and panic. The scariest thing is you don't know 

where the shark is! I don’t have a lot of these dreams now a days, unless I see jaws and I see those dreams 

at night.” It was interesting to observe that in the dreams, they could not see the entity that was attacking 

them, but they knew it was a shark, and even more specifically a White Shark. 

Sometimes these dreams were even peaceful, and the shark was a protector, an Irish woman Emma 

said, “I'm in the ocean, and alone, and a great white comes up, and swims peacefully beside me, it was 

huge, but I was really excited, but not scared”. A Greek woman Helen said “I was walking on an island, 

and the shark was swimming near me. But it was more like a protection, or awareness, rather than 

dangerous”. And some time it was more about inquisitiveness, Rose, a young NZ woman recounted “I 

dream I'm in my office in Fonterra [ the NZ multinational Dairy Co-operative], and in the afternoon, water 
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would fill up in the office till about chest level. Then I would see sharks in the water, is was not scary, and 

I go from room to room looking for them”.  

Then there were other sensory experiences or visions, the apparent objective truth or ‘realness’ of 

the experiences in general social context is less relevant here, rather, what is significant is the perceived 

real-ness of the experience to the individual. An American woman and her husband had had a previous 

experience with cage diving before in Port Lincoln [South Australia] and stayed in the boat that night but 

when she was about to fall asleep she could see sharks come in and swim all around her. In the morning, 

when she talked with the other tourist, all of them saw the same thing. And her husband added “I don’t 

know what it was, but I did see a huge shadow passing by”. 

Soosan also had some interesting experience with the sharks, when she wanted to connect with 

them spiritually, this happened the first time we had gone to Bluff but missed seeing the sharks. She comes 

from a lineage of Vikings and Ogallala Sioux native Americans and has grown up with shamanic practices. 

“I prepared myself and as I sat and allowed my being to become relaxed and in a meditative state of higher 

consciousness I called to the sharks. With no time to waste a connection was made and the sharks were 

there- eager to connect. I immediately felt the greyness of the void yet the vitality of ‘them’ – I shook and 

almost fell back as I was frightened by them. A female came and was eager to talk, said it had been a long 

absence of humans talking with them. They said they had much to say and many things to reveal and 

would welcome connecting with me and others. The group here in the Foveaux were more removed from 

many other groups and although thought to be a singular animal they did communicate and have a 

connected group. I gave thanks and returned to my physical body sitting outside a motel on a hard deck 

chair on a cold, blustery day in Bluff.” These experiences are beyond my experiential spectrum and 

explanation, it is irrelevant what I personally think of them or believe. What is important here is their 

significance and symbolism to personal myth, stories and perceptions of the experiencers, indeed it might 

be referred with history of shamanic shark calling in places like Papua New Guinea  (Fleet, 2012).  
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8.4. Tourist and fear of sharks. 

A lot of nightmares come down to the fear of sharks that is engrained in us. In the chapter number 

3, I shared my thoughts on the potential reasons for this fear, but it was important to note what the tourists 

felt was the reason for this fear. People recognized that media and yes in particular Jaws had played an 

important part in creating the irrational fear of them. As John from Australia stated, “It’s Jaws, and, media, 

more people die from cows, and bees, but they don't have big teeth. At any time, shark attack happens in 

the world it gets sensationalized, but we don't hear about the hundred million sharks killed in each year due 

to the fin trade. It is also marketing- if we repeat one thing frequently, you would tend to believe it, 

whether it is true or not”. And a lot of tourists seemed to know that “We are luring them into aggressive 

behaviour, like jumping, breaching, it's not a fair representation of the sharks.” 

Jaws did seem to have a significant effect on people’s perception and indeed fear of sharks, and 

White Sharks in particular. As humans, we always like our villains “The sharks are always the villain, 

when there is a shipwreck you would see sharks circling underneath. I always wonder that the movie made 

the shark famous or was it already famous before that?” For some, Jaws had a lifelong effect, “My mom 

saw Jaws, when she was young, she was terrified, and she never goes in the water.” Another tourist, 

referring to Jaws director Stephen Spielberg “I almost hate the man, he obviously put the fear in many 

people by portraying that poor creature as a killing machine which they are not. I'm not going to go out 

swimming out there all on my own, just because my imagination would go wild. And surprise I didn't start 

playing the Jaws theme tune in my head when I was in the cage!”. And interestingly enough, a lot of the 

tourists felt that the shark in Jaws was a male, and it was the man against the rogue male shark.  

At the same time Jaws and other media, and the fear of the shark, transformed into people’s 

fascination of the animal. Shows like Shark week (Robers, 2019) of Discovery channel, Blue planet of 

BBC (BBC, n.d.), were among the few which created interest in people. The same American doctor who 

had ‘daymares’ about the sharks, admitted that Jaws evoked his interest in the sharks: “When I was too 
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young to watch it around five, my grandma let me watch Jaws. I fell in love with that movie, even if it was 

terrifying. From then onwards as long as I can remember I always used to collect shark pictures get news 

about shark attacks and so on.” Tourists noted, that even positive, and non- sensationalized documentary 

media representation of sharks at this point is only good to the people were interested, which is the same 

argument about cage diving changing attitude towards shark, i.e. only people who are interested in sharks 

come to it. 

Beyond the media, tourists felt that indeed there are some intrinsic features about the animals, and 

the environment they are part of, which taps into some deep-seated fear we hold as humans. Humans 

respond to the physical features of sharks, like their eyes and teeth: “They look scary, they have more teeth 

than the entire Jackson five”. Tourists also stated that they felt there is something unearthly about the 

sharks: “They look like aliens, it is the idea of the ‘other’, on one level you recognise it enough with their 

eyes and mouth, on the other hand all the features are distorted a lot.” The environment also plays an 

important factor in our fear of them, particularly the lack of visibility, and isolation in the ocean, it always 

comes down to the fear of what may be: “Maybe it's like overcoming some elemental fear of drowning, the 

water is almost like a cauldron of what could be in it.” Ricky from Germany felt, “When you look at the 

water and you think of the shark it makes you feel that the water can be dangerous- it's what you don't see, 

in Horror movies darks shadows are scary, dark corners are scary. The sea essentially is a shadow, and you 

don't know what's in it”.  

It seemed that indeed these fears materialize from the realization that we as a species are helpless in 

water: “We are out of our element in the sea. You can run through a forest if a tiger comes after you, but 

you cannot do anything in the water.” And most people I interviewed agreed that murkiness, or lack of 

visibility is what extenuates this fear, a fear which has effect on our interaction with our environment: the 

shark is an anthropomorphic, aquatic projection of the ‘boogeyman’, in this case hunting us from both the 

dark recesses of the ocean, and our psyche. “I am not comfortable when I can't see the bottom, you are no 

longer in your environment, you have no idea what's lurking only 20 feet away from you, that can see you 
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so much better, I am gonna get you- like the Grim Reaper. It's as if it knows your deepest darkest fears, it's 

almost like the sea is mocking me. Every now and then you get that really eerie feeling, don't know what it 

is but something just tells me it’s time to get out.” One tourist even talked about the darkness of a cave, 

comparing it with the darkness of a shark’s jaws: “If you look at a shark’s jaw, it is like looking into the 

dark abyss, and in the context that you are in a foreign environment, and they come out of the dark, and 

they come quick. Our unconscious minds are basically shadows, and you pull stuff out of it… and 

everyone is afraid of the dark.” Indeed, one of the reason people feared sharks was the suddenness of their 

appearance ‘out of nowhere’, and the realization that they are above us in the food chain.  

It would appear that people were less scared when they would actually see the shark than when they 

did not and anticipated for something to happen. A long-term dive instructor mentioned in a conversation 

that certain divers don’t like diving in isolation, especially in the middle of the ocean, because it is an alien 

environment, and we have no control over it. A tourist stated, “I was always scared of them from movies 

and other stuff, I still won't go swimming out in the ocean by myself, if I'm with somebody that is fine but I 

will not do it myself, it's that subconscious fear, I think it's a sensible fear to have, it's that safety in 

number.” Then there was the nature of shark attacks, as expressed by an American, Roseanne, “The fear of 

being eaten alive is pretty gruesome. Even if I understand all the statistics and the chance of being attacked 

by shark are astronomically low- it doesn't help my fear.” 

However, there was acknowledgement and appreciation of their perfection as a species, a British 

tourist said, “They have been around for so long, perfect killing machine, they are one of the more primal 

ancient animals in the ocean.” There was anthropomorphic appreciation of the characteristics of the animal, 

often explaining how the image of the behavioural characteristics were so appealing as to become a 

personal totem animal “Well they are menacing, they have those sharp teeth that could slice through 

anything like butter, they are the kings of the sea makes them so respectable. Also, they are loners, and 

travel by themselves, I think that many people relate with it. Because sharks know what they are, they are 

the apex predators out there, they're so good at what they do. I like making my own path in the world, 
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Whales, are always in a pod and reliant on each other, but sharks can go out on their own and be 

independent.” One tourist said, “Animals like leopard, puma has a magnetic presence. In Tibet it is called 

“Wa” which means magnetism, or power, sharks have the similar attribute. It’s very powerful and 

magnetic, they come and go very fast, and you can’t keep your eyes off them, you don't want to confront 

them, but at the same time cannot look away. They're quite prehistoric! Somehow quite perfect species, I 

love form over function.”  The description of ‘Form over function’ arises from the architectural quote 

‘form follows function’ by Louis Sullivan and is part of the aesthetic of modernism.   

8.5. Expectation of the tourist about the shark encounter. 

There was an expectation of the feeling of actually seeing the sharks, that was expressed as both the 

love for the animal and the fear. Some wanted to see their power, some their teeth, some gain more respect 

of them, and some don’t have any expectation. “Absolute terror!! Last night I googled videos of shark 

attacks, Jaws for an hour. I am already mentally prepared to save my wife today.” There were a lot of 

unknowns, “I think, I would be really excited, and at the same time surprised to see them. Because I really 

don't know, I waited for such a long time, and there would be so much emotion.” There was respect for the 

fish and their environment and the tourist felt seeing White Sharks would deepen that respect. 

Furthermore, there seemed to be a recognition of the individuality of the sharks among the tourist, and also 

a reciprocal wish by the tourist to be recognized by sharks as an individual themselves. An American 

tourist said, “I hope it calms me down, having scuba dived for a long time, and always wanting to see 

White Sharks, I just want to get it done now.” Yet the individuality of the shark and how they interact with 

the cage shapes the feeling about the experience was also evident “I think I would be fascinated not so 

much scared as long as the shark goes around and does not come start shaking the cage.” Whereas others 

said they didn’t have any expectations “For me ignorance is bliss”. But still there is a wish of the tourist to 

be noticed by the shark and felt they wanted to impress the shark as much they thought they would be 

impressed by them, and not to leave because the interaction was boring. Finally, there was hope for the 
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adrenaline rush, “I'm expecting that my heart would be racing, it would be a full-on Rush, it would be awe 

and amazement. Hopefully it is not hyperventilation” (she chuckled). But they did wonder how that 

experience would affect their later underwater experiences. 
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9. The experience of WCN and its 

effect on the tourist attitude towards 

White Sharks and WCN. 

 

Image 9.1. The tourist taking video of the shark standing on top of the cage, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

 

9.1. Introduction 

In this chapter I explore two facets of the tourist interaction with the sharks through WCN; the 

experience of cage diving, and the effect of the experience on the tourist attitude towards the sharks and 



222 

 

 

WCN. I start with an autoethnographic immersive narrative of my own encounter with a female shark, 

hoping to create a POV experience, exploring vast gamut of emotions and sensations going through my 

head and body, from the fear, to excitement, and sense of wonder and appreciation of the animal, and 

finally, the affective impact of these two bodies encountering each other through the medium of the shared 

water- space, and the aluminium wall separating and connecting both. Following, I discuss the finer 

aspects of such encounters on the tourist, and the effect of it has on their attitude about the sharks, 

quantitatively, and qualitatively. Finally, I finish the chapter with tourist attitude towards the WCN.  

9.2. The experience of encountering White Sharks through cage 

diving. 

Literature showed there were few factors that contributed to a meaningful encounter with human 

and wildlife. As noted in previous chapter, Curtin (2009) found in wildlife tourism, during the pre- 

encounter period, there was anticipation of the experience and intrigue. During the moment of the 

encounter, the experience was associated with adrenaline and fear, especially in the cases with larger 

animals who can potentially hurt them. Immediately after the experience, participants felt a sense of relief, 

peacefulness, calmness and also excitement. Furthermore, these experiences also created self–realization, a 

spiritual experience, and a special and temporal experience too, where they forgot the temporal bindings of 

daily lives.  

In examining wildlife viewing experiences in the Canadian Rocky Mountain National Parks, 

McIntosh & Wright (2017) found that factors like proximity, variety of species, and emotional connection 

were important for meaningful experiences. Furthermore, bigger animals were more effective emotional 

experiences. Naturalness of the setting and the feeling of authenticity was significant. Furthermore, the 

closer the experience the better it was,  
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“… sense of being among the animals may give the visitors more of a feeling that they are truly 

within the animals natural environment. The importance of proximity to wildlife could also be that 

the closer an animal is spatially to a person, the more the comfort of the visitor may 

decrease…being outside of your comfort zone can resonate more emotionally with people and 

ultimately lead to more profound experiences and opportunities for learning.”  (McIntosh & 

Wright, 2017, pg. 5).  

 

My findings about the experiences of cage diving with White Sharks was similar. Cage diving and 

the human shark encounter through it is a dynamic created encounter where both the species act on each 

other and are mediated through the material and semantic world around them. The experiences of the 

divers were affected by large fish in front of them, proximity of the shark to the cage, and a sense of 

naturalness. This was emotive and heightened sensory experience, often filled with adrenaline and fear, 

however it was also sensitive, and spiritual. The humans were minutely aware of their surrounding and the 

finer detail and clues, as is often the case in perceived experiences of danger. As Macca explained to me 

“Awareness just does not mean fear, but it will change their whole diving career, some might keep going 

and other might think no I don't get in the water. It creates a respect for particular animal that you thought 

wasn't around. Everything is more heightened, you are more perceptive of what's around you, whereas 

before you just didn't care. You take notice of your surroundings more than you did before, while before 

you were reckless and disregarded everything.” 

My experience of an encounter with a female shark. 

26.10.17 

Journal entry 

“I am just here! Suspended in the liminality of dream and awakening; abyss and light. I bob up and 

down in frigid waters; cocooned in a cage 300-feet from a sparsely inhabited island called Edward, 1,600 
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km from Antarctica. Thoughts and imagination start to give rise to images and shadows of malevolent 

monsters looking for you amid the crimson darkness, waiting to pounce any moment. Even if just five feet 

away from the surface and the other humans on the boat, you are isolated from the rest of the familiar 

universe. All you can perceive are the ethereal images created from your own demons and fantasies 

intertwined with what is there 30 feet in front and below of you, and things that lay unseen beyond. These 

images play hide-and-seek with the throbbing streaks of light penetrating the turquoise blue. As depth 

increases, light decreases, so does colour and contour. And only grey, and green, and black, and silver 

forms seem to be created and dispersed at the ocean floor from here.  

Right now, I look at my wrist dive computer I have been under water for 40 minutes, 11.3-degree 

water just standing and waiting, my five-millimetre neoprene suit is no longer keeping me warm. Like 

shards of glass, the drops capture minute newfound air pockets every once in a while. I clear the water out 

of my mask with forced air from my nose, and bite on hard on my regulator. I feel the sharp edge of the 

aluminium cage through my suit; crouch down to get my balance and control my buoyancy with my 

breathing. We have heard of her presence a few weeks ago, a mature female Great White Shark. She has 

been spotted in the region by fishermen, but we have not seen her. I look up to the ocean surface, a 

decomposing tuna head tied to a rope shivers with the waves, hoping to entice her. I see some Trumpeter 

and Wrasse fish nibbling on it, and the flippers of an albatross, who is having a go at it too. 

Suddenly, the Wrasse disappear; there is no thing living now in front of me. I am left with the 

sound of my own intermittent bubbles, my weight belt banging on the back of the cage in a rhythmic drum, 

‘Bumb’ ‘Bumb’, and the crackling and twisting of the nuts and bolts fighting with the currents trying to 

keep the cage attached to the boat. The absence of her frightens me, as my heart rate begins to rise; I look 

for her through all the three windows of the cage. Behind me, I can see the large propeller, and the moss 

dancing on the hull of the boat. I look below the cage; suddenly, the ocean floor seems darker for a 

moment --- then again, there is nothing. I wait. I wait…as my weight belt keeps on bumping on the back of 

the cage; I look to my left, nothing. I know my time is almost up, as today there is a storm forecast. When 
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suddenly through my peripheral vision I feel something is watching me. I turn and see a pair of deep blue 

eyes larger than tennis balls looking back at me. For a moment, everything is quiet, no bubbles, no rattling 

of the cage. As if my heart has stopped, as has the waves, two sentient beings look at each other, as an 18-

foot Great White Shark ‘Carchardon Carcharias’ passes 8 inches in front of my cage. We are connected 

with the movement of the waves, her eyes focused at me, but I don’t know what she is thinking. I can see 

the small pores in her snout, the ‘Ampullae of Lorenzini’. Her fine teeth don’t show as much now, she 

moves ever so gently, and effortlessly, owning and releasing the shadows which hide her at her own will. 

I bang on the cage to attract her attention, she turns back and comes towards me and now is 

suspended in front of me our eyes locked, and the sensations come flooding back, my entire being starts to 

give in. She slowly touches the cage, the cage trembles. I have felt smaller sharks rattle our entire boat with 

one bump, so her approach is gentle indeed. She is not a monster, she is energy, she has nothing to prove, 

and this is her way of understanding and interacting with her environment. And invariably she 

communicates with me through her body, not sure though if it is intentional or not, what is certain, she is as 

inquisitive about me as I about her be it for separate reasons. She knows I am here; her sense tells her there 

is a beating heart, but may be in a metal exoskeleton. Just like most of the sharks, she does not bite the 

cage. Maybe she has had experience with human cage diving before, and realizes she cannot get to this 

heart, or she realizes, the cage, or me, or both are not something she would like to taste. Maybe it is the fact 

that unlike what most people think, White Sharks are quite picky eaters, and they are not mindless eating 

machines. Or she knows that I am watching her, and she does not have the element of surprise, which 

White Sharks are known to rely on while hunting, or maybe she is just not hungry. Or it is none of the 

above, and we have no idea what or what culmination of factors they are. 

As she grazes against the cage, I can see an intense claustrophobic, dark, never- ending abyss inside 

her mouth, and her mythical white triangular serrated teeth. Transfixed, I look at each inch of her body 

pass in front of me, and then below the cage. This close, I realize truly how big 18 feet is, as the blank blue 

canvas does not have any point of reference. Her girth is about five feet, more than half the size of the 
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cage, as I see her dark bronze skin pass beneath me, it is as if waiting for a freight train to pass. I look at 

her iridescent skin, made out of a million small teeth, as she glimmers in the sparkle of the light reflected 

from my metal cage. Her body curved out of bold and broad-brush strokes, from her cone-shaped snout to 

her four-foot tall dorsal fin, and never-ending tail. She appears to be moulded out of porcelain, each fibre 

of muscle contracting and relaxing visibly through her skin. There is no lack of perfection, a design 

perfected for at least a 100 million years, only intense reality. All of a sudden, at what whim, she looks 

towards the open ocean, flicks her immense tail, the force of which jolts my cage and I fall back… when I 

look up… she is gone! There is no promise of aggression, neither forgiveness, only at this 

moment…indifference…as I keep on bobbing, and my weight keeps banging on the cage. I have been 

under water 56 minutes now, I know hyperthermia will set in soon, so will the storm, I have to go now.” 

Steffi finally meeting the shark.  

A similar experience as mines with a White Shark was shared by Steffi (the German tourist I 

mentioned in last chapter) on her letter after her encountering a shark through cage diving in Australia 

sometime after she left NZ. It began with her apprehension during the last experience in NZ, to the 

physiological and emotional effect of finally meeting the shark. 

“Dear Raj, 

I can't describe how nervous and excited I felt on that day, still feeling the disappointment from 

Bluff in my bones. The ship took three hours to reach the spot, and my mood was changing from 

"WOOOOOOOW we're going to see great White Sharks" to "F*** what if not...", and I started to get 

seasick again. Then the call... the sharks are there.... and we jumped into the cage and .... nothing. No 

shark... just a wall of fish, chum, it was so bloody cold and rocky. I was vomiting under water, couldn't feel 

my toes, and was shivering- just miserable. And then a shadow, the ghost, he was there, they exist. Just for 

three seconds or so and gone again. I was panically looking around, desperate to get a closer look, afraid 

that this may had been all, my heart was beating so fast, no sign of seasickness, A shadow, was he back? 
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But my seasickness got me again, I was fighting against it, but needed to get up for a minute or so, then I 

forced myself to go back into the washing machine again. 

And out of silver fish and blood, he came around cruising, slow, massive, just perfect from the left 

side, just so close to Olli and me. He was staring insight the cage and for an instant it felt he was making 

eye contact with me. This unbelievable deep black eye was sucking me in, Holy shit... I stopped breathing, 

didn't dare to move. I felt so small and insignificant, he was the ruler over this kingdom, and we just tiny 

visitors. Pure perfection, pure power, pure nature.... his presence and energy wow.... And not a single bit 

aggressive, the atmosphere was very calm but overwhelming. Even now, when I think about it, I shed a 

tear and have a big smile on my face when I remember his presence, it was definitely a mind/ life-changing 

moment”. 

Steffi talked about ‘pure nature’, which is possibly indicative of her perception of the ‘realness’ of 

the experience, but I have to invariably ask myself, what is a ‘real’ experience of encounter with a White 

Shark underwater? Will the experience be necessarily the same if the circumstances and the individual 

shark was different? If I met her (the shark in the previous section), or any other White Shark underwater 

without the cage, and unexpectedly, would my reaction to them, and their reaction to myself be the same? 

Mike used to take his family to the Marlborough sounds, one year he was underwater fishing when 

suddenly he turned and saw a big White Shark next to him watching him; being cool as he is underwater, 

he was able to just stay calm and take his regulator out and blow bubbles, and the shark left. But for weeks 

after that late at night in bed, the thought kept on coming back to him “What if…”. 

Fear shaped the relationship and interactions of the humans in the cage diving practice, but the 

boundaries between fear, and fascination was often hazy. The divers, the operators, and the researcher 

negotiated through their fear of the sharks, to engage with them, and fear (be it controlled fear) became part 

of the commodity the operators sold to the customers. Much like in Parreñas’s  (Parreñas, 2018; Parreñas, 

2012) exploration of embodied experiences of humans working in orangutan rehabilitation centres in 

Sarawak, fear became part of existence, and behaviour of a well-trained volunteer towards orangutans was 
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shaped by their fear of them, as much as the behaviour of the orangutans towards the humans shaped by 

their fear of the humans (Rutherford, 2016). In a similar sense, the behaviour of the humans going in the 

cage was mediated through this fear, their body posture, composure inside the cage was a dynamic play 

from the animals behaviour and their admiration for them, at the same time realizing how overpowering 

their presence really was. While it is a debatable matter if it can be said, that the behaviour of the sharks 

was shaped by the fear of the humans or the other activities involved in the cage diving practice, however, 

their behaviour in particular avoidance of interacting with the cage diving practice even if they came to the 

immediate area was certainly in indication of their aversion towards the practice, although instead of fear it 

could just have been a lack of interest.    

Fear also dictated the interactions between humans and alligators in Louisiana swamp trips (Keul, 

2013). “In general, fear operated as a regulator of encounters that made experiences safe for both people 

and gators… Guides wanted both people and gators to have some fear, but not too little (this could be 

dangerous) and not too much (else no ticket purchase)” (pg. 946). Guides wanted tourists to know that 

alligators could be dangerous, but that, “they are not the monsters that they see on TV…” (pg. 946). Keul 

observed that humans who intentionally chose to encounter with gators chose to do so for various reasons, 

and often in a wish to “confront the embodiment of their fears, but they know that such encounters can 

only be experience through encounters” (pg. 930,931). However, the human – nonhuman animal 

interactions were not necessarily the same with the sharks of Foveaux like that of the alligators of 

Louisiana, because according to the guides the gators altered their behaviour due to the human encounters, 

but the sharks did not. Because the gators were regularly fed by the tourists and the guides, the guides 

created personal bonds with them, they learnt to perform for the tourist at the appropriate time, and 

manner. This was different in case of cage diving with White Sharks, because of the lack of dependability 

of individual sharks to return to the same spot, and the inability of the operators to ‘train’ them, even if the 

wish was the same from the perspective of the cage operators too. 
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Keul divided the human alligator encounter into two sections, “enticing encounters, when the 

reptiles were coaxed to make an appearance, strike, or jump out of the water with a food ‘payout’, and 

encounters of being, when alligators allowed people to gaze upon and approach them without any apparent 

motivation. Both types of encounter were enticing (as in alluring and tantalizing) because they involved 

animated human and alligator performances where both sets of actors were anticipating each other” (pg. 

934). He proposed the enticing encounter seemed more dramatic and better value for money of the tour, 

but they only did it under specific geographical considerations. Whereas in encounters of being, there were 

no constraints, and in this kind of encounter the gators had more agency; that is, they decided as to if they 

want to be seen. In cage diving, even if the operators would ideally have liked to encourage an enticing 

encounter, where the shark could play the ‘shark’, often it ended up being encounters of being, where the 

tourist watched them from distance and this physical distance of observation could have different effect on 

the tourist’s experience as opposed to when the sharks were close, and even playing the ‘shark’. This was 

particularly true from the season of 2018-2019, because the cage divers were not using bait, and the sharks 

often stayed further away from the cage and the boat, as opposed when they were enticed to come close to 

the cage for the divers to see. 

In cage diving, fear played a similar pertinent role in shaping the human nonhuman animal 

encounter, like that of the alligators in Louisiana. But one physical element that separated the alligator 

experience from cage diving was the ‘cage’. The cage created a physical and psychological barrier between 

the two species; for the cage along with the ocean, and its waves, and the currents, connected two apex 

species in a personal, sensual experience, defined by curiosity from both the species, generally peaceful 

under a controlled environment. 

Controlled by the operators, by at least the negation of any negative interaction between the two 

species, when either of the species were physically harmed, but certainly effected by the sharks, because 

they may choose not to take part in it. The bodies of the individuals (human and shark) in the encounter are 

being affected by the immediate, and remote movement of one another, divided by a permeable metal cage, 
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where neither are allowed to put their sensory apparatus in or out. But the potential of danger always 

loomed, and palpable underlying fear was inherent in at least one of the species. 

For the humans, the three windows of the cage created a frame from where to watch the sharks, so 

much so that for some the entire experience seemed like watching it on TV, especially if the sharks were 

far away, and did not give much attention to the cage or the divers. “When I was in the cage, I felt safe, 

part of the cage. Looking through the windows I felt I was looking at the shark on a TV screen- really good 

TV, 3-D, high definition. I felt a bit isolated from the entire event, at the same time being so up close and 

personal, we are part of the environment, but also separate from it”. 

The air bubbles produced by the exhaling of the humans underwater were that often connect the 

sharks and the humans transcending the walls of the cage. As Mike mentioned, “White Sharks are attracted 

by the bubbles (and commotion of the cage)” On the other hand as noted in his own encounter with a shark 

when diving, he blew bubbles in the water which deterred the sharks, and there are now experiments with 

bubble walls to keep big sharks away (Save our seas magazine, 2015). In any case, these bubbles which 

apparently attracted the sharks, created a situation of disorientation for the divers who wated to see them as 

clearly as possible. 

Dobson (2007) noted, when exploring shark tourism generating peak experience in the tourist, 

proximity to the animal seemed an important factor in shaping the experience. In my research, I also found 

tourists felt that when the sharks were closer, their experience inside the cage was sometimes much scarier 

than if they were further away. “If he's just out there, the experience is fascinating. But if he turns around 

comes in and starts biting everything and thrashing everything, I think the adrenaline would start running a 

little bit. I knew I was in a cage, and I was safe. If I was out of the cage, then I would have freaked out.” 

When the sharks were actually close and paid personal attention, it elicited varied reactions in the 

divers. Once, when Maca was inside the cage and a shark was passing by, to get his attention Maca banged 

on the cage. The shark stopped and looked at him, almost suspended in the water directly in front of him. 
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Maca thought if he did any sudden jumping movement the shark would be scared and swim away, so Maca 

got aggressive and banged on the cage again. But the shark did not flinch, didn't move at all, just kept on 

looking at him. Maca got intimidated, and just came out of the cage. That's why he said, “Every time you 

think you know, you realise you don't”.  

Some tourists showed a desire for attention and recognition from the centre of their attention- the 

sharks. When that happened, that could be perceived from the shark’s gaze and bodily movement, and then 

the question sometimes passed in the tourist’s mind- ‘what are the sharks thinking?’ This personal 

recognition often provided a strong reminder in the tourist’s mind that indeed the shark was top of the food 

chain underwater, this was particularly noticeable to the humans if were in the cage by themselves. 

Tourists commonly reported the unexpected thrill of having the shark seemingly stare straight at them, and 

felt an unexpected connection to the shark. Unlike in an uncontrolled environment, when we would 

generally want to escape attention from a top predator, from inside the cage tourist felt like they wanted to 

be as important to the sharks as he was to them- “It seemed that the shark actually looked at me! And made 

eye contact with me! I wondered what it was thinking? I was not scared, but I had chills. The shark came, 

looked at us, sized us all up then disappeared in the darkness.” Dan said, “The shark is top of the food 

chain, and the king of the ocean. I was so focused on it and positioning my body so that I could look at the 

shark and it seemed the shark was positioning its body so that it could look at me.” Mana said, “When I 

was alone in the cage, he came up turned his body sideways and it was as if like he was inspecting me. So, 

he's on the outside looking in, and you are on the inside looking out, you both know you are there. Was I 

really alone? It's like a connection, connection between the two of you. But the question is what is it 

thinking? I was trying to make myself more impressionable to him, I was waving my arms, and I think he 

was just seeing something with the big mask and bubbles.”  

The tourists felt that the individual recognition by the shark of the human could also have adverse 

effect on the interaction. “When there are less people in the cage, the sharks could focus on us too. And I 

think there is also less bubble because bubbles can be distracting.” At least two or three times, when I was 
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standing on top of the cage, the shark was coming to the bait but suddenly noticed me and with a swift turn 

immediately veered away. A similar reaction by a shark was observed by a Scottish diver underwater, 

“when I was in the cage, and the bait was in front of me on the surface. The shark was coming towards it, 

he opened his mouth, and at the last moment he spotted me, he must have said to himself - oh no, I'm not 

having that, and he turnaround and swims off.” 

Even the same incident and the same shark could create somewhat of a different effect on different 

individuals “At one point it came right by me, and it just floated in front of the cage- and he started looking 

at me! That was the only time I was- woo... hang on a minute! (Scared).” At the same time, the same 

experience from a different tourist perspective, “When the shark looked at me, I realised it was a dream 

come true and I could really feel the power of the animal. I don't think I even thought about the cold, 

because I was so focused.” So, the proximity of the animal and the attention from them had effect on the 

human experience of them, and possibly the attitude towards them, however it was individual dependent- 

the individual shark, and the individual human. 

While for some tourists seeing the shark was an adrenalin filled experience, for others, it was more 

of a spiritual experience. Sonny, the only Indian cage diver I met on the boat said “It was like an aura, and 

energy moving in front of you, and you don't see the shark as the shark. That’s pure strength, it gave me 

goose bumps, when you think of people meditating- not to think, you’re not feeling anything, and trying to 

grasp that energy in front of you”. A Canadian ex fighter pilot said “I wanted to see if there was any 

connection, and yes there certainly was. I did not feel any aggression, it was a recognition, that we are all 

equals, I was in human form, and he was in marine form”. 

Visual documentation was an important part of the experience; however, it was not necessarily the 

most important factor for the tourist. Other researchers came to similar understanding from their studies. 

For example, McClellan, (2015) argued, photographs play an important role in how varied human groups 

reflect and produce their relationships with other species.  McIntosh & Wright (2017) found, photographic 
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documentation of the wild life experiences, although was important as a proof, but did not contribute to 

meaningful experience for the participants (McIntosh & Wright, 2017).  

Somewhat similar were the feeling of a lot of the tourist in WCN. As I mentioned, most people 

ended up taking videos instead of photographs, because of the dynamic condition inside the cage. In one 

instance, I saw a diver who got in the cage, and came out within a few minutes, even when the sharks were 

around mentioning “Well, I got the money shot, that’s all I need”. But for others, the experience of using 

the camera underwater was more complicated. “I was mucking around with my camera, when I saw the 

shark coming towards me, and I forgot everything about the camera.” To some the photographs were 

secondary to personally having the experience, “To me, the photo comes later, before I want to see it with 

my eyes, and feel it with my skin.” 

Display of the images in social media did play a part but often the images are more significant for 

personal memory than anything else “You have the memory for yourself, but you can relate to it with the 

photo. Either you are looking at the sharks, or looking at the back of the camera, and your reality is that 

screen.” Some wanted to create a balance “Usually I do a lot of dives with it, then a few without it.” For a 

painter the reason of taking the photographs were a bit different, “I do like to take photos, that I could add 

them to my library for reference of painting. And when I'm painting it also helps to be able to call back on 

that memory.” For a father who could not have his kids accompany him on the trip.  

9.3. Effect of the experience of the attitude towards the sharks 

Qualitative analysis of the effect of the experience on the tourist attitude 

towards the sharks 

As elaborated on in chapter 2, previous data has shown there seem to be positive effect of 

encountering sharks in their natural environment  (Dobson 2007; O’Bryhim, 2011; Friedrich, Jefferson, & 

Glegg, 2014) , however data with White Sharks is limited globally, and non-existent from New Zealand, 
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hence in this section of the chapter I explore that from qualitative and quantitative perspective. The 

experience of encountering the sharks through WCN had deep effect on the tourist on their attitude towards 

the sharks. For the divers, often there was a cognitive dissonance between two conflicting ideas- Great 

White Shark the monster in their imagination created by media, and White Shark the fish in front of them. 

Underwater, this effect of the negative image was often symbolized by intense fear, and the bodily reaction 

of heavy breathing and disorientation, this was not helped by the fact for many it was the first time 

breathing underwater. 

It seemed that, much like me, many tourists were more afraid until they had actually seen the shark, 

because yet again the physical absence of the sharks gave the opportunity to create the monster of their 

nightmares just outside their gaze. The fear of being unprepared mentally when the sharks appeared, and 

indeed, the suddenness of their appearance and disappearance, seemed to be disconcerting to people, and 

often the anticipation of the shark was more tense than actually seeing the sharks,  

“It is kind of spooky, how they come and disappear. I was looking for it and suddenly it came from 

below, every time the cage banged, I looked back I thought the shark must be there, but it was just 

the cage banging on the. It is just the way they come up out of nowhere! He was six feet away, and 

I could seem perfectly, but he was 11 feet away, and disappeared entirely”. 

 

Often there was resolution of this conflict by the aesthetic beauty of the animal; their apparent slow 

and calm movement, and non-threatening demeanour- once they were there affected the human’s psycho-

physically and calmed them down. Jake the kiwi male who wanted to feel the sense of accomplishment 

after seeing them told me after seeing the shark “I feel at peace, I feel relaxed. It makes me really smile to 

think the shark was right by me”. More than anything else, it is at times a sense of relief, “It’s a relief, it is 

something I had in my bucket list for a long time, will be glad when it's over.” An Irish woman Louise 

explained “I was panicking, so that my mask fits properly, the cage, the oxygen, and there was shark in the 

water. But then the shark came, and breathing slowed down, I didn't think I was going to be as relaxed as I 
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was. I used to think sharks were ugly, big mouthful of teeth, ferocious, had no idea why my son wanted to 

do this, but after doing this… I understand.” People often were spellbound by the beauty of the animals 

“They are more beautiful than expected, so I want more now, and I also didn't have time to be scared.” 

“The first thing I thought about is how beautiful it is (other divers shook their heads in agreement). It went 

by like a ballerina, huge, bigger than expected, and he was so colourful, it's almost like a rainbow colour 

[the iridescent skin].” Bert, a British man said “I thought it was going to be very intense, lot of adrenaline, 

but it was lot different, actually quite peaceful. A lot of waiting, then excitement when I first saw the 

shark’s tail on the surface; nervous and shaking. When the animal came in, he was cruising around, did not 

have his teeth on show, didn’t seem angry, just inquisitive, it had nothing to do with Jaws.”  

There was the contrasting idea of how the shark will behave, often as opposed to the media 

presentation of them as hyper aggressive. People found them more curious than aggressive, “I thought they 

would be biting at everything, aggressive, because you see that in all the discovery shows. But I actually 

found them to be somewhat timid, and curious.” Often the conflict resolution brought self-realization, 

Emma, an American woman, “I felt free and calm. It was completely opposite to what I would have 

imagined. I think, I had built up this irrational, illogical understanding, or fear of what they are, and what 

they will do to you- and this was a great end to it.” There was a sense of relief because of this calmness, 

and the same sense of dissonance is repeated from people of different gender, nationality and age range.  

For some though, the experience had somewhat of a mixed effect on their attitude towards White 

Sharks, “I'm still intimidated by them. They've had so many scratches on them, so many battle scars. I don't 

think I'll feel any better in the water after seeing them, and their size. They were not aggressive- but you 

won't catch me jumping in these waters now”. And for a couple of people I interviewed, they seemed to be 

more scared about the sharks after the experience than before. “If I wasn't scared before, I am now, because 

I know how big they are… shit no!” There is one more notable factor, I was able to talk to 2-3 tourists who 

came to the boat as observers from the surface, and they did not have an altered perspective of the animal; 
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could it be that it is imperative to actually get in the water with the sharks to appreciate them, and just 

watching them from the surface is not enough? Something that can be explored in future research. 

Quantitative analysis of the effect of WCN on tourist attitude towards 

White Sharks. 

In the previous section I qualitatively explored the experience of cage diving and its effect on the 

tourist attitude towards the sharks. Here, I further explore the effect of the experience on the tourist attitude 

towards the sharks quantitatively basing of surveys data.  The attitudes were divided into three criteria; 

Positive, Neutral, and Negative; and three questions in each- hence nine questions, and the tourists were 

requested to respond to the nine questions in any scores ranging from 1- 5. The questions were 

counterbalanced in their presentation so that there was no predictable pattern for the participants while 

answering. 

As elaborated on in chapter 2 as of now there are no studies which quantitatively investigated the 

effect of cage diving on post- dive attitude towards White Sharks compared to pre- dive attitude, especially 

in NZ- this section of the thesis aims to fill this gap. Furthermore, some scientists expressed to me that they 

are unconvinced about the relevance of any alteration of attitude about sharks done through cage diving, 

because majority of the participants may be trained scuba divers, and scuba divers may be predisposed to 

be more concerned with the ocean and its creatures. So, I wanted to investigate if tourists who participated 

in the diving already had more positive attitude towards the sharks than general population. Finally, I was 

also interested in any potential relation of academic educational level [secondary, tertiary undergraduate, 

postgraduate] with attitude towards the marine environment, and the sharks. Hence, I created three 

hypotheses and eight predictions from them to test.  

Hypothesis 1. The experience of cage diving has significant effect on a tourist attitude towards the sharks. 

1.1. The experience of cage diving increases tourist’s positive attitude towards White Sharks. 
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1.2. The experience of cage diving decreases tourist’s neutral attitude towards White Sharks. 

1.3. The experience of cage diving decreases tourist’s negative attitude towards White Sharks. 

Hypothesis 2. The attitude towards White Sharks is related to a tourist academic and diving qualification. 

2.1. There is positive correlation between scuba diving qualification and attitude towards White 

Sharks. 

2.2. There is positive correlation between academic educational qualification and attitude 

towards White Sharks. 

Hypothesis 3. The tourists participating in cage diving have more positive attitudes towards the White 

Shark than the general population. 

3.1. The tourists who participate in cage diving has more positive attitudes towards White 

Sharks than the general population. 

3.2. The tourists who participate in cage diving has less neutral attitudes towards White Sharks 

than the general population. 

3.3. The tourists who participate in cage diving has less negative attitudes towards White Sharks 

than the general population. 

As mentioned in chapter 3, the data was collected from 150 cage divers, in Feb to June 2016- and 

Dec to March 2017. Using randomized sampling, the data was collected aboard the Southern Isles to 

document the immediate effect of the encounter on the participants, before and after the experience.  The 

survey exploring the divers attitude towards the sharks, was divided into three criteria; Positive, Neutral, 

and Negative; and three questions in each- hence nine questions, and the tourists were requested to respond 

to the nine questions in any scores ranging from 1- 5. The questions were counterbalanced in their 

presentation manner so that there was no predictable pattern for the participants while answering. 
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Questions exploring each criterions of attitude 

Positive- They are beautiful and awesome; thinking about them makes me happy; I love them. 

Neutral- I have no specific opinion about them; They are just like any other fish; I have neutral feelings about 

them. 

Negative- I am scared of them; They are monsters; They are mindless killing machines. 

Inferential statistics addressing the predictions. 

The averages scores of the three questions were considered together as the measure of each types of 

attitude; Positive, Neutral, and Negative: Positive pre-dive, Positive- post dive; Neutral Pre- dive, Neutral 

Post- dive; Negative pre- dive, Negative Post- dive. These are abbreviated in the table below as:  

Avgpopre- Average Positive pre-dive.  

Avgpopost- Average Positive- post dive.  

Avgnupre- Average Neutral Pre- dive. 

 Avgnupost- Average Neutral Post- dive.  

Avgnepre- Average Negative pre- dive.  

Avgnepost- Average Negative Post- dive. 

 

Hypothesis 1. The experience of cage diving has significant effect on a 

tourist attitude towards the sharks. 

1.1.The experience of cage diving increases tourist’s positive attitude towards White Sharks. 
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Image 9.2. Pre and post dive positive attitude of tourist towards White Shark bar graph, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2018. 

Image 125. Comparing pre- dive  

Paired Samples Correlations 

 

Table 9.3. Pared samples correlation of Pre- dive and post- dive average positive attitude of tourists towards White Sharks 

Findings- Tourists had significant increase in positive attitude towards White Sharks after encountering 

them through cage diving, so, the prediction 1.1. was accepted (refer to appendix).
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1.2.The experience of cage diving decreases tourist’s neutral attitude towards White Sharks. 

 

 

Image 9.3. Comparing pre- dive and post dive neutral attitude of tourist towards White Shark bar graph, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2018. 

 

Paired Samples Correlations 

 

 

Table 9.6. Pared samples correlations of Pre- dive and post- dive average neutral attitude of tourists towards White Sharks. 

 

Findings-The tourists had significant decrease in neutral attitude towards White Sharks after encountering 

them through cage diving, so the prediction 1.2. was accepted (refer to appendix).
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1.3. The experience of cage diving decreases tourist’s negative attitude towards White Sharks. 

 

 

Image 9.4. Comparing pre- dive and post dive negative attitude of tourist towards White Shark bar graph, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2018 

Image 127 

 

Paired Samples Correlations 

 

Table 9.9. Pared samples correlations of Pre- dive and post- dive average negative attitude of tourists towards White Sharks. 

 

Findings-The tourists had significant decrease in negative attitude towards White Sharks after 

encountering them through cage diving, so the prediction 1.3. was accepted (refer to appendix). 
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Comparing tourists’ Pre-dive and Post- Dive Positive, Neutral, and 

Negative attitude towards White Sharks after encountering them through 

cage diving. 

 

Image 9.5. Comparing pre- dive and post dive positive, neutral, and negative attitude of tourist towards White Shark bar graph, Raj 

Sekhar Aich, 2018. 

Finding- Tourists has significant increase in positive attitude (3.4119 to 3.7657); decrease in neutral 

condition (1.8216 to 1.7084); and decrease in negative attitude (1.9790 to 1.5979) towards White Sharks 

after encountering them through diving encounter. 

 

Hypothesis 2. The attitude towards White Sharks is related to a tourist 

academic and diving qualification. 

2.1. There is positive correlation between scuba diving qualification and attitude towards White Sharks. 
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2.1.1. Scuba diving qualification and positive attitude. 

 

Table 9.11. Correlation of scuba diving qualification and positive attitude of cage diving tourist towards White Shark. 

Findings: There was significant Correlation between scuba diving qualification and positive attitude 

towards White Sharks, at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).  
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2.1.2. Scuba diving qualification and neutral attitude  

 

Table 9.12. Correlation of scuba diving qualification and neutral attitude of cage diving tourist towards White Sharks. 

Findings: There was no significant Correlation between scuba diving qualification and neutral attitude 

towards White Sharks.
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2.1.3. Scuba diving qualification and negative attitude 

 

Table 9.13. Correlation of scuba diving qualification and negative attitude of cage diving tourist towards White Sharks. 

Findings: There was no significant Correlation between scuba diving qualification and negative attitude 

towards White Sharks. 

Overall Finding, there was only significant correlation between scuba diving qualification and positive 

attitude towards White Sharks, but not for neutral and negative attitude, so the prediction 2.1. was partially 

accepted. 
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2.2. There is positive correlation between academic educational qualification and attitude towards 

White Sharks. 

Pre-dive conditions using Pearson’s correlation coefficient. 

2.2.1. Academic education qualification and positive attitude 

 
 

Table 9.14. Correlation between academic education qualification and diver’s positive attitude towards White Sharks. 

 

Findings-There was no significant correlation found between education level and positive attitude 

 towards White Sharks. 
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2.2.2. Academic education qualification and neutral attitude 

 

Table 9.15. Correlation between academic education qualification and diver’s neutral attitude towards White Sharks 

Findings-There was no significant correlation found between education level and neutral attitude towards 

White Sharks.
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2.2.3. Academic education qualification and negative attitude 

 

Table 9.16. Correlation between academic education qualification and diver’s negative attitude towards White Sharks. 

Findings-There was no significant correlation found between education level and positive attitude towards 

White Sharks. 

Over all findings-There was no significant correlation found between education level and attitude towards 

White Sharks, so the prediction 2.2. was rejected. 
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Hypothesis 3. The tourists who participate in cage diving have more 

positive attitudes towards the White Shark than the general population. 

Predictions, 3.1; 3.2; 3.3. Comparing the predive attitude of divers towards White Sharks with general 

population.  

Data was collected from students at the University of Canterbury, and general population via online survey 

from 150 people. 

 

 

Table 9.17. Comparing the predive attitude of divers towards White Sharks with general population. 
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Image 9.6. Comparing the predive attitude of divers towards White Sharks with general population bar 

graph, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2018. 

 

Findings- The findings indicate that non-diving general population does seem to have 

lesser positive attitude, and higher neutral and negative attitude than divers. So, the 

predictions 3.1, 3.2, and 3.3. were all accepted.
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Consolidation of the Major findings 

As pointed out, one of the reasons for lack of interest in shark conservation might be their negative 

image in public imagination (Thompson, & Mintzes, 2002; Friedrich, Jefferson, & Glegg, 2014; Neff, 

2014; 2015; Friedrich et al., 2014). And it was argued one way of demystifying them and altering negative 

attitude towards them might be direct experience with them in their environment (Bögeholz, 2006; 

Dobson, 2007; J.R. Miller, 2005; O’Bryhim, 2011; Friedrich, Jefferson, & Glegg, 2014;). Indeed, it seems 

direct encounters gave the participants a new appreciation for the animals, and was significant in altering 

negative attitude, and increased show of interest in their conservation efforts. And even if participants had 

somewhat strong positive attitude towards the environmental attitude even before the shark encounter, they 

seemed more interested in sharks, and their conservation after cage diving tours, which increased the 

chance of future call for action for their conservation (Apps, K.; Dimmock, K.; Lloyd, D., & Huveneers, C. 

2016; Apps, K.; Dimmock, K.; and Huveneers, C., 2018; Cerullo, & Rotman,, 2000; Dobson, 2007; 

O’Bryhim, 2011). My findings are in similar lines with these previous findings.  

The data which was collected over the span of two years from 300 participants (including 150 

control of general population), results showed that the divers participating in the study seem to have a more 

positive attitude towards White Sharks than general population. Firstly, it was evident that, the general 

population had less positive attitude towards the tourist on the boat before the encounter. Results further 

showed that general population had more neutral attitude towards the sharks than tourist before the dive. 

Finally, general population had more negative attitude towards the sharks than the tourist before the shark 

encounter. However, even then, there was a significant increase in positive attitude and decrease in neutral 

and negative attitude towards White Sharks after encountering them in cage diving practice among the 

tourist. Tourists has significant increase in positive attitude after the dive (3.4119 to 3.7657); decrease in 

neutral attitude (1.8216 to 1.7084); and decrease in negative attitude (1.9790 to 1.5979) towards White 

Sharks after encountering them through diving encounter. Furthermore, there were friends and family 
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members who were coming with the divers who would not have otherwise come, and this experience not 

only helped create a stronger bond among the tourists themselves but helped in creating appreciation in 

them of this animal, by providing an opportunity to come face to face with them. Hence, the shark 

encounter was not only effective in demystifying the sharks, and potentially beneficial for their 

conservation, but indeed beneficial to the tourist coming to visit them.  

Results showed that there was only significant correlation between dive certification and positive 

attitude towards White Sharks, however, not with neutral and negative attitude. This is understandable, 

because people who have been divers would have more positive attitude towards the marine environment 

and the animal residing in it. Furthermore, if these individuals chose to take up diving in the first place, 

they might have had somewhat positive attitude towards the natural environment even before that. 

However, the lack of link between the positive attitude and negative attitude can not be elaborated on from 

this data and needs further exploration. Lastly, at least in this research group there was no significant 

correlation found between education level and attitude towards White Sharks, which may be indicative that 

education by itself does not help demystify any animals like sharks, or build stronger positive attitude 

towards the natural environment, rather it might be more related to experience and the individual. Hence 

maybe it is important to rethink the mode of education and focus on more practical experience for students 

to increate more positive attitude towards the animals, instead basing on merely information to try to bring 

about positive change in natural conservation.  

To summarize, let us be clear, sharks did not need humans to survive, till we started to destroy them 

and their habitat, they were doing fine for more than a 100 million years. It is unlikely the practice of cage 

diving was initiated thinking about benefits for the sharks. Even though White Sharks it seems might have 

been considered a menace for a long time, the hyperreal image was constructed and promoted by recent 

media, which was only possible by the use of cage diving in the first place (by allowing to take dramatized 

photographs and videos). Furthermore, if a conflict was not created from the practice of cage diving in the 

Foveaux Strait, people would have not killed sharks (if at all they did), as a reaction to the practice. But 
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since the damage is done, maybe now it can play an important part in some efforts of undoing it. However, 

at least in this research, survey data in conjunction with interviews indicated that indeed cage diving had a 

positive effect on the human attitude towards White Sharks. Even the people who had been obsessed with 

them their entire lives, or were trained divers, often held a mystified and negative image of sharks in their 

mind, which cage diving certainly does seem to challenge- an important attribute to support their 

conservation efforts, and beneficial to White Sharks as a species. This is yet again significant to shape 

public opinion effective in creation and maintenance of legislation promoting White Shark conservation 

efforts.  

 

 

Image 9.7. The shark and human meeting separated by the cage, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 
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Image 9.8. Transcending the separation of the cage, with the camera handle, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

9.4. Tourist attitude towards cage diving. 

Ziegler et al. (2018) explored ethics related to provisioning Whale Shark tourism in Oslob, 

Philippines. They noted, tourist weighted the pros and cons of such activity before participation but 

supported the activity, and there was a cognitive dissonance from participating in the practice they know 

was unethical. But the scholars argued, the benefits of this practice were- human enjoyment; scientific 

research opportunities; economic incentives to protect the sharks and environment; education; and 

economic benefits to the local community. In context of WCN the tourists had mixed feelings about the 

practice too. Often they would ask my opinion about cage diving altering the behaviour of the sharks and 

were inquisitive about Mike’s thought on it [ It cannot be assessed definitively if responses of the operators 

or myself had significant effect on their feelings of the operation as I did not individually assess the 

particular feeling about the sharks of these individuals, as opposed to others who did not hear the operators 

or me, however one would argue that there would be some effect of our perception and statement on them].  

Some of the tourists felt that cage diving was bad for the sharks, because in their opinion it is 

training them, but nevertheless they wanted to see the sharks anyway. “By observing them and having the 

boat here every day, I think it is changing their behaviour and we should not do It, I think we should leave 
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them at peace”. Although from their own experience they could see, “The chance of seeing a White Shark, 

based on luck, and shark distribution is quite limited.” Some felt, it does not change any attitude, or has 

any effect on conservation of sharks, and was only good for entertainment purposes, because “People come 

here for the sensation, and not to learn about them. Besides, how much can cage diving change people's 

mind, it is up to the individual.” 

On the other hand, there were people who thought that it can be good towards challenging the 

negative attitude about the sharks, and even encourage people to take active steps in conserving them. “I 

think, this operation can be good for the sharks, because most of us won’t ever see a White Shark- only in 

news and other videos. When they go away and hear any news about sharks being killed or finned, they 

may feel personally about it and want to do something.” Tourists mentioned that cage diving can bring 

awareness for sharks, even if they were not sure what is the effect on the individual sharks who are coming 

to the operation. “Even if misguided- it is in the right direction. I don't think we're doing anything wrong 

with them, not being damaged or harmed. I can imagine people going away from the experience with the 

huge sense of awe, appreciation, and respect for them, and anything along those lines are good for them.” 

And they recognized it is important to see the sharks, and ‘Seeing is learning”. “I am quite curious about 

that (effect of the practice on the sharks), but after coming out here and hearing about Mike's knowledge, 

hearing all the pressures they are against, having you onboard, I think it's a different experience of the 

greater balance. I think, if these things are managed properly- there is more chance of showing that these 

animals are worth more alive than dead. Unfortunately, we live in a time when everything boils down to 

monetary gain, so if you can show that there is a portion of the population who relies on this for income, at 

the same time you're able to incorporate any education and science… that’s the future, and tourism can 

play a really important role. I personally think also a large majority of them, and they went own way go out 

to be ambassadors for the animals.” Many tourists felt that even if they don’t personally do anything after 

seeing the sharks, they are communicating the experience to family and friends, and that gets it ingrained 

in other people’s head too. For many others new knowledge did seem to bring self-realization, and many 

comments were along the lines of “I think it's a good thing, I think I would have still thought of sharks in a 
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negative light, if I hadn't done this. I think it's really good for the image of the sharks, once you have seen 

them in their natural habitat there is no doubt at the back of your mind anymore because you know the 

truth, there is nothing mindless about them”. 

The tourists commonly expressed views that cage diving increased their interest in the sharks, and 

the knowledge they had of their endangered status. Some explained, like the example of the NZ Moa, [ 

possibly used because of it being a symbolic species, instead of much recent extinctions] that if there are 

no sharks for their kids’ generation the present generation have to take the blame, and if sharks are less in 

number than lions in the wild, why does killing of a lion gets so much global attention, and not them? But 

beyond our unjustified fear of them, and the image in the media, tourists do believe “change can be made”. 

Some even made reference to the situation in their home country such as,  “In Cornwall the waters were 

really bad for a long time, the last 15-20 years the waters have been cleaned quite a lot and the basking 

sharks are now coming close to the beach and the public can actually see them which they couldn't all 

those years back. So, if you change the public opinion, it could change a lot of things for the better.” 

9.5. Significance of WCN on the lives of the human, and its 

impact on tourist attitude towards White Sharks.   

It does seem, firstly, that cage diving was beneficial to the divers, often providing an opportunity of 

self-realisation, and also taking photographic images for themselves and to share with friends and family. 

Secondly, for most of the people, the experience of cage diving and the White Sharks encounter facilitated 

through it created a positive attitude towards the sharks (significant for their conservation efforts), and 

there was a substantial difference in attitude towards them before and after the encounter. Most found it to 

be a ‘peaceful encounter’, and the shark to be ‘calm’ and non- aggressive, unlike as promoted in media. 

However, we still need to ask about the perceived ‘naturalness’ of the encounter. When people were indeed 

talking of a peaceful encounter with a White Shark underwater, would they have felt the same without any 

of the set rules and equipment for the cage diving encounters? Yes, meeting White Sharks under water is 
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extremely rare, and some people do have encounters with them when the sharks are ‘peaceful’ with them, 

and the reality may stand that most of the time pointers may pass by us underwater undetected because 

they are not interested in us, or willing to engage with us. But if a White Shark is willing and interested to 

engage with us underwater without the incentive of any other olfactory or visual stimulus, will they not 

come up to have a close look at us? Even if the shark is calm, and goes for let’s say an inquiry bite at us, 

can an untrained human handle such enquiry, and reciprocate with equal calmness?  

 

Image 9.9. The shark is as inquisitive about the humans in the cage as the humans about the sharks outside, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

 

 

Image 9.10. A Canadian pilot explains his spiritual experience with the sharks, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 



258 

 

 

Whatever the underlying philosophical question this raises, what is significant to note is that these 

findings are highly indicative that the diving experience have a significant effect on positive alteration of 

human attitude towards the White Sharks, which is essential in supporting White Shark conservation 

efforts. However, as Mack, a NZ tourist, pointed out, “How we feel, is dependent on the shark, if he's just 

out there, the experience is fascinating. But if he turns around comes in and starts biting everything and 

thrashing everything, I think the adrenaline would start running a little bit.” I observed that the same shark 

would behave differently around the two different boats (when both the operators were anchored close to 

each other), depending on the wrangling technique used. Did that change in behaviour of the shark effect 

the experience of the divers in the cage- which in effect effected their attitude towards the shark? Did the 

behaviour of the individual shark have effect on the tourist attitude? That is, does the tourist attitude 

depend on what shark the divers encounter and how it acts or performs around the cage? [Here, it is 

important to point out, as in my field work, I was only able to go out with one of the operations because 

only Shark Experience agreed to let me work with them, however, if I was able to have access to the tourist 

in both the boats, it would have been very interesting to observe if the tourist had different perception of 

the experience and the sharks in the same expedition day]. Finally, does the personality of the tourist and 

his/her experience in the marine environment, or with large predators have effect on their attitude towards 

the shark? Hence, from my observations on the boat, I propose three factors (and the combination of these) 

that may have significant impact on the tourist experience during cage diving, and consequently their 

attitude towards White Sharks: 1) Shark wrangling (the practice of trying to control the shark behaviour 

with the bait) 2) Personality of an individual shark and behaviour on that particular day 3) Personality of 

the individual divers. 
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10. Important emergent knowledge about 

White Sharks from WCN. 

 

Image 10.1. The mysterious White shark of NZ  

10.1. Introduction 

In this chapter I explore the potential knowledge about White Sharks created from WCN. Not only 

is this knowledge important for sharks in New Zealand, but for global shark knowledge data base. 

Knowledge here is primarily created from the observations of the operators, but also it provides a platform 

for scientist to observe sharks and potentially conduct experiments and studies on shark behaviour. Here I 

present the knowledge created primarily from interview of the operators about their observations and some 

of my own observations while working on the boat. I focus on two topics of newly created knowledge 

streams: procreation and the creation of loose packs of White Sharks in the Foveaux.  
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10.2. White Shark knowledge creation in New Zealand. 

The fact lies that we really know very little about the lives of White Sharks in the region, and 

indeed the world. In the recent article ‘Future Research Directions on the “Elusive” White Shark’ Mark 

Meekan talked about our growing yet limited knowledge about global White Shark ecology and biology, 

based on the contribution of 43 White Shark scientists. It was noted that “The inherently low abundance 

and frequent use of pelagic habitats has historically made the White Shark (Carcharodon Carcharias) 

difficult to study due to the logistical and financial constraints of regularly accessing individuals” 

(Huveneers et al., 2018, pg. 2). The review observed that from the perspective of organismal biology, we 

can predict that there is probably low to moderate White Shark population size globally, but we do not 

have reliable abundant trends. It was also noted that we lack critical knowledge about them, including 

reproduction strategy; litter size; gestation period, and duration of reproductive cycle. 

There is also significant gap in our ecological knowledge of White Sharks. Generally due to 

tagging programs, we have some baseline ideas about White Shark migration of most global population, 

but the seasonal, ecological, and environmental drivers of these movement and population distribution is 

not yet properly understood. How critical areas of White Shark distribution creates ideal habitat for the 

sharks are unknown, neither are we sure where and how frequently White Sharks travel beyond the 

recognised hotspots. Furthermore, our understanding of White Shark diet is also shaky. Then there is the 

lack of knowledge in Socio-economic, management and conservation concerns (Huveneers et al., 2018). 

As with the rest of the world, the knowledge about White Sharks in NZ is still quite limited. The 

official page of the DOC website also comments about White Sharks, “Little is known of habitat use in NZ 

waters”, and “No data that could be used to determine population trends in NZ waters exists. As 

commercial fishers do not target this species and it is a relatively rare by-catch non-reporting is common, 

making any estimates of abundance based upon reported catch or landings unreliable” (Department of 

Conservation, n.d.). However, DOC completed a decade long research project in collaboration with NIWA 
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on White Shark population, and migration (Niwa, 2015). June 2018, the office of the Ministry of 

Conservation declared, the White Shark and Basking Sharks were classed as threatened for the first time 

and the future of these species was not positive [in NZ]. They noted “New knowledge about great whites 

has confirmed an already suspected low adult population, which is either stable or in decline. A recent 

population estimate puts the number of adult great white sharks in New Zealand at between 590 and 750 

and the total population including juveniles at 5460 sharks” (Office of the Minister of Conservation, 2018, 

no pg.). 

10.3. The varied White Shark knowledge holders of New Zealand.  

Because NZ is a White Shark hot spot, some national and international scientists conduct extensive 

research on them and their habitat. I was able to meet the national experts from DOC, and NIWA and learn 

about cage diving and the White Sharks in New Zealand. In 2016, It came to my knowledge that there was 

a researcher from Canada who was conducting research on Local, Indigenous and Science knowledge 

systems about White Sharks in southern NZ. Eventually, Associate Professor Steve Crawford of the 

Department of Integrative Biology at the University of Guelph in Guelph, Ontario, Canada, would publish 

his seminal work on the topic (https://www.whitepointer.cloud/). I requested a meeting (June 2016), he 

agreed to meet me, and Soosan agree to accompany me to Stewart Island, where he was based at the time.   

We went to meet Dr. Crawford at his accommodation at the University of Otago field station for 

the meet, but it did not go how I imagined it. Dominating, highly opiniated, and as sharp as a knife, for the 

next three and a half hours, Steve grilled me on everything from philosophy to scientific method, and 

knowledge about White Sharks. Later in the evening Steve invited Soosan and I for dinner up in the old 

church (transformed into a restaurant). As we met, we started talking again, and had an immediate 

connection. Steve explained to me that there is so much we don’t know about the sharks, and he was not 

convinced about a lot of claims that many ‘experts’ make about their behaviour and ecology in New 

Zealand. He reminded me “Raji, (his name for me) as a scientist be a sceptic, but not a cynic. Always 
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remain open to being convinced by the evidence”. One of the things I took from the meeting with Steve 

was how White Shark research and the knowledge created was highly uncertain in New Zealand. The 

major knowledge creators were the experts from the governmental departments which deal with the lives 

of the sharks including DOC, and NIWA. Then there were others like the ‘Shark man’(Riley Elliott, claims 

to be the shark man of New Zealand- Elliott, 2014) who claimed to be an expert of sharks of NZ; 

International researchers like Steve, Barry Bruce a world- renowned White Shark researcher from the 

Marine Biodiversity Hub researcher at CSIRO, and social scientists like myself. 

This mix bag of expertise often created complicated political dimension of White Shark knowledge 

creation and distribution. Scientists not only disagreed with each other’s interpretation of White Shark 

behaviour, but even doubted the validity of the collected data. Furthermore, the human conflict about cage 

diving in the region may allegedly be detrimental to shark knowledge creation. For example, DOC’s White 

Shark survey in the region in 2017, did not go ahead because of the political implications at the time 

[personal correspondence with researchers, names withheld] Then there were complains such as how 

external agents like the ‘shark man’ burn bridges regarding the relationships that were built between the 

more experienced scientists and residents of Stewart Island (this particular individual allegedly got himself 

in confrontation with the Stewart Islanders, which was scarring to the relationships that other organizations 

were building with the islanders. For whatever it seemed, the Stewart Islanders did not seem to be very 

appreciative of his ‘expertise’ and opinion). Furthermore, as mentioned above, the Department of 

Conservation maintained that there was a lack of funding for White Shark research in New Zealand, even if 

there was a decade long White Shark research in the region. At the same time the cage divers alleged DOC 

funds were not properly utilized for the research, rather on equipment peripheral to it. 

Another group of knowledge holder were the cage dive operators who had been interacting with the 

sharks regularly for a decade, and I argue they held significant ecological knowledge about the sharks 

which should be considered with more credence than it often is. The problem, from this shark researcher’s 

perspective and experience in dealing with both groups, was that the scientists did not pay much attention 
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to the cage divers’ White Shark ecological knowledge gathered from their practice, while the cage 

operators complained that scientists’ views are given value because they have the degrees, but they 

invested very little time actually in the field observing the sharks. Here, based on the knowledge of the 

cage diving operators and my own experiences among WCN and the sharks, I propose observations about 

two aspects of lives of the sharks in the region, which may be significant for global White Shark 

knowledge, and further corroborated with empirical investigations.  

10.4. White Shark ecological knowledge emerging from cage 

diving. 

As mentioned in chapter 3 every morning after reaching Edwards Island Mike gave a small 

introduction to the region and the sharks. From this introduction, in chapter 3 I elaborated on the sections 

focusing on Edwards Island. Here, I present sections of the introduction focused on the sharks of the region 

and situate it alongside the limited published academic ecological knowledge of White Sharks in the 

region. 

There are some elements where most ecologists agree with the cage divers. Firstly, all agree that 

White Sharks are long distance travellers, and are in the region at their own choice and not for cage diving. 

Ecologists noted that White Shark cage diving practices globally takes place where the sharks aggregate 

naturally primarily due to pinniped colonies (Gallagher and Hammerschlag, 2011). As Bruce noted, “The 

industry takes advantage of the naturally higher local abundance of sharks and the reliability of more 

regular encounters at these sites, rather than attracting sharks to areas where they would not normally be” 

(Bruce, 2015, p.2). This implies that the sharks are not necessarily coming to Foveaux strait and near 

Edwards Islands for the cage diving practice, rather the practice is taking place here because the sharks are 

already here attracted by the presence of the pinnipeds of the region like the seals and sea lions. Mike, in 

his introduction to the cage divers, mentioned the same thing: “Now, these islands have lots of seals in 

them. Around July, August, the females give birth to pups, about now they will be eight months old, and 
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you would see them frolicking in the waters, probably after lunch when it warms up a bit. And the pups are 

very fat, juicy and very naïve, and bite size, just the way the sharks like them. So, when we say sharks, or 

great whites, we're talking about the same thing, because there are no other sharks present here. The reason 

behind this is great Whites are king, and they predate other sharks [Interestingly though in 2016 when I 

was on the boat, we saw a Mako and a Blue shark, which has never happened before, near the cage diving 

operations. The only tentative explanation we could come up with was, firstly these sharks could be there 

because the White Sharks were not around, and there must have been an unexpected warm current which 

was flowing and bringing the sharks through]. So as the seal pups start getting more confident, they start 

swimming further and further out of the island. Of course, what happens then? (He presented a question to 

the tourist) … Well they end up being food for the Great Whites” (Audio recording, March 2016). 

Alison Balance in her book New Zealand’s Great White Sharks (2017), worked with NZ shark 

experts like Clinton Duffy from DOC, Malcom Francis of NIWA and Underwater videographer and 

researcher Kina Skully. She painted a picture of an animal who were long distance travellers and came to 

NZ in a specific time of the year: 

“New Zealand Great White Sharks are nomads that roam around the southwest pacific. They spend 

about four months of the year in New Zealand, from late summer to early winter, when they are in 

New Zealand, teenage sharks and some adult males spend lots of time at shark hotspots near New 

Zealand fur seal colonies, at Stewart Island and the Chatham Islands. In Spring, From September to 

December, there are hardly any sharks at Stewart Island. Once they are big enough, New Zealand 

White Sharks make long oceanic round trips of up to 9,500 Kilometres” (Ballance, 2017, pg.78).  

She also pointed out that scientists believed that that young sharks were most common around 

Auckland and Northland (there was a shark bite in Northland in October 2018 (NZherald, 2018). Indeed, a 

handful of academic articles published on the White Sharks of NZ site indicated such a large-scale 

migration trend of the sharks (Bonfil, Francis, Duffy, Manning, & O’Brien, 2010; Duffy, Francis, & 

Bonfil, 2012; Francis, Duffy, & Lyon. 2015). Dr Francis’ team came to the conclusion from their data that 
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there is an aggregation of the sharks around the Titi/Mutton Bird islands in Foveaux Straight from late 

summer to early winter. The researchers predicted from tagging data that “… most White Sharks 

aggregating at NZ pinniped colonies migrate annually to subtropical and tropical regions of the Southwest 

Pacific and Coral Sea and that at least some return to the tagging location. All except one shark [ out of 

twenty-five White Sharks tagged with pop-up archival transmitting tags] exhibited a period of temporary 

residency at or near the tag site, followed by an oceanic phase associated with movement to subtropical and 

tropical habitats” (Duffy et al., 2012). 

The cage diving operators agreed with this understanding. Time and time again over the last 10 

years, when they had gone out to the Foveaux in the winter, the reliability of spotting any White Sharks 

was drastically low in comparison to the summer, however there were always some sharks who stayed 

back (which may be the case for the shark that stayed near the region indicated in the last reference). “We 

have two types of sharks here, the resident sharks and the tourist sharks. The resident sharks are guys that 

stick around here all year round, all through winter, they are not the sharks that we are looking for, we are 

looking for what we call our tourist sharks. They come here around's September-October, and they come 

from as far as South Africa, Australia, the tropics, or even the Southern oceans. They're all solitary mature 

males, because Great Whites out in the open oceans are solitary animals.” (Mike Haines audio interview, 

March 2016). 

This was where the agreement about shark knowledge becomes more problematic, in particular, 

about two topics. Firstly, do White Sharks create some sort of loose pact and show social traits in 

Foveaux? Secondly, do White Sharks procreate in the Foveaux? I present here what the cage divers had 

learnt from observing the sharks for the last decade, along with my own observations.  

10.5. Forming loose packs. 

Mike said in HIS introduction- “So, the mature males measure from about 3 meters [10, feet] to just 

over 5 meters [15 feet], began average about 1.3 tonnes so they're fairly large animals. They turn up here, 
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and as the numbers start increasing, they start congregating around this particular region here. We don't 

know exactly why they come here to congregate, but obviously they don't stay in one spot, they swim 

around about 10 to 12 km around this area [ around Edwards]. It's not a big area considering we have on 

average about 120- 130 White Sharks in that area [ the validity of these numbers are any one’s guess, as I 

mentioned the gap in population knowledge is so apparent, as like a lot of estimates are made from the 

scientist, from fish catch, and tagging data, the observations of the operators are equally relevant in the 

same way]. 

As they congregate, they start to create something what we call loose packs and they form a 

hierarchy. You will see sharks with bite marks on their tail areas, that's how we can understand they have 

been fighting among themselves. When you are a big White Shark, the one thing you don't want to do is to 

bite another big shark around its head, because, then you can get bitten back. And within these loose packs, 

they actually hunt and have been known to hunt in packs like wolves. That means we very rarely just see 

one shark at a time. Also, what we don't have here is young males, or juvenile sharks. This area is 

predominantly an area where they come to mate. In fact, juvenile sharks here will get predated. We saw 

juvenile shark about 2 m (6.5 feet) long with large bite mark at the side of him, and he was found dead 

further out towards the Rupuki islands” (Mike Haines audio recording, March 2016). 

However, Mike, Maca and Carwyn felt something else was going on with the sharks and the bait. 

From their long-term observations and engagements with the sharks over a decade and about 100 trips a 

year on average they believed that the sharks strategized to get the bait. This was apparently observable 

when sharks had become comfortable with the boat and the bait especially if a particular shark repeatedly 

returns to the boat in successive days, which was not the case in most instances. 

Maca, who had been a shark wrangler (refer to chapter 6) for five-six years, thought the shark 

recognized the wrangler and as much as the wrangler learns about a particular shark, the shark learnt about 

a wrangler, and tried to ‘trick’ him or her. Furthermore, when there were multiple sharks at the same time, 

(and there can be quite a few, the maximum being nine at the same time a few years ago, when Mike had to 
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stop the operation, as it was becoming too risky) it seemed sharks did act together, with some form of loose 

group strategies to get the bait. Maca had a few times when one shark distracted him by passing close to 

the bait near the surface, while another shark grabbed the bait with a vertical lunge. The question may be 

raised, if the shoaling tendency evident in this interaction were related to the sharks creating a pack, or it 

was multiple un-associated fish being attracted by the same area by same olfactory stimuli? And if at all 

the sharks were forming packs, the question may be further raised, if they were hunting together because 

they were in packs in the Foveaux or coming together near the boat for similar behavioural cues and 

creating the packs for the specific purpose of acquiring the bait? 

There is not enough empirical data supporting any claim that White Sharks possess social structure, 

besides the hierarchical structure. In a recent article, researchers utilizing the method of photo 

identification explored if White Sharks in a near coastal environment of South Africa were forming 

intentional association among individuals, or did they simply share the same space at the same time? From 

their findings they concluded that the sharks they were studying indeed were randomly sharing space and 

did not indicate much of a social behaviour among themselves (Findlay, Gennari, Cantor, & Tittensor, 

2016). 

At the same token Findlay et.al, noted in case of small coastal, reef and benthic sharks there were 

more and more evidence of social interaction, concluding that there was growing evidence that some shark 

species organized into social networks and engaged in social behaviour. “Benthic species such as Port 

Jackson Sharks (Heterodontus portusjacksoni) and small-spotted Cat Sharks (Scyliorhinus canicula) rest in 

groups, during which social interactions can occur (Sims et al. 2001, 2005; Powter and Gladstone 2009). 

Individuals of Lemon, Nurse and Cat sharks displayed preferred associations (Guttridge et al. 2009; Jacoby 

et al. 2010; Guttridge et al. 2011), while Blacktip Reef sharks could maintain long-term dyadic 

associations (Mourier et al. 2012)” (Findlay et al., 2016, Pg. 1763).  

In the documentary ‘White Shark- The Nature of the Beast’ (Bhana, 2000), Bhana a veteran film 

maker, who directed and produced 28 films exclusively on sharks explored an experimental study when a 
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few sharks were tagged near the Chatham Islands and South Australia to observe any potential social 

cooperation in moving and hunting, and their results suggested that indeed, at least in their case, the males, 

females, and adolescents seemed to be hunting and moving together, in a group. When I enquired to one of 

the NZ biologists about this documentary and the scientific validity of it, he immediately negated it as 

media sensationalization and nothing else. Steve (Crawford) on the other hand, mentioned even though it 

still used the same sensationalizations as other shark documentaries do, the general idea of White Sharks 

engaging in such highly social behaviour remained quite plausible, and based on observations made by 

Indigenous and Local knowledge holders- highly probable. 

 Mike had one more argument about the social interaction among the sharks. At the beginning of 

the season, the male tourist sharks who come to Foveaux keep a lot of distance among themselves, but as 

the season progresses, they started coming really close to each other and create what the operators believed 

to be a loose pack. They came so close that they even ended up bumping against each other. It is important 

to point out however, that according to the cage divers, this had happened even before the cage operations 

have operated regularly in the region. As noted before, in light of experiences and observations about 

chimpanzees of primatologist Jane Goodall- and based on the decade long observation of the cage dive 

operators, I would like to note here- had these individual sharks been members of a human group… it 

might be argued that: The acceptability of decreasing personal space among White Sharks in Foveaux can 

be explained through increasing social acceptance among individual sharks.  

10.6. White Shark copulation in the Foveaux. 

Another unclear topic is White Shark potentially copulating in the Foveaux, and the national 

ecologists I talked to stated that there was no data to comment either way. Mike continues his introduction 

mentioned “Now, what happens next, [ After the males start congregating around the Foveaux] is they are 

all feeding themselves, getting in good condition, and what happens next? The troublemakers start arriving, 

and who are the troublemakers (again sends the question out to the tourists). [One young man hesitantly 
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state …. Females? and everyone starts laughing]. What we don't have here is young males, or juvenile 

sharks. This area is predominantly an area where they come to mate, but before the big females come, we 

need to have large males here. Because the female obviously mates with only the largest of the sharks, 

what they are after is obviously the best genes possible for their offspring. The females are all mature, 

measuring from 4 m to just over six, they can weigh up to 2.3 tonnes. So there again the females are eating 

lots and lots of seal pups, they're making themselves look pretty for whom? - Obviously the big males! 

So how do two very large mate? It has never been seen before, in fact it is one of the mysteries of 

the shark world. What we have seen is the reef sharks mating in tropics. And we take it for granted great 

white being sharks would do the same thing. The male goes up to the female, bites on hard to the side of 

the female and gets a good grip of her. Once he gets a good grip of her, he flips upside down. So, what 

happens to a shark when they're upside down (again give that question to the tourist, someone replied 

docile?) Yeah, they call docile or inactive or what we call tonic immobility. Once she is in that stage, he 

can mate with her. It is a relatively short episode; how do we know that? Great White Sharks must keep on 

moving, as they need a lot of oxygenated water through their large gills.  Of course, the female mates 

multiple time during the season when she is here, in fact she could stay here for 3-4 months. Once she 

knows that she is pregnant she would move to warm water. To the top of the North Islands or even the 

tropics. The males would stick around here till mid-July, and then they would disappear, roundabout one-

week period. The reasoning behind that is of course, firstly the females are gone, secondly the seal pups are 

being kicked off the island by their mothers, because July the females give birth again. So, the pups leave 

here for about two years, and then they turn up again, September October the whole process starts again” 

(March 2016, Mike Haines, audio recording). 

I asked Mike did he really believe that White Sharks are copulating in this region? If so, why didn’t 

the biologists believe that? “Firstly, if you think about the number of days the technical advisors and the 

biologist from DOC spend here shark diving- it is not a lot. So, they are not getting to see it first-hand! 

Now me and Peter are spending in excess of hundred and 20 days out here each season, so it's more than 
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1000 days we've been out here interacting with the sharks. As for females mating here, we've seen it every 

year. Because we have seen every year females with bite marks around their gill plates. Even this year we 

have seen it you have seen it [as a matter of fact I did]. Last year we hadn't seen any females, and there 

might have been a number of reasons for it, like El Nino in the Pacific. I will tell you a story about couple 

of females that we had here. I was talking with one of the scientists up in Auckland, at that time two 

females still had active tags, one was sitting around centre Islands which was about 40 km from here. And 

the other one was sitting around Fiordland which is about 94 km from here. They both sat there for about 

six weeks, we were all trying to figure out what were they up to? This was around about February- we 

realised we didn't have any big males! In early March we started getting some big males over 5 m in 

length, guess who turned up within two or three days? The females! The magic of it is how did they know 

that the males have arrived? Now these are things we would obviously love to know about but have no 

idea- none whatsoever. And unfortunately, the satellite tags that were on the sharks last year [2015], have 

now gone flat…. So that's the end of that! When the females finally left here, one went down to the 

Auckland islands about 800 kms south of here. She stayed up down there for two weeks, and then went 

back to up north Queensland. So why she went down to Auckland Islands we have no idea- maybe she was 

visiting someone down there. Now how did they communicate about this? We don't know!” (March 2016, 

Mike Haines, audio recording). 

The question of White Shark copulating in the Foveaux is one we do not have answers to, however, 

drawing on the observations and claims of cage diving operators, the question is significant to raise, how 

can we definitively say they are not? At the same time, as a social scientist I am aware of the lack of 

enough documentation. However, based on the decade of observation: of the arrival of the sharks in a 

specific order, first, the younger males, then them getting bigger, the infighting among themselves and 

possibly forming loose packs, the arrival of the adult females and the scars they have on their fins 

thereafter, and finally them all leaving, I would like to argue, the Yearly White Sharks congregation in 

Foveaux Strait can be explained through White Shark copulation rituals.  
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In this chapter, I elaborated on the varied knowledge holders of White Sharks in New Zealand. I 

furthered argued the operators had first-hand interactions with the sharks on a daily basis for a decade were 

a rich resource themselves and provide a platform for gathering practical knowledge about the lives of 

White Sharks in the region and around the cage, important for the global scientific knowledge data base. 

Consequently, I presented two topics that the operators were extremely helpful of creating some base line 

knowledge about the sharks.  
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11. Relation of cage diving with lives 

of the White Sharks in Foveaux Strait.  

 

Image 11.1. The White Shark near the cage. 

“In his provocatively titled and now classic essay in animal studies, Thomas Nagel asks 

‘What Is It Like to be a Bat?’ The simple answer is that we will never know. We cannot 

know because the more we become bat, the less human we are and the less able to translate 

what it is to be a bat to the other side, to the humans. Nagel is not interested in what it is 

‘like’, meaning what analogy could we create in our world that would provide insight into 

bat-ness. He is interested in showing that there are facts the content of which we can never 

know – such as the fact that this sentient animal experiences the world but what it is like to 

experience the world as a bat (the content of this fact) remains closed to us” (Nagel 1974, 

from Turner, L., Sellbach, U., & Broglio 2018, pg. 477). 
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11.1. Introduction 

How are the lives of the White Sharks of the Foveaux Strait related to WCN? Can there be some 

negative effect of WCN on the lives of the sharks due to cage diving? Can there be some positive ones? 

Furthermore, there are also other aspects to be considered while assessing the relation of WCN with lives 

of the sharks. One reason for the conflict about cage diving is the effect of cage diving on the sharks, and 

effect of that on the humans who share the same water space. Not only is it significant to consider because 

the political debate it raises nationally and internationally while considering cage diving, but because it 

deals with real effect on both the species sharing the same water space. Lastly, there is the matter of the 

absence of the sharks in Foveaux and how it might have been related to the practice of WCN. 

Consequently, in this chapter, I delve into all these aspects of the relation of WCN with the lives of the 

sharks. I investigate the potential negative and positive effects of WCN on the lives of the sharks; its 

potential effect on their ecology and behaviour related to safety of other water users, and the potential 

reasoning of the absence of the sharks using mixed method analysis.  

11.2. Potential negative effects of cage diving on the lives of the 

sharks. 

There are certainly some negative effects of cage diving on the lives of the White Sharks that can 

be identified. It is through cage diving that the majority of the images of White Sharks present in the public 

domain have been taken, images that have often played a significant part in keeping the idea of the monster 

fish alive. The majority of those images are taken at the exact moment when the sharks are coming for the 

bait, showing their teeth, which leads us to believe that is the de facto behaviour of a White Shark. 

Furthermore, cage diving may make sharks less afraid of boats, and they can approach them, even the boats 

of fishermen who would like their jaws as trophy. Also, if not properly regulated, inappropriate methods or 

tools used while cage diving may end up hurting the sharks (for example, too big a gap in the cage which 
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can cause the shark to get stuck and injured). Then there is the very fact that the conflict between the 

human groups about the cage diving operation, may have ended up causing the death of the sharks 

themselves, (because some people who were against the cage diving operation, intentionally killed the 

animals to take revenge on the cage divers).  

11.3. Potential benefits to the lives of the sharks 

Could there be any potential personal benefits of WCN to the sharks? Firstly, WCN did not even 

provide any substantial feeding benefits (or significant energy return- through food from their efforts of 

interacting with the operation) for the sharks. It is also hard to predict that the ‘play’ or interaction with the 

shark wrangler, or the operations, or the tourist involved was of particular interest to the sharks, as some 

sharks engaged with it, whereas others chose not to. For the mere fact (as I have established) that White 

Sharks had significant agency in the decision to interact with the operation, did not necessarily mean it was 

something they ‘looked forward to’ (because if they did, they would have been at the same place at the 

same time every day) or was beneficial to them personally. It is impossible to assess conclusively, at least 

with our current knowledge of them, and with present technology; and without being anthropomorphic. 

However, I do propose three ways cage diving might be beneficial for the White Sharks, individually and 

as a species. Firstly, the practice raises awareness of killing of an individual shark; secondly; cage diving is 

also an avenue for creating positive visual images of sharks, which can be distributed to the wider public, 

and finally, if observing White Sharks in their natural environment has effect on humans’ attitude towards 

them, and is instrumental in demystifying them, have a far-reaching effect on their conservation efforts.  

There can be certain benefits of WCN to the lives of the sharks. As mentioned earlier, the operators 

believed that the absence of the sharks was related to killing and dumping of shark carcass in the water by 

groups who were opposing WCN. So, the first day when my field work started, Maca, the deck hand was 

sent in to dive in the water to check for the carcass. Consequently, it is evident that WCN created an 

immediate awareness of any potential illegal killing of White Sharks in the region. The operators had more 
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interest in conserving these sharks, because a live shark has more value than a dead one, which is often true 

in case of other forms of shark tourism (Cisneros-Montemayor, Barnes-Mauthe, Al-Abdulrazzak, Navarro-

Holm, & Sumaila, 2013). As a matter of fact, the cage operators had requested DOC to put cameras on the 

island, but their request was not responded to. There has been a lot of information that has come to me 

about potential killing of sharks in the region but none of it was proven either way, so I will not dilute the 

matter by providing anecdotes and hearsays, but it is clear that there is certainly more awareness and 

attention about the matter, because the operator’s business depended on them, and they are the Kaitiaki or 

protector of the sharks. 

Another benefit for shark lives related to WCN may be about photographic images of the sharks. 

As discussed, cage diving is primarily the method in which photographic images and videos of the sharks 

are taken, edited and distributed through certain orchestrated productions - focusing on the sharks lunging 

at the bait or biting the cage. In the same manner more and more images of sharks can be taken, edited, and 

shared in the public domain which does not focus on that side of the human shark interaction, rather on the 

calmness of the interaction, which is the case most of the time. These images may be the antithesis of the 

ferocious man eater image produced by the media. They may focus on their aesthetic beauty and 

inquisitiveness about the humans, rather than always on the open jaw. As long as there are organisations 

and individuals who intentionally produce and distribute images of the sharks focused on their aggression, 

there is also the need of images which focus on the alternative perspective, to be undertaken in an effort of 

demystifying the sharks, and cage diving seems like the safest and most viable avenue of doing this. 

Last but not the least, potential benefit of WCN to the lives of the sharks might be demystifying 

them. As demonstrated in chapter 9. Cage diving can play significant part in the demystification of the 

sharks, by potentially positively effecting tourist attitude towards the sharks, through providing an 

opportunity for them to see sharks alive in their natural environment (even if the paradigms of the 

encounter are created). This is significant because if people have a positive attitude towards them, it may 

help in the creation and maintenance of legislation promoting White Shark conservation efforts. 
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11.4. The potential long- term ecological/ethological effect on 

sharks- and its effect on the other water users.  

One of the most important question about shark tourism with large predatory sharks is the 

potentiality of the risks such operations to other water users. Based on literature discussions of chapter 2, I 

present here my observations about WCN in contest of the guidelines noted by CISRO. Following I present 

my interviews with Mike Haines regarding the potential ecological/ethological effects on the sharks, and 

finally my own studies exploring short term ecological and behavioural effect of WCN on the sharks.  

Contextualizing the CISRO guidelines and findings 

In 2015, Barry Bruce, from CISRO Australia was entrusted by Department of Conservation NZ, to 

create a summary of White Shark cage diving industry globally and the potential effect of it on other 

human water users in NZ (Bruce, 2015). Bruce proposed three strategies to control any potential impact of 

the operation on the sharks, I contextualize these strategies here with the current mode of practice in NZ 

(for reference consult chapter 2). 

Limiting effort (e.g. the number of operators) 

When the research for the thesis started there were only two operators who were allowed to operate 

cage diving boats around Edwards Island within about 1000 feet from the shore. By the end of my thesis 

writing though, there was only one left. There were stories of a plan to use a glass bottom boat to bring 

tourists to see the sharks, but that never became a concrete idea because a five-meter shark could have 

easily broken the glass. 

Spatial/temporal closures (restricting the activity to certain sites or zones 

and time periods) 
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As mentioned, the only island around which the operators were allowed to work was Edwards. This 

decision was reached, in a mutual consent between the operators and the Department of Conservation. Not 

only was this island at least 10 km away from Stewart Island but also historically there was always 

consistent observation of sharks around this island. Also, the area around the island is quite shallow, about 

30 to 40 feet, so even if the sharks are near the bottom, there is possibility of observing them, once tourists 

are in the cage. There was anyway restriction on time periods, because the sharks only seemed to be 

reliably present around Foveaux Strait from December to July every year, and due to the turbulent nature 

of the strait, many days trips had to be cancelled. 

Controls on equipment used or other operational restrictions 

Firstly, it is significant to note, Bruce maintained that the NZ Code of Practice regarding the use of 

bait allowance in white shark cage diving is (was) the most stringent in the world (Bruce, 2015). The 

operators were only allowed to use one bait a day, and if the bait was lost because of the shark, then they 

could not use any more for the rest of the day, however they had been debating for allowing at least three 

in a day. The operators were also not allowed any artificial method of attracting the sharks, for example 

audio stimuli to attract the sharks. Among the three operations allowed to practice cage diving in Australia 

now one can only use audio stimuli like music to attract sharks. And hence there are claims that White 

Sharks likes hard rock music, however more precise interpretation might be the loud vibration in the water 

may intrigue the inquisitive White Shark. 

Steve Crawford’s comments on the cage diving increasing more danger for 

other water users.  

(Email correspondence) 

Steve Crawford thought that there were credible arguments on both sides of this debate (cage 

diving is increasing chances of the other water users of the Foveaux Strait being attacked by White Sharks, 
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because the sharks are being attracted here, where they were not before). Evidence from his primary data 

suggested that, White Sharks have always been seasonally abundant in NZ waters. However, Steve agreed 

with many of the Indigenous and Local knowledge holders who stated in the interviews that White Sharks 

are "not silly" - that is, they are much more intelligent and curious creatures than has been previously 

recognized by many researchers in the Science knowledge system. Steve thought that there was abundant 

evidence supporting the idea that White Sharks exhibit strong behavioural conditioning to circumstances 

where humans accidentally or intentionally provide fish (both sensory cues like blood/burley and 

consumables like flesh/frames). Like all vertebrates, White Sharks have the behavioural capacity to learn, 

and to change their behaviours in response to changes in the spatial-temporal distribution and intensity of 

such cues. Steve thought that the 'key ecological uncertainty' in this case, is the degree to which experience 

and behavioural conditioning with specific human-proximity food cues (line-fishing, trap-fishing, net-

fishing, spear-fishing, fish-cleaning, fish-processing, freezerworks, and any such eco-tourism activities 

including but not limited to cage tour dive operations), has a *significantly increased and lasting effect* on 

a White Shark's tendency to investigate and potentially test human circumstances encountered at a later 

time and place. Steve thought that the Science knowledge system (and the government management 

programs that claim to be based on such Science) needed to immediately address this key ecological 

uncertainty with rigorous experimentation. If and only if the evidence from such research shows a 

significant effect in this regard, then Science-based government agencies should be required to explicitly 

evaluate strict regulations for any circumstances that introduce such human-proximity food cues. In 

discussions with Steve I created a table to identify difference in possible behavioural cues present for 

White Sharks during WCN and fishing activities. 

It is probable that there are two behavioural cues which are presented during fishing which are not 

during WCN, and two the other way around, while two are similar in both the cases. Firstly, dynamic play 

of shark wrangling and all the different electro, olfactory, auditory and visual stimuli that are created from 

humans in the cage and in the water are only present during cage diving, and not during fishing. 

Furthermore, humans on the cage diving boat intentionally interact non-aggressively with the sharks 
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(which may not always happen in fishing boats), particularly because White Sharks spyhop, and they can 

see the humans interacting with them, even if during both the operations, there are humans on the deck, 

and there is chum created in both the cases- intentionally or unintentionally. On the other hand, there is 

accumulated stains of previous blood/gut, and significant amount of fish carcass disposed of in case of 

fishing boats, which does not happen during cage diving, which is actual energy return for their 

investigation of the vessel, as opposed to the other cues. All these factors have to be carefully considered 

and experimented with to understand how a shark may behave differently to a cage diving boat, as opposed 

to a normal fishing boat. This presents an opportunity for future empirical research.  

Operators opinion on cage diving increasing danger for other water users. 

Richards et al. (2015) emailed questioners to various shark tour operators globally exploring their 

attitudes to Shark behaviour in relation to the tourist operations. Results indicated according to the 

operators there was minimal risks to humans from shark encounters. They noted “Should shark attacks 

occur, or even increase, in nearby areas to provisioning sites, links are likely to be drawn between 

provisioning and any attack whether justifiably or not… leading to a local cull. Provisioning could 

therefore counteract potential conservation benefits to sharks from shark tourism as shark culls are 

frequently proposed…” (pg. 205). On similar terms, even beyond recognizing the political position of 

Mike Haines on the matter I enquired about his perception of the effect of WCN on increased risk of other 

water users in Foveaux. Firstly, he pointed out, “Eight years this has been taking place has there been any 

attack? No! Has there been any close calls? No” which is a matter of fact. He then pointed out what many 

of the fishermen had indicated both in the literature and my interviews: “What issues there has been, some 

of the fishermen from Stewart Island says that a big boats are being attacked by White Sharks. These 

sharks are inquisitive animals, they bite on things to check what they are, they come up to our boat take a 

bite to see what it is. Three four weeks back, a video was sent to me, from 'Fangaroie' with a short shark 

approaching the boat and there was a bait hanging from the side, is that our fault too? I've seen fishermen 

drop a lot of fish carcass in these waters, wouldn't that train sharks to associate boats with food? It's a 
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common practice around here, Cod fishermen, for example if they catch a ton of Cod, 30 odd percent of 

that is just waste. Because Cod is gutted, and the rest is thrown over the side. Over the years we have had 

so many boats come next to us and clean their fish. The reason they do it is, firstly they get calm conditions 

where we are, and secondly, they like an opportunity to see the sharks themselves. This is also taken place 

just outside Half Moon Bay [at Stewart Island] for years, and the local islanders blame us for attracting 

sharks into the bay, which is pretty strange. Because we're not beating, and we cruise around 15 km, and 

shark can't follow that speed for a long time. But sharks can follow Cod fish boat, because they travel 

around 4- 5 km. On the other side of it, people who have stayed in Stewart Island, and Bluff always had 

issues with sharks, going back 70 years if you asked them” (Audio interview 2017).  

I enquired to Mike about sharks potentially being trained in the operation to associate boats and 

humans with food. “If we had the same shark coming here day after day a month after month the likelihood 

is that we would condition them, you can do that with a bird, or a cat, or a dog. I'm sure it is possible with 

sharks, just like we see with other fish. Every day we come here and start the burly, we see the fish are 

there like Trumpeter, Rass, the Blue Cod. But the thing with sharks is, we are getting an individual shark 

for two or three days, across to 3 weeks. If there were more of them, and they came regularly, I'm sure they 

could have been conditioned. And trying to train them? I have been trying to do that for years, that never 

works. I know they train dogs with Flickr, I thought I'd try to do that with sharks” (we both started 

laughing) (Dictaphone interview, Feb 2017). 

Study exploring the effect of the cage diving practice and bait provisioning 

on the short term ecological and behaviour of White Sharks around the 

Edwards Island. 
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Image 11.2 Photo identification sheet for a male sub adult shark named Rocky, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

 

Image 11.3 Scars on skin of the sharks, which is not always the best point of reference to identify sharks, because their skin heals 

quite easily, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017.  

In consideration of the literature and comments of experts, I aimed to create my own primary data 

exploring effect of the cage diving practice and bait provisioning on the short term ecological and 

behavioural aspects of White Sharks around the Edwards Island. For the ecological aspects I wanted to 

observe the effect of the cage diving on short-term movement of the sharks, if the same individual came 

repeatedly to the operation; if the time of first observation with the animal was similar, and if the side of 

the island they were encountered was also similar. From the behavioural perspective I wanted to explore if 

the behaviour of the sharks altered over time in relation to the bait provided in cage diving. Consequently, I 

propose two hypotheses, and five predictions from them. 

Hypothesis 4: WCN has significant effect on the Small-scale movement of White Sharks. 
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4.1. White Sharks are present around Edwards Island every day at the same time. 

4.2. Specific individual White Sharks are coming to the cage diving boat regularly. 

4.3. White Sharks are found on a specific side of the Edwards Island every day. 

Hypothesis 5. Bait provided during WCN has significant effect on White Shark Behaviour.  

5.1. White Sharks showed increasing investigation behaviour towards bait provided over 

consecutive days in WCN. 

5.2. White Sharks showed increasing aggressive behaviour towards bait provided over 

consecutive days in WCN. 

4. WCN has significant effect on the Small-scale movement of White Sharks. 

  4.1. White Sharks are present around Edwards Island every day at the same time.     

 

Image 11.4. Bar graph depicting first shark contact time around Edwards Island, the x axis are the dates and the Y axis are the time, 

Raj Sekhar Aich, 2018. 

Documenting any observable trend of time when the sharks first appeared near the boat, from total 

of 19 days when sharks were encountered consecutively around Edwards. Results did not show any 

specific recognisable trend in time of the first contacts with sharks, although 8.30. AM seems to be the 
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most repeated time of encounter, which is potentially related to the boats reaching Edwards around that 

time, so, the prediction 4.1. was rejected. 

4.2. Specific individual White Sharks were coming to the cage diving boat regularity.  

 

Image 11.5. Bar graph depicting individual sharks coming to the cage, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2018. 

To document if specific sharks approaching the boat, I used photo identification method to create a 

data base of the sharks. In 19 days, I was able to positively identify four specific sharks who came to the 

site more than once, among the total of nine sharks. The results indicated that only one shark came to the 

boat in a repeated manner over the days the data were collected, so individual differences was observed to 

be a significant factor, instead of generalized association behaviour when concerned to return to the cage 

boat, hence the prediction 4.2. was rejected. 

4.3. White Sharks are found on a specific side of the Edwards Island every day. 
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Image 11.6. Image of Edwards Island; dissected in to quadrans to chart the encounter with White Sharks, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2018. 

To document if the sharks were present in any specific side of the island in a predictable basis, I 

divided the area surrounding Edwards into four quadrants and aimed to pin GPS coordinates on the first 

point of contact with the sharks. However, reality of the field meant because depending on the 

environmental condition the captain anchored the boat on one of the sides, and waited, and if we did not 

get the shark on one side and if the weather was permitting then we moved to another site. Consequently, 

the results show most of the times the boats were on the eastern or on the western side, that is where the 

boat is most sheltered from prevailing winds, so the prediction 4.3. was also rejected. 

5. White Shark behaviour is affected by the bait provided in WCN. 

Testing, Prediction 5.1. and 5.2.; White Sharks show increasing investigation and aggression behaviour 

towards bait provided over consecutive days in WCN. 

Basing on Mandy Bromilow’s method of observing White Shark behaviour around a cage diving 

vessel (2014) when provided bait, I divided White Shark behaviour into few phases. Phase 1: Investigation: 
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Slow Swimming: The shark swam slowly at the surface toward the prey, or just past it; Turn-About: After 

swimming past the prey, the shark turned back toward it slowly or moderately quickly, with little change in 

speed. Phase 2: Pursuit: Jump: The shark leapt partially or completely out of the water, attempting to attack 

the prey; Horizontal Lunge: The shark accelerated quickly along the surface toward the prey with its jaws 

open and its back partially out of the water; Vertical Lunge: The shark accelerated quickly toward the prey 

from below with its jaws open. Phase 3: Prey Capture: Horizontal Surface Grasp: The shark slowly 

approached and grasped the prey while swimming horizontally near the surface; Vertical Surface Grasp: 

The shark slowly approached the prey from below, grasping the prey in its mouth at the surface; Lateral 

Snap: The shark attempted to bite the prey, either successfully or unsuccessfully, with a sudden lateral snap 

of its jaws as it swam along the surface. Phase 4: Prey Handling: Carrying: The shark held the prey in its 

mouth while swimming slowly with large amplitude tail beats; Thrashing: The shark held the prey in its 

mouth while shaking its head and body from side to side in an attempt to remove flesh. Phase 5: Feeding: 

The shark repeatedly bit the prey, either at the surface or underwater, consuming pieces of flesh. Phase 6: 

Release: The shark released the prey from its mouth, leaving the prey partially or completely intact 

(Bromilow, 2014). 

 

Image 11.7. The shark Rocky around the cage, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

I utilised her method to make observations of the behaviour of one particular shark I named Rocky 

who came to the boat the maximum times in a span of 19 days. Rocky was one of the smallest sharks that 
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Mike and his team had ever seen (about eight to nine feet). Initially when he had come to the boat he was 

very aversive of the cage and the bait. However, over time, I saw the change in his comfort level with the 

boat and the bait. As he became more and more confident, he started approaching the boat closer and 

closer, and started investigating the bait more and more. 

 

Image 11.8. Bar Graph depicting the behaviour of Rocky towards the bait, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2018. 

 My indicative data did seem to agree with Bromilow’s findings, that the sharks showed more 

increase in investigative behaviour and not so much aggressive behaviour, and movement of shark did 

seem to be more related to the individuality of the sharks, rather than being directly related to the cage 

diving operations and the bait provided. But to have deeper understanding we need more detailed 

ecological investigation, particularly in the context of New Zealand. Hence the prediction 5.1. was 

accepted, but 5.2 was rejected. Furthermore, as I made the observation earlier, the demeanour and 

strategies of the particular shark wrangler on a particular day- with a particular shark - also had significant 

effect on the behaviour of the sharks. 

To summarize, firstly, White Sharks are extremely smart creatures, and it is very much possible 

that they learn to associate food with boats if they get the right behavioural cues. However, from my 
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observations and observations of the cage divers, it seemed unlikely that individual White Sharks were 

trained around WCN to stay close to Edwards or getting too comfortable to the boat or more aggressive, 

particularly if the operations were strictly controlled and there was not repeated interaction with one 

individual shark for sustained time. It is unlikely that WCN is increasing risk of ‘attack’ on other water 

users any more than other activities which may produce sustained behavioural cues to White Sharks, like 

fishing activities around Foveaux. Furthermore, from the literature at hand it also seems unlikely that WCN 

is affecting the long-term movement of White Sharks around Foveaux Strait. Having said that it is 

important to note that there is evidence that operations like cage diving can indeed influence short term 

movements of White Sharks, and there should be strong legislation to control too much interaction of 

individual sharks to the operations.  

11.5. The absence of the sharks and WCN. 

As mentioned, when I started my fieldwork, the first few month there were no sharks, and in 

chapter 9 I explored the experience of such an absence on the tourist and the operation. An experience of 

such an absence of sharks was documented by newsreader Samantha Hayes in 2014, when she had gone 

out cage diving, and there were no sharks. As reported on News Hub online in 2014: “We wait and look, 

and we wait some more, and the minutes turn into hours. So where have all the great whites gone? Mr 

Scott says in seven years he has never failed to find them, but in the past few days something has changed, 

and he is worried. Where have the sharks gone? … The word on the street here is that a fisherman caught a 

great white in his net, and he’s dumped it on the bottom here, which is causing us a heap of issues because 

the sharks that are here have gone or were here have gone. Is that what has happened here? Has the conflict 

between the tourism operators and the locals spilled over into the cynical slaughter of a protected 

species…” (Hays, 2014, pg. 2,3). 

There has been this thought process that sharks are actually deterred by the smell of other dead 

sharks, even though I have not found any data supporting these claims, at least with White Sharks. another 
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scientist from DOC (name withheld) in the region also mentioned, that they have heard of such incidents, 

but they too had found no empirical evidence for it. The cage divers allege there have been long-time 

ongoing incidents in Australia, where White Sharks were killed, and their bodies dumped in consecutive 

intervals, which caused the sharks not to come to their normal region and not follow their usual migratory 

pattern. Even though much empirical evidence of that could not be found, what was interesting was the 

interaction of Orcas and White Sharks. There have been a few reported incidents in Australia and other 

places where White Sharks were killed by Orca and the sharks left the region (Sutton, 2015). A recent 

article published by Salvador J. Jorgensen and team (Jorgensen et al., 2019), investigated long term data of 

ecological interaction between Orca (Orcinus orca) and White Sharks who shared a foraging site, southeast 

Farallon Island off the Californian coast. The data indicated that that even short visits by Orcas to the 

region created absence of White Shark feeding activities in the region, and indeed the sharks vacated the 

region for as long as a year.  Apparently, Orcas hunting sharks and change in ecosystem had also caused 

absence of sharks in Cape Town South Africa, in 2017 and 2018  (Keeton, 2018; Sutton, 2015, 2015; Trip 

Advisor,(A); n.d.; Trip Advisor, (B), n.d.). An anecdotal but fascinating account of similar kind can also be 

found in Gavin Maxwell’s book Harpoon at a Venture (Maxwell, 1952). Maxwell attempted to establish a 

Basking Shark fishery in the Hebridean island of Soay in 1945. With trepidation Maxwell noted he did not 

know if one could safely draw any inference from the fact that they never we saw Basking Sharks when 

Killer Whales were in the immediate neighbourhood (Maxwell, 1952). 

Why this is happening, we do not have any conclusive evidence. However, there were documented 

observations when Orcas actually killed White Sharks, and even consume their liver (Rigney, 2019). One 

incident occurred in South Africa in 1997 (Daley, 2019), and also in 2017 (Mandelbaum, 2017) (at which 

point there were no sharks observed in the region for weeks). So, do the sharks leave the region because of 

these predators? Do they leave after one shark is killed? How do they know the whales are in the region? 

Or how would they know another shark is killed by the whale? All of these lead to another question, in a 

hypothetical situation, if White Sharks can understand Orca have killed a White Shark in the region and 

they leave, is it not possible that they do the same when a human kills a White Shark?  Even if it is not 
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related to release of certain chemicals in the water, which is recognised by other sharks as a sign of 

distress.  

Then there is the personal history of the sharks which may also affect their interaction, presence 

and absence in a cage diving situation. There was a shark that had come one day (2016) but left within five 

minutes. Mike thought it was one of the resident sharks, so he had no interest in the cage, and he may have 

even come near the region because of the fishing boat nearby. Mike also thought that even if these were 

tourist sharks [the term for sharks that travel to the region], but coming from Australia, they may not show 

any interest  because they have already had experience with cage diving operations in Australia and realise 

they didn’t get any substantial energy return (food) from interaction with these kinds of boats. Mike noted 

that there was one resident shark who approached the cage one day, bit on it and thrashed it around, and 

after realising it wasn't something he was interested in, never approached the cage again. Especially 

because of the effects of all the stringent laws about the use of baits, that are now being enforced in 

America, Australia, and NZ (Bruce, 2015), sharks who repeatedly see that there isn't much energy return 

for them in these settings, may not engage with them. This may be because Sharks have sophisticated 

learning abilities (Klimley, 2013), and White Sharks are global travellers (known to travel from California 

after feeding on elephant seals in September, to Hawaii). There is also satellite information of a shark 

named Nicole, who travelled from South Africa across the Indian ocean, to and from Australia for a total of 

12,000 miles within nine months, (Skomal & Caloyianis, 2008; Star, 2018), using its  electromagnetic and 

other senses (Klimley, 2013). It might be a case that sharks are able to decide how they negotiate with cage 

diving operations in one part of the world, based on experience with other places. 

When the sharks were gone, different fishermen notified Mike of shark spotting. One of his friends 

mentioned a big shark followed his boat off Ruapuke Island about 20 km from Edwards. Others saw them 

near Bishop Island [off the northern point of Stewart Island], and then a lot of them around Rugged islands, 

about 25 km from Edwards. And after that there was the Sub-Antarctic islands like the Snares Island, 

where the sharks went possibly because of the abundance of Seals. This is only possible because White 
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Sharks are warm blooded, as Klimley puts it “The white shark can tolerate the cold water in temperate and 

subpolar latitudes because of its ability to keep warm… It is likely that the white shark evolved this 

capability to exist in the cold waters where its prey, seals and sea lions, are common” (Klimley, 2013, pg. 

101). Mike said, they had sharks from December, but suddenly something happened, and the sharks 

disappeared and were not to be in the region after that. It may be that the killing was a trigger incident 

which pushed the sharks away towards the Sub-Antarctic, where they hunt anyway. It is important to note 

here that this is conjecture- but part of what an embedded researcher does is draw upon the perceptions, 

observations and knowledge of the locals. 

If the argument was that there was a dead shark in the region, and the carcass seeped out enough 

ammonia– which kept all the other sharks away - there would be noticeable increase of ammonia level in 

the water. Consequently, for the first two months of the fieldwork I recorded basic chemical indicators of 

marine water health (i.e. Nitrate between, Nitrite, and Ammonia) to document any observable indications 

of such claims with rudimentary marine chemical kits. However, I found that they were within the normal 

levels (i.e. Nitrate between 0.1 to 0.2 parts per million (ppm); Nitrite between 0.01 and 0.04 ppm, and 

Ammonia between 0.02 and 0.4. ppm). Furthermore, this raises the question - in such a big ocean can 

minuscule chemical secretion like this last for long time suspended in one place? Can it really cause a large 

scale, long term movement of a species? Even if the shark was killed, how can we be sure that the 

chemicals which are tested were the exact chemicals which indicate the presence of the carcass to other 

sharks- initiating their absence. There were no data available of the chemical levels before the alleged 

killing to create a comparative analysis. 

Post field work, further literature survey revealed that based on the same understanding that rotting 

shark meat/carcass prohibited other sharks from feeding in the region, and maybe even vacate the region, 

scientists tried to find a chemical cure to stopping shark bites(Klimley, 2013). This was an interest in the 

US Navy particularly after the incident of the USS Indianapolis, where 60-80 people died from being eaten 

by sharks during the Second World War ( Oceanic Whitetip Sharks were possibly the main species 
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involved) (Vladic, n.d.).  Scientists found that the most abundant chemical from a decomposing shark was 

ammonium acetate and it was further found that copper sulphate was also instrumental in stopping some 

sharks from feeding. Consequently, a chemical shark repellent called the ‘shark chaser’ was made with 

copper acetate (as ammonium acetate was more stable in marine water), and it was mixed with black dye, 

so the swimmers could see the spread of the chemical. However, field experiments showed that the 

chemical did not work for any significant amount of time (Klimley, 2013). Even after that more research 

has been done on creating shark repellents, sometimes with electro emitting bands, different visual tricks, 

and more composition of chemicals from shark carcass with very limited promise, especially with White 

Sharks (Bethea, 2017). 

So, if the corpse has been a trigger incident and caused all the sharks to leave, it could potentially 

mean the actions of one or two human individuals could have seriously affected an ecological phenomena 

(the sharks congregating in the region) essentially spanning hundreds if not thousands of years.  At the 

same time, whatever is happening could even be a chain effect to something bigger. Ecosystems do evolve 

from year to year and decade to decade, so this could be a natural evolution of the ecosystem in the region, 

which had little or no relation to human actions- at least directly. It may have been the result of Orcas 

hunting White Sharks in the region. It could even have been the act of killing which caused these absences 

rather than the chemicals released from the carcass themselves. Or the most probable scenario is there is 

some factor, or combination of factors we have not even considered. We do not have enough information 

to make any conclusive assessment. But one thing is evident as demonstrated in chapter 7, and previous 

sections of this chapters, WCN was not ‘training’ the sharks to stay in the region constantly by altering 

their long-term movement. 
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12. Sensory documentary. 

 “Phenomenological philosophers, like the early naturalists, emphasised that meaning is inherent in 

experience and action, rather than being a purely subjective quality that is assigned to specific objects in 

the world. Phenomenology embraces a ‘first-person’ perspective on the world in its insistence that all 

experience is experience from the perspective of a particular subject” (“Being-with-Animals,” 2012, 

pg.93). 

The documentary can be accessed from Youtube.com. 

https://youtu.be/ElxsC6QTRk0 

 

 

Image 12.1. Head mounted cameras to take point of view shots, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

12.1. Introduction 

The final part of the thesis is the documentary Iridescent skin. Constructed from a subjective POV 

immersive perspective of the researcher, the documentary aims to connect the viewers with the sensory 

experience of being in the field site of Bluff, and the human-shark encounter in the Foveaux. It is a vital 

component of the entire fieldwork and the thesis, because it provides nonverbal information that is 

https://youtu.be/ElxsC6QTRk0
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otherwise unavailable from mere written documents. This write-up that I provide for the documentary is 

not to explain it, nor is the documentary complimentary material for this write-up, rather the documentary 

is an independent artistic and scholarly piece which should be viewed on its own merit within the overall 

thesis. However, I provide some notes on this documentary, for creating context of it, considering it is one 

of the chapters of the thesis. Having said that yet I have to insist, at least the first viewing of the 

documentary should be done without reading the material provided hereafter, so that the viewer is open to 

her/his own sensory and emotional experience and interpretation of the visuals. 

It is significant to mention that, although there were many other lifeforms around the cage diving 

boat from the microbial to other fish, to birds to mammals, as argued in chapter 2, significant section of 

multispecies researches which investigates the interaction of human and other species in ethnographic 

writing generally focuses interaction between humans and one or a handful of other species.  It is virtually 

impossible to trace the entirety of all the living beings linked in any such socio-ecological assemblage. 

However, certain species can be included in this context, such as the seals, other fish close to the operation 

like Wrass, Trumpeter, other sharks, mollymawk, even dolphins.  

The documentary is divided into three acts. In the first act, the researcher reaches the field, and sets 

off with the tourists and the cage diving crew to meet with the White Sharks. The second act explores 

setting up of the operation around Edwards and waiting for the sharks. However, in the cold and moody 

Foveaux Strait, this weight can be mind- numbing, and even sometimes after waiting for hours – the sharks 

may not come. The final part of the documentary explores the sensation of the humans finally meeting the 

sharks, and the cognitive dissonance created between the idea of the fish and the real fish in front of them. 

One of the major concerns of this documentary was to experiment as to how a video about sharks 

can be presented in a way which de-sensationalise them and demystifies them, admitting the editing of the 

video and presentation of these animals were intentionally done in a manner which was more ‘peaceful’, as 

opposed to presenting them as mindless monsters, which is a further admission to the dissolution of hopes 

of absolute objectivity. Rather, it is an end product of conscious and selective artistic choices, with an 
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intrinsic underpinning story, and the hope of a certain emotional emergence from the prospective viewer. I 

took some strategies to achieve my aim- firstly, I did not use any background music, only subtle ambiance 

noise to heighten the sensation of the experience. Second, I avoided using a shot of the sharks jaws out, or 

dramatic ‘attack’ at the bait. Finally, I used varied saturation level to emote the harshness of the field, the 

drudgery of the wait for the shark, and finally coming face to face with the iridescent skin of the animal. 

Here, I elaborate on the acts and the scenes in them, to the best of my understanding of them, while 

creating them, and after creation as a viewer myself, understanding well that a lot of artistic choices of 

long-time practitioners (myself humbly included) are processed subliminally which the artist herself/ 

himself is not aware of at least during the process of the creation. And I have to thank my primary editor, 

Mr. Sandip Chowdhury for being part of it, and Soosie Lucas as the art director for her crucial inputs. 

 

Image 12.2. The turbulent water of the Foveaux, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

12.2. Act 1; The assignation 

The film starts with a focus on the withered eyes of the researcher, and pans to Bluff signboard. 

Here I’m introducing Bluff, in its existence of ships, and water and woods. It is as if he is (myself) 

searching for something. As if he is bobbing up and down in the waves of the ocean, submerging 

underwater, then resurfacing intermittently. We get glimpses of the bait in cage diving, then the cage, and 



295 

 

 

the tourist waiting in them, only to return to the windward side of Bluff. But finally, he reaches his 

destination – the wide Southern Ocean. The next scene opens, and we see him walking into his (if you will) 

base camp. And suddenly we see a big dark fin swimming away from us, the first appearance of the shark 

in the documentary. Next scene, we see him getting ready in front of the mirror, for the day on the boat. 

We follow him as he walks up the wharf, with Mike and Maca up ahead, and the shark boat visible. We 

climb on the boat, unrope it, and we travel from the new wharf to the old one waiting for the tourist to 

come. The amenities of the days are picked up, and the tourists arrive. We talk to couple of tourists about 

their feelings and trepidations about the trip, and meeting the sharks, and then we set off for the ocean. 

 

Image 12.3. Going out into the ocean, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

12.3. Act 2; The separation 

Even though as humans we may decide and wish to see sharks, ultimately it is the will of the sharks 

and that of the environment if our expected encounter is successful or not. This act primarily looks at 

setting up the cage for the tourists, and how the weight can be unforgiving. We start off with the close look 

at the cage, a large aluminium construction suspended in the middle of the ocean. Its sharp edges 

contradistinctive to the softness of the aquatic realm. The cage is lowered in the water, and tourists are 

trained to be inside the cage, and the wait begins. Yes, sometimes the shark could just be there when we 

arrived, but other times it may take hours and even days. The tourists and the researcher both wait patiently 
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and look everywhere for the sharks, but they are nowhere to be seen. It starts getting colder, our vision is 

gets hazier, and the ocean gets darker and darker, as if like our frozen lips, the storms brewing, we have to 

head back. 

 

Image 12.4. Tourist in anticipation of seeing the sharks, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

12.4.  Act 3; The meeting 

In the final act, we pick ourselves up and try again; the shaving of the beard is as if we want to 

forget the old and in with the new. We again head out to the ocean and start our waiting. And suddenly, 

everything goes black, the sound of the tanpura slowly rises, and from the shadows of the distorted bubble, 

a submarine size White Shark slowly emerges and stands in front of the cage, as if our breath stops. From 

the dark silence, a silver figure materializes as the light glistens on their iridescent skin. Silent, no 

aggression, or rush, the White Shark passes through our vision. The monochromatic frame ensures that his 

form and movement is focused than the bright blue ocean it is part of. All of a sudden as if we come back 

to reality with a shout of exhilaration by a tourist who was successfully able to encounter them underwater. 

Then we see the shark around the cage, spyhopping and looking at us as much as we are looking at him. In 

the final segment, the tourists express how they actually felt encountering the sharks, as opposed to how 

they imagined the encounter and the sharks in their mind. 
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The documentary hopes to elicit sensory expressions which, based on decades of being trained by 

the media to respond to and think of the shark in particular ways, isn’t necessarily how we expect to feel or 

experience when we encounter the White Shark. It explores this dimension of dreams coming true, and 

love and fear for an animal these tourists have never seen in person, but often heard about, and thought of 

for a long time. Indeed, the documentary brings forward the passion and admiration, and even spiritual 

connection with a species, who has been entrenched in the global mass consciousness as ‘mindless man 

eaters’ for the last few decades. In conjunction with the documentary, the thesis aimed to create a holistic, 

ethnographic description of encounters between humans and the White Sharks separated only by the 

physical and psychological safety of an aluminium cage attached to a small boat around an uninhabited 

island 1600 km from Antarctica, and the larger scape of human and non-human actors shaping it. 

  

Image 12.5. The long-awaited meeting with the shark 
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13.  Conclusion, limitation, and future scope. 

 

Image 13.1. The Shark Experience team (from left to right- Mike, Macca, Grace a new boat hand) and Raj, Raj Sekhar Aich, 2017. 

13.1. The introduction 

The aim of this research was to create a holistic study of the human- shark interactions facilitated 

through cage diving in NZ, and its effect on the sharks, the humans, the local community and global shark 

knowledge data base. This was the first of its kind ethnography on White Shark cage diving in NZ. Basing 

primarily on White Shark tourism, Gallagher & Huveneers, (2018) noted “The rising popularity of shark-

diving is a testament to this global shift in perspectives on sharks” (Gallagher & Huveneers, 2018, pg.11). 

Having said that, they raised concerns about few issues like ecological interactions, fitness, bioenergetics, 

and public safety, using the example of NZ, Australia and Florida White Shark cage diving practices, and 

mentioned the public conflict over the issue. They agreed that certainly there was reason to be concerned 

about such practices and pointed to the complexity for exploring the intricacies of cage diving, especially if 
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it is near popular beaches. However, they noted that White Shark cage diving takes place where White 

Sharks naturally aggregates anyway, and in context of White Shark tourism, cage- divers are legally 

prohibited from feeding the sharks. In the end they believed White Shark cage diving was a “tool for 

sustainable wildlife tourism, successful business, and a boon for shark conservation” (Gallagher & 

Huveneers, 2018, pg.11), and shark diving tourism can demystify sharks by exposing tourist to their 

natural habitat. My research revealed similar findings, White Shark cage diving in NZ is a practice shaped 

by the agency of multiple human and non-human subjects, and it can be generally considered to be 

beneficial to the lives of the sharks; the tourists who come to see them; the local community of Bluff, and 

global shark knowledge database, if it is practiced under strict legal control. In this conclusion chapter, I 

reflect on all the objectives of the thesis, and their findings along with its potential limitations, and scope 

for future research.   

13.2. Gap in literature and research objectives. 

The major gap in literature were; Firstly, in the past few decades White Sharks have gained a 

monstrous image in the public imagination, however, there remains a gap in academic investigation of the 

multidimensional social, physical and environmental factors that led to this image creation. One of the 

industries created from this image was White Shark cage diving practice, which is done in five places in 

the world, including NZ, however, as of now, there has been no detailed ethnographic investigation of 

human- White Shark interaction through cage diving in NZ, neither there has been a use of multispecies 

perspective in investigating such interactions, or utilisation of theoretical approaches like ANT to trace the 

network around it. There has also been no literature on the human animal conflict created from WCN in 

NZ, or how it is related to the local community. Furthermore, there is a lack of empirical observation about 

effect of cage diving on the attitude towards White Sharks, there is also a gap in literature on its relation to 

the humans and the sharks of NZ, and a gap concerning potential knowledge about the sharks that may be 

created from WCN. Finally, the literature showed sensory film making is a way to express sensory 
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information that cannot be explored by mere written commination; however, it has not been attempted with 

cage diving practice based in New Zealand.  

This research aimed to fill these gaps in the literature and create a multispecies methodological 

platform to observe and study both the species engaged in an interactional relationship, in the dynamic 

practice of White Shark cage diving.  This thesis took a multiple disciplinary approach not just from 

applying multiple methods, but applying distinctive language influenced from social scientific as much as 

natural scientific disciplines. The research objectives were: 

1) To explore the genesis of the monstrous image of White Sharks and human fear of them. 

2) To explore the conflict in NZ with White sharks and WCN. 

3)  To explore Bluff’s relation with White Sharks and WCN.  

4) To ethnographically describe WCN. 

5)  To explore the relation of cage diving and White Sharks to lives of the tourist. 

6) To explore the effect of the shark encounter on the tourist and their attitude towards 

White sharks. 

7) To explore the relation of cage diving with lives of the White Sharks in Foveaux Strait. 

8) To explore the emergent knowledge of White Sharks from WCN 

9) To explore the sensory experience of WCN and the human-shark interaction facilitated 

through it. 

13.3. Summarizing the findings 

Based on the previous discussions, the central argument I would like to propose for this thesis is, 

WCN is a practice shaped by the agency of multiple human and non-human subjects, and it can be 

generally considered to be beneficial to the lives of the sharks; the tourists who come to see them; the local 

community of Bluff; the shark knowledge database. I present here the major findings in accordance to the 

major objectives.  
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The genesis of the monstrous image of White Sharks and human fear of them. 

 In the thesis, based on academic and popular literature, along with interviews with tourist on the 

boat of the Shark Experience Bluff, and the local residents of Bluff who have been long co-existing with 

them,  I argued that the monstrous image of Sharks have long been present in people’s minds, and they 

have been regarded as villains of the sea. However, Jaws gave this fear a tangible form, and Hollywood a 

bankable commodity, the image of the White Shark, an image which in the last few decades has become a 

hyperreal. However, this image became such a potent symbol because of important factors, like them being 

among the only predator who occasionally predate on humans; their physical features and their movement 

and attack strategies being very intimidating to humans; and lastly, the environment they hunt in being an 

alien environment to humans where they are not comfortable with opposed to terrestrial creatures.  

Conflict in NZ with White Sharks and WCN.  

Being the only major predator in NZ who ever predated on humans, White Sharks hold a 

complicated place in the public psyche. I demonstrated how humans predated on White Sharks, and the 

Sharks also potentially predated on the humans, having significant effect on both the species. Furthermore, 

the negative image of the sharks in public imagination must not have helped the efforts to conserve them, 

with NZ declaring them as fully protected in their waters in only recent times. There were some groups 

who were absolutely against the operations and others who wanted to promote it. Regarding the conflict 

raised from Stewart Island about cage diving, I argued national human- animal and human- human conflict 

was created from fear and frustration of a group who were surrounded by large predatory fish who may 

pose immediate danger; who did not need cage diving tourism as a primary industry; who gave more 

reverence to the non-tangible value to the tangible ones; wanted to maintain the perceived isolation and 

safety of their land, and were led by leaders who held power and admiration in their closed knit 

community. It was not that Stewart Island did not want tourists, but they did not want the cage diving 

tourism to affect their ‘original’ state of life. 
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However, it should be noted, during the practice of cage diving, the cage diving boat engages in 

strategies particularly to attract White Sharks and keep them near the boat. It is important to understand 

White Sharks are extremely smart predators and should be treated with utmost care as to minimise any 

significant positive correlation with humans and food. Indeed, if we contemplate on it from a human visual 

perspective, the scene of the cage diving is constructed like those in classical hunting stories like that of 

Jim Corbett (Corbett, 1944, 1948), where cattle is left in a cage to attract tigers or leopard, the human in 

the cage might look like a bait to attract the sharks, which reinforces subconsciously, we are their food, and 

they want to eat us, and they are here to do so. Then there is the practice of wrangling which might actually 

alter shark behaviour at least in short term, and more comprehensive investigation of shark wrangling 

techniques employed by cage divers, and their effect on shark behaviour is hence required. 

Furthermore, if my child is in the water, and I believe there is a practice few kilometres away which 

might be bringing ‘big biting fish’ to my shores, when I believe they were not there before- I too would not 

have wanted the operations to go on. And realistically, precisely because there is no ecological or 

behavioural investigation focused on the effect of cage diving on the sharks in Foveaux, there is certainly 

need for more social and ecological research on the topic to create a clear picture of the side of the Stewart 

Islanders. However, the media presentation of the shark – human conflict, and promotion of the hyperreal 

image of the monster-shark is certainly adding fuel to the fire. The innate desire of the residents of the 

region to hold on to the original ‘paradise’ and keep the ‘others’ (the humans and the sharks) away, may 

also be a consideration for resistance towards this operation. 

Bluff’s relation with White Sharks and effect of WCN. 

Being the field site, I presented historical and geographical exploration of Bluff and the Foveaux 

Strait. I argue, WCN creates social and economic benefit to the community of Bluff. The field site of Bluff 

is a unique place, historically it had a geographical isolation from the rest of the country, which might have 

extenuated the sense of psychological isolation that is palpable in the region. In its heydays Bluff was a 

‘big little town’, bustling with life and amenities, especially because of the Ocean Beach freezing works. 
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The freezing works not only brought humans to the town, but also sharks to her shores, and it seems Bluff 

have had a closer and longer interaction with White Sharks even more than what the locals recognize 

(evident from archival resources). However, after closing of the freezing work, the town lost a lot of its 

people, and eventually facilities. Some people loved it the way it is, with its isolation and peace, while 

some others believed that there was need for other industries to be developed in Bluff, because it had all 

her eggs in one basket (fishing). One such emergent industry had been White Shark cage diving off the 

coast of Bluff, in Foveaux Strait. 

However, this practice and the human shark interaction facilitated through it has been surrounded 

by controversy in the region, the Bluffies were divided in their opinion about the cage diving and the 

benefits it brought for the local economy. On one hand, some of the original residents liked Bluff’s 

seclusion, and don’t want much tourism in the region, and felt cage diving was only asking for trouble, in 

particular the possibility of a shark attack on the residents. Furthermore, the hoteliers with more expensive 

accommodation felt that cage diving created more problems than financial benefits for business in the 

town. Alternatively, there were others who believed that cage diving is bringing social and economic 

exposure to the society. Particularly, the younger residents felt that the cage diving practice brought in 

people from other countries and cultures which was great social exposure for them, an emotion also shared 

with other long-term residents of the town too. Hoteliers who provided cheaper accommodation in the 

town felt that WCN brought in a small but regular number of customers, and similar opinion was shared by 

shop owners, and other facility providers. However, one major problem was due to the competition 

between the two operators, the boats used to leave Bluff very early in the morning, and people could not 

avail the services of the town. Hence, I propose, cage diving can indeed be beneficial for the community, 

particularly, if the current operator and the other business owners work together in consideration of time, 

and prices, and create a battery of services for the tourist who come to see the sharks, so they spend more 

time and money in the town. 

Ethnographic description of WCN. 
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Using the theoretical framework of ANT, and dramaturgical analysis, I explored WCN as a 

multiagent practice which was only successful when all the social- political actors like the varied 

bureaucratic groups and conservation groups; the operators and the divers; the environmental conditions, 

and the sharks themselves interacted together in a dynamic harmonious relationship. For the operators, the 

daily objective of the practice was that the tourist could get in the cage and see the sharks at least once, and 

they had their own norms and methods to make this a reality; however, even if the humans wanted to go in 

the water to see the sharks, the sharks and the environmental conditions decided the outcome of the day. In 

effect it was a dance of agency of not only the humans and the sharks, but also the other material objects 

and the environmental factors, and the highly intelligent sharks shaped the encounter based on their 

individuality and chose to decide how and if they wanted to interact with the humans.  

The relation of cage diving and White Sharks to lives of the tourist. 

My next argument is, cage diving has emotional and social benefits to the tourists who came from 

all over the world, and drove down to Bluff, then braved the Foveaux for one chance to see the sharks. To 

situate the readers in the practice, being the only White Shark cage diving operation in NZ, my thesis 

described this practice in depth, and the affective embodied experience it produces for the species, because 

this experience is precisely the reason the tourists came here. Though for some tourists it was an incidental 

experience, for most of them it was a long- term and planned endeavour. Instead of just individuals willing 

to take part in a random adrenalin filled experience, it was often a unique opportunity for people from all 

around the planet to have one encounter with the fish of their dreams and nightmares. It was the coming 

together of humans for the love of the animals, the environment, and each other and a pilgrimage to fulfil a 

lifelong dream or witness the dreams of a loved one coming true. The engagement with the practice was 

related to most often being long time wish of one’s self, and their loved ones. Most people generally had a 

positive attitude towards the sharks even before the encounter, with appreciation of their beauty, 

perfection, and lineage. But still there was a sense of fear of the ‘monster’, which they generally felt it was 

generated by the media; but there were certain factors of the animal, like suddenness of the attack and the 
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environment they hunt in like the darkness and murkiness which creates the fear of the unknown danger 

just beyond our senses. This fear was evident in the tourist’s fear of the cage diving encounter. They were 

anxious about the aggression of the animal, and there was expectation of an adrenal filled rush. There was 

a wish to be noticed by the sharks, at the same time there was a recognition that if the sharks gave them too 

much attention and start shaking the cage they would be scared. 

The effect of the shark encounter on the tourist and their attitude towards the sharks. 

When the encounter actually happened, it seemed to have a profound effect on the humans;  one 

that was highly emotional, self-reflective, and even to some- spiritual. There was lot of fear involved, but 

at the same time it was also peaceful, and at the end it was a happy experience for the tourist because they 

believed they had achieved something which a lot of them had envisioned for years. Furthermore, both 

quantitative and qualitative data indicated that the encounter had significant positive effect on the tourist 

attitude towards White Sharks. However, one caveat was that generally the tourist who came to dive with 

the sharks already have a more positive attitude toward them than general population; still the divers had a 

significant increase in positive attitude about the sharks and decrease in negative and neutral attitude after 

the encounter and most importantly it helped demystify the sharks to them. Furthermore, I observed, three 

different factors may impact the effect of the experience on tourist attitude towards the sharks; Shark 

wrangling; the personality of an individual shark, and personality of the individual human. So, the 

combination of these three factors, along with awareness of illegal killing, positive visual images of the 

sharks from the practice and increase in positive attitude of the humans towards the sharks combine to 

make WCN potentially beneficial to the lives of the sharks.  

The emergent knowledge of White Sharks from WCN 

Following, I argue WCN is potentially beneficial to global shark knowledge database. Considering 

the operators are with the sharks for more than 100 days a year, they are a pool of knowledge about their 

behaviour and lives in the region, particularly concerning shark procreation in the Foveaux Strait, and 

White Shark sociability. Based on the observations of the operators and my own, I proposed two 
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observations about the lives of the sharks in the region. First, yearly White Shark congregation in Foveaux 

Strait can be explained through White Shark copulation rituals. Secondly, the acceptability of decreasing 

personal space among White Sharks in Foveaux can be explained through increasing social acceptance 

among individual sharks. 

The relation of WCN with lives of the White Sharks in Foveaux Strait. 

To explore the relation of WCN with the lives of the White Sharks I delved into the potential 

negative and positive effects of WCN on the lives of the sharks; its potential effect on their ecology and 

behaviour related to safety of other water users, and the potential reasoning of the absence of the sharks 

using mixed method analysis.  

I argue, it is unlikely that WCN had any immediate personal benefits to the sharks. These are of 

course difficult questions to answer, without engaging in interspecies hypothesis and conjecture. There is 

no way of knowing conclusively to be able to state that at least sharks who ‘hang around’ longer around 

the operations were enjoying the interaction. It is also hard to predict that the ‘play’ or interaction with the 

shark wrangler, or the operations, or the tourist involved was of particular interest to the sharks, let alone 

beneficial to them, as some sharks engaged with it, whereas others chose not to. Furthermore, there was 

hardly any food return for their energy spending. However, WCN may have some significant negative 

effect on the lives of the sharks from being a platform to create negative photographic images of them, to 

them being vulnerable towards being hurt or hunted if they learnt to approach boats from their cage diving 

experience, to being intentionally hunted by certain groups of people who wanted to stop the practice of 

cage diving.  

At the same time WCN might have some benefits to the lives of the sharks, by raising awareness of 

killing of an individual shark; providing scope for creating positive visual images of sharks and 

demystifying the sharks. The encounter facilitated through cage diving had a significant positive impact on 

tourist attitude towards White Sharks, significant for their conservation efforts. Qualitative and quantitative 



307 

 

 

data indicated that indeed there was an increase in positive attitude, and a decrease in negative attitude, 

towards the sharks.  

Furthermore, one reason for conflict about cage diving was the effect of cage diving on the sharks, 

and effect of that on the humans who shared the same water space. Not only is it significant to consider 

because the political heated debate it raises nationally and internationally while considering cage diving, 

but because it deals with real effect on both the species sharing the same water space. The limited amount 

of literature on cage diving with White Sharks, particularly in the region, does not predict any increased 

danger to the humans sharing same water space. Furthermore, White Sharks have been historically present 

in the region. As far as training White Sharks to come to the boat, there seems to be no evidence to support 

that cage diving can alter the ‘large scale’ movement of the White Sharks, rather the practice itself revolves 

around the life cycle of the sharks in the region, and their large-scale annual movement, potentially for 

mating and feeding; however, it is true that it can certainly alter their small scale movement. Also, the mere 

fact that the human shark encounter facilitated by cage diving is so unpredictable, and that in 2016 for two 

months there were no sharks (again in 2017 for some time) may be considered as observations which 

indicate otherwise. Furthermore, there is the estimate that there has been increase of pinnipeds in Foveaux 

in the last few decades (Bradshaw, Lalas, & Thompson, 2000), which may have increased the number of 

sharks too. Most importantly it seems counterintuitive that the fishing boats which have always caught and 

cleaned fish in Foveaux and around Stewart Island did not increase the number of sharks in the region, nor 

numbers of sharks approaching boats, but an operation which is not even allowed to ‘feed them’ has 

increased it. 

I arranged a few ecological studies to observe the effect of the practice on short scale movement of 

the sharks, and effects on their behaviour. I found no specific recognisable pattern in time of the first 

contacts with sharks. Furthermore, from photo identification data I found that there seemed to be only one 

shark who came to the boat in a repeated manner over the days the data were collected. Finally, I assessed 

any increase in aggression around the cage diving operation. My data indicated that the behaviour and 
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movement of shark did seem to be more related to the individuality of the sharks, rather than being directly 

related to the cage diving operations and the bait provided, and even if the enquiry approaches towards a 

bait increased in a particular shark, the attacks did not. But, the dynamics of the shark wrangling, and the 

relationship created between the shark wrangler and the shark, also had effect on the shark behaviour. All 

these findings are just indicative and have to be further tested in controlled experiments. But at least 

according to the literature on the topic; observations of the cage divers; fishermen, and myself- I would 

argue there did not seem to be much evidence indicating that White Shark cage diving is training the 

sharks and creating more danger for humans using the waters. 

The sensory experience of WCN and the human-shark interaction facilitated through it.  

The final part of the thesis is the documentary Iridescent skin. Constructed from a subjective POV 

immersive perspective of the researcher, the documentary aims to connect the viewers with the sensory 

experience of being in the field site of Bluff, and the human-shark encounter in the Foveaux. It is a vital 

component of the entire fieldwork and the thesis, because it provides nonverbal information that is 

otherwise unavailable from mere written documents, furthermore, it explores the potential benefit of the 

human shark encounters, on the researcher; the tourist, and the sharks (by alteration of human attitude 

towards them). This write-up that I provide for the documentary is not to explain it, nor is the documentary 

complimentary material for this write-up, rather the documentary is an independent artistic and scholarly 

piece which should be viewed on its own merit within the overall thesis. However, I provide some notes on 

this documentary, for creating context of it, considering it is one of the chapters of the thesis. Having said 

that yet I have to insist, at least the first viewing of the documentary should be done without reading the 

material provided hereafter, so that the viewer is open to her/his own sensory and emotional experience 

and interpretation of the visuals. 
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13.4. Challenges and recommendations for future marine 

anthropological researchers. 

There were few challenges to the research. Firstly, considering lack of funding for this project, I 

could not spend more time in the field, or get better equipment which would have made the process more 

bearable. Furthermore, there was need for more rigorous engagement with ecological methods, and 

ecologist, which my situations did not allow me. Any future researcher attempting field work on marine 

anthropology ideally should train themselves in the basics of ecological study, and perhaps even take 

courses on them before commencement of the field work. They should make sure that they provide 

themselves specific research questions to answer from the ecological dimension as much as social 

scientific dimension, and have all the tools, and other logistical supports ready. Photoidentification is an 

excellent method of data collection about individual marine animals, and researchers should understand it 

in depth. Researchers should keep in mind, if they are participant observers, perhaps they would have to set 

aside specific times in the exercise, where they can focus on the finer details of an experiment or study. 

However, that may be the de facto situation while participant observation, because the researcher is 

participating in the work at hand, it may be unprofessional or even irresponsible to take focus out for 

specific observation, especially at the heat of any particular activity where her/his work is significant for it 

to function properly. Finally, the tools of such studies should be properly studied beforehand, and the 

researcher should be proficient in tabulating and recording the findings.  

13.5. Limitations of the thesis 

If my research was focused on exploring the cage diving conflict in more detail, I would have had 

to spend as much time with the Stewart Islanders as I did with the cage operators and Bluff, and it would 

have been a different PhD all together. But my research was not focused on this, furthermore, because I 

was working with the cage divers, I would probably not been welcomed in Stewart Island. Also, more 
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long-term data of the sharks approaching the boat was ideal, however, considering the dynamic interaction 

of cage diving practice, with the sharks, that was not possible.  

13.6. Scope of future research 

There are few questions that I have raised in this thesis that opens room for future research.  

1. Firstly, there is scope of future detailed anthropological research focusing on the conflict 

raised in Stewart Island about cage diving. 

2. I observed the level of excitement of White Sharks around a bait in cage diving practice was 

directly related to the suddenness of the action of bait retrieval and the proximity of bait 

retrieval from the body of the shark. This can be explored in future ecological ethological 

exploration through controlled experiments.   

3. In discussions with 2-3 tourists who came to the boat as observers from the surface but did 

not have any effect of the encounter on their attitude towards the sharks. Which raises the 

question that is it imperative to get in the water with the sharks to appreciate them? In future 

anthropological or tourism research it will be interesting to understand not only the 

encounters themselves, but what precise facets of human- nonhuman animal encounter are 

more significant to have effect on tourist attitude towards them.  

4. In the thesis I proposed three factors  (and the combination of these) that may have 

significant impact on the tourist experience during cage diving, and consequently their 

attitude towards White Sharks: 1) Shark wrangling (the practice of trying to control the 

shark behaviour with the bait); 2) The personality of an individual shark: and 3) personality 

of the individual divers. This provides scope of future research for more detailed ecological 

investigation.  

5. I documented dreams of the cage divers about White Sharks. In future psychological 

research, it might be interesting to know what kind of dreams people who are petrified of 
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sharks and would never consider diving with them have, if any, as opposed to the ones who 

choose to interact with them in activities like cage diving, and situate the discussion in 

psychoanalytic paradigms of phobia, fear and subconsciousness research. 

6. I proposed that the White Sharks may be able to decide how they negotiate with cage diving 

operations in one part of the world, based on experience with other places, this opens up 

scope for future ecological research with help of satellite tagging and observations from 

cage diving boats.  

7. At least in four of my interviews I was told by residents of Bluff  that they got so affected 

by Jaws that some of them stopped swimming from the wharf, and one long time diver even 

stopped diving in the Foveaux, I would imagine the similar effect of the film on other ocean 

going communities, however I have not come across any academic publications elaborating 

on it, perhaps it is an avenue for more detailed anthropological or media studies research on 

the topic. 

13.7. To conclude  

To conclude, cage diving with White Sharks in NZ is a multidimensional, multiagent practice, 

which is generally beneficial to the lives of the sharks, the humans choosing to engage with them 

(including the operators, and the tourist), global shark knowledge, and the community in which it is based 

on, if proper strategies are initiated and maintained. It is a hyperreal practice, which has the potential of 

demystifying the hyperreal monstrous image of the species, a species who has a long lineage, and is much 

smarter and possibly have social traits (even if it is not the same as understood from a human perspective) 

than we give them credit for. Finally, it is a very interesting example how a ‘human’ practice is not just the 

product of human actions, but is often the coming together of multiple species, material and technologies. 
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Appendix Image 1. Full Stewart Island petition to stop cage diving 

https://www.parliament.nz/resource/en- NZ/51DBSCH_SCR68588_1/dc4d2a51f88e7f4f8414313f4813c4fbfa3258c4)

https://www.parliament.nz/resource/en-NZ/51DBSCH_SCR68588_1/dc4d2a51f88e7f4f8414313f4813c4fbfa3258c4
https://www.parliament.nz/resource/en-NZ/51DBSCH_SCR68588_1/dc4d2a51f88e7f4f8414313f4813c4fbfa3258c4


377 

 

 

 

 

Appendix image 2. Survey sheets documenting demographic data of tourists, and attitude towards White Sharks pre-dive. 
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Appendix image 3. Surveys sheets documenting tourist attitude towards White Sharks post-dive. 
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Appendix Image 4. Court decision supreme court 2018
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Table 3.1. Gender ratio of cage diving tourist. 

 

Table 3.2. Academic education level of cage diving tourists. 

 

Table 3.3. Scuba diving certification level of cage diving tourist. 
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Table 3.4. Age range of cage diving tourist. 
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Table 3.5. Nationality of cage diving tourists. 
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Table 9.1. N, Mean and SD of pre- dive and post- dive neutral, positive, and negative attitude of tourist 

towards White Shark 

 

 

Image 125.  

Table 9.2. Pared samples statistics of Pre- dive and post- dive average positive attitude of tourists 

towards White Sharks. 

 

 

 

Table 9.8. Pared samples statistics of Pre- dive and post- dive average negative attitude of tourists towards White 

Sharks. 
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Table 9.7. Pared samples test of Pre- dive and post- dive average neutral attitude of tourists towards White 

Sharks. 

Paired Samples Test 
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Table 9.10. Pared samples test of Pre- dive and post- dive average negative attitude of tourists towards 

White Sharks. 

Paired Samples Test 
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Table 9.4. Pared samples test of Pre- dive and post- dive average positive attitude of tourists towards White 

Sharks. 

 


