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Abstract

When living aboard a narrowboat on the waterways of southern England with the 
itinerant boat-dwellers who term themselves “Boaters,” one has to be cautious and 
vigilant in the face of a number of potential threats to the safety and security of one’s 
self and one’s vessel. Moorings in certain areas are attacked and burgled frequently and 
most Boaters have stories of unwarranted violent attacks or, at least, heated 
confrontations with locals residents. The following paper discusses how Boaters bind 
together and create a sense of being a vigilant community as a reaction to these threats 
and challenges. It argues that Boaters make their community against a boundary formed 
by personal security threats from the outside and that an examination of these threats 
can shed light upon processes of Boater’s identity formation and the emergence of 
intra-community tensions. 
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Introduction

The goal of this paper is to examine the role 
of security threats and the sense of a lack of 
personal safety in shaping the traveling 
community with whom I lived and 
conducted fieldwork between July 2012 and 
August 2013. The community in question, 
the itinerant boat-dwellers of England’s 
southern waterways, (generally known as 
‘Boaters’) move throughout the system of 
canals and rivers (the “inland waterways”) 
without taking a permanent mooring. Theirs 
is a life which is, to a great extent, marginal 
vis-a-vis the state and wider sedentary 
society as they are persons with no fixed 
abode who do not belong to any local 
administrative borough or authority. They 
are technically under the protection and 
control of Canal and River Trust [CaRT], a 
charitable trust, maritime police, some local 

councils, and, in certain areas, the 
government’s Environment Agency [EA]. 
They live and travel aboard a motley variety 
of vessels, including but not limited to steel-
hulled narrowboats, fibreglass river 
cruisers, and larger continental barges. 
 Security is traditionally dealt with in 
the anthropological literature as being 
related to the measures taken by nation-
states to keep their citizenry “safe” from 
threats originating from other nations and 
from global terrorism (Goldstein 2010). Such 
an understanding has its roots in the 
Hobbesian notion of the state as arising 
from the masses for the benefit and 
protection of the citizenry (Hobbes 2003 
[1651]). Moreover, the term is usually now 
associated with the “security moment,” 
meaning the proliferation of the discourse 
of security as an aid to the western 
neoliberal agenda in a post-9/11 world (487). 

RA
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Certain scholars (see Waever et al.,2003) 
are, however, attempting to widen the 
descriptions of security within anthropology 
in order to focus upon how any society, with 
or without the state, attempts to deal with 
threats, even if these threats are themselves 
enabled or initiated by the state. Goldstein 
writes of such a project (which he terms a 
“critical anthropology of security”) that a 
“critical, comparative ethnography of 
security can explore the multiple ways in 
which security is configured and deployed—
not only by states and authorized speakers 
but by communities, groups, and individuals
—in their engagements with other local 
actors and with arms of the state 
itself” (Goldstein 2010:492). 
 The following paper gives a detailed 
ethnographic introduction to the security 
threats faced by Boaters, before discussing 
the implication of these threats for the 
Boater’s creation of community feeling and 
sentiment. In this sense, this paper follows 
Goldstein’s blueprint for the rehabilitation 
of the term ‘security’ with localized practice 
and discourse below the level of the nation-
state. Personal security and protection from 
harm is a prime concern for states. This 
includes nomadic groups, such as the 
Boaters with whom I lived. It is contended 
here that such a focus upon security shapes 
various aspects of Boaters’ social relations, 
their sense of community, and their material 
culture. As has been argued since the ethnic 
formation theories of Barth (1988 [1969]), 
and in later texts by, for example, Cohen 
(1985), communities and bounded groups 
are produced in relation to an “other” that is 
often threatening or otherwise antagonistic. 
I contend that, in my fieldsite, the threat of 
attack and boat untetherings form such a 
boundary between the Boaters and land-
dwellers. In the light of this ethnography, I 
argue that it is time to take a nuanced 
“anthropology of security” more seriously, 
especially with regards to the struggles of 
mobile or otherwise marginal populations. 

Threats to Boaters’ Security: Burglaries 
and Attacks

I was given a piece of advice before moving 
on to the London canals, whilst I was still 

moving downstream on the Thames: “always 
moor where there’s other boats, for safety, 
and try to never be the first boat at either 
end of a mooring”. Boaters from the Reading 
area had warned me about the security 
threats of London since I first declared my 
intentions to move down river. I was told 
that I should chain my boat up where 
possible and keep all valuables hidden, I was 
told the threat of burglary was ever present. 
It was not, however, merely burglary which 
Boaters fear. As I shall describe at the 
conclusion of this section, Boaters faced the 
danger of their boats being untethered and 
set loose, a very specific type of attack from 
land-dwellers. Before this, however, I 
concentrate on other forms of threat; 
specifically attacks on Boaters at moorings, 
break-ins at boats, instances of graffiti and 
criminal damage, and missiles being thrown 
at Boaters as they travel. All of the 
proceeding threats occurred despite the 
fact that boating was often seen in wider 
discourse as quaint and acceptable, or even 
as idyllic and desirable. In much the same 
way as for other UK traveling groups, there 
was a mixture of romanticization and 
demonization in the public’s dealings with 
Boaters (cf. Okely 1983; Clark and 
Greenfields 2006; Fonsecca 1996). 
Thankfully for the Boaters, and in direct 
contrast to Gypsies’ experience, 
romanticization seemed to currently be 
tipping the balance and, in many areas, 
theirs is seen as a benign and attractive 
presence. However, as shall be seen, this did 
not negate the presence of serious security 
threats which emerged from the Boater’s 
marginal and vulnerable position within 
society in London.
 London did not turn out to be the 
consistently threatening danger-zone which 
some had suggested I may have found. I did, 
however, begin to hear rumors of areas 
where break-ins were occurring in spates. 
My first and most obvious exposure to this 
threat came when I traveled into the east-
end in January 2013 and found the normally 
busy Victoria Park moorings to be almost 
deserted due to a series of violent attacks 
and burglaries over a single week-end 
period between Christmas and New Year. 
The “towpath telegraph” (which is how 
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Boaters refer to the system of gossip and 
information exchange along the towpath 
and at locks, which serves to keep them in 
touch with others’ lives and movements) 
was awash with gossip concerning these 
events, with the numbers of boats that had 
been targeted changing depending on who 
was telling the story. The highest estimate 
stated that eighteen boats were broken into 
over the course of two days. Ultimately the 
final total of break-ins was hard to 
determine due to the fact that many of 
these Boaters did not share their stories 
online or fill in official police reports. 
Numbers tended to become inflated in the 
re-telling of such stories, and the line 
between gossip and reality was hard to 
draw. It is certain, however, based upon 
first-hand testimonies, that at least a dozen 
boats were broken into over the Christmas 
period. Most disconcertingly, it was not just 
empty boats which were targeted. Stories 
began to circulate of Boaters being 
confronted inside their boats by assailants 
with knives; it was reported that one Boater 
was marched at knife point to an ATM and 
instructed to make the maximum 
withdrawal from their bank accounts. 
 Such attacks are not an everyday 
occurrence, but do seem to occur in spates 
in different areas and at different times, 
leading to a general feeling of uncertainty 
and risk. The threat of burglary is common 
along the canals and throughout many of 
the housing residencies in the areas of 
London through which these waterways 
pass. However, as was shown in the 
preceding sections, these threats were 
particularly acute for Boaters due to their 
vulnerable positioning, and were dealt with 
in a fashion particular to Boaters; through 
the frame of “community” and participation. 
Autumn and Winter, with longer hours of 
darkness and relative isolation of the 
towpaths, were particularly dangerous 
times for Boaters in London. 
 After a meeting with London Boaters 
(a local Boater’s advocacy group) at which 
security issues were discussed, one Boater 
was moved to create an interactive online 
map in order represent danger areas. Such 
was the frequency of these break-ins over 
the winter of 2012-13 that a specialist police 

team known as “Project Kraken”, who were 
instructed to deal with suspicious marine 
activity, began to patrol certain areas of 
towpath and to investigate crimes 
committed on the waterways. Their contact 
details came to be posted upon lampposts 
and fences along most of the stretch of 
London’s central canal network, where they 
remain as a visible reminder of the current 
insecure situation. Most of these burglaries 
turned out to be the actions of an individual 
or a small group of perpetrators who 
realized that some boats were easy to 
access due to their being protected by 
padlocks and wooden doors rather than by 
complex systems of alarms and locks. Such 
occurrences seemed to be opportunistic in 
nature. However, when they occurred in 
combination with more specific and 
apparently purposeless acts of violence 
against Boaters, their effect contributed to a 
sense of being in an uncertain atmosphere 
containing many threatening elements. 
Further, it was common for Boaters to 
question the motivations behind these 
burglaries; a Boater who had been burgled 
asked me despairingly “why would they 
break in to my boat? It’s clear that I had 
nothing worth stealing! We live on boats, we 
don’t have expensive things.”
 During this time, the London Boaters 
mailing list became a source of important 
information, with Boaters quickly reporting 
burglaries and encouraging others to be 
vigilant. Such burglaries did not merely 
occur in the city center; when up the river 
Lee in Hertfordshire I met a Boater who had 
found their cratch cover2 slashed and their 
front deck ransacked. The center of London 
does, of course, have higher crime figures 
than other parts of the country (“The 
average number of burglaries per 1,000 
homes in England and Wales is 37. In 
London, the average is 79” (Lloyds Banking 
Group 2014), but the Boaters I met were 
more aware of their security being under 
immediate threat than nearby house-
dwellers. As already stated, this suggested 
an awareness that their boats were more 
vulnerable to an opportunist thief than a 
house or flat. Even Azzurra, who had been 
aboard only a month when I interviewed 
her, had a story of having come across a 



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Issue 1  |  2014 9

break-in and of trying to deal with this 
shock in the “correct” manner: “I met a 
burglar!” she told me, “The week after I 
moved aboard I came across a burglar. I 
thought, I can stand in front of him and call 
the police or walk away and call the police. I 
stood in front of him and I stood there, 
watching him. They are saying through the 
mailing list that if this happens you should 
take the phone out and take a picture of 
him.”
 The areas where these break-ins 
occurred seemed to also become the focus 
for other crimes, for example a number of 
towpath muggings, and even towpath sexual 
assaults, leading to whole areas (such as 
Victoria Park that winter) being seen as 
dangerous. Boaters in the area blamed the 
council’s decision to remove street lighting 
from the mooring and to close the 
entrances to the park, which made towpath 
both darker and quieter at night. When 
Boaters discussed these burglaries, they 
were often, but certainly not always, 
explained away as being opportunistic and 
for financial gain and it was commonly 
assumed that they did not necessarily 
reflect a particular disrespect or hatred for 
the boating community. 
 Many of these break-ins occurred in 
deprived areas of London, such as parts of 
Hackney and Tower Hamlets, where Boaters 
may have represented an easy target and 
where newer and more affluent Boaters are 
known to have left expensive electronic 
items on show through their windows. More 
experienced Boaters spoke of newcomers as 
foolish for owning expensive consumer 
valuables and for leaving them on show 
through their windows, and hypothesized 
that this was a motivation for burglaries. Yet 
it is hard to discern the actual motivations 
of the intruders on a case-by-case basis. 
Other incidents, however, seemed to show a 
more explicit distain for Boaters. For 
example, several Boaters in Hackney woke 
up in March 2014 to find that their boats had 
been “graffitied” overnight with crudely 
drawn dog turds and swastikas. It is hard to 
explain such occurrences without accepting 
that it was a deliberate attack against the 
Boaters, although the motivation remains 
unknown. I heard about boats being 

assaulted and defaced in various parts of the 
country, and the most usual complaint was 
windows smashed in for purposes other 
than entry. 
 An occurrence that increased around 
the time of this research was attacks on 
Boaters around their homes for no obvious 
financial motivation. One of the most 
dramatic incidences occurred when two 
Boaters, Raj and Nicky, were badly beaten in 
Hackney in a seemingly random attack while 
mooring up their boat. Both Boaters and 
their dog were attacked but thankfully 
escaped serious injury. Many Boaters, not 
just those who traveled around London, had 
stories of having their boats attacked with 
missiles or of coming into violent 
confrontation with land-dwellers. For 
example, Helen, who cruised all over the 
inland waterways system, revealed that she 
“once had a problem, between Lower 
Heyford and Leamington when... [she] first 
had a boat. Someone put a boulder through 
the window. They didn’t break in, they were 
just hooligans who had crashed a garden 
center.” Helen then told me that she had 
also had a brick “chucked” at her on the BCN 
[Birmingham Canal Navigations]. Despite 
many Boaters having stories of local “gangs” 
and “kids” attacking their boats with hurled 
missiles in other parts of the country 
(usually “up north”, as Boaters are more 
common and therefore more accepted in 
the south), as well as the large number of 
reports in the published literature (see 
Pavitt 2007; Gogarty 2011; Haywood 2009), I 
have never had anything harder than a 
snowball thrown at me whilst travelling 
which, although painful on a cold day, did 
not do myself or my boat any lasting 
damage. The feeling of being targeted by 
those young people on the bridge was, 
however, unsettling, and akin to those 
unpleasant occasions when I had been 
called a “water gypsy” or the more offensive 
“aqua pikey” or “ditch gypsy” by outsiders. 
Steve, an experienced coal boat owner2 was 
convinced that the spate of break-ins 
around Victoria Park was going to result in 
violent conflict. He stated that the situation 
was “terrible, something’s going to go down 
down there. It’s not on, the police have 
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actually gone down there and told us to 
protect ourselves, because they can’t do it.” 
 Such a sense of crisis and foreboding 
was common across the London waterways 
at the time, with people fearing a final 
violent confrontation occurring imminently. 
Steve was sure that something was soon to 
“kick off” around Hackney. His tone turned 
serious as he warned that “for all that with 
boating you get these bohemian and arty 
types, it’s probably one-for-one them and 
people who’ve been inside [prison]. Not that 
you’d know it or that they’d tell you!” and 
that these individuals would likely defend 
themselves more violently. Such an almost 
millenarian sense of being on the cusp of 
disaster emerges as a result of several 
different tensions. First, Boaters were aware 
that the situation whereby they were able to 
live and travel on the waterways was under 
threat from the state via an organization 
called Canal and River Trust [CaRT] who had 
legal responsibility for the majority of the 
waterways and who were believed to begin 
to force Boaters to move further and more 
frequently or to bring about a change in the 
law in order to stop the Boaters from living 
aboard and traveling. Such a sense that the 
“authority” was soon to come in force was 
widely and powerfully felt at least since the 
beginning of my engagement with the 
waterways in 2008, when the authority was 
a “quango” (quasi-governmental 
organization) named British Waterways 
[BW]. Second, Steve’s idea that the Boaters 
will find themselves forced to defend 
themselves en masse against large groups or 
gangs of outsiders was not uncommon and 
was spoken about more urgently at times 
when attacks on boats increased in 
frequency.
 Finally, there was a sense that the 
mass of new, more affluent, Boaters arriving 
in London without the skills or knowledge 
to participate within the community were 
creating an overcrowding problem that was 
exacerbating the aforementioned issues 
with outsiders. According to this view, 
conflict between Boaters of competing 
“generations” was inevitable (as seen later in 
this paper in the discussion of “Operation 
Whistle Blower”). This could be seen as a 
class-based critique of newcomers, 

although my experience of seeing middle-
class newcomers become central to the 
community and working-class individuals 
give up on “the lifestyle” encourages me to 
think about the relative integration of new 
Boaters as being related to their ability to 
learn the skills required to move towards 
the center of what Lave and Wenger call a 
community of practice (Lave & Wenger 1991; 
Wenger 1998). For Lave and Wenger, a 
community of practice is produced when a 
group are linked by the completion of 
related tasks. The community of practice is 
marked by Legitimate Periphery 
Participation (Lave & Wenger 1991) whereby 
newcomers are supported in their learning 
in order to move from the periphery of the 
task-completing group towards a center, 
where they are established and have 
achieved a degree of mastery. Such a model 
of learning and community formation is 
supported by Ingold’s (2000) understanding 
of identities being produced through 
enacting tasks (dwelling) within particular 
environments. Ingold introduces the 
concept of the “taskscape” (1993) in order to 
describe how persons completing related 
tasks within a landscape, in doing so actively 
produce their environments and social 
formations. Ingold’s “taskcape" and Lave & 
Wenger’s “communities of practice” both 
similarly describe how communities can 
come into being via processes of learning, as 
individuals attempt to master skills within a 
given environment. In this reading of the 
Boaters’ situation, those who have the 
“common-sense”, the practical skills, the 
knowledge and the correct priorities to 
become active participants in the social life 
of the waterways move from the periphery 
towards the community’s center. In this 
model, the problem faced by the boaters 
was that too many new ‘apprentices’ lacked 
‘masters’ to structure their engagement 
with their new marine environment. 
 Yet aggregating the above threats as 
being identical in their causes and effects 
would be incorrect. For example, thieves 
presumably had different motivations 
(financial gain in the case of the burglaries; 
boredom, disenfranchisement or a vendetta 
against Boaters as “travellers” or “water 
gypsies” were used to explain other attacks) 
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and their actions had wildly differing 
consequences. Attacks against Boaters are 
not a single simple set of phenomena; 
rather, they are diffuse and multiple. Where 
they are important is, I argue, where they 
allow us to see how Boaters respond to 
insecurity and threat, and further where 
they allow us to see how certain elements of 
the sedentary community viewed the 
Boaters. None of the threats detailed above 
were unique to the Boater’s experience; 
burglaries, attacks with rocks, and graffiti 
were experienced more often by the 
vulnerable Boaters but they also befell 
housed residents. Based on this evidence, it 
is difficult to conclude with absolute 
certainty that the Boaters were particularly 
targeted or victimized any more than the 
other residents of the sometimes 
impoverished neighborhoods through which 
the canals pass.
 One type of attack was, however, 
specific to the Boater’s experience. Namely, 
boat untetherings, where assailants, usually 
under the cover of night, pulled a boat free 
of its mooring by pulling out their mooring 
pins or untying their knots before setting 
the boat loose in the stream. Like burglaries, 
these events seemed to occur in spates and 
at different times and places. It was often 
hard to tell whether the pins came out due 
to boats causing a wake, excessive wind, 
sodden ground (the floods and storms of the 
winter of 2013/2014 led to many boats 
coming loose and many Boaters spending a 
great deal of time trying to peg them back 
in), or due to the deliberate malice of others. 
Certain areas, however, were known to be 
zones where boats were untied and where 
one needed to be vigilant. The dangers of 
this practice, particularly on rivers with a 
heavy flow where waterfalls called weirs 
regulated the current, are obvious. From 
personal experience (my boat has been 
untied three times, on three separate 
occasions) I can confirm that to wake up 
with and find that the view from the window 
is of flowing water rather than towpath is 
extremely frightening and unsettling.  That 
such violence is conducted for no obvious 
benefit baffles most Boaters when such 
events come to be discussed at locks or on 
the bank-side. Security is a concern for 

Boaters, but this is not the “security 
moment” of the nation-state protecting 
itself against global “terror networks;” it is, 
as Goldstein (2010) observed, a security 
which has traditionally been poorly served 
by anthropology, a security reckoned at the 
level of the individual and the small 
community group. 

Security and the Vigilant Community

It was only after my first initial interviews 
and my first months on the canals of 
London that I began to hear Boaters 
specifically articulate their concerns 
regarding security. In two of the semi-
structured interviews which I used to 
supplement my participant observation, 
interviews conducted with Tia and Azzurra, 
these security concerns came to the 
forefront and it became clear that the 
material safety of the boat was an important 
part of these Boater’s daily realities. When 
living aboard one learns to leave nothing 
outside on the roof, to pull all blinds and 
curtains, and to moor securely whilst adding 
elaborate and functionless extra coils to 
mooring knots in order to make the bind 
appear unattractively complicated to untie. 
Both Boaters were beginning to become 
aware of these necessities. Tia was 
particularly quick to mention security; when 
I asked her what she was looking for in a 
mooring, she answered “a strong, safe 
mooring…It’s mechanical safety more than 
personal safety, when I feel the boat’s safe.” 
Tia wished to make her boat mechanically 
sound before moving on, and was quick to 
point out that this form of security had 
more to do with the boat (its mechanical 
“health” and physical safety on the mooring) 
than with her own personal wellbeing. As 
such, the boat must be sound for the 
individual to feel sufficiently secure. 
 Security in my field-site is very often 
talked about in combination with the term 
“community.” Boaters considered having 
community and enacting community part of 
what makes their social organization special 
or notable; showing a concern for 
community is central to the practice of 
being a live-aboard Boater and thereby of 
gaining status and legitimacy within the 
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group. When Boaters were asked what was 
special about their lives, they often stated 
that it is how supportive and close the 
community of liveaboard Boaters can be. 
Examples from my field diaries included 
Boaters enthusing that boating is “like a 
village,” “like an old fashioned, proper, 
community,” and a social world where “you 
know everyone’s business and can help each 
other out.” Community (as enacted or 
performed) was, Boaters often argued, 
essential due to the threats to Boaters’ 
security arising from their marginal 
position. Azzurra summarized that “one of 
the main ways that the community binds 
together is security, looking at other’s 
boats... this is one of the communities who 
should, and who are organizing themselves”. 
The importance of having someone to “look 
out” for the boats was seen when Boaters 
talked of the need to moor near other boats 
“for safety”. For example, Stuart, in an 
interview, spoke of the intimidation which 
one should feel when walking into the midst 
of a community of travelers; one should, he 
stated, feel uncomfortable, intimidated and, 
above all, observed. One Boater who wished 
to explain how community on London’s 
canals had less to do with gift giving and 
sharing and more about security concerns 
endeavored to put me right by explaining 
that community is “when you’re moored 
with a group of Boaters [and] you feel like 
someone’s watching out, that someone’s 
going to notice is you’re being broken in to 
and maybe do something”. Community, for 
the Boaters, was spoken about as something 
experienced in certain times and in certain 
places, in a fashion which would be familiar 
to most familiar with the common English-
language usage of the term. Community is, 
however, also used as a verb, something 
which is done, always for the benefit of 
others. I asked a participant named Joe what 
community was and he replied simply “I’ve 
been doing it today, and I’ll be doing it 
tomorrow.” Here “Community” arose for Joe 
through (inter)action, it did not exist as 
some detached sentiment or sense of 
commonality. 
 Stefan also found the idea of security 
central to the Boaters’ creation of 
community and it was, he argued, important 

to emphasize such aspects of boating life if 
Boaters wished to challenge the actions of 
the waterways authorities together. “To take 
the fight to CaRT2” he explained “folk have 
to organize their own community. You need 
to take care of your area, keep your boats 
neat and tidy, make sure there’s enough 
space for visitors to moor, and make sure 
that there’s always someone on the boat 
watching, for security reasons, that’s 
important”. Gossip networks, it was said, 
could, alongside protection through 
surveillance, help to protect Boaters by 
furnishing them with important information 
concerning localized security threats. Helen, 
for example, described how “there’s a bit of 
towpath telegraph [the aforementioned 
gossip and information exchange networks], 
like there was a guy on the Oxford [canal] 
breaking into boats and you hear about it, 
watch out and don’t moor there, that kind of 
thing.” I was struck early on after arriving in 
London by how the online London Boaters 
Facebook page and mailserv functioned to 
advise of “suspicious” looking groups of 
youths, hot spots for attacks, and to 
generally provide a network of support and 
vigilance. It was notable how the Boaters 
quoted here described “community” as 
arising from the need for security- of people 
being bound together by nature of their 
vulnerability- in contrast to the obverse 
situation, whereby pre-existing 
commonalities or ideas of community may 
have been called upon to keep individual 
safe. Security was not simply a function of 
the Boaters’ community sensibility- it was 
spoken about as being key to its genesis; as 
was perhaps fitting for a group with no 
sense of ancient ethnic belonging, there was 
a pragmatic skew to their coming together 
to act corporately. 
 Thus, community was demonstrated 
when Boaters remained vigilant on behalf of 
others and generally monitored activity 
around moorings, particularly in vulnerable 
areas where there were known, immediate 
threats. This vigilant support network 
created a sense that Boaters were together 
against a common and amorphous enemy. 
In turn, this commonality against a specific 
threat created a boundary (see Barth 1998 
[1969]; Cohen 1995) against which the group  
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experienced themselves as cohesive and 
different from others. Other instrumentalist 
accounts of community or ethnic formation 
tend to focus upon the binding together of 
groups against boundaries for political 
purposes and to recognize their cultural 
distinctiveness in the face of culturally 
divergent others; as Eriksen (2002) states, 
“ethnic organization must simultaneous 
serve political ends and satisfy 
psychological needs for belongingness and 
meaning” (54). The community formation 
described here was not for large-scale 
political purposes, nor was it based upon a 
personal need for a deep sense of belonging; 
it fits more within the conception of 
community outlined by Delanty, in which 
the author describes how in modern 
contexts, community allows the individual 
to “feel at home in an otherwise homeless 
and insecure world” (2010:150). This being 
particularly fitting for my technically 
“homeless,” and certainly vulnerable, 
participants. Such localized community-
building under immediate security threats 
can be seen in the modern trend towards 
“gated communities,” neighborhood watch 
schemes, and communally-protected peace 
communities in conflict zones. Threats 
which originated from the state were part of 
the Boater’s reality (as Scott (2011) argues is 
the case for all mobile populations within 
the nation-state) and yet these threats were 
less immediate or commonplace; usually 
they appear somewhere upon a horizon of 
hypothetical future conflict and are 
nowhere near as disconcerting as the 
threats posed by sedentary neighbors in 
their criminality. Together, such threats 
acted together to create a textured and 
diffuse experience of threat, both variable in 
space and time, and eminently hard to 
predict and uncertain in their potential 
affects. 
 It is not, however, simply the case 
that security threats form Boaters together 
as a single cohesive, peaceful, and close-knit 
community. Some Boaters used the London 
Boaters group’s formalization and reification 
of this community vigilance in order to 
provide a generational critique of newer 
Boaters and of the changes and new 
divisions arising within the boating 

community. This began when London 
Boaters, as a response to the break-ins and 
attacks of the winter of 2012/2013, initiated 
“Operation Whistle Blower,” a system 
whereby Boaters were given a whistle and 
encouraged to blow it if they found 
themselves in danger or saw anything 
suspicious. Previous suggestions of what to 
do when encountering attackers or burglars 
were to take pictures of them in order to 
show them that they were being watched 
and to telephone the police’s dedicated 
marine force, “Project Kraken.” It was 
suggested that this was not working 
effectively and that a louder and more 
startling deterrent would be required. As 
such, the vigilant aspect of the boating 
community became “reified”, as Wenger 
(1988) describes the process of communities 
of practice producing their own task-
specific items, in their material culture. In 
addition to their cork floats2 and key 
bundles, many Boaters carried whistles on 
their key chains. These whistles were 
handed out by volunteers along the Regents 
Canal and River Lee over the summer of 
2013, with these Boaters often leaving them 
on the back decks when Boaters were not 
home to receive the gift. Along with the 
whistles themselves, a striking A5 sized 
cardboard signs was provided in a plastic 
bag. These signs were seen in the windows 
of many London boats and their presence 
informs nearby Boaters that the owners 
were supporters of the scheme and could be 
relied upon to whistle in an emergency 
situation. 
 Operation Whistle Blower was not, 
however, met with the enthusiasm of all 
within the boating community. “What use 
would a bloody whistle be if no-one’’s going 
to answer it?” ran one angry online 
comment. Another said “why would I run 
out to answer a whistle if the hippies next 
door won’t bother? It’ll just be me against a 
bunch of knives and I’ll get killed.”  In 
another, a boater who remembered the “bad 
old days” when Boaters had been forced to 
defend themselves on dangerous moorings 
by defending their boats with axes and 
machetes, questioned whether newer 
Boaters knew how lucky they were and what 
a struggle had gone into making the 
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waterways as safe as they had become. The 
same comment questioned whether 
“Guardian readers” in the boater 
community, who “are not like other 
Travellers at all”, would react to a violent 
attack. Implicit here is a critique of new 
Boaters who are seen as too privileged, 
“soft” and impractical to respond to the 
violence which had once been the daily 
experience of the Boater. 
 This is not necessarily a class-based 
critique, although it does imply that these 
Boaters came from backgrounds where they 
were not be as capable of dealing with 
dangerous threats. Rather, I contend that 
this critique had more to do with how newer 
Boaters were not familiar with the history 
and background of the areas into which they 
were traveling (I once heard a Boater 
exclaim, exasperated “they think they can 
moor in Hackney [a traditionally poor area] 
and swam about wearing hippy jumpers 
with their iPads and not get their boats 
broken into”) and did not have the skills and 
practicalities required to stand up for 
themselves. This reflects a “generational” 
difference whereby “oldtimers” are 
criticizing the efforts of “newcomers.” The 
terms generational difference or 
generational conflict were not meant to 
imply that there were large age 
discrepancies between the Boaters on 
either side of this schism; rather, it was used 
to refer to the fact that Boaters who have 
been aboard for a long period were likely to 
be more embedded into the daily life of the 
community of practice on the waterways. 
Such generational conflict is common to 
many communities of practice (Lave & 
Wenger 1991:115), regardless of the presence 
of distinctly older and distinctly younger 
age groups. This critique does not simply 
concern the amount of time spent aboard 
boats; it further reflects deeply held 
anxieties concerning the arrival of a 
population of new and increasingly affluent 
Boaters onto the waterways. In this way, 
even the measures of the community to 
formalize their arrangements of mutual 
support became a contested space that 
highlighted the conflicts within the boating 
community. As theorists of community, 
including Wenger (1998), Cohen (1985) and 

Delanty (2009), have noted, each community 
contains contested spaces and internal 
divisions; this does not necessarily limit its 
strength to act or to be powerfully felt. 
Indeed, Boaters disagreed with each other 
on almost every important concern relating 
to their livelihoods and lifestyles, as well as 
broke into factions easily. Yet, due to the 
importance of acting together as a 
community, and recognizing the importance 
of remaining secure and having sympathetic 
vigilant neighbors, the concept of the 
boating community flourishes and 
continues to reproduce itself apace.

Summary: A Question of Security? 

Even though Boaters used the term 
“security” regularly and were concerned 
about being “secure” aboard, this 
represented something very different from 
the national “security moment”, as 
characterized by coercive and often 
militarized State power, which is described 
in the traditional security literature (e.g 
Chipman 1992). In his study of village-scale 
security in Bolivia, Goldstein (2010) 
describes a field site where security was not 
provided by the state but by the people. The 
discourse of security here is understood as 
providing a critique of the limitations of a 
distant and corrupt state government. He 
concludes that, “Rather than contributing to 
the seamless reproduction of neoliberal 
governmentality, security, like so many 
other components of transnational political 
economy and its accompanying discourses, 
has been adopted and reconfigured in 
unexpected and challenging ways, serving 
not necessarily to deepen a neoliberal 
hegemony but to contest the very 
parameters of governmental responsibility 
and citizens’ rights” (499). 
 Although in my own field site 
security concerns did not lead to lynching 
and vigilante violence (although a waved 
machete has been known to have been 
employed to protect a boat in danger), there 
was a certain parallel between Goldstein’s 
approach—viewing “security” as a concern 
which has implications for a community’s 
actions, and the way in which a community 
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came to understand itself and its 
relationship with the state—and the Boater 
community I describe. Much like Goldstein’s 
informants, Boaters felt isolated, vulnerable, 
and under-served by the State response to 
their position. As such, they attempted to 
organize their own community responses to 
threats. This was due at least partially to the 
marginal position of Boaters which emerges 
from their itinerant lifestyles. Nomadic 
behaviors are, as Scott argues, a form of 
“constant alternative to life within the 
state” (2011:6), allowing a certain degree of 
freedom from the powerful effects of state 
power; nomads prefer a marginality or 
partial separation to being normal, 
controlled, legible citizens. Ultimately, both 
the Bolivian villagers and the Boaters have 
become aware of Hobbes’ understanding 
that “if there be no power erected, or not 
great enough for our security, every man 
will and may lawfully rely on his own 
strength and art for caution against all other 
men” (Hobbes: 2003 [1651]), just as Steve the 
coal boatman feared would occur in 
Hackney. Luckily for the Boaters, serious 
injury on both sides of this Boater/
sedentary security divide was avoided in 
recent times. As numbers of Boaters 
increased, however, the likelihood of 
structured violent confrontations between 
groups of residents and groups of Boaters 
became increasingly easy to imagine. 
 Thus, Boaters’ security concerns can 
be used as heuristic for demonstrating their 
vulnerable position and in order to examine 
how they are viewed by wider sedentary 
society. In different areas and at different 
times, Boaters became the victims of attacks 
which may have been based partially upon 
hatred and distrust of their peripatetic 
lifestyles. These threats caused the 
community to endeavor to act together for 
mutual support, with security concerns 
causing bonds of commonality and forcing 
participation in acts of surveillance and 
vigilance. Even in the midst of this collective 
action against a perceived threat, the issue 
of security was used to highlight splits in 
the community, as generations questioned 
each other’s legitimacy and ability to 
respond to malevolent outsiders. In this 
way, the concepts of security and the 

concern for safety can be used in order to 
probe deeper into community relations and 
to answer the question of how Boaters saw 
themselves in relation to (and were seen in 
relation to) sedentary outsiders. Such a 
route of analysis is, I argue, a step towards 
Goldstein’s proposed “critical anthropology 
of security” (2010: 492), which focuses upon 
the security concerns on a small-scale emic 
level, rather than concentrating upon the 
security discourse employed by nation-
states. 
 Security was one of the prime 
shaping forces by which groups of Boaters 
imagined themselves as a community. 
Security and issues of personal safety were 
center-pieces of discussion and action; they 
had a prime position within the flow of the 
“towpath telegraph”; they were a 
constitutive part and a focus of attention 
within the online spaces of the Boater’s 
world (the Facebook pages and Listservs), 
which helped keep boat-dwellers together 
across distances beyond which it would be 
easy to atomize and to lose a sense of being 
a part of a connected entity or group. This 
central concern was affective as the more 
traditional facets of community cohesion in 
my field-site, such as overtly ‘positive’ 
gestures as gift giving, the sharing of 
practical skills and knowledge, and the 
communitas (Turner: 2011[1969]) of 
summertime barbecues and parties. I have 
argued here that it would do a disservice to 
the emic reality of my field-site not to 
attempt to build Golstein’s proposed new 
“critical anthropology of security” under 
such circumstances. The preceding paper 
has demonstrated how such an analysis may 
be presented, including how security 
concerns can be a prime factor in the 
creation and maintenance of communities 
and yet can reveal tensions and schisms 
within the community. Such a focus upon 
personal security and safety as a 
constituting factor is, I argue, especially 
important when dealing with mobile or 
otherwise marginalized groups within 
society, groups that were likely to be 
prevented from approaching the state in 
order to secure their well-being and safety. 
For such groups, the state may itself be a 
factor of great risk and potential conflict 



Student Anthropologist  |  Volume 4  |  Issue 1  |  2014 16

within their lives, or merely an entity at 
such a distance as to be almost unreachable. 
In such cases, a new anthropology of 
security should draw upon theories of 
citizen/state relations and of community 
formation and organization in order to 
produce nuanced findings which accurately 
reflect ethnographic reality. 
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