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Abstract: This thesis draws from data collected over thirteen months of fieldwork working
with “Boaters”, a boat-dwelling itinerant group on the waterways of Southern England. In
the first of three parts, the thesis focusses on the individual motivations (economic, per-
sonal and political) behind becoming a travelling Boater, and on how one acquires the
requisite skills and knowledge to become part of a community of practice on the water-
ways. Boaters on the whole do not have a sense of being an ethnically distinct group and,
as such, this thesis interrogates what kind of an identity is being created or reinforced
when individuals recognise themselves as Boaters. This part further deals with the specific
temporal experience of boating (commonly known as “boat time”) that creates a shared
experiential pattern between Boaters, and also examines the informal networks of trade,
exchange and barter which enmesh Boaters in a web of reciprocal relationships. In the
subsequent part, the focus of the thesis widens to take in the boating “community” as it is
imagined. It asks how the concept of community is rhetorically constructed and corporately
enacted on the inland waterways and identifies the creation of an emic and local concep-
tion of community. In the third part, the focus widens further still in order to interrogate the
troubled relationships between Boaters and sedentary populations and between Boaters
and agents of the State. By looking at Boaters’ different (essentially nomadic) understand-
ings of locality and political organisation, this thesis attempts to more broadly explain the
fraught relationship between state agencies and itinerant populations. The thesis con-
cludes that the community of Boaters is constructed through the shared understandings
which emerge due to the Boaters experiencing much of their world as being flexible, fluid
and unfixed. Boaters are bound by acts of dwelling together on the waterways, acts that
emerge from the specific material conditions of boat life, and further from acts of support
where Boaters bind together for the security of the group against antagonistic outsiders

and the interventions of agencies of the state.
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Glossary and Acronyms

ACC

The Association of Continuous Cruisers: a membership group for Boaters.

Bank

The sides of the channel.

Bargee Traveller

An ethnic category comprised of itinerant boat dwellers. Some argue that the Boaters
should adopt this category.

Barges (also Dutch barges)

Boats wider and usually longer than narrowboats, often originally commercial boats. Some
originating in the Netherlands and with a distinctive curved shape are known as Dutch
Barges.

BCN

The Birmingham Canal Navigations. The mass of canals around the city of Birmingham in
the West Midlands.

Bilge

The area underneath the flooring level of the boat where waste water can collect.

Bilge talk

Informal term in the town of Reading area for discussing technical boat matters.

Boat Warden

Boat residents given a mooring spot in return for for managing a particular mooring, includ-
ing moving overstaying boats on to new areas.

Boaters

The itinerant boat-dwellers who are the subject of this study.

Bow (also “front”; (inf.) “the pointy end”)

The front end of the boat.

Bow Back Waters

Waterways in the “Bow” area of East London. Closed before the Olympic Games of 2012
and then not subsequently reopened.

British Waterways Act(s) of 1983 and 1995

Important acts of parliament relating to the management of the waterways.

BTC

British Transport Commission. The organisation tasked with the management of the major-

ity of the waterways between 1947 and 1962.
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Butty

A boat without an engine. Traditionally one of a “working pair;” the other being a motor
boat.

BW

British Waterways: the organisational successor of the BTC. Managed a majority of the
waterways between 1962 and 2012. A quango or quasi non-governmental agency.

BWB

British Waterways Board: the successor of the BTC. Was commonly known as and oper-
ated as BW.

CaRT

Canal and River Trust: the organisation which took over the management of the majority of
the waterways from BW in 2012. A charitable trust.

Chandlery

A shop selling items useful for boating.

Channel

The section of the waterway on which the boat is navigating, e.i., “move to the centre of
the channel” would be an instruction to move the boat into the middle of the river or canal.
Coal boats (also working boats, fuel boats)

Boats that travel the waterways selling necessary goods and services to Boaters.
Continuous cruising (also continuous cruiser, CCer)

The name given to those Boaters and vessels that do not hold a permanent “home” moor-
ing and thus find it necessary to travel from place to place.

cuB

Cowley and Uxbridge Boaters: a Boaters’ advocacy group based in the Cowley and
Uxbridge area of West London.

(the) Cut

An informal term for a canal or the canal channel.

DCLG

Department for Communities and Local Government: a government department who have
some responsibility for travelling peoples.

EA

Environment Agency: a government agency that manages some waterways, including the
majority of those not managed by the main government authority (BW/CaRT). The EA’s

responsibility includes the River Thames.
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Enforcement Officer

An employee of BW or CaRT. Employed to enforce their employer’s mooring rules through
a variety of methods, including recording boat positions and issuing letters such as the
pre-CC1.

Facilities (also facilities moorings)

Areas provided by BW/CaRT that may contain one or more of the following: a tap for col-
lecting drinking water; an “elsan” point for the disposal of chemical toilet waste; bins; a
“pump-out” tank for the removal of sanitary tank waste; toilets; a shower block.
Flip-Flopping

An informal trade in the town of Reading area referring to small flexible exchanges, the
barter of goods and the exchange of favours.

(the) Floater

A satirical magazine for Boaters published in London.

Gin Palace(s)

Expensive and luxurious river cruisers, usually owned by wealthy holiday-makers.
Gongoozler (also gongoozling; gongoozled)

A term meaning one who watches a boat, or sits watching a lock being operated. The term
has a mildly negative connotation of laziness and idleness.

Grand Union Canal

A canal that runs from Brentford in London to Birmingham. The Paddington Branch of the
Grand Union runs to Paddington in Central London and is the home of a number of the
Boaters who are participants in this study. Informally known as the “grand onion” or “big
onion.”

Gunnel

Flat area on the side of boats that one can use for moving between the bow and stern and
for embarking and disembarking.

(the) Floating Stage

A venue and party boat that was frequently moored around East London over the period of
my fieldwork.

(The) Hertford Union Canal (also “The Duckett’s”; “Duckett’s Cut”)

A short canal in East London which runs along one edge of Victoria Park between Mile
End and Hackney Wick.

IWA



The Inland Waterways Association: a group for boat users, but which is thought to privilege
the opinions of “shiny Boaters” over those of my participants. Thought to be closely politi-
cally affiliated to BW and CaRT.

Houseboat(s)

Frequently used by outsiders as an inaccurate term for narrowboats. Actual houseboats
are floating house-shaped constructions which usually cannot move from place-to-place
and which are not commonly found on the waterways of London.

JSA

Job Seeker’s Allowance: an amount of money (a benefit) given to those who are unem-
ployed and seeking work.

K&A

The Kennet and Avon Canal: a Canal that runs between Reading in Berkshire and the city
of Bath in Somerset.

LB

London Boaters. An online mailing list (mailserv) and Facebook group for Boaters in Lon-
don. Also, at times, a political advocacy group for London’s Boaters.

Line

The term for a rope, particularly a rope with which one moors a boat.

Liveaboard

Anyone who lives permanently aboard their boat.

Lock

A chamber that fills and empties in order to raise or lower a boat to a new water level. A
number of locks in succession can help a watercourse to travel up or down gradients.

Lock gate

The gate of a lock, which must be pushed open by a long beam in order to enter or exit the
lock.

LVRPA (and LVRP)

Lee Valley Regional Park (Authority): the authority that controls a large area of land around
the waterways in the valley of the River Lee in London and Hertfordshire, and the name of
the land in question. Also operates two marinas at Springfield and Stanstead Abbots.
Marina

Private location where boats can be moored. Often a location where maintenance and im-
provement work can be carried out on boats. Often has facilities for boats; supplies such

as diesel, gas and coal, and a chandlery.
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Mooring

Both the act of securing a boat in a location and the name of that location.

Mooring pin

Long metal stake-like items hammered into the earth to which lines are attached in order
to secure a boat.

Mooring ring (also Mooring bollard)

Metal rings or standing bollards to which lines can be attached for mooring purposes. Pro-
vided in some locations, such as visitor moorings, by BW, CaRT, or the owners of a partic-
ular mooring.

Narrowboat

A boat which is less than 7’ wide. Common on the UK waterways. The homes of the major-
ity of my participants.

Narrowboat [book]

A book by L.T.C. Rolt. Described as the Genesis tale of liveaboard boating.

NABO

The National Association of Boat Owners: a membership group for Boaters.

NBTA

The National Bargee Traveller Association: a Boaters’ advocacy group who also advocate
for the adoption of the “Bargee Traveller” ethnic identity.

New Age Traveller (also Traveller)

Travellers, not ethnic Gypsies, who travelled on the roads of the UK, mainly in the 1980s
and 1990s.

NFA

No Fixed Abode: the legal description of being without a permanent address.
Non-compliant continuous cruiser

BW and CaRT'’s description of continuous cruisers who they deem to have failed to meet
their interpretation of the 1995 British Waterways Act by not moving far or frequently
enough.

Off-side (Offline)

The side without the towpath. Usually privately owned. Offline refers to moorings on this
side.

On-side (Online)

The side with the towpath. Usually owned by BW/CaRT. Online would refers moorings on

this side.



Olympic Exclusion Zone

The area from which all boats were cleared over the period of the 2012 London Olympic
and Paralympic Games.

Operation Whistle Blower

The scheme whereby, in 2013, Boaters handed out whistles to each other in an attempt to
initiate a system for warning of attacks and burglaries in progress.

Paddle

The sliding section in the gate of the lock that is raised in order to allow water in or order to
fill or empty the chamber.

Pirate(s) (also Pyrate(s))

Experienced, knowledgeable, and usually outspoken and anti-authoritarian Boaters. The
term is usually meant as a sign of respect.

Pound

The level section between two locks.

Pre-CC1 (also CC1, CC2, CC3)

Letters that are given to Boaters as part of the enforcement process when they are not
deemed to have moved far or frequently enough. These move from a simple warning to
the initiation of legal action.

Project boat

A boat that requires a lot of work in order to be a comfortable prospect to live aboard.
Project Kraken

The Metropolitan Police’s dedicated marine crime unit.

RBOA

Residential Boat Owners’ Association: a membership group for Boaters.

Regent’s Canal

One of the major waterways in London. Runs from Little Venice to Limehouse. Popular ar-
eas for boats on the “Regent’s” are Little Venice Camden, King’s Cross, Angel Islington,
Broadway Market, Victoria Park, Mile End, and Limehouse.

VTS

River cruiser (also “fibreglass cruiser” “cruiser”)

Fibreglass vessels popular as short-term holidaying and trip boats on the rivers, but also a
liveaboard option at the cheaper end of a spectrum of boat ownership.

River Lee (also River Lea)

A major river running from East London into Hertforshire (from Limehouse to Hertford).

Popular areas for Boaters to moor on this river are Limehouse, Hackney Wick, The
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“Marshes” (Walthamstow Marshes), The Middlesex Filter Beds, Springfield, Tottenham
Hale, Stonebridge, Enfield Lock, Cheshunt and Broxbourne.

River Stort

A river north of London. Rural and relatively isolated compared to the main London water-
ways.

River Thames

South East England’s major watercourse. Home to many Boaters before it becomes tidal
at Teddington. Reading, my home over the early part of my fieldwork, is on the Thames.
Joins the Grand Union Canal at Brentford.

RMP(s)

Roving Mooring Permits: a scheme initiated by CaRT to make those who want to stay in a
particular area buy a permit which allows the Boater to stay for longer at moorings and to
move shorter distances.

Roses and Castles

A form of “traditional” narrowboat artwork, painted on boats and on Boaters’ equipment.
Includes images of white castles and roses.

Rudder

The steering mechanism used on narrowboats. Moved by the tiller.

SEVMC

South East Visitor Mooring Consultation: a consultation concerning the use of visitor moor-
ings initiated by CaRT whilst | was in the field.

Section eight (also “being section eighted”)

The section of the 1983 British Waterways Act that allows CaRT to remove a boat without
a valid license from their waterways. “Being section eighted” means to have one’s boat
removed from the waterways.

Shiny Boaters (also “Brass Polishers”, “Rivet Counters”)

Boat users who are seen as being fussy and obsessed with the appearance of their boats.
They are thought usually thought to be occasional boat-users, holidaying aboard rather
than living aboard. They are usually described in opposition to that group (“Boaters” or
“Dirty Boaters”) who are usually permanent liveaboards and who are usually continuous
cruisers.

Stern (also back or aft or (inf.) “blunt end”)

The rear of the boat.

Stern gland (also stern tube)
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The point at the stern where the propeller shaft leaves the boat. This is a point of weak-
ness where water can get in unless the gland is filled with a rope “packing” and has water-
proof grease properly applied.

Swan’s neck

The curved section of the tiller.

Swing Bridge

A bridge across a canal or river that must be swung to the side by the Boater in order to
allow the continued passage of the boat along the channel.

Tilller

The entire apparatus that one moves in order to move the rudder and thereby steer a nar-
rowboat.

Tiller Arm

The straight top part of the tiller with which one drives a narrowboat.

Towpath

A path alongside the canal or river that was used for towing the boats in the years before
engine power, when horses would pull boats along the watercourse.

Towpath telegraph

The informal name for the waterways network of gossip and information exchange.

“Vicky” “Vicky Park”

Informal term for Victoria Park in East London. Many Boaters moor on or around the park,
making it a focal point for the community.

Visitor moorings

Moorings designated for visitors to the area and therefore often restricted to a short moor-
ing time (7 days, 48 hours, 24 hours, or even 4 hours “stop and shop”) and often supplied
with mooring rings or mooring bollards.

Waterways

The system of navigable canals and rivers.

Widebeams

Boats similar to narrowboats but wider (up to 14°).

Windlass

An L-shaped metal implement used for hand operation (raising or lowering) the winding
gear.

Winding gear (also paddle gear)

The mechanism that raises the paddle in order to allow water in or out of the lock.
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Winding Point (also Winding Circle)

A wide part of channel, made wider so that a long narrowboat can turn around.

Winter mooring(s)

Temporary moorings that may be purchased in order to allow the continuous cruiser to re-
main in one spot for several months over the winter. Sold annually by BW/CaRT.

Working Boater(s) (also “Bargee”; “Boatie”; “Carrying Boater”)

Those boat-dwellers who first lived on the canals and were employed in the goods-carry-
ing trade. Lived aboard their boats the waterways from the 1820s to the 1960s. Were often
referred to as “water gypsies.”

Working Pair

A set of two boats as operated by the Working Boaters. One would be a butty and the oth-

er a motorised boat.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

Finding my way aboard

When | think about the process that led to my living and undertaking research with itinerant
boat-dwelling communities in the South of England, a few pivotal moments, what Davies
(2010) would call paradigmatic scenes, come to my mind. It all began with a chance meet-
ing in 2008 when | was not yet eighteen years old. | was at a party in Maidenhead, meet-
ing my best friend’s more glamorous and intellectual college mates and feeling thoroughly
intimidated. | began talking to a young woman named Asha, who lived on a boat, or more
properly she had just recently bought her first boat to live on and was moving it “down”
from the midlands to Reading in a matter of days. “You’re going to live on a boat?”, |
asked. “Can people do that?” Asha laughed and explained that she had lived on a boat for

some years whilst still a child, “a little plastic boat with my mum and step-dad.”

So began my engagement with the waterways. Asha quickly became a firm friend and
when it came time to move her boat from Reading to Bath, where she would be attending
university, | was invited, along with Tom, a mutual friend, to “crew” her small (26 foot)
Springer narrowboat! on the journey, covering the complete length of the idyllic Kennet
and Avon canal through the Wiltshire countryside. My memories of this journey are addled
by time and by the consumption of “cider and black” (cheap cider and blackcurrant squash,
a sweet cocktail which we consumed until we fell asleep, top to tail, along the floor of
Asha’s tiny boat). The memories that come most clearly to the fore are the tiny canal-side
pubs, with their main doors at the rear for access from the waterways, and so infrequently
accessed from the dirt tracks at their front that they are known locally as “Boaters pubs”,

and have been since the days of the working or carrying boats? on the canal, or “cut.”

Rural Wiltshire is notable in that one can travel by canal throughout the day and not see
anything that will remind the traveller that they are in the 21st century. Roads, modern

houses and electricity pylons are rare — the main man-made furniture of the landscape is

I See the later section of this chapter concerning types of boat.
2 See Chapter 3.

3 The canal is known as the “cut” as it is literally cut out from the earth.
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the cut itself, the farmers’ swing bridges* and the 19th century locks, the passing of which
punctuate the Boater’s journey and mark the passage of time and distance. After two
weeks without showers, Facebook, or mobile telephone signal, we had succumbed to the

rhythm of the waterways. >

This trip, and Asha’s friends, became the basis for my undergraduate dissertation from
Durham University.® After leaving Durham, | was fortunate to be awarded funding from
Brunel University to continue working with the boat-dwelling community. Through Asha, |
found a 37’ narrowboat (this is relatively small, but the size kept the price down and would
allow me to “single-handle” the boat far more easily) which | purchased for £20,000. This

boat was named Me, a name that | disliked at first but learnt to appreciate.®

And so, on the 26th July 2012, after a period of pre-field research into the history of the
canals, but with little idea of the practicalities of boat living other than what | had gleaned
over my time aboard Asha’s little Springer, | moved those of my personal possessions that
had survived a brutal downsizing “purge” onto Me where she lay at a private mooring at
the Better Boating Marina in Caversham.’® | would not be able to remain in marina-side rel-
ative luxury for long; | was to become a “continuous cruiser,” a traveling Boater compelled

by law to move to a new location every two weeks.!* Those Boaters who were also bound

4 Small bridges designed to allow the passage of cattle and foot travellers and operated (swung across on
hinges) by the boat travellers themselves.

> This rhythm, also known as “boat time,” is discussed in depth in Chapter 5.

6 A dissertation entitled “Mobility, Egalitarianism and Conflict: Features of an emerging community on the wa-
terways of southern England”, submitted in the Easter term of 2011.

7 The term used for navigating a boat by oneself.

8 All boats are named and, as shall be seen in Chapter 4, boat names are an important as it is often through
the name of the boat that one is known on the waterways. Boaters tend to think deeply about the name of
their boats and what this name may connote, before finding /e mot juste with which to name their vessel.

? In the English language all boats and ships are traditionally referred to by female-gendered pronouns
(Curzan, 2003), which is unusual considering how rare gendered forms are in a language which favours neu-
tral pronouns. The boats of the inland waterways are no exception to this. This appears to be a simple histor-
ical convention which has persisted and none of my informants attached much significance to it. When |
asked the Boaters whether they saw boats as being female in any meaningful way none of them answered in
the affirmative.

19 This will be fully explained in Chapter 3 and will be a recurrent theme throughout.
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to this itinerant lifestyle were to become my research participants, friends and neighbours
for at least the next year. This is how, entirely as a product of luck and chance encounters,

| came to be a Boater living aboard the waterways of London and south east England.

| began this thesis with an autobiographical account of finding my way aboard as it paral-
lels both the experience of other Boaters | have met and the overall structure and shape of
this piece of work. As shown in the following chapters, many Boaters come to the water-
ways for economic reasons, in order to escape either crippling rent or mortgage payments
or even homelessness. They then come to “love the lifestyle”, becoming increasingly em-
bedded in the social life and practices of the waterways. Like these Boaters, | was pushed
into boat-dwelling by financial imperative,!'! in my case in order to justify my PhD stipend,
an income that would not have supported any other dwelling choice in London. | also
came to love my time aboard, learning more about my boat as | travelled through new
neighbourhoods and discovered those communities and areas of London and the South
East that | thought | knew from a new angle, an angle often invisible to those who dwell in

the houses and travel on the roads that pass within meters of the canal and river network.

Chapters 4-6 of this thesis deal with these personal narratives of becoming part of a com-
munity of practice (Wenger, 1998; Lave & Wenger, 1991): a community that arises around
the knowledge and practice of similar specialist acts on the waterways, learning to be
skilled in the necessary arts of being a liveaboard Boater and becoming the sort of individ-
ual who “fits in” to the boat-dwelling community. | ask, essentially, what kind of a person a
Boater is and how they are created. In achieving this project, Tim Ingold’s work on dwelling
(2000 and 1993) has been invaluable as it allows the researcher to create a framework
wherein the landscape and materiality of the world in which the person dwells is central to

shaping their worldview, sociality and sense of identity.

The thesis then enters a bridging section in which the Boaters, now introduced to the
reader, are described through their interactions, both with each other (Chapter 7: Commu-

nity) and with individuals based in the sedentary world (Chapter 8: State). This again paral-

1] do not wish to imply that my financial situation, caused by my indulging academic curiosity and not from
actual unemployment, poverty or homelessness is the same as the experiences of my informants, some of
whom do come to the waterways in a state of severe financial hardship. | was nonetheless able to experi-
ence, as do many of my informants, life in one of the world’s most expensive cities as a person on a serious-
ly limited income.
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lels my own experience: | slowly discovered that, as a result of my dwelling choice, | had
become a different type of citizen within the neighbourhoods through which | passed. Un-
able to vote or register with a doctor, viewed as a curiosity by many and as a threat by
others, considered by some to be part of an “ethnic category” of “bargee travellers”,'? | be-

came a marginal presence somewhat outside of the normal sedentary order.

The centre of the thesis, both literally and philosophically, is the chapter on community, the
emic use and importance of this term being an important key to understanding the social
life of Boaters. “Community”, in the complex way that it is understood by Boaters, connects
the community of practice described in the first three chapters with the community of sup-

port and protection that marks the boundary between Boaters and outsiders.

The thesis then goes on to interrogate this relationship between the Boaters and the out-
side world in Chapters 9-11, detailing how Boaters become subject to surveillance, securi-
ty threats, and political interventions from agents of the state, ending in a description of

how and when Boaters organise collectively in response to these threats.

In the second half of the thesis, when the point of view has been widened out in order to
look at the Boaters in relation to the wider world, the work of James Scott, particularly his
concepts of legibility (1998) and state avoidance (2011) comes to the fore as | attempt to
integrate power and politics into my description of life on the waterways. In recent years,
critics of Ingold’s dwelling perspective have argued that it does not include the wider net-
works of power and politics in its frame of analysis (Eric Hirsch, personal communication).
This thesis, in moving from an Ingoldian analysis towards a point of view rooted in theories
of political economy and statecraft, attempts to show that these two frames are not incom-
patible and, given enough space for examination and enough ethnographic detail, can be
harmoniously combined in order to clearly illustrate complex social realities. Such an ex-
pansion in scope — from the individual Boater to the world of the boating community, and

onwards to examine opposing forces originating in sedentary world — allows for the cre-

12 See the later section of this chapter introducing the National Bargee Traveller Association (NBTA) and the
question of Boater “ethnicity”.
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ation of a detailed view of the boating world, situated within the contemporary UK state

and not in isolation, to be built up.!3

Thus, this thesis builds up a picture of a fast-growing “liveaboard” boating community,'4 a
community that has adopted an “alternative” (but by no means new) lifestyle, and which
has made its members somewhat marginal or liminal from the purview of agents of the UK
state and the sedentary neighbourhoods through which they pass. The thesis reaches a
conclusion which ties together a thread that can be seen within every chapter; namely that
the Boaters have created on the waterways a way of life which privileges an unfixed and
flexible mode of being. The is what Turner (1990) would describe as the “subjunctive mood
of culture,” where the rigidity of structure gives way to a situation where new possibilities
are able to emerge. To this end, the ways in which the Boaters’ position within the nation
state or compared to their sedentary neighbours is uncertain or liminal is emphasised
throughout the thesis. The conclusion draws these points together in order to show how
the Boaters use the emergent features of their choice of dwelling as a way of creatively
experimenting with their mode of being in the world and of creating what they see as a bet-

ter, or even utopian, way of living and interacting.

These chapters describe the “how” and the “why” of life aboard: those important questions
with which the ethnographer must deal. Before | address these questions, however, it is
necessary to outline the demographic profile of those who live aboard these boats and the
nature of the vessels on which they dwell, so that the reader may have a basic under-
standing of who my participants are before they are introduced properly and in detalil

through their actions (beginning in Chapter 4).

The Boaters and boats: who and what?

13 In utilising this structure, | owe a debt to Sal Buckler, whose “Fire in the Dark” (2007) ethnography of a
Gypsy group in North East England similarly focusses its scope narrowly at first, in her case the social life of
the community described through the metaphor of the “fire” at the centre of the camp, widening out in per-
spective to the “wasteland” and the “dark” which are spaces of interaction with the gorgio (non-Gypsy) and
the gorgio realm itself.

14 Officials to whom | have spoken estimate that the number of liveaboard Boaters in London has doubled in
two summers (the summers of 2013 and 2014) but, for reasons that will be demonstrated, these are only
rough estimates and firm data are not available.
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According to the licensing authority’s figures, there are approximately 32,500 boats li-
censed in the UK each year (Damian Kemp,!> personal communication). Many of these
are registered at residential moorings, although a total number of residential boat-dwellers
is hard to find. The Canal and River Trust (CaRT), the owners and operators of the major-
ity of the UK waterways and the group | approached to access this information, own only
11% of residential mooring spaces. Approximately 4,500 of these boats are registered
without a home mooring and are therefore counted as being for “continuous cruising”!¢
(Damien Kemp, personal communication). However, there are several reasons that it is

difficult to state how many people actually live on boats.

Firstly, many registered moorings are not officially residential, but do unofficially allow
Boaters to live aboard. Secondly, many moorings - residential and non-residential - may
not actually be used residentially for even the majority of the year, as Boaters may move
between houses and holiday extensively aboard. For example, | have met many retired
persons and couples who live in a house or flat over the winter and spend five or six
months in the summer aboard their boats; it is hard to know whether or not to count these
cases as liveaboard Boaters. Thirdly, many of those with continuous cruising licenses have
gained such a license in order to avoid paying for a mooring, or due to a lack of mooring
availability, and may move their boats from place to place whilst continuing to live in
sedentary dwellings. CaRT employee Damian Kemp (personal communication) listed this
as one of the main reasons why it is difficult to estimate liveaboard numbers, as “some
CC’ers don't live on their boat; they ‘weekend’ it around the system.” Lastly, there are, cer-
tainly in rural and isolated part of the waterways system, a very few cases of license
avoidance, whereby Boaters manage to live for months and years without CaRT finding
them and demanding that they pay their license fee and become part of the official number

of Boaters.

Thus, when | state that my work is with the liveaboard Boaters of the South East of Eng-
land, as opposed to those who own boats for pleasure and for holidays, this is problemat-

ic. Also problematic is the category of “continuous cruiser.” Boaters may have an official,

15 Damian Kemp is the Press and Communications Officer for the Canal and River Trust (CaRT), who own
and manage the majority of the waterways of the UK. More information on CaRT is included in Chapter 3.

16 As described in Chapter 3, those who travel and do not have a home mooring are called “continuous
cruisers” in common parlance and in the Canal and River Trust’s documentation.
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usually cheap, end-of-the-garden mooring and yet cruise frequently; equally they may be
“continuous cruisers” in terms of their license, but not live aboard. Travelling, not having a
home mooring, and living aboard are not mutually inclusive categories, and so when | de-
scribe my participants as being “travelling liveaboard Boaters” without home moorings, |
am describing the status of the majority, the community norm, and | am necessarily ignor-
ing a degree of variation. Many of the Boaters who formed part of this study have moor-
ings (although all of them have spent at least some time as continuous cruisers) and even
more take temporary moorings, such as CaRT’s “winter moorings,”!’ in order to remain in
one spot over the coldest months of the year. The cruising liveaboard Boater is something
of an ideal type that | construct here, with people’s license and travelling histories being
subject to major change as their circumstances (related, for example, to families, finances
and employment) change and develop. As | describe in Chapter 4, more important than
mooring type and amount of travel is how much one participates in the life of the water-
ways, becoming part of the boating community of practice and learning, through one’s
boat, the skills required in order to do so successfully. These people who participate and
consider themselves to be part of a liveaboard community are those who call themselves
Boaters: they are usually permanent liveaboards, they usually hold a continuous cruising

license, and they are the participants in my study.

| have not made a demographic study of these Boaters using questionnaires and, as such,
| have no statistics concerning their age, gender, ethnic make-up or any other such basic
information. Due to the massive scale of the waterways and the complex movements of
both myself and the other Boaters from locality to locality, a meaningful demographic study
of this type would have been impossible to implement, even within the comparatively lim-
ited section of the London and South Eastern quadrant within which | conducted my re-
search. Therefore, | must rely on my observations, based upon the sample of Boaters with
whom | met and interacted, and some old data produced and published by CaRT. This
data (Canal and River Trust, 2012a) is based upon a self-selecting number of Boaters who
were well-disposed enough toward CaRT to answer the authority’s survey. This survey re-

vealed that the overall boating population had the following demographic make-up:

“Two-thirds aged 55 or over, three-quarters are couples, with only 15% travelling
with children, just under half have annual household incomes under £30k, make 15

17 Moorings which allow Boaters to stay at one assignment mooring for three, four or five months over the
coldest months, for which they are charged quite a considerable set fee.
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trips per year, travel up to 15 miles per day, cruising for 5-6 hours...” (Canal and
River Trust, 2012:7) “...Of these only 15% reported their boat as being their resid-
ence” (ibid.:9).”

Those respondents with continuous cruising licenses, who made up 9% of the total num-

ber of respondents (ibid.:42), differed in the following ways:

“20% travel alone vs. 5% of other Boaters (but still mainly couples), younger age
profile: 48% under 55yrs vs. 28% of other Boaters, lower incomes: 48% less than
£20k vs. 20% of other Boaters, less likely to have held license a long time: 53%
less than 5 years vs. 36% among other Boaters” (ibid.:11).”

What these numbers do not reveal is the difference in demography from area to area on
the waterways. For example, outside of London | mainly met liveaboard cruising Boaters
who were older couples, often retired, or individual middle-aged people, usually men. In
Reading at the early part of my fieldwork, | was enthusiastically taken under the wing of a
young couple and two local single male Boaters, one of whom confessed that they were
pleased to have me as | was “one of the only young Boaters around” and they were “tired
of all of these boring old blokes.” In London, however, particularly on the lower end of the
River Lee,!® a great many Boaters are younger, including many young couples, and many
young men and women live on their boats alone. Whereas outside London | met very few
liveaboard cruising Boaters who were not born and raised in the UK and of predominantly
white British ethnicity, in London there is a growing population of European Boaters, often

students, and Boaters who have other non-white British ethnic origins.

Such demographic variations could be seen as (and have been spoken in terms of) a dif-
ference between Boaters outside of London who are doing it for the “lifestyle,” and a rapid-
ly increasing set of individuals in London who are being forced into boating for economic
reasons, as the recession and the increase in housing prices'® continue to grip the capital.
However, it is not as simple as this. In London, there are canals passing through low-in-
come neighbourhoods, close to where students and young people rent, squat and sofa-
surf. Boating represents an obvious route out of the housing problems of the city for these
individuals, who see many of their peers doing the same. Outside of London, on the River

Thames and in other parts of the waterways system, there are fewer Boaters scattered

'8 The River Lee is also, entirely interchangeably, known and referred to as the River Lea. To avoid confu-
sion | shall use the name “Lee” throughout the thesis.

19 See The Meikle and Maynard (2014).
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across wider distances, and liveaboard boating is less frequently encountered and less
likely to be considered a viable option. There is not an immediate need to escape poverty

in a city like Reading, where shared house rent costs are comparatively affordable.

As | explain in Chapters 2-4, however, while a Boater’s economic situation may provide a
catalyst to boat-dwelling, this is simply the first part of the process of becoming part of the
community of practice that makes an individual a Boater. Perceived wisdom is that one
must be “the right kind of person” in order to live on a boat and that those doing it to es-
cape their council tax and rent bills “won’t last” beyond their first winter. What is certain is
the rising numbers of young Boaters, affluent or middle-class Boaters, single women
Boaters, Boaters of non-white British ethnicity and Boaters of non-British nationality on the
canals of the capital. And it is these rising numbers that have led, as will be described, to
certain intra-community tensions and prejudices about the quality of these “new” or “new-
bie” Boaters, and about whether or not they have the ability to become “proper” Boaters

given time.

Boats and boating

Having now briefly introduced my participants, | move on here to a description of the boats
on which they make their homes. There is no such thing as a “typical boat” on the water-
ways, although the wide spectrum of vessels represented do fit in to some main categories
that are outlined below. | describe the categories of boat in rough order of monetary value,
from cruisers through narrowboats to barges, followed by more unusual vessels that do
not fit into this pattern. It is important to note that an order of monetary value is not the
same as an order of status. As | discuss in Chapters 4-6, what matters most is entry into a
community of practice, not material goods (and included in this category of material goods
is one’s boat).?’ Indeed, more expensive boats can often be a marker that a Boater is too
affluent and lives in too much luxury to really be part of the social life of the waterways
(see Chapter 6). This discussion is important as the material condition of the boat and the
particular challenges of life afloat are the central conditions from which all of the later ar-

guments in this thesis stem. Included here are brief discussions of the most common types

20 visual markers on and the particular appearance of individual’s boats are, however, evidence of one’s ap-
proach to the waterways, including where one lies in respect of the “shiny”/“dirty” Boater distinction outlined
in chapter 4.
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of boat to be found on the inland waterway, with descriptions of more unusual craft to be

found in Appendix .

Fibreglass cruisers

M

At the cheapest end of the boating spectrum?! lie fibreglass “cruisers,” “cabin cruisers” or
“river-cruisers.” Many of these boats are used for their intended purpose when construct-
ed, e.g., for day trips out on the river for pleasure, with maybe the occasional night spent
aboard. Smaller fibreglass vessels are vulnerable to damage by larger steel boats; they
are not designed for long-term domestic use and so are unlikely to come with sophisticat-
ed cooking facilities, powerful domestic batteries, or a stove for warmth in the winter (al-
though these can be fitted). Further, they are susceptible to condensation and the conse-

quences of such trapped moisture. | have heard these boats jokingly called “yogurt pots,’

EEEN1]

“toasters,” “fridge magnets,” “plastics” and “appliances” due to their being small, plastic-

looking and with a white glossy finish.

Boaters often buy a “cruiser” as a first boat due to their comparative cheapness in relation
to narrowboats before seeking to upgrade, maybe after “doing up” their cruiser as a first
“project boat.” A well-equipped cruiser of 25-30’ length will cost around £5000-£7000, but a
friend in Reading managed to purchase a cruiser with a sound hull and an engine for £500
cash, which he succeeded in coaxing into life. He made a rudder out of a bathroom door
and a bannister and he was away, with the cheapest floating home on the river. Small
cruisers in less-than-peak condition that need a “fit-out” for liveaboard can be purchased
for under £3000 from most marinas, offering an entry-level option for many impoverished
first-time boat buyers. Because of the relative poverty of many cruiser-dwellers, in London
they are most likely to be found on the River Lee, where a cheaper “river only” license is

required, as opposed to a “standard” license.??

21 Most Boaters own or co-own their boats, as legal rent agreements on boats are rare. Renting is usually
used in order to get a “taste for” boating life and to see whether one is prepared and suitable. The increase
of requests for boats to rent in recent years and months has caused many Boaters to frustratingly send e-
mails and Facebook posts reminding prospective renters that renting narrowboats is often illegal, dangerous
for both renters and landlords, and is very expensive in the long term when compared to the price of buying
a boat.

22 |icense fees for 2014-2015 show that “prompt payment” for twelve months on a boat of between 27°11”
and 31'1” will cost £641.89 for a ‘standard license’, as compared with £385.14 for a ‘river only license’ (Canal
and River Trust, 2014a).
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Figure 1. A river cruiser or cabin cruiser.

Narrowboats

By far the most numerous vessels on the rivers are narrowboats. These boats have a long
history and were originally peculiar to the British waterways. This is because, due to the
narrow gauge of many of the early canals, particularly narrow boats were required for nav-
igation. The original narrowboats that were used for dwelling date from approximately
1820 (see Chapter 3). Early liveaboard pioneers?* modified these old “working boats” for
residential use, but most Boaters now live aboard boats designed for residential use or for
pleasure cruising. Participants told me that narrowboats have been built for residential and
holiday use since the late 1960s or early 1970s, with the Springer company being an early

entrant into the marketplace.

There are now a great variety of boats available for sale, in sizes ranging from the smallest
— approximately 20’ long Springers and similar variants — up to 72’, the longest a boat can
be in order to get through every lock on the system. Some boats designed only for rivers
with large locks can be of even greater lengths, up to 90’ or more, but these over-long
vessels are rare. The width, however, is more standardised, somewhere in the region of
6'10”-7’ so as to get through the “narrow” single gate locks on the remaining narrow
canals, for example, the Huddersfield Narrow and Oxford canals. It is, of course, this long
and thin appearance that gives narrowboats their name, and which caused their precur-
sors to be called “starvationers,” due to their skinny or “starved” appearance (Burton,

1989). Many boats in London are now “widebeams,” which are effectively the same as nar-

23 See Chapter 3.
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rowboats, but have a wider width or “beam” (up to 14’ in some cases). A note on these

boats is included in Appendix .

These boats are typically based on a welded steel hull, although narrowboat-shaped
vehicles have been produced with fibreglass hulls, wooden hulls, and riveted steel hulls.
The cabins above these hulls can also be steel, wood, or fibreglass, each material with
distinct advantages and disadvantages. Wooden cabins, for example, need regular main-
tenance and have a propensity to leak; fibreglass cabins are said to be magnets for con-
densation; steel cabins are sturdy, but insulate poorly, making them cold in winter and in-

tolerably warm in the height of summer.

Externally, narrowboats are characterised into three rough groups: traditional, semi-trad,
and cruiser stern. This distinction refers to the composition of the rear (also stern or aft) of
the boat: traditional-stern boats have an enclosed engine room and almost no back deck;
semi-trads have a very small back deck and an engine room, and cruiser sterns have a
large open back deck which has the engine underneath. In these latter examples, the en-
gine can only be reached by the removal of deck boards and the owner or mechanic des-
cending down in to the “bilge” (the area at the bottom of the boat where waste water can
collect). Again, different Boaters are vocal in their preference of different types and there
are advantages and disadvantages to each set-up; for example, cruiser stern boats allow
a convivial driving experience, whereas “trad” boats have an engine which can be easily

accessed for maintenance and checks.

The internal fit-out of narrowboats varies, like any home, according to the preferences and
skills of the owner, and the historical choices of all previous owners. They are mosaics of
projects, half-formed ideas, ill-judged wallpapering choices, bad carpentry, good carpentry,
and myriad other factors. Narrowboats often have a bedroom at the stern (although having
a bedroom at the bow, “a reverse fit-out” as it is also known, is becoming increasingly
common). They will often also have a galley kitchen, with gas powered cooking appli-
ances, fridges (more rarely, due to the high power requirements of heating and cooling
elements), and any of the other accoutrements of the contemporary kitchen, although with
far fewer electrical goods. There will also be a toilet room, often doubling up as the shower

room, which will have either a chemical toilet (also known as an “elsan,” “cartridge,” or

“cassette” toilet), which must be emptied by hand at the geographically-scattered elsan fa-
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cilities provided by CaRT, or a pump-out system, which leads to a waste tank which must
be “pumped” out by a coal boat (also called “working boats” or “fuel boats”) or at a marina.
Less common than these two options is the “composting toilet.” The debate over the relat-
ive merits of pump-out vs. cartridge facilities between Boaters is heated but good-natured,
and Boaters sometimes describe themselves as split into two “tribes” over their toilet pref-

erence.

The boat will also have a solid fuel stove for heat and (frequently) for cooking, in which the
Boater will burn smokeless coal, purchased from the “coal boats” and marinas, and wood,
much of which is scavenged and split into manageable portions with an axe, which is one
of the Boater’s most essential items. Heating may occasionally be supplemented by coal
or diesel radiator heating systems (but almost never electrical, due to the power usage).
The maintenance of a good store of coal, wood, gas, diesel, and water for the water tank
is an important part of the Boater’s daily life and can, if one is of a nervous disposition, be

an almost constant preoccupation.

Narrowboats may have “traditional” Roses and Castles artwork decoration?* or, increasing-
ly, a more modern “paint job” or even a money-saving DIY effort. “Traditional” sign painting
is increasingly rare, with few practitioners of the art still in business, although boats may
still have their old signs visible. Most Boaters display the name of their boat in some way,
with stick-on signage, expressive graffiti, stencilled work, or, in some cases, by paying a

street artist to paint the boat as a piece of individual floating artwork.

As these variations demonstrate, it would be impossible to describe a “typical” narrowboat.
In line with this unpredictability, narrowboats can cost from £5,000 to £100,000 or more,
with a 60’ boat, reasonably well-maintained and kitted out for liveaboard use (the closest
one could come to describing a “typical” vessel), costing anything from £25,000 to
£40,000. Boaters speak of a rule of thumb whereby a reasonably high-quality narrowboat
should, as a guide, cost around £1,000 per foot of length. Some narrowboats are “hire
craft,” being taken out onto the system as a holiday rental, and these are easily spotted

due to their brightly-coloured hire company liveries and signage.

24 For a detailed discussion of rose and castle artwork, its origins and its history see Hill (1983a), de Maré
(1950) and Rolt (1999 [1948]).
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Figure 2. A 45’ cruiser stern narrowboat.

Figure 3. Myself and my own narrowboat, “Me”.

Barges (including Dutch barges)

It is common for those who are not Boaters to call all boats “barges” or to ask the Boater
“so, you live on a barge?” In reality, barges are a small subsection of boats on the water-
ways. Barges tend to be converted “working” (commercial) river barges, or “Dutch” barges,
typically imported from the Netherlands, where they also had a commercial past. Dutch
barges are marked by their curved centre sections and often have a covered “wheel-
house,” whereas narrowboats are mainly driven from the stern by a tiller attached to the
rudder. Dutch barges can be old, some of them nineteenth-century, and typically have

thick riveted steel hulls.
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Barges tend to be larger than narrowboats in terms of both width and length. Barges are
not necessarily historical vehicles, and some are being made new (including luxury models
for very high prices, up to the price of bricks-and-mortar houses); | met a couple who had
ordered a barge to be built new for them, with a luxurious design and high-quality fittings
they chose themselves, by a company which charged them £250,000 for the project. This
is the most expensive boat | have yet encountered and is very much an outlier when com-

pared with the norm.

Due to the relatively high price of barges (well maintained 70’ Dutch barges with a good fit-
out typically cost £100,000 or more) and the cost of their maintenance and upkeep, they
tend to attract an affluent crowd of boat-buyers, although, as | described previously, this
does not imply that these individuals are of comparatively high status; indeed it is often the
opposite. Some Boaters, however, manage to make enough money from completing
projects on their old boats, “doing them up” to be worth more money than they were previ-
ously, and thereby climbing up what | have heard called the “boating housing ladder” to
higher-value homes, including barges. Barges can also be far cheaper when purchased in
the Netherlands and sailed over — often, it is rumoured, around half the price that they
would fetch in the UK. Therefore, Boaters who are not particularly affluent when compared
to the rest of the community, through clever dealing and getting a cheaper “project” boat,
can become barge owners if they feel the need to. Some Boaters have this as a stated in-
tention and a dream for the future, due in part to the degree of personal space afforded by

barges and their aesthetically pleasing shapes.

It is recognized, however, that higher-value boats are not intrinsically better. It was
deemed sensible, for example, that | purchase a 37’ boat for ease of single-handed navig-
ation and turning in mid-stream. In another example, a couple justified “moving up” to a
widebeam as they were soon to have a child. In other words, the boat must, first and fore-
most, suit the needs of the owner. It is also important to note that some Boaters make an
income brokering the sale of boats from the Netherlands, taking advantage of this differ-
ence in price on either side of the North Sea. This means that barge ownership is often
associated with paying too much and not being a canny and knowledgeable Boater unless

the owner somehow got “a good deal.”
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Figure 4. A Dutch barge.

Coal boats and unusual vessels

Coal Boats (or working boats or fuel boats) are old “working pairs” (see Chapter 3), which
are now run as businesses in order to provide the Boaters of London with coal, wood, gas,
diesel, common chandlery?’ items, and pump-out services. They are 70’ long, with the ma-
jority of this length being given over to the stores, and with small back cabins in which the
modern working Boaters live, either whilst they are on a working “run” of deliveries, or

permanently if they do not have another boat as their permanent residence.

In addition to the types of boat described here, other idiosyncratic vessels can be seen on
the waterways. Some have been built by the Boaters themselves, either from a hull or
even merely from some pieces of wood and barrels. London has a small population of sail-
ing boats, small yachts, tug-boats, tall-ships and other sea-going vessels, which have,
through various methods, found their way from the coast onto the inland waterways. Some
boats — for example that of a former neighbour of mine, who lives in a Tudor wattle-and-
daub vessel with a thatched roof and no obvious engine or steering mechanism, mounted

on what is possibly a set of wooden struts — defy categorisation.

Thus, stating that one lives “on a boat” is, to a knowledgeable interlocutor, merely the start
of a long conversation and is not an indication of very much at all. Even the follow-up
question “what kind of boat?” is not particularly instructive. | could answer that I live aboard
a 37’ Colecraft-built narrowboat, dating from 1982, with a cruiser stern, a 1500-BMC en-

gine and a pump-out, but this would, again, not reveal more than the basic structural data

25 Shops providing boat items, often housed in marinas, are known as chandleries. Chandleries were the
area of the medieval household responsible for candles and candle-making. Ship’s stores would be filled by
particular commercial soap and candle dealers, and these became known as “ships-chandleries”. Until now
its use in the marine world is the only extant use of the term (Palmer, 1987).
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of my idiosyncratic and unique vessel, with its own complicated social history. It would be
the rough equivalent of trying to understand a person through their census data. Boaters
understand this, knowing instead the deeper questions to ask about the minutiae of boat
and engine maintenance, the narratives of boat history and origin, the shared locations
and acquaintances, indeed the type of “thick" description that the following chapters at-
tempt to portray. Having introduced the Boaters and their vessels, | move on to describing

the limits of my research, the areas that will not be addressed within this thesis, and why

these choices have been made.

Figure 6. A North London mooring with a number of boats of various types.

The limits of my research
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A demographic analysis of the changing make-up of the boating population would be fas-
cinating, but is beyond the scope of this thesis, which relies upon qualitative data, narra-
tives, impressions and understandings and is necessarily lacking in statistical support. |
reflect upon these changes and differences here but, like social class (as | describe in
Chapter 4), these differences may impact upon one’s path of entry into the community of
practice, and one’s position at the start of this journey, but they do not determine whether
or not one can successfully become a Boater. As | came to know, ultimately it is one’s un-
derstanding of the waterways, one’s own boat, the skills required to live aboard, one’s so-
cial networks, and one’s ability to “dwell” aboard, that are of the greatest importance in be-
coming a respected and influential “proper” Boater with the support and respect of the
community. As a male researcher, who has had to introduce more autobiography into his
account than may be otherwise be normal for an anthropology thesis due to the nature of
my field (see Chapter 2, page 59), | am hesitant to write about the experience of female
Boaters, for example, and how these may differ from the experiences of male Boaters. |
have interviewed and spent time with Boaters of all ages and genders, living alone, in het-
ero- and homosexual partnerships, and in larger family units, and | have included through-
out the chapters what | feel to be appropriate insights into how these differences may af-
fect one’s experience of life aboard. There are not, however, separate sections included
here on the importance of gender, or on family life (for example, having children aboard),
as examining these facets of life aboard was not my primary research focus, and | would
be hesitant to make assumptions in these areas or to step outside of the limits of my col-

lected data into the realm of supposition.

This thesis is primarily concerned with community formation, enskilment and the nature of
being a travelling person within contemporary UK politics and, as such, is more concerned
with Boaters coming together than with any intra-community variations and differences.
This is one of many pieces of work that could have been written on this travelling com-
munity and | look forward to reading future authors who focus more explicitly on gender,
family life aboard boats, the difference between different age groups of Boaters,?® and on

the variable experiences of Boaters of different ethnic origin and affiliation.

26 | use the term “generation” to refer to relative experience rather than age, in keeping with the way it is
used by Wenger (1998: 99-101; 1998: 56-158) and thus there are differences in terms of actual chronologi-
cal age which are not given central attention in this thesis, but which could be analysed in later work.
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On the subject of ethnicity, there is the question of whether or not the Boaters constitute an
ethnic category or an ethnic minority group. The National Bargee Traveller Association
(NBTA) has lobbied successfully for several local councils to accept “Bargee Traveller” as
a legal category of traveller, and thus to provide services and take responsibility for the
Boaters in their care. Their website states that their aims are “to represent the interests of
all live aboard boat dwellers — “Bargee Travellers” — in respect of pursuing the lifestyle, up-
holding minority demographic rights” (National Bargee Traveller Association, 2011; em-
phasis my own). The question of whether this new ethnic category will prove to be popular
in the future and whether it will become an important facet of Boaters’ self-perception is

currently uncertain.

This thesis will not deal further with this question of the creation of a Boater “ethnic” cat-
egory, nor shall | review the extensive anthropological literature on ethnicity. The NBTA
and the waterways authorities (primarily CaRT) are currently engaged in a number of on-
going legal disputes, some of which rest on the question of “minority rights,” and | would
not want my speculative writing, particularly if taken out of context by biased parties, to in-
terfere with the work of either side. The data that | have collected which may be able to in-
form the “ethnicity debate” may well form the basis of later papers. For now, it is important
to note that, whether or not Boaters use the term “Bargee Traveller” or consider them-
selves to be of an ethnic category, the sense of deep-seated belonging to a community
that | describe in the following chapters, the great extent to which being a “Boater” be-
comes part of self-ascribed identity, and the willingness of many Boaters to describe them-
selves as being part of a larger movement of travellers are effective and powerful factors,

none of which preclude the idea of ethnic belonging.

Having explained the limitations of this thesis, | now turn to an introduction of the major
strands of literature applied within the thesis. | begin with an account of published literature
concerning boat-dwelling, before moving on to the theoretical literature that will support my

arguments in later chapters.

Guide to the literature used

Literature on boats and boating
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It is important to state firstly that there is no current published academic literature within
the discipline of anthropology dealing with boat-dwelling populations in the UK. My re-
search and my frequent conversations with informed Boaters, academics who are boat
dwellers, and academics researching UK travelling populations have not turned up litera-
ture from any other social science discipline or sub-field that makes reference to published
ethnography based on research conducted within this population. The Boaters have, how-
ever, been researched by anthropologists and other social scientists at undergraduate lev-
el, Masters level, and in at least one currently uncompleted PhD (that of an acquaintance
formerly of Bristol University, Sam Lewis). | have also read work by and had discussions
with Azzurra Muzzonigro, who is researching the Boaters, using a mixture of methods in-
cluding ethnography, for a PhD focussing on the architecture and social geography of the
canals, with Universita' Roma Tre. | read and considered the dissertation work of Andrew
Campbell, who completed a PhD on the history of the Ashby Canal at the University of
Leicester’s Centre for English Local History. Further, | use and make occasional reference
to fellow London Boater and anthropologist Isabel Ward’s Masters dissertation, The Fluidi-

ty of Home, produced whilst at Goldsmith’s University.

Another strong strand of literature from which | quote liberally are the books about the so-
cial life of the waterways written for a non-academic audience. These volumes are usually
personal travelogues, often written for comedic effect, as in the case of Steve Haywood’s
Narrowboat Dreams (2011) and One Man and a Narrowboat (2009), Terry Darlington’s
Narrow Dog series (see Narrow Dog to Wigan Pier (2012) and Narrow Dog to Carcas-
sonne (2006)), and Trevor Pavitt’s Living the Dream (2007). Paul Gogarty’s The Water
Road (2011) is a particularly fine example of the genre, as journalist Gogarty stylishly de-
scribes his experiences of discovering boating and the Boaters for an interested non-aca-
demic audience. Despite being written for a popular audience, these books have often

proved to be useful and their authors’ experiences similar to my own.

In the absence of ethnographic material related to my fieldsite, | have chosen to review
close comparative material, namely ethnographies of other UK-based travelling communit-
ies. In this sub-field, Judith Okely’s 1983 work with the Traveller-Gypsies (see also Okely,
2014) stands out as a classic and foundational text. This work is now over thirty years old,

but still provides a blueprint for how to conduct fieldwork with a travelling population “at
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home” in the UK. Other studies of UK travelling populations are also discussed at various
points, for example Clark and Greenfield’s Here to Stay (2006), which was useful for the
legal, historical and sociological overview it provided. Isabel Fonseca’s Bury Me Standing
(1996) gives an overview of the history and contemporary social lives of “Gypsies” and
land-based travellers around Europe. Sal Buckler’s aforementioned Fire in the Dark (2007)
is an intriguing later study of UK Gypsies in the north of the country, which contradicts
many of Okely’s suggestions, particularly her theories concerning the structuralist basis to

Traveller-Gypsies’ purity laws and taboos (ibid.:195).

The Traveller-Gypsies — apart from the obvious difference that they travel on the roads in
caravans and trailers rather than on the waterways in boats — differ from the Boaters in
that they identify as a predominantly endogamous ethnic group, with an ethnic origin and a
history based in Eastern Europe and, before this, in Egypt or Northern India (Okely, 1983,
pp-18-27). The Gypsies are generally considered to be a foreign presence, an ethnic “oth-
er”, whereas Boaters, as many Boaters and non-Boaters with whom | have spoken have
told me, are just “people who happen to live on boats.” It is testament to anthropology’s
almost inseparable association with the exotic and the foreign and with difference (see
MacClancey, 2002; Gupta and Ferguson, 1997) that | was frequently asked by those out-
side the discipline why | was researching a population with no obvious ethnic separation
from their sedentary neighbours. Much of the relationship between Gypsies and
“gorgios” (non-Gypsies) stems from this idea of difference and associated fears. Indeed,
the Gypsies are routinely portrayed as “folk devils” and are subject to moralising in the
media and in popular discourse (Morris, 2000).2” In contrast, the Boaters are usually not
considered threats in quite the same fashion, although it will be shown in Chapters 8-11

that the relationship between Boaters and non-Boaters is not simple or harmonious.

Traveller-Gypsies are not the only contemporary UK travelling population and, indeed,

ethnographies completed with New Age Traveller?® groups (see, for example, Hammersley

27 See also Cohen (1973) for a thorough introduction to and interrogation of the concept of the “folk devil”
and the creation of a morally antagonistic cultural “other.”

28 Note that many ethnographers working with New Age Travellers (see Phillips, 2015; Martin, 2002) prefer to
simply use the term “Travellers” in reference to this group. This is because “New Age Travellers” is a term
that originated in the media and has developed negative connotations. | continue to use the label in this thes-
is in order to avoid using the term “Traveller,” as | write later about how many Boaters come to use this term
and | wish to avoid confusion.
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and Traianou, 1993; Hetherington, 2000; Martin, 2014; Phillips, 2015; Blackstone, 2005)
reveal some similarities to my own ethnography and are referenced in several chapters.
New Age Travellers are similar to the Boaters in that they are not generally thought of as a
separate ethnic group, but rather as a group opting into an alternative lifestyle (or having
been forced into it by circumstance). Many New Age Travellers, after being forced from
“the roads” and the vans and coaches in which they travelled, after the police action
known as the “Battle of the Beanfields” in 1985, and then again in the aftermath of the dra-
conian Criminal Justice and Public Order Act of 1994, moved onto boats and became one
of the main driving forces behind the rise in the population of Boaters, which began in the

1990s and has continued to the present day.

In addition to this limited comparative literature, | attempt to use examples from ethno-
graphies from beyond the boundaries of contemporary Britain. Indeed, at various points
— for example when discussing the effect of mobility and the potential of movement on the
Boaters — | explicitly compare the Boaters to other groups who are mobile, such as
hunter-gather societies, slash-and-burn horticulturalists and pastoralists (all groups, in fact,
apart from settled agricultural or urban communities). This is not to be misunderstood as
inappropriate generalisation, but rather as a discussion of the (admittedly limited) com-
monalities between geographically disconnected and dispersed groups that arise due to
their ability to move around the landscape without having to stay bound to a sedentary

home.

James Scott is a central influence here, both in terms of his theories of legibility (1998)
weapons of the weak (1985) and state evasion (2011), of which | make frequent use, and
in terms of his ability to take ethnographies from very different contexts and make them
part of a single intellectual endeavour that can cast light on the relationship between states
and citizens. Scott began his influential volume Seeing Like a State (1998) with a descrip-
tion of a project which he abandoned in favour of the “intellectual detour” to understand
why the state has always seemed to be the enemy of “people who move around” (ibid.:1).
This question, he argues, “transcend[s] regional geography. Nomads and pastoralists...
hunter-gatherers, Gypsies, vagrants, homeless people, itinerants, run-away serfs and
slaves have always been a thorn in the side of states” (ibid.). Scott’s interesting detour into

the subject of “state legibility” only tangentially or partially answers this question (it is im-
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plied that travelling people are not legible in the way that the state desires, but Scott does

not interrogate this point in any great detail).

This is the case until his later work, The Art of Not Being Governed (2011), in which Scott
does closely examine those troubling groups that avoid aspects of the state, including
those whose repertoire of responses include mobility. Here again, however, Scott leaves
gaps in his analysis; he writes “had | the patience and even more of an impulse to com-
prehensiveness, there would and should have been a chapter on watery regions of refuge.
| mention them only in passing and regret that | haven’t been able to do them justice... |
must leave this theme to others more competent to pursue it: a task already excellently

begun by Eric Tagliacozzo” (ibid.:14).

Tagliacozzo has, indeed, begun such a project, focussing on smuggling and secret trade in
South East Asia (2005), but there is still much to be done if anthropologists are to under-
stand the effect that the mobility and freedom afforded by water has on the social lives of
mariners. Examples of such a life on the water-bound margins of statecraft are obvious;
the alternative sociality offered by the pirate ship has been a constant presence, taunting
the edge of monolithic states since the beginning of human recorded history (Konstam,
2008) — although, as Dent (2012) notes, anthropology has, to its detriment, been lacking in

its dealing with pirates and piracy.

Anthropologists are, however, increasingly dealing with and taking seriously the idea of life
aboard boats and as part of boat-based communities, albeit with an almost exclusive focus
on seafarers living aboard transnational fishing and cargo ships (see, for example,
Sampson, 2014; Simpson, 2006; Webster, 2013; Ben-Yehoyada, 2012; Markkula, 2011).
Further, Bear (2011; 2012) has conducted ethnographic study of mariners and the state on
the Hooghly river in India — work which forms the basis of a forthcoming book entitled Nav-
igating Austerity: Currents of debt along a South Asian River. At the Hybridity at Sea: Hu-
manity and Seafaring panel at the ASA Decennial Conference in Edinburgh (June 2014),
organisers Nicolas Argenti and Chryssanthi Papadopoulou argued compellingly for a mari-
time anthropology examining the unique qualities of boats and how these vessels shape
the social lives of those aboard. Central to their proposed maritime anthropology are Fou-
cault’s understanding of ships as heterotopias (Foucault, 1984) and Serres’ theorisation of

ships as “hamlet[s]... in a fragile shell” (Serres, 2008:278). Both of these ideas seek to de-
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scribe how boats are intriguingly positioned between the wildness of the sea and the hu-
man social universe and, as such, are spaces which hold a form of sociality which is qual-
itatively different from that found on land in the boats’ and ships’ ports of origin. This thesis
aims to add to this ongoing project, despite the fact that boats crewed by my participants

belong to the inland waterways as opposed to the high seas.

As has been shown, | have had to cast the net wide in order to find appropriate ethno-
graphies with which to compare my own work; as such | have examined literature concern-
ing travelling populations in the UK, comparative examples of worldwide mobile groups,
non-academic work concerning the Boaters, and the growing field of maritime anthropo-
logy. Beyond this, the literature surveyed has been predominantly of a theoretical focus as
| have tried to apply various theoretical frames to my ethnography and to detail where they

fit and where they fail.

Each chapter has a particular strand of theory attached, and these are mainly introduced
in the specific chapter for which they are relevant. Certain strands of theory, however,
“tent-pole” the three sections of the thesis and, as such, should be introduced here. These
three strands narrate the story of the Boaters that | am attempting to tell: how individuals
on the waterways become part of a community of practice through enskilment and the
gaining of knowledge; how these Boaters act together through a frame which they call
“‘community”; and how they are viewed by outsiders, including agents of the state, to whom
the Boaters appear as an itinerant and undesirable element and a cause for concern.
Thus, below, in order to provide theoretical groundwork, | review the pertinent anthropolo-

gical literature on dwelling, apprenticeship and enskilment, community, and the state.

Dwelling, apprenticeship and enskilment

Dwelling and apprenticeship

Central to the first three substantively ethnographic chapters of this thesis (Chapters 4-6)
are theories that describe how individuals become particular kinds of persons through the
learning of skills and the gaining of knowledge within a particular setting. This process of
becoming skilled (enskilment) is what Ingold (2000; 1993) describes as learning to dwell

within an environment. For Ingold, this dwelling, the interrelationship between an organism

40



and their world, is central for understanding human activity, as both sides are shaped by
their interaction; for Ingold there is no Cartesian dualism separating the mind from the
body, or the human “cultural” world from the “natural” environment. As he summarises, “the
study of skill demands a perspective which situates the practitioner, right from the start, in
the context of an active engagement with the constituents of his or her surroundings. | call
this the ‘dwelling perspective” (2000:5). This perspective is vital for my examination of how
Boaters become part of a community by having to learn particular skills and to adopt cer-
tain temporal rhythms and relationships towards consumption and personal economy due

to their choice of dwelling.

In order to add to Ingold’s dwelling perspective, | aim to make use of other authors who
describe such processes of communities coming into being through attention to a shared
repertoire of actions and tasks. Thus | also utilise Lave and Wenger’s (Lave and Wenger,
1991; Wenger, 1998) theories of “communities of practice” and “legitimate peripheral parti-
cipation.” These theories outline how individuals who share certain practices (for example,
skilled workers on the same team) are bound together by their common activities in com-
munities of practice. They explain how relative mastery is afforded high status by those
within the community, and how newcomers into the community are allowed room to learn
the requisite skills through mimicry, trial and error, and overt apprenticeship, at a legitimate
periphery of relative incompetence, through a process called “legitimate peripheral parti-
cipation” (LPP). Lave and Wenger almost exactly preempt Ingold when they state that
“there is no activity which is not situated” and that the “agent, activity, and the world mutu-
ally constitute each other” (Lave and Wenger, 1991:33), causing communities to emerge

from the acts of supporting skillful action within environments.

Ethnographic work on apprenticeship relationships can demonstrate parallels with Lave
and Wenger’s theories, whereby learners learn by doing, by training their bodies in the in-
terplay of interaction between their selves, more experienced others, and the objects that
they are attempting to produce. In several ethnographies of relations of apprenticeship
(see, for example, Gatewood, 1985; Hill and Plath, 1998, Marchand, 2001; Argenti, 2008;
Prentice, 2008; Portisch, 2009), the ethnographers recognise that apprenticed learning
does not involve the rote transmission of knowledge from masters to apprentices, but
rather that apprentices are given space to learn by doing and by making errors, through

engagement with their materials. The idea that learning is situated in practice has its intel-
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lectual roots in Gilbert Ryle’s distinction between an abstract “learning that” and a “learning
how,” which is bound in situated knowledge gained through direct engagement (Ryle,
1948).

Lave and Wenger take their theories beyond what would normally be considered to be ap-
prenticeship situations, for example citing Cain’s ethnographic work with members of Alco-
holics Anonymous (AA) in the USA, whereby new members serve an “apprenticeship” in
order to learn the linguistic and behavioural skills required to act as full members who have
gained a form of social mastery in the AA group setting (Lave and Wenger, 1991, pp.
79-84). Other ethnographers have also used “apprenticeship” to describe situations that
do not have a formal master-apprentice relationship. For example, Simpson (2006) writes
of the ethnographer as an apprentice, learning skills over time and through engagement,
and compares this relationship with that of the mariners with whom he works in Kachchh,

India.

Palsson also uses this metaphor of the ethnographer as apprentice, gaining their “sea-
legs” (Palsson, 1994:901) over time. He compares this with the process of becoming a
skilled worker, learning to live and work on fishing boats in Iceland through a frame that
predicts and predates Ingold’s dwelling perspective. Palsson describes how Icelandic fish-
ermen “apply the metaphor of the journey, the fishing trip, to the issue of personal enskil-
ment. This is to suggest that learning is not a purely cognitive or cerebral process, a men-
tal reflection on differences in time and space, but is rather grounded in the contexts of
practice, involvement and personal engagement” (ibid.:920; emphasis in the original). Fol-
lowing this lead, | find it possible to speak of new Boaters as undergoing “apprenticeships”
in order to become part of a community of practice as skilled dwelling inhabitants of the

waterways, even in the absence of the normal master-apprentice dyad.

Practice and Performance

The concept of identity as arising from particular performances, of being enacted through
practice, has an intellectual foundation beyond the learning and apprenticeship approach
that influenced Lave and Wenger and beyond the phenomenological tradition that influ-
enced Ingold’s dwelling perspective. Bentley (1987 and 1991; cf. Yelvington, 1991) de-

scribes how identity (specifically ethnic identification in the case he describes) can come
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about through practice as it becomes inseparable from the individual, becoming part of the
individual’s internal dispositions or habitus. Such theory draws on Bourdieu’s practice the-
ory, to which both Ingold and Bentley admit a debt. The habitus, for Bourdieu, is the “sys-
tem of acquired dispositions functioning on the practical level as categories of perception
and assessment or as classificatory principles as well as being the organizing principles of
action” (Bourdieu, 1990:13). By this, Bourdieu means that the performance of actions be-
come ingrained in the body and come to determine the habitus and, in return dialectic
fashion, the habitus shapes and partially determines subsequent action. With regard to the
Boaters, this theory is useful for understanding how the material actions of boat-dwelling
become ingrained in the body, leading the Boaters to particular dispositions and prefer-
ences, including particular ways of creating temporal maps (see Chapter 5) and practices

of consumption (see Chapter 6).

Bourdieu’s theories, in turn, are refinements of Mauss’ (2007) understanding of “tech-
niques of the body” wherein Mauss describes how, from his work collecting examples of
culturally specific actions and gestures, “what emerges very clearly...is the fact that we are
everywhere faced with physio-psycho-sociological assemblages of series of actions.
These actions are more or less habitual and more or less ancient in the life of the individu-
al and the history of society” (ibid.:66). Where Ingold and those who make use of his
“‘dwelling perspective” differ from the theoretical frameworks outlined by Mauss or Bour-
dieu is that they consider the individual, their task and the human and non-human aspects
of their environment to be mutually constitutive. Rather than theorising from the viewpoint
of the human actor gaining mastery over their task through perfection of bodily techniques,
the dwelling perspective widens the frame to describe how the materials of the task, as ex-
isting in what he refers to as a “taskscape” of objects and actors, shape the persons who
act as components in what Ingold would call an “ecological” process (Ingold, 2000:60). In-
gold defines the taskscape thus: “just as the landscape is an array of related features, so —
by analogy — the taskscape is an array of related activities” (2000:195). It is the Boaters’
taskscape, the activities that they come to share, and those that come to shape them that |

describe in Chapters 4-6.

For Mauss and Bourdieu, and later Ingold, practice is constitutive of one’s identity and self
and becomes ingrained in the body. In this way, practice and the habitus mediate between

the rigid constraint of the individual by structure and their free agentive ability to act; the
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habitus shapes dispositions and makes actions of a particular kind more likely, but one is
far from predetermined in their actions. The idea of identity as emergent from performance
is also evident in the work of Butler (1990), who describes gender as a performed con-
struct that is built up through constitutive action and over many years. A particularly strong
ethnographic account of how identity, in certain contexts, comes from the performance of
certain tasks is Rita Astuti’s (1995) ethnography of the Vezo of Western Madagascar.
Here, Astuti describes how Vezo identity is not pre-ascribed, but rather comes about as a
result of being performed. To be Vezo is to live by the coast and to struggle with the sea.
As Astuti writes, “to be a Vezo is to have learnt Vezo-ness, and to perform it: identity is an
activity rather than a state of being” (ibid.:2). In this sense, we must be “willing to consider,
rather than dismiss out of hand, that what Vezo people do and where they live is sufficient
to define and constitute their identity and the difference between themselves and
others” (ibid.:7; emphasis in the original). Astuti’s is an ethnography that takes seriously

the idea that performance can constitute identity.

As shall be seen in Chapters 4-6, Boaters can similarly be described as those who have
learnt and are able to perform “Boater-ness:” that is, the skills, the knowledge of places
and persons, the temporal sense, the correct habitus, and the correct understanding of the
use value of goods that allow one to dwell successfully aboard one’s idiosyncratic boat (for
dwelling is always achieved through the avatar of the specific boat) and on the waterways

as a wider environment.

Thus, throughout the thesis (but particularly in Chapters 4-6, where | concentrate on the
processes by which one becomes a Boater), | draw upon Ingold’s dwelling perspective and
Lave and Wenger’s concepts of communities of practice and legitimate peripheral particip-
ation in order to describe how Boaters are supported to learn the skills of boat-dwelling
through immersive attention to their boats and to the waterways. | further note, through the
theories that underpin these approaches, including Bourdieu’s practice theory, how the
performance of certain acts and dwelling in a certain fashion can become part of one’s
self, one’s deeply ingrained habitus and dispositions. Performance can, in turn, as Bentley,
Astuti, Butler, and others note, shape identities and create communities and even ethnicit-
ies. | argue that the Boaters come to act as they do due to the material conditions they find
themselves in and the tasks they find themselves required to master. Such a discussion,

particularly the sections that deal with communities of practice, goes some way towards
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describing the formation and maintenance of a boating community. However, due to the
importance of the term “community" in my fieldsite, where it is invoked with frequency, |

also examine anthropology’s theoretical engagement with the term.

Community

Boaters in the South East often cite having “community” or a “strong community” as a par-
ticular advantage of life on the waterways. As such, it is important for me to engage with
the extensive anthropological and sociological literature dealing with the term. Anthony P.
Cohen explained the difficulties of using the term community within anthropology in The
Symbolic Construction of Community (1985), stating that “Over the years [community] has
proved to be highly resistant to satisfactory definition in anthropology and sociology, per-
haps for the simple reason that all definitions contain or imply theories, and the theory of
community has been very contentious” (ibid.:11). Delanty (2010) makes the point, how-
ever, that “virtually every term in social science is contested, and if we reject the word
‘community’ we will have to replace it with another term” (ibid.:11). Due to such difficulties,
community as a term has gone in and out of fashion with the anthropological community,
who often find the term too amorphous and hard-to-capture in actual practice and every-

day experience.?’

Cohen’s attempt to rehabilitate the term involved viewing communities as groups who
share a number of symbols that allow a boundary to be created and maintained between
the in-group and the out-group. These boundaries are often, but not always, created using
rituals. A vital component of Cohen’s conception of community rests in the power of shared
symbols to allow participants to invest meaning and a deep sense of their identity and be-
longing in membership of the group (ibid.:71). Such a conception of community preempts
in many ways Lave and Wenger’s (1991) communities of practice, which are themselves
created through shared practices (such as rituals) and reifications (such as symbols)

against boundaries. Lave and Wenger’s concept is broader, however, and includes wider

29 Cohen’s theories are an attempt to distance anthropology’s engagement with community from the early
twentieth-century work of the “Chicago school” (see Park, Burgess and McKenzie, 1984). This work tends to
see communities as structurally-determined features of rural or village localities that struggle to survive in
individualistic city environments. The notion of community is, in this model, seen as a Durkheimian social fact
with the emphasis placed far more on structure than on the agency of the individual (Cohen, 1985:38).
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and more everyday forms of practice whilst also allowing multiple overlapping and contra-

dicting identities to be simultaneously held.

Further, this conception draws heavily upon Barth’s (1998 [1969]) notion of ethnic identity
occurring at the marking of boundaries between the self and the other in order to create
opposing in-group and out-group identities. In Barth’s theories, which have since found
widespread appeal in anthropology, ethnic groups are not primordial monoliths but, rather,
arise from interaction between groups. Identity, for Barth, rests in the interplay between
one group and an ethnic “other” where a group defines itself by the symbols and activities

that are shared by its members and against the actions of others.

Such a view of communities, seen as forming around a shared symbolic repertoire and be-
ing enacted through practice and ritual, has its roots in the theory of communitas. This
theory, which refers to the feeling of togetherness created through ritual, marking the
boundary of the group in relation to the other, comes from Durkheim’s notion of collective
effervescence (2008 [1915]), through the later work of Victor Turner (2011 [1969]). | en-
gage with these ideas more substantively in Chapter 7, when | describe how Boaters come
to act together around particular symbolic boundaries and begin to enact community in
demonstrative acts of food sharing at barbecues and bonfire parties. This is the community
as it is referred to when people state that particular areas “have” community or that “there

is a strong community in (e.g.) Victoria Park.”

This is, however, a traditional view of community, and one that does not resonate with
every usage of the term in my fieldsite. Indeed, several authors suggest that such a tradi-
tional conception of community does not hold as much relevance in the modern world as it
once did. Bauman (2000), for example, argues that the modern fascination for community
reflects the search for security in an unsafe world of increasing isolation. For Bauman, our
search for community and its centrality in our political rhetoric says more about personal
narratives of insecurity and a desire for a return to a fictive era of trust and mutual co-op-
eration than it does about any particular acts of communitas. Community is, for Bauman,

primarily now best understood as an unfulfilled desire emanating from the modern world.

Gerald Delanty (2010) charts an emergent strand of theory that places the roots of con-

temporary community not in rituals forming boundaries, but in communication, the building
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up of shared life-worlds through dialogue.?® Essentially, here, community is a rhetorical
construct created by marginal groups who feel the need for community in a world of atom-
isation and isolation. Chapter 7 examines the extent to which this form of community exists
on the waterways and whether the theories of “communicative community” are useful for
understanding why the Boaters speak about community so frequently and yet do not often

meet and act corporately.

Delanty’s position asserts that, in the “postmodern” world, where new technologies and
urban living has meant that actual bounded unity and togetherness is increasingly rare,
communities can appear more as a series of personal narratives concerning one’s identity.
This he describes as the “community beyond unity” (Delanty, 2010:104), going on to say
that “in postmodern society, marginality is everywhere. Postmodern communities are no-
madic, highly mobile, emotional and communicative” (ibid.). In this understanding, com-
munities can be called into being either through group action, or through narratives, rhetor-
ic and speech acts that create shared conceptions of belonging as individuals desire a

nostalgic communal sense that they feel has been lost.3!

Beyond such theoretical discussions, Delanty turns to ethnographies of New Age Travel-
lers — a group, as aforementioned, that has some similarities with the Boaters — in order to
explore this contemporary understanding of community. Delanty explicitly references New
Age Travellers when he describes how postmodernity has created a sense of loss, which
many attempt to solve by joining those communicative communities that emphasise the
agency of the individual in contrast to the creation of symbolic boundaries against others.
This helps to avoid the mistake of seeing these newer communities as a simply nostalgic
(or doomed utopian) project that exists purely in a fictional golden age; rather, it is a calcu-
lated and peculiarly modern counter-reaction: “The search for community cannot only be
seen as a backward-looking rejection of modernity, a hopeless nostalgic plea for the re-

covery of something lost; it is an expression of very modern values and of a condition that

30 Delanty, in developing his understanding of community as “communicative”, draws on Habermas (1984;
1987), who conceives of community as being fundamentally based upon shared communication. Thus “if
community is what is shared, it must take a communicative form... [This] also points to a transformative idea
of community as an expression of human potential rooted in the ability to speak and to create a common
world. Community is never complete but is always in the process of being made” (Delanty, 2010:89).

31 Delanty takes his conception on postmodern or communicative community from a number of theorists,
including Nancy (1991), Blanchot (1988), Corlett (1989) Agamben (1993) and Maffesoli (1996). These theor-
ists and the contributions they have made to this intellectual project are summarised within Chapter 7.
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is central to the experience of life today, which we may call the experience of communicat-

ive belonging in an insecure world” (Delanty, 2010, p.168).

Such an understanding of community allows for a remarkable degree of flexibility when
outlining definitions; indeed, in Delanty’s words, “Community is ultimately what people
think it is” (Delanty, 2010:11) and “if anything unites [the] very diverse conception of com-
munity, it is the idea that community concerns belonging” (ibid.:13). | use this notion of
community in Chapter 7, in my analysis of a second sense in which the Boaters speak of
community as being a thing that you “do” for others; the community of support which exists
in the rhetoric of Boater conversation and which is not always seen in action. As we shall
see, this second sense of community exists predominantly in the communicative practices
of the group and is a promise of support and togetherness against threats from the extern-
al world; a world which contains myriad dangers and wherein neighbours cannot be relied

upon.

Thus Delaney’s ideas are particularly useful in my analysis as | try to define what, emically,
the term “community” means to the Boaters. | argue that community is both enacted, in a
way that would be understood by Cohen, in specific, somewhat ritualised, occasions, and
yet also exists beyond these rare occasions, in the acts of speaking and creating a rhetoric
of communal support. For the Boaters, community is both something that one has and that
one does in certain and specific ways. Delanty’s theories allow for this open, emic, and
specific understanding of community. After viewing the community of Boaters from within in
this fashion, the thesis turns, in the third part, to a discussion of the interrelation of Boaters

and outsiders.

The State

The thesis after Chapter 7 moves beyond an internal description of the boating community
and outwards in focus in order to interrogate how the Boaters are viewed by and interact
with outsiders. Chapter 8 focuses explicitly on Boaters as citizens within the United King-
dom nation state. Actors representing official power originating from legal and government
remit are a key component of the later substantive chapters, from Chapter 9 through to
Chapter 11 and, as such, it is important to outline here how | conceive of and seek to in-

vestigate state power. This will involve moving beyond viewing the state as one central
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force operating through different arms and branches and towards a conception of the state
as an ideological construct, in the name of which many institutions and individuals operate,
producing different, occasionally contradictory, and unpredictable effects. These changes
in conception compel me to closely examine the actual relationship between agents of the
state (describing who they are, who they represent, and the powers they can wield) and
those who they intend to “interpellate” (Althusser, 1971)3 as citizens, and how successful

for either side such interactions are.

First, it is important to note how anthropologists and connected theorists describe the
changing nature of the state and how the state has come to operate in the contemporary
era. Foucault (1991) innovated on early theories of the state, which saw state power as
pushing from a bureaucratic centre, when he moved the analytical focus from the bureau-
cratic centre into the bodies of citizens. As is well known, these bodies are made discip-
lined and malleable by various ideological state institutions, from the home, through the
education system, and into the adult working world. In his classic work Governmentality,
Foucault described how the medium for state interaction was transferred from laws to “a
series of multiform tactics” (Foucault, 1991, in Sharma and Gupta, 2006:137), a phrase
which Foucault leaves undefined here but which, in his work on discipline and bio-politics
(Foucault, 1975; Gordon, 1991), is described as the creation of docile and disciplined bod-
ies through diffuse and localised channels of power. Such channels could be present any-
where, for example in the prison, the clinic, the school, the hospital, the church, the court-
room, or in the home. The art of governance — based, as it was, on the flimsy metaphor of
the family — was eventually replaced, according to Foucault, by the scientific-positivist ap-
proach of the political scientist or political economist: by statistics, as the state gradually

became more pervasive in the lives and bodies of citizens.

Later theories have added to and expanded on Foucault’s reformulation of theories of
state power. Rose (1996), for example, describes how neo-liberalism has eroded the
power of the nation-state. “Advanced liberal rule”, Rose states, “seeks to de-governmental-
ize the state and to de-statize practices of government, to detach the substantive authority

of expertise from the apparatuses of political rule” (Rose, 1996 in Sharma and Gupta,

32 Althusser notes that it is important, rather than writing on the state in the abstract, to observe the ways in
which the state hails or “interpellates” persons as citizens. For Althusser, it is in these acts of interpellation

that state ideology is spread and that individuals come to understand themselves as particular types of cit-
izen.
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2006:147), meaning that increasingly it is the “logic” of the markets and business that are
allowed to rule and to govern. With an increase in governments privatising that which was
central, including their institutions of governance and management, it is common to find
that “the state” — here taken to be those organisations which define the state of exception
(Agamben, 2005) or that hold the monopoly on the legitimate use of violence (Weber,
1968) — is actually a capitalist business that has been handed some or all of the powers of
the state. Thus, in the modern world, it is not immediately clear which institutions form the
state and which lie outside of it.33 Nor, under the modern condition, does the state spread
its power evenly across its boundaries. Comaroff (2012) describes how the state, espe-
cially when dealing with modern capital, often finds itself in borderlands where sover-

eignties overlap and leave blurred boundaries and significant gaps. She concludes that:

“Ruling regimes have tended to outsource key state functions, from customs and
excise to prisons and warfare, rendering borders ambiguously both open (to trade,
investment, and favored populations) and closed (to immigrants of less desirable
quality). Under these conditions, sovereignty is often blurred or

overlapping” (Comaroff, 2012:12)

Kapferer and Bertelson (2012) draw another detailed picture of the state under pressure
from other forms of sovereignty and oppositional forces, many of them “nomadic,” in the
sense (as understood through the theory of “Nomadism” from Deleuze & Guattari’'s A
Thousand Plateaus (1987)) that they are unconstrained by the rigidity of structure and can
spread into those zones unreachable by state forms. Such a conception of the state as
under threat and limited is not entirely modern, but is further supported in Scott’s more re-
cent writings (2014), where he describes how states historically spread out from a centre
in order to attempt to control those whom they encounter. Here, states found their reach to
be limited by stateless borderlands, fleeing peoples, nhomads, ungovernable and unpass-
able areas, and other competing states. It appears, in other words, that the state was nev-
er the all-powerful and omnipresent monolithic entity that one may imagine, and that it has

always had a limited and contested reach.

From these theorists | take and make use of the idea that the state does not always act

through channels that are officially and explicitly linked to government. Indeed, in my field-

33 Building on this argument, Wendy Brown (2014) has demonstrated that the erosion of state sovereignty
and the rise of alternative sovereignties, including multinational corporations, has contributed to the increase
in militarisation and wall-building around nation-states, as previously sovereign states seek to shore up their
increasingly permeable boundaries.
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site, it is a charitable trust (the Canal and River Trust) that is allowed to wield power upon
the Boaters and to apply the law in order to limit their movements. Further, | take from
these theorists the idea that the power of the state does not reach into every part of every
geographical region and is not consistently, logically or comprehensibly experienced by
citizens, who may feel state and government institutions applying contradictory pressures
to them from several different directions. This becomes key in my discussion, in Chapter 8,
of how the Boaters are simultaneously encouraged to become sedentary and to move on

to other locations.

How, then, does an ethnographer study the state if it is so chaotic and unpredictable? A
way forward is suggested by Mitchell (1999) and Gupta (2012). For Mitchell (1999), it
makes little sense to study the state; rather “we must analyze the state as a structural ef-
fect... as the powerful, apparently metaphysical effect of practices that make such struc-
tures appear to exist” (Mitchell,1999:180). Mitchell believes that we should look at how we
divide (both literally and rhetorically) between state and society and how we practice
“state.” Further than just spatial and temporal organisation, Mitchell urges us to look at the
effects of discipline, supervision and surveillance, and, vitally, representation, which as
practices mark a boundary and create space for state to be imagined and reproduced
(ibid.:185). Thus, we as anthropologists are cautioned against seeing the state as a cohes-
ive whole, as it is, in fact, the function of many complexly allied individuals and institutions
sharing an ideology which separates the “public” from “the private”, but which is not a co-
hesively structured totality. The state is not one entity; it is an emergent set of practices
and ideologies that must be examined situationally in the moment that they are imagined

and called into being.

The implication of all this is that a careful and nuanced method for studying the state is re-
quired. As Mitchell suggests, it is important to examine the ways in which the state is
brought into being in everyday practice, including its limits and internal contradictions.
Sharma and Gupta (2006) urge a similar method of attending to the everyday interactions
between state agents and the people whom they attempt to interpellate as citizens. They
wish to move towards a reconceptualisation of states that consists of seeing them as “cul-
turally embedded and discursively constructed ensembles. Instead of viewing states as
pre-constituted institutions that perform given functions, we argued that they are produced

through everyday practices and encounters and through public cultural representations
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and performances” (ibid.:27). This method is attempted by Gupta himself in his ethno-

graphy of Indian bureaucracies and structural violence (Gupta, 2012:33).

In summary, | conceive of the state as an ideological process spread through various insti-
tutions and practices, which is increasingly not the only sovereign force within the nation
state, which is contested and limited, and which one must examine at the level of those
everyday practices where the state is imagined and called into being. Gupta and Mitchell
both compellingly argue that examining the actual affects of state agents upon individuals
is the only way to view the state in operation. It is this method of studying the state that is
attempted in Chapters 8-11, where | outline the quality of actual interactions and interpella-
tions between Boaters and agents who represent state power. | seek to show how Boaters
fail to fit into the state institution’s preferred model of how citizens should be and should
act, how representatives working within the logics of these institutions view the Boaters,
how the Boaters see their relationship to the state, and how the Boaters desire this rela-

tionship to be.

This chapter has introduced the Boaters and their vessels, the basic who and what, along
with the circumstances that led me to begin my research on the waterways. The chapter
also outlined the relevant strands of literature that will be used to support the core argu-
ments that will emerge throughout the thesis. The reader is reminded, however, that this
literature review has been by no means exhaustive, and that substantive chapters include
a more substantive outline of the literature used. | now move on to describe the methodo-
logical approach | took over the course of the research and the ethical considerations
arising from these decisions. This is followed by a chapter positioning the Boaters within a
historical and legal framework, which will complete the three-chapter section that sets up
and frames the research so that the ethnography can be presented from Chapter 4 on-

wards.
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Chapter 2: Methodology and Ethics

Officially the fieldwork which makes up this thesis took place between 26th July 2012,
when | moved aboard my narrowboat Me and began taking daily field notes, and Septem-
ber 2013 when, | returned to Brunel University to begin the process of writing. Unofficially,
as described in the previous chapter, my personal history with the waterways began in
2008 and | am, at the time of writing in 2015, still living aboard in “the field.” Thus it could
be argued that | have yet to put a stop to the fieldwork process. In order to avoid this caus-
ing issues in the write-up, | have overwhelmingly used ethnographic anecdotes, quotes,

and case studies from the period of my official fieldwork.

| have not ignored events - particularly legal events that have changed the relationship
between Boaters and the waterways authorities’* - that have occurred over the period of
my write-up. However, | use them sparingly and for the sake of providing a deeper and
more valid historical picture. Events from my earlier travels on the waterways and from my
undergraduate research period are also used sparingly; some of the individuals | met in
my earlier fieldwork became key informants in this main period of fieldwork and, as such,
their stories and perspectives may originate from pre-2012. In short, my continued en-
gagement with the waterways has created a flexibility in the timescale of my work. As a
consequence of this, the chapters presented in this thesis are not a chronological descrip-
tion or timeline. While | clearly emphasise the changes that have occurred between the
beginning of my engagement with the Boaters and the present day, the chapters are built
up in a kind of mosaic from events experienced throughout a long immersion in my field of

study.

In addition to this temporal flexibility, there is also a necessary flexibility of geographic fo-
cus. As described in the previous chapter |, like my participants, am bound by law to move
to a new location every fourteen days as part of a continuous navigation. As such, | did not

have the opportunity afforded to Okely (1983) to stay in one site and to meet the traveling

34 As shall be explained in greater detail in Chapter 3, the Boaters use the term “authorities” to refer to the
groups who manage and hold legal sway over the waterways. This is, on the majority of UK waterways,
Canal and River Trust (CaRT), but on, for example, the River Thames, the government’s Environment Au-
thority (EA) have legal responsibility for the waterway, for keeping the current free, for maintaining locks and
other equipment, and for the Boaters who live on the watercourse. The term “authorities” may also refer to
the police force or workers holding the authority of local government (the council) when these groups are
making claims over the Boaters.
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community as they moved into and out of my location. | could not have afforded a “home
mooring”, and even if I'd had one, | would not have met the travelling Boaters | desired to.
Equally, | could not stay in or around one location without a mooring as | would have been
taken to court by CaRT and ultimately lost my home. | had seen the evasive, generally po-
lite, but closed and private way in which Boaters responded to potential researchers and
journalists who were not themselves Boaters, and it was clear from this that | would have
to become a liveaboard Boater myself to have any kind of access to my intended parti-

cipants.

| moved aboard close to Reading and immediately began making friends with members of
the close boating community there. | could have stayed around that town for the duration
of my fieldwork. However, the large number of Boaters in London, the tales of their recent
difficulties caused by London’s hosting of the 2012 Olympic Games, and the contrast | ex-
pected to find between the waterways and the crowded urban space of the capital together
convinced me to move “up river:” to join the Grand Union canal at Brentford, and to make
my way through the Grand Union — the Paddington Arm, the Regent’s Canal, and the River
Lee. These are the waterways that are spoken of as the “waterways of London,” and serve
as the home of the “London Boaters.” Whilst in London, | could have moved less fre-
quently, but | was scared of legal repercussions and, as such, my cruises around the city’s
waterways were extensive. The results of this widespread traveling are discussed below

and in Chapter 7.

The map below (Figure 7) shows a portion of the waterways of the South East, just one
quadrant of the UK’s 2000 miles of navigable waterways. Missing from this simplified map
is the metropolitan sprawl of London which covers the southeast quadrant of this particular
projection. Figure 8 is a Google Maps image onto which | have drawn my own journey on
the waterways over the course of the fieldwork period as a black line. Figure 9, for com-
parative purposes, is a map of the entire system of waterways in England and Wales. The
Scottish waterways are not included on this map as they are separate to the England and

Wales system and cannot be accessed from the main system.
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Figure 8. My own waterways journeys
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Figure 9. A map of the waterways of England and Wales.

In keeping with traditional ethnographic research, my primary methodology was participant
observation: keeping detailed field notes long-hand in field diaries.?* In addition to “hanging
out”, informally interviewing my boating neighbours, engaging with those who work on and
around the waterways, and attending relevant Boaters’ organisation meetings and consul-
tations (see Chapter 11). | also conducted fifteen semi-structured interviews with Boaters
from London, three with Boaters from outside of the capital, and one with a senior member
of CaRT. These interviews were mainly conducted in the early period of my time spent in
London when, as is described in Chapter 7, | was finding it hard to meet Boaters with

whom | could speak without contriving circumstances through which to do so.

35| could not regularly use my laptop for updating field notes as both using (and charging) it would be waste-
ful of electricity and put too high a demand on my boat’s batteries.

56



At this period, around the end of 2012 and the beginning of 2013, as | was progressing
forward with my research through what was an isolating period, these interviews and the
contacts | met through boating organisation meetings kept me feeling involved in the field.
Having to move into new areas constantly and to start afresh, without the circle of close
friends | had gained whilst living in the close and immediate social space of the moorings
around Reading, meant that | often worried that | would simply not be able to meet enough
Boaters or to have sufficiently meaningful interactions with the ones | did meet. Those who
did interact with me would often be evasive in the presence of the “professional
stranger” (Agar, 1996). Now, from the perspective of over two years of living on the water-
ways of London, | feel embedded in a network of contacts. This network was built up as |
met Boaters on moorings and began to attend London Boaters meetings (see Chapter 12).
If 1 were to begin my fieldwork afresh now, these early interviews would not have been
necessary, but at the time they were invaluable and, indeed, many of the insights that led

to the particular chapters of this thesis first came from my analyses of these interviews.

These interviews were not recorded, as is suggested in many methodological textbooks
(see Bernard, 2006:210-251); rather, | made longhand notes of verbatim quotes and of
general topics arising from the interview as it progressed. Having to stop the interviews
frequently to take down verbatim quotations led to the interviews not flowing in the form of
natural conversation, and also meant that | was already editing at this stage in the process
of analysis of what | felt to be the most important words and topics. | recognise that this is
not the recommended approach for researchers. | justify this choice for two reasons: firstly,
my interviews were meant only to form supplementary material to support and enable my
participant observation work and, as such, were as much about making contacts as they
were about collecting data; secondly, | have recorded interviews in the past and noted that
they can make interviewees nervous and reticent in a way that an everyday notebook be-
ing filled with scribbled notes will not, although each interviewee differs in their reaction to
being under the scrutiny of any form of recording. The result was that the notes | collected
from these interviews were concise and easy to analyse; they were in the same form and
the same location as my field notes and, as such, | could include insights from these inter-
views immediately and reflect upon them in my field notes without having to wait until after

the long process of transcription.
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A further method upon which | came to rely in those early months in London was “online”
data collection. | began to closely follow online forums dealing with canal-boating, includ-
ing the popular Narrowboat World forum, which provides news, opinion and often heated
debate. In addition, | began to receive mail from the “London Boaters” mailserv3® (see
Chapter 12). On the social networking website Facebook, | became a member of and at-
tended to a number of “groups” set up by Boaters, including “River Lee & Stort Boaters”,
“South East Boaters (SEB)”, “London Boaters”, and “Continuous Cruisers”. These groups
are a major locus of daily interaction for the Boaters, who may be on moorings where they
do not know their neighbours particularly well or where they are prevented by distance
from having close contact with any of their closest boating friends. These groups can be
great forums on which one can ask advice, share important information and theories, and
discuss and debate ideas and ways forward, especially with respect to Boaters’ con-

tentious dealings with the authorities.

These groups and forums are not usually places of particularly violent disagreement, and
are generally friendly, lighthearted, and crammed with memes,?’ stories and other errata.
However, Boaters do also act differently online than they do in real life, perhaps taking ad-
vantage of the Internet’s ability to grant the user freedom from face-to-face rules and
norms. Thus, Boaters who may be polite and measured in person may use the relative
freedom and distance afforded by the Internet to vent their opinions on various annoy-
ances (for example, naive newcomers in the community, bad behaviour by other Boaters,
Boaters who encourage or condone overstaying in popular spots which may lead to a
backlash for others). These forums become spaces where ideas can be mooted, opinions
expressed and tested, and vague consensus judged. Indeed they are the only places, due
to the scattered nature of the boating community across the waterways system,?® where

these activities can occur with any regularity and with any real size of audience.

36 A mailserv is an e-mail list which one can join. By joining, one receives all e-mails sent to the group and
one can send an e-mail to all members of the group. In this way a large number of individuals can be con-
tacted quickly, Similarly the groups can respond to news and suggestions immediately.

37 Recurring jokes and variations on popular images which pass through Internet communities and make up
part of the symbolic code and the grammar of the Internet.

38 It is common to speak of the waterways as a “linear village.” It is frequently recognised that maintaining
relationships across these distances is very complicated and is made far easier by the Internet.
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Given the somewhat unusual nature of my fieldwork, the ethnography on which this thesis
is based draws heavily upon my own experiences as an individual learning to be a Boater.
