
All Aboard! 
A Case Study of Movement and Mobility in Northern Paraguay 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Danny Mulder 



 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This masterthesis is submitted for the completion of the Master ‘Culturele 

Antropologie: Multiculturalisme in vergelijkend perspectief’ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Danny Mulder 

0364002 

D.mulder1@students.uu.nl 

Mentor: Yvon van der Pijl 

November 2008 

University of Utrecht 

 

 

 



 3 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“[I]f we think, after all, that the boat is a floating 

piece of space, a place without a place, that 

exists by itself, that is closed in on itself and at 

the same time is given over to the infinity of the 

sea and that, from port to port, from tack to tack, 

from brothel to brothel, it goes as far as the 

colonies in search of the most precious treasures 

they conceal in their gardens, you will 

understand why the boat has not only been for 

our civilization, from the 16th century until the 

present, the great instrument of economic 

development…but has been simultaneously the 

greatest reserve of the imagination. The ship is 

the heterotopia [other place] par excellence. In 

civilizations without boats, dreams dry up, 

espionage takes the place of adventure, and the 

police take the place of pirates.” 

 

(Foucault cited in Hetherington & Munro 1997: 185) 
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Chapter 1 : 

Introduction 

 
 
“I am on the move, I have always been on the move, like my father before me […] I 

love the traveling, I make good money with it and it makes my life exciting.” 

Medina1                           

 
With a content smile on his face, Medina tells me about his mobile life while we stand 

on the outer deck of the boat on which he makes his money as an administrator. This 

relatively small boat traverses the waters of the Paraguay River, in the identically 

named country of Paraguay, South America. His experience with travel and 

movement are familiar to me.  I recognize the desire to travel, the feeling of 

excitement that comes with it and I know several people that lead mobile lives, 

sometimes across borders, who make good money thanks to this mobility.  

Movement, mobility and travel, these are all common terms in the contemporary 

postmodern world. Technological developments in the area of transportation and 

communication have given a great part of the world’s population the experience of a 

shrinking global space. As a result of these developments, many people are able to 

be less locally orientated and their playground expands to global proportions. 

Denominated globalization, this process puts its stamp on the organization of many 

societies today.  As national borders ‘dissolve’ and space is faster and more easily 

traversable, we experience a world that is more and more in motion. In a literal sense 

this means that we travel more, we work abroad, businesses go overseas, 

consuming-markets are sought in distant places and politics become increasingly 

supranational. In this postmodern world, mobility seems to equal opportunity as 

space loses its constraining quality, though not for everyone. Like Bauman (1998: 88) 

states:  

 

“For the first world, the world of the globally mobile, the space has lost 

its constraining quality and is easily traversed in both its ‘real’ and 

‘virtual’ renditions. For the second world, the world of the ‘locally tied’, of 

those barred from moving and thus bound to bear passively whatever 

change may be visited on the locality they are tied to, the real space is 

fast closing up.”  

 

                                                 
1
 Interview with Medina 07-03-09. 
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Like Bauman, many social theorists argue that (global) mobility is a highly 

differentiated and differentiating phenomenon (Frändberg 2008). According to these 

scholars, global mobility lays bare a contrasting world of ‘globals’ and ‘locals’: the 

ones who move through the world and those who see the world moving by (Bauman 

1998). But what exactly does this mean? If movement does not transcend national 

borders, if it lacks the possibility (or ambition) to penetrate the globe, mobility 

becomes a form of fixity? Movement has no real meaning if it has no global 

aspirations? In her essay ‘The Global Situation', Tsing (2008) critiques this 

imagination of a global era: a time in which no units or scales count for much except 

the globe. According to Tsing, while supposed features of globalization have too 

easily been endorsed by the social sciences, these disciplines have found 

themselves stuck in a globalist framework in which specificities are more easily 

erased to “to create a misleading portrait of a single global future” (78). The 

interpretation of mobility described earlier, is an apposite example of such 

hegemonic thinking of global processes. 

With this thesis I want to provide a nuance in mobility thinking. I will show how 

movement can have meaning in a local context as well and how local actors in 

motion are not passive and fixed subjects, but rather dynamic and active individuals. 

I will do this through a case study of a passenger/cargo boat in Paraguay, South 

America. This wooden boat, which floats the Paraguay River from the centre of the 

country to the north, embodies the mobility of an intranational moving group of 

people. As a microcosmos characterized by local movement, human interaction and 

opportunity-pursuit, this boat can also be seen as a metaphor of mobility through 

which I will ventilate the critique on the hegemonic thinking of global processes. To 

answer the question of what the movement of the actors on this boat comprehends, I 

will give a thorough consideration of the experiences with movement of the boat’s 

workers and passengers and synthesize them with contemporary literature on travel 

and movement. Especially Löfgren’s (2002) account of people’s experiences with 

border crossings provides an important insight in my respondents’ world of 

movement. Though great part of mobility literature has its focus on global, far 

stretching movement, we will see that it often keeps its analytical power when used 

in the local context of my research, strengthening the argument that a fixation on the 

global downplays the meaning of local processes. As mobility discourse makes great 

use of metaphorical language in their accounts of mobile people and the space they 

move through, I pose the question in this thesis how valid contemporary 

metaphorical notions of mobility are, in relation to my population of research: those 

who are supposedly ‘bound to stay’. As  movement shapes the experience of place 
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and belonging (e.g. Hannerz 2002; Espiritu 2003), I will consider the notion of home 

and belonging of the boat’s workers through the question of how these notions play a 

part in their everyday life of movement. Their flexible way of dealing with these 

notions, illustrates how greatly movement is incorporated in their everyday lives, 

even greater than in those of many of the supposed ‘first-world globals’. 

 

1.1 Methods 

 

My research was conducted from February until May 2009 in Paraguay, South-

America. During this time I have made five roundtrips of five and a half days on the 

same cargo/passenger boat that sails from the city of Concepcion until the northern 

village Bahia Negra and back (figure 2.1). My population of research consisted of the 

marketsales(wo)men and boat employees (cook, mechanics, captains, etc.) that 

populate the boat, as well as the various passengers for whom the boat forms an 

important part of everyday life. In chapter 3.1 I give a thorough consideration of this 

population.  

Sheller and Urry (2005) have stressed the need for research methods to be ‘on the 

move’ when concerned with mobility and movement. In their article ‘The New 

Mobilities Paradigm’ they acknowledge an emerging form of ‘mobile ethno-graphy’, 

which involves participation in patterns of movement while conducting ethnographic 

research. In order to understand all that comprehends the movement of my research 

population, I have used such form of mobile ethnography by actively engaging in the 

movement of my respondents.  By participating in their travelling, I was able to better 

understand the emotions accompanying their journey and it expanded the 

opportunity to rely on observation as a research method.  

In this role of participant-observer I have combined formal interviews with informal 

conversations. I have done formal interviews with fourteen of the boat-workers 

varying from marketsales(wo)men to the people working for the boat’s owner 

(captains, mechanics, loading boys, cook, etc., see chapter 3.1).  I have used the 

information gathered in these interviews as pointers for the extensive informal 

conversations I had with the boat-workers. As research topics were often personal, 

these informal conversations have proven to be of crucial importance for collecting 

in-depth accounts  of the mobile life of my informants. Among the boat’s passengers 

I have mainly used informal conversation for the collection of data, as their presence 

on the boat was temporary and opportunities of undisturbed interviewing were 

minimal. Though not having focused explicitly on people’s life stories,  I have gained 

great insight in their life histories through the lengthy conversations I had with them.  
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During the entire stay on the boat, I have made great use of observation. By 

watching the people on the boat dealing with the boat space, looking how 

interactions  took place and what the activity at the different ports consisted of, I was 

able to develop a self constructed image of what the movement on the boat 

comprehended. Though I acknowledge the subjectivity of such observations, caused 

by my personal interpretations of behaviour, I also want to stress the fact that it at the 

same time contributes to a nuance of the data collected through interviews and 

conversations. Collected stories of one’s life, opportunities, motives and emotions 

might be subject to romanticizing or exaggeration. Triangulating research methods 

can, at least to some extent, provide the researcher with the possibility of making 

better judgements in the validity of his collected research-data.    

 

1.2 Thesis outline 

 

In chapter two I consider some national characteristics of the country Paraguay and 

some important regional features of the area in which I conducted my research. As 

they provide an indispensable contextual framework for this thesis, I will briefly 

expand on the country’s economic condition, the populational composition of the 

area of research and some of the area’s ecological features.  

In chapter three I give a thorough consideration of my population of research. 

Subsequently I will show how their experience of movement resembles that of 

people’s experiences with the more global act of  crossing of borders. Furthermore I 

will look upon the way they create opportunity by making use of the boat’s 

movement. In chapter four I will consider the postmodern metaphorical discourse on 

mobile people and space in relation to my population of research. I will take a look at 

their validity and  to their usefulness in describing my respondents movement.  In 

chapter five I will expand on the way their movement shapes their notion of home 

and belonging. I will approach both notions as blank slates which will be given 

meaning through the consideration of the boat-people’s ideas on what constitutes 

home and belonging for them. In the last chapter I will conclude my findings in a final 

statement.  
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Chapter 2: 

Contextual Framework 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Figure 2.1 Map of  Paraguay, with the yellow line marking the Paraguay River.  
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2.1  Paraguay: some national statistics.  

 

Though geographically a little bigger than Germany, Paraguay only inhabits 6,6 

million people inside its borders2. The main reason for the country being so sparsely 

populated, is the  fact that the entire area west of the River Paraguay -more than half 

the country- consists of thick jungle, difficult to penetrate and thus to settle in. I will go 

into this a little deeper later on in this chapter. Of these 6.6 million people, 95 percent 

is of mixed European and American Indian ancestry, with only around 5 percent 

being of original indigenous descent3. What is surprising then, is the fact that in 1989, 

the Paraguayan government gave an indigenous language the status of official 

second language, next to Spanish; Guaraní. Though there are only a few people who 

master Guaraní in its pure forms4, the mixture of it with Spanish (Jopará) is spoken 

by approximately 88 percent of Paraguay’s population and is an important element of 

national identity, which explains its contemporary official status (Mortimer 2006). 

During my research I have had multiple occasions where people wanted to teach me 

Guaraní or examine my knowledge of the language, which for me demonstrated a 

certain language pride. Amongst themselves, practically all the people on the boat 

spoke Jopará, though the majority could speak Spanish. This often caused some 

communicative confusion because I and other international passengers as well – 

about whom I will tell later in this chapter – were unable to grasp this unfamiliar 

tongue. It also seemed to emphasize the distinction between locals and strangers on 

this small boat floating on Paraguayan waters.  

The Guaraní are not the only indigenous group in Paraguay. Its indigenous 

population has been classified into twenty ethnic groups, with more than half of them 

living West of the River Paraguay. Indigenous life in this country is often marked by 

extreme poverty, due to lack of landownership (Stidsen 2007). In figure 2.2 on the 

next page we can see three ethnic groups living in close proximity to the northern 

part of the River Paraguay, my location of research. These are the Toba, Ayoreo and 

Chamacoco, and although I have met people of all three indigenous groups on the 

boat, it were mostly Chamacoco who used the boat’s services, due to the fact that 

their communities resided further north. In the next chapter I will go into more detail 

on this indigenous group in relation to my research. The next subparagraph will give 

a brief overview of Paraguay’s economic history and current economic situation. 

                                                 
2
 Paraguay. World Almanac & Book of Facts, 2008. 

3
 Paraguay. World Almanac & Book of Facts, 2008. 

4
 The Guaraní languages are a group of 10 languages in the Tupí-Guaraní language subfamily (Lemle 

1971). 
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  Figure 2.2  The geographical division of Paraguay’s different 

  ethnical communities (Vinding 2003) 

 

 

2.2 Paraguay: an overview of its economic situation.  

 
 
“In Paraguay there are not a lot of job-opportunities, but when you have a family you 

have to find a way to feed them.” 

 Carlos5 

 

“In Asuncion, where I live, it is hard to find a job. That’s why I am  traveling half the 

country; to find work so I can provide for my family.”  

Antonio6 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
5
 Interview with Carlos 13-02-09. 

6
 Conversation with Antonio 17-03-09. 
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“I am a construction worker, but it is hard to find work in this sector in the city Ilive in 

(Concepcion). I found a construction job all the way up north in Paraguay, so I am 

traveling now with the boat to get there.” 

 Ricardo7 

 

 

Paraguay’s economic history is a story of fluctuation; one of steady growth and great 

stagnation. The first great economic change in the country was brought about by  

‘The War of the Triple Alliance’ (1865-70), unleashed by Paraguay’s dictatorial leader 

of that time, against Brazil, Argentina and Uruguay. Not only did hundreds of 

thousands of Paraguay men die in the war, Paraguay also lost a lot of economic 

resources which where either employed in or destroyed by the war effort. They also 

had to sell large areas of land to foreigners to pay off their war debt.  After a period of 

steady economic recovery, Paraguay again entered in a war, this time against its 

neighbor Bolivia. The war, known as the ‘Chaco War’, lasted from 1932 until 1935 

and again resulted in extensive loss of human life and therefore a significant part of 

Paraguay’s workforce. In the years to come, Paraguay saw some steady growth and 

even ten years of more rapid economical improvement, due to national and 

international developments, such as the start of a hydro-electric dam-project8 and 

high soya bean and cotton prices, Paraguay’s main cash crops. Much of Paraguay's 

rural population, however, missed out on the economic development. The following 

years again showed the instability of Paraguay’s economy, with periods of growth 

interchanged by those of stagnation (Hanratty & Meditz 1988). 

At today’s time, Paraguay is considered South-America’s second poorest country9. 

Its market economy is marked by a great informal sector though, which makes 

accurate economical measures hard to obtain and current economical statistics 

incomplete10. In the beginning of this paragraph I have used quotes of Carlos, one of 

the boat’s marketsalesmen, and of Antonio and Ricardo, both construction workers. 

These quotes show that work apparently is not abundant in Paraguay and some 

people have to take initiative and leave the locality in search for a means of income, 

whether that is in the informal sector or through formal jobs. Actually, the majority of 

the boat’s passengers had economic motives for boarding and was on the move with 

the objective to work.  

                                                 
7
 Conversation with Ricardo  03-03-09. 

8
 This dam, called Itaipu-dam was finished in 1982 and was a binational undertaking run by Brazil and 

Paraguay at the Paraná river on the border section between the two countries. 
9   Based on Human Development report 2008. 
10 CIA World Factbook 2008. 
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With a small industrial sector (17%), Paraguay’s formal economy mainly consists of 

services (52%) and agriculture (31%). The informal economy is characterized by 

illegal trade with neighboring countries, centered in ‘Ciudad del Este’, a border town 

with Brazil (Connely et al. 1995). Furthermore, the thousands of micro enterprises 

and urban street vendors all over Paraguay embody informal ways of income making 

for those unable or unwilling to participate in the registered workforce11. This 

widespread informal activity, a reality in entire Latin-America (Kruijt et al 2002), is 

evident everywhere in Paraguay, from the food- and clothing stalls on the street 

corners to the dozens of home-run car and motor repair shops in every village and 

city. On the boat on which I conducted my research, the entire lower deck was 

dedicated to informal moneymaking through food and clothing stalls and stacked up 

goods meant as commodities for unregistered trade along the Paraguay River. 

 

2.3 Paraguay: Alto Paraguay province 

 

When we look at figure 2.1, we can see the River Paraguay dividing Paraguay in two. 

Though the entire area west of this river covers approximately sixty percent of 

Paraguay’s surface, only around ten percent of its inhabitants are located here. This 

Western part of the country is called the ‘Chaco’, but is also referred to as ‘el infierno 

verde’ or ‘the green hell’, for its extremely hot and dry climate and its thorny and 

mosquito-infested character. The greater part of the Chaco region is covered with 

marshes, lagoons, dense forests, and jungles and except for the Trans-Chaco 

highway (indicated as ‘main road’ in figure 2.1), there is practically no real 

infrastructure in this sparsely populated area. As a result, mainly for the people in the 

Alto-Paraguay province (figure 2.1), the river Paraguay is an important transport 

route in this quite impenetrable area. While my research focuses on a boat going 

north from Concepcion until Bahia Negra (figure 2.1), I want to consider here some 

relevant aspects of the Alto Paraguay province, where the boat has his first stops. 

 

Alto Paraguay: the Pantanal 

 

Alto Paraguay’s capitol Fuerte Olimpo (figure 2.1) is also known as ‘la puerta de 

entrada al Pantanal’ (the entrance gate to the Pantanal). When the boat leaves the 

port of Fuerte Olimpo and flows further north, you can clearly see this is quite a 

                                                 
11 CIA World Factbook 2008. 



 15 

suitable nickname; the quantity of camalotes12 becomes significantly larger and the 

banks of the River Paraguay seem notably greener. Both are scenic characteristics 

of the Pantanal; the world’s largest tropical wetland, located mostly in Brasil, but 

extended into portions of Paraguay and Bolivia (Hamilton et al 1997). On the 

Paraguayan side, the Pantanal is only a thin stroke around the River Paraguay, 

stretching from Fuerte Olimpo until Bahia Negra, close to the border with Bolivia and 

Brasil. The Pantanal has abundant wildlife and is therefore partly turned into a 

National Park called ‘Parque Tres Gigantes’, located a little north from Bahia Negra, 

close to the Bolivian border.  

 

Alto Paraguay: international residents 

 

As we can see on figure 2.1, Alto Paraguay is part of the before mentioned Chaco. 

The province is said to have quite fertile land, but much of it is still undeveloped, 

keeping land prices relatively low. On top of that, the area has no decent 

infrastructure other than dirt-roads that are inaccessible most of the time due to bad 

maintenance and rainfall. Nevertheless there are some foreign investors who have 

exploited the ground’s potential. During my trips over the River Paraguay, I have 

spoken to several Brazilian landowners who had property along the banks of this 

river on Paraguayan soil. They were attracted by the low price of land and were 

mostly involved in cattle farming. I will expand on them more in the next chapter.  

Another, more remarkable foreign landowner in Alto Paraguay, around the River 

Paraguay, is Reverend Sun Myung Moon, leader of the Unification Church, and his 

followers13. In the year 2000 they bought more than 400.000 hectares of land in and 

around the port city of Puerto Casado, from another international; the Argentine 

Casado company14. During my research on the boat I have learned that the ‘Moonies’ 

– the way followers of Moon are popularly referred to-- had purchased more 

stretches of land around the River Paraguay, in the port city Puerto Leda, Alto 

Paraguay’s capitol Fuerte Olimpo and in the northern Pantanal area. Several people 

I’ve spoken to during my research on the boat were earning their income working in 

one of the Korean colonies.  

 

 

 

                                                 
12

 A type of floating plant, abundant in the Pantanal.  
13

 A cult originated in Korea with Reverend Sun Myung Moon as cult leader (The Economist 2005). 
14

 The Economist 2005 
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Chapter 3: 

In transit on the river Paraguay 

 

3.1 The Aquidaban; introducing the boat  

 

Standing on shore, I watch the tremendous activity going on in front of me. All of it is 

centered on this relatively small blue and white boat lying in the port of Concepcion, 

ready for take off in a few hours. On its side it’s written ‘Aquidaban’  in big black 

letters, a name borrowed from that of a side-river from the main River Paraguay, 

famous for being the resting place of one of the most notorious presidents in 

Paraguayan history, Fransisco Solano Lopez15, located somewhere along its shore. 

Like ants carrying their loot in and out of the nest, I see dozens of people walking up 

and down the plank that connects the boat to the mainland, carrying boxes on board, 

contributing to the enormous piles of cargo stacked on the outer deck. The type of 

cargo varies from furniture to medicine, boxes of fruits, huge bundles of sodas, 

limestone, livestock, bread, motorbikes, barbeques, clothes, electrical equipment 

such as microwaves, refrigerators and freezers, bicycles and a lot of cardboard 

boxes and bags from which one can only guess the substance. I carefully make my 

way on board and while evading the hard working carriers, I slowly shuffle towards a 

claustrophobic sized cabin on the upper deck; my accommodation for the next six 

days…  

 

The Aquidaban, its passengers, its employees and its marketsales(wo)men depart 

every Tuesday from Concepcion to make the trip north to Bahia Negra over the River 

Paraguay. The trip to Bahia Negra will take the Aquidaban three and a half days and 

another two and a half days to return to the city of Concepcion, both times covering a 

distance of about 400/450 kilometers. The return trip is a day shorter due to the 

stream of the River Paraguay going south, which makes the boat a little faster on its 

way back and because of less cargo coming and going off the boat. During its six day 

trip, the Aquidaban makes stops at all the bigger ports located around the River 

Paraguay, enabling people to load cargo on and off the boat and to let people come 

on board or to drop them off at their destination. The smaller places along the river 

are visited by a little motorboat attached to the vessel, which can carry a few 

passengers and some cargo. The boat fare depends on the distance traveled with a 

                                                 
15

 The president of Paraguay from 1862 until his death in 1870, famous for starting the Triple Alliance 

war (1864/65-1870). 
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maximum of 100.000 Guaraní (approximately fifteen euros) for an entire one way trip, 

until the end stop at Bahia Negra.  

 

 

                  Photo 1: the stuffed outer deck. (Photography by Thomas Schmidt)  

 

The amount of passengers on the Aquidaban varies throughout the year. An 

important influential factor is simply the weather. As I have explained earlier, there is 

rather limited infrastructure in the whole northern Chaco area. Except for one main 

highway, the north is (only partially) linked together by poorly drivable dirt roads. 

During wet periods throughout summer, but even after heavy rainfall in whatever 

season, these roads are off limits for most vehicles, only allowing tractors to defy 

their surface. Though some bigger port cities have bus connections, sudden heavy 

rain can leave people stuck for days alongside the dirt road, or can result in the bus 

not leaving at all, making bus-travel very unreliable. Consequently, the boat is 

significantly busier when dirt road access is insecure. Another peak in the boat’s 

passenger numbers is during holidays, when most people in Paraguay want to spend 

their days in the company of relatives. For those with family living along the River 

Paraguay, catching the boat is then sometimes the only, sometimes the most 

sensible means of transportation.  

 

The boat-crew 

 

Next to all the passengers who go on board and whose composition changes at 

every reached port, the Aquidaban inhabits a steady crew of fourteen people who are 

on the boat-owner’s pay list. First of all, the boat has a cook who works together with 

an assistant. They are responsible for breakfast, lunch and dinner and sell beer, 
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soda’s and ice, the latter being used for the national drink called Terrere16. All is sold 

at a little counter attached to a small kitchen on the upper deck. Next to that they are 

responsible for renting out the sleeping cabins (camarotes) and hammocks which are 

to be found on the upper deck as well. Another five people, mostly young guys 

between the age of sixteen and twenty-four, are doing the more physical work such 

as helping to load and unload heavy cargo, tossing out the heavy gangway when a 

port is reached, driving the motorboat and cleaning the front deck. One guy is 

responsible for the registration of the cargo being brought on board and for the 

collection of money for the boat-tickets. Though the boat only needs one person to 

steer it, there are three captains on board, so that all can have sufficient rest and the 

boat is able to go on both day and night. Therefore they change shifts every six 

hours. There are two mechanics walking around, also working in six-hour shifts. They 

are responsible for maintaining the oil level, for sufficient water to cool the engine and 

making sure that the boat’s tank has enough gasoline. When the boat is in 

Concepcion’s port waiting for the next trip, the mechanics spend one day on a 

thorough check-up of the boat’s mechanical parts. There is one more person on 

board who works for the boat’s owner in a more unofficial manner. He cleans the 

quarter-deck and the four toilets which are located there. In return, he gets free 

passage, both the outward journey and the way back. He eventually makes his real 

money selling foodstuff to a regular clientele he gathered along the River Paraguay. 

The entire crew is of Paraguayan origin and most of them have their house in the 

area’s biggest city Concepcion, though some come from the smaller villages 

alongside the river. I will elaborate more on this group of workers in the next 

paragraphs.  

 

The marketsales(wo)men 

 

While I walk through the inner deck of the Aquidaban, I imagine myself being in the 

smallest indoor market of the world. Sweet smells of fruit enter my nostrils, coming 

from the giant racemes of bananas and baskets of apples and oranges. There are 

clothes hanging from the ceiling next to giant sausages and strings of garlic. Huge 

boxes of potatoes, manioc, paprika, onions and tomatoes fill the centre of the inner 

deck, leaving only two small paths for walking. Empty spaces are filled up with 

baskets full of sweets, cookies and gum and boxes of soda, yoghurts and mineral 

                                                 
16

 A mix of cold water and special herbs being drunken through an iron straw with a filter, which keeps the herbs 

from ending up in the mouth. When money allows it, mineral water is used, but on the boat, the majority uses the 

water from the River Paraguay for their Terrere. 
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water kept cold with ice. There are bags of cigarettes for sale and little gadgets such 

as pencils, notebooks, lighters etc.   

 

This thorough usage of inner deck space is not for creating a delightful ambiance on 

the old wooden boat. These stacked goods are the livelihood of the thirteen mobile 

marketsales(wo)men who work on the inner deck selling their goods. Most of them 

work individually and the real work begins when the boat stops at a port, allowing 

people on board to pot food for a week, until the boat will arrive again. Their 

costumers are mainly individuals, buying food or clothes for the household, though 

sometimes bigger amounts of products are being fetched by landowners buying food 

for their entire staff. The different kioscos17 in the little port villages order their 

products directly from contacts in Concepcion, taking it from the outer deck 

themselves once the boat arrives at their port. They are not real competition for the 

marketsales(wo)men as they necessarily have to be more expensive due to the cost 

of transport. Another problem for these kioscos is the impossibility of keeping 

foodstuff edible for a week. Another part of the marketsales(wo)men’s clientele are 

the passengers on the boat, consuming sodas, cigarettes and food. The 

marketsales(wo)men have to pay for the passage, though they get a discount of 

55.000 Guarani (about eight euros) on a round-trip. Next to that, they have to pay for 

the goods they bring on board, paying a fee for every box and every bag they bring 

with them.  

  

 

                    Photo 2: the inner deck (photography by Thomas Schmidt) 
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 Little village-shops. 
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Passengers 

 

The major reason for traveling with the boat is work-related. The Chaco has a lot of 

enormous estancias18, especially near the River Paraguay, where water for irrigation 

is abundant and the transportation of workers more easy. For this reason a lot of the 

passengers on the boat are either returning home from working in the Chaco or are 

on their way to one of the estancias to stay there, sometimes for months, to work. 

Besides working in the Chaco, there are many other types of work too, for which the 

boat is indispensable. To name a few: I have met people on board responsible for the 

distribution of medicine to the little health-centers in the different villages along the 

river; I have talked to people working in construction in the port-villages; people 

buying in household appliances or other electrical equipment in Concepcion to sell in 

their own shops along the river; and repairmen who travel along the River Paraguay 

to repair electrical equipment. Though less openly, I have had conversations with 

prostitutes on board heading north to Bahia Negra to board a so-called empuje19, in 

order to make money from the workers on board.  

The members of the different indigenous communities in the north are also traveling 

to work on the land around the river Paraguay. As I have stated earlier, most of them 

are the northern living Chamacoco Indians. They do however have an important 

other reason as well for getting on the boat. During my research, I have spoken to 

several representatives of different Chamacoco communities. They were on their way 

to Paraguay’s capital Asuncion to attend national elections to choose the new 

Presidente de los Indios who represents Paraguay’s entire indigenous community. 

They all emphasized that without the boat, they wouldn’t be able to execute this right 

to vote. Occasionally, the boat has backpackers on board. Some are on their way to 

the Pantanal’s national park, some are trying to make their way into Brazil and others 

are just enjoying the experience of being on the boat.  

 

I have now explained the boat’s raison d’être through an account of those who tread 

upon its surface. I will continue with an account of how they experience this boat-

movement. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
18

 The Spanish word for ‘ranch’, mostly indicating a livestock estate. 
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 A huge cargo vessel that is pushed forwards with the help of a small push-boat. 
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3.2. In transit 

 

In the past, Paraguay often had its national borders wide open. First of all, due to two 

devastating wars, in which the majority of the male inhabitants of Paraguay died, 

foreign influx of men was stimulated by the government to level the country’s sex 

division. Furthermore, at the end of the nineteenth century, a group of approximately 

220 Australians colonists went off to Paraguay and founded ‘New Australia’ (Souter 

1991). Around the same time, the sister of the famous philosopher Friedrich 

Nietzsche had similar ideas and with her husband she too headed for Paraguay to 

start the colony ‘Nueva Germania’, that was supposed to be an Aryan settlement 

(Macintyre 1992). A while later, in 1927, a group of Anabaptists20 from Canada 

arrived and got permission from the Paraguayan government to inhabit part of the 

Chaco and live there. They immediately established the first Mennonite colony and in 

time, more Mennonites from different parts of the world arrived and the number of 

colonies grew (Stoesz, Stackley 1999). Others for whom Paraguay’s borders have 

been easily traversable, were groups of German Nazi’s (Gimlette 2004), and more 

recently the before-mentioned Moon followers and Brazilian landowners.  

Paraguay’s population is thus a quite colorful mix of mestizo Paraguayans, 

indigenous people and international residents with a Paraguayan residence permit. 

This diversity is mainly the result of extensive movement of people, long before the 

era of globalization was heralded. Wolf (1997) shows us, through an extensive 

account of the history of people’s movement, how the world has always been 

interconnected while people and groups of people have always been on the move, 

crossed borders and influenced each other. This is an important nuance, for in 

today’s postmodern world mobility and interconnectedness are quite directly linked to 

technical, economical and social changes that have brought forth the compression of 

time and space and the distanciation of time and space (Inda & Rosalda 2008).  

Harvey’s notion ‘time-space compression’ refers to how the speeding up of economic 

and social processes in combination with technological innovations has ‘shrunk’ the 

globe while time and distance have less constraining effect on the organization of 

human activity. Giddens’ notion of ‘time-space distanciaton’ points to the 

interconnection of the local and the global through the emergence of global 

communication and mass transportation. Thus, according to him, time and space are 

no longer strong barriers that keep local places isolated, while the overcoming of time 

and space reduces the hold of local environments over people’s lives. As a result, 
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according to Giddens, time-space distanciation has important implications for social 

relations between people (Inda & Rosalda 2008).  

Harvey’s and Giddens’ ideas show that interconnectedness and movement in today’s 

postmodern world have another dimension than the movement Wolf describes. I find 

it important, though, to keep in mind Wolf’s point that before these developments, 

people were also on the move and localities were sometimes influenced greatly by 

this movement. Although my population of research is undoubtedly and inevitably 

part of the globalized world, their entanglement in global processes and global 

movement is less profound than that of many of their Western fellow man. So, like 

Wolf focuses attention on the overlooked phenomenon of ‘pre-globalization’ 

movements, I want to address another often ignored mobility: local and intranational 

movements, of which only rural-urban national migration has been well attended to 

by scholars, mainly in the field of social geography, development studies and 

sociology (e.g. Brockerhoff & Eu; Fatemeh 2005). I will consider now the experiences 

of my research population with their ‘local’ movement.  

 

Experiencing ‘Elsewhereland’ 

 

“Every time again when we float up north on this boat, it feels to me like I am heading 

into a different world; different landscapes, different people, different lives, such as 

your European life. The boat is a strange meeting point of different people.” 

Medina21 

 

When taken literally, a ‘border’ comprehends the lines that make up the national 

territory. As Löfgren (2002) shows through a sketch of the historical evolution of the 

Swedish-Danish border, borders have grown increasingly nationalized by the 

introduction of passports and heavy border control. Borders then seem to be national 

projects of setting markers to indicate what territory, and more importantly, what’s 

inside that territory, belongs to the nation. Border crossings are thus a transgression 

of the national and the act of crossing can therefore be a fascinating and exciting 

experience while we then seem to enter a world of otherness (Löfgren 2002). Löfgren 

also describes border crossings by boat in the context of his research: 

 

“Even if life (or licensing laws) in Copenhagen and Malmö were (at 

some level) identical, the border crossing by boat would still work as a 
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ritual of transformation, producing a readiness for Otherness, a journey 

into Elsewhereland.” (Löfgren 2002:262) 

 

 
Medina’s words, quoted at the beginning of this subparagraph, express quite a 

similar feeling. Though the 32-year old administrator of the boat has made the 

journey back and forth for hundreds of times during the four years he has been 

working on the vessel, for him it still feels like the boat and the space it moves 

through, is a different world; some sort of ‘Elsewhereland’. Also many passengers I 

have spoken to on the boat admit having some form of fascination for the boat travel. 

One day, Julia, a 41-year old owner of a small farm in northern Paraguay, told me 

that though weather allowed her to use her jeep to get to her destination alongside 

the Paraguay River, she nevertheless preferred to take the boat to get there, even 

though it increased her travel time tenfold22. Her explanation was simply that she 

loves the interaction on the boat, the scenery she comes across and the tranquility of 

being off land, floating on water. Many others have emphasized the feeling of 

sereneness associated with being in transit on the calm waters of the river, 

surrounded by green landscapes. They seem to experience the boat as a sort of 

liminal space. Liminal space refers to the term liminality, that was first introduced by 

Arnold van Gennep (1909) and expanded by Victor Turner (1969). Like they used the 

term to refer to the intermediate phase in a rite of passage (transition ritual), the 

liminal phase of the people on the boat also signifies a period of transition. Most 

passengers on the boat seem to be in transit. They are either leaving their house in 

order to get to their job, or they are leaving their work to return back to their house 

and family. For most people, the boat thus seems to function as the ritual of 

transformation Löfgren was talking about: it symbolizes a transitional space in which 

they are temporarily betwixt and between, where they are getting ready for being 

elsewhere and among other people. Like I have stated before, many people on the 

boat experience a feeling of sereneness, most enjoy the tranquil boat travel. For a 

little while they are able to escape structured life. Juan, a young policeman on his 

way to work, told me that he didn’t mind being on the boat23: 

 

 The trip is quite long, but when I am on the boat I can relax for two days while 

  I don’t have to work yet.”  
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Though most people on the boat do not really know each other, I have experienced a 

great sense of connectedness between the people on board. While passing on a cup 

of Terrere by day or a can of beer at night, people who have never met before are 

exchanging stories, laughing together and making chit-chat. José,  a 40-year old 

electrical engineer working in one of the Korean colonies, told me24:  

 

“Though I am traveling alone, I always meet people on the boat to 

communicate with. Almost everybody is nice with each other, we are all 

stuck on the boat.” 

 

There thus seems to develop a strong form of comradeship between those on the 

boat. We can explain this phenomenon by considering Turner’s idea that liminality 

should not only be understood as a form of transition, but also a potentiality to 

establish an alternative social structure (Turner 1969). According to Turner, liminality 

offers an escape from the current structures of society, or at least from one’s place in 

it. It brings about the development of a community and group of equals, which he 

calls communitas “a liminal phenomenon, consisting of a blend of humility and 

comradeship” (Turner, cited in Daley 1990: 71). As the people on the boat are 

outside of the normal daily structures of society, they tend to develop an alternative 

social structure on the boat through friendship and equality. 

 

Where van Gennep (1909) thinks of liminality as only a threshold (‘limen’ is Latin for 

threshold), Turner also sees it as a place of habitation, as the liminal “moment” can 

turn into a more permanent condition (Sirias 2001). Next to the passengers, the boat 

inhabits a population of more perennial travelers, i.e. the boat’s workers and 

marketsales(wo)men I have mentioned earlier. They mostly stay on board and 

execute their daily tasks on the little wooden boat they have grown familiar with. 

Every week again, this group of 27 people is on the move between two little spots on 

the Paraguayan map, neither of them their ending point, while the boat has no 

intention of anchoring permanently. They seem to be in constant transition, from the 

moment they have decided to board and make the boat the space for earning their 

livelihood. Personal experiences of the boat life from these boat people underscore 

to some extent the liminal character of their specific condition. As I have stated 

earlier, Medina experiences a world on the boat that deviates from the world he knew 

and every time again when he boards, he crosses that threshold into elsewhere. For 
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Isidora, a 34-year old marketsales-woman, the boat provides an escape from her 

monotonous life of working and the lack of freedom she felt she had25: 

 

“I really love it here (on the boat). I really love the freedom I have, I have 

no obligations. I can sleep when I want and get up when I want, as long 

as we are not at a port. I do not work for a boss that forces me to work 

when I’m sick for example.” 

 

Alberto, one of the boat’s mechanics, emphasizes the sense of communitas he 

experiences on the boat26: 

 

 “I like the fact that you get to meet a lot of people, there is a lot of 

friendship here on board. You extend your circle of friends and while I’m 

practically always on this boat, for me that’s very important. All the 

people who work here are like my family.” 

 

 

 

 

 

              Photo 3: three passengers sharing a cup of terrere on the boat 

             (Photography by Thomas Schmidt) 
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 Interview with Alberto 19-03-09. 
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3.3 Following opportunities 

 

“When this boat started to come to Bahia Negra regularly about twenty years ago, I 

was finally able to leave the town more easily and see the rest of the country. I was 

able to have better jobs and make more money. My world got a little bit bigger.” 

José27 

 

 

As the words of the 43-year old José illustrate, the boat has the ability to pull people 

out of their locality. Especially the villages situated more north of the River Paraguay 

were quite bounded to the local when the river transportation was not yet there. The 

older passengers I have spoken to on the boat who had experienced pre-boat times, 

all emphasized that their villages had to be more self-sufficient in the past, while 

movement and transportation were focused on little self-made boats, on which only 

small distances could be covered. Since the first arrival of the boat, they have 

experienced an expansion of opportunities, even though they are not always 

satisfied with the amount of work available or the money they make with it. Like the 

53-year old electrical mechanic Fernando told me28: 

 

“Before the boat, I only worked in my village and some places close by. 

Sometimes people even paid me with food [...] I still do not make a lot of 

money, but I have established different clients along the River 

Paraguay, so my income is quite stable now.” 

 

Younger people are also conscious of the fact that the boat enhances their 

opportunities. Manuela, a 24-year old Chamacoco woman and mother of two little 

girls, works as a cook in one of the Moon colonies. She said to me29: 

 

“I would not know how I would be able to have enough money for my 

family if the boat was not there. There is not really work for me in my 

village [...] I now work for two weeks with the Koreans and go back to 

my village for two weeks. I always use the boat to go there and back.” 
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It is not just the people in the villages along the River Paraguay who take advantage 

of the boat to increase their economic chances. Like I have stated in the previous 

chapter, work is scarce in the entire country of Paraguay. For this reason, people 

from different parts of Paraguay head off to Concepcion and take the boat in order to 

get to the different estancias in the Chaco, which provide work for many. The Moon 

colonies are quite rich and different building projects in these colonies have attracted 

numerous construction workers from as far as Asuncion to go and work over there. 

The 30 year old Asunceño30 Pablo and his two brothers in law were on their way with 

the boat to work on the construction of a tourist hotel in one of the Moon colonies, 

Pablo said to me31: 

 

“It is crazy! Even in the capital of Asuncion there is no work for us [...] I 

have already done multiple construction jobs here along the river, this 

time I brought my wife’s brothers along, because they can’t find work 

either. It is their first time on the boat.” 

 

The boat enhances opportunities in other ways too. As considered earlier in this 

paragraph, the representatives of the remotely living Chamacoco use the boat to get 

to Asuncion in order to execute their political right to vote for the Presidente de los 

Indios. This president serves as a representative of Paraguay’s entire indigenous 

population. The entire Chamacoco population is divided into different communities, 

all situated in the north of Paraguay (see figure 2.2). Every community has its own 

representative and even though the Paraguayan State compensates part of the 

transportation costs, getting to Asuncion is considered their own responsibility. Three 

representatives I have spoken to during my research emphasized that they are 

dependent on the boat to be able to go and vote in Paraguay’s capital. They also 

emphasized that through the boat, the different communities can stay in better 

contact and organize themselves better as a collective.  

Thus, for many people, this boat floating through Northern Paraguay enlarges the 

space to maneuver, to seize opportunities. It offers them better chances 

economically, socially and politically. Through their pursuit of opportunities, by being 

on the move for clear reasons, they oppose boundedness by crossing the barriers 

that bound them. Clearly, the fixity and boundedness that Bauman and other 

scholars on mobility ascribe to non-global travelers, does not hold in the case of the 

local moving people on the boat. 
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3.4 Reflection 

 

In this chapter I have introduced the boat’s actors: the ones for whom the boat lies at 

the base of their movement.  I have argued that the boat can be seen as a liminal 

space: a site of transition; fascination; excitement; and of alternative social structure 

(anti-structure (Turner 1969)), for the people on it. To interpret the experiences of 

movement of the people on the boat, I have used Löfgren’s (2002) account of a more 

global mobility: movement over national borders. I have shown that his 

considerations of the experiences of border crossing movement fit well with what 

comprehends the movement of the intranational moving people on the boat. Through 

this comparison I have wanted to show that this local movement can lead to similar 

feelings and experiences as that of global movement, experiences that have more to 

do with flexibility and opportunity than with fixity and passiveness.  

We have seen in this chapter that the boat is like a microcosmos, characterized by 

local movement, human interaction and the pursuit of opportunity. Nearly all the 

actions of and experiences with movement of those on the boat, are set in motion by 

the simple presence of this only passenger boat that sails through northern 

Paraguay. The boat can thus be seen as the metaphor of their mobility. Metaphors of 

mobility have been widely used by scholars to explain the postmodern world of 

movement. In the next chapter I will therefore explore some generally used 

postmodern metaphors of mobility and apply them to the local moving boat people, in 

order to look upon the validity of these metaphorical notions. This account  will  

illustrate my point made in the introduction of this thesis, that the thinking of mobile 

peoples by scholars on mobility, originates from a too static globalist viewpoint. As 

the boat in Paraguay can be seen as the symbol of the mobility of its passengers, I 

will also take a closer look at the boat as a metaphor of mobility.  
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Chapter 4:  

Imagining the ‘mobile’  

 

“Poets use metaphors to help us see and feel…A metaphor is not an ornament. It is 

an organ of perception. Through metaphors, we see the world as one thing or 

another.” 

 (Postman cited in Zilber 2004) 

 

In today’s popular perception of the postmodern world, boundedness and fixity seem 

to have been exchanged for movement and mobility. To consider and comprehend 

this movement and everything it encompasses, scholars have used many metaphors 

to describe those on the move and the nature of this movement. Traveler, tourist, 

pilgrim, nomad and migrant are but a few of the denominations evolved out of the 

imagination of those seeking to describe how and why people are on the move 

(Bauman 1998; Cresswell 1997; Clifford 1992). Spatial entities such as a hotel lobby, 

motel and airport lounge have been used by scholars to metaphorically consider the 

nature of contemporary mobile life (Urry 1999; Galloway 2002). In this chapter I will 

explore the most extensively used metaphors in postmodern mobility literature: the 

nomad, tourist and the vagabond, and consider them in relation to the people on the 

boat. These metaphors implicate a way of looking upon mobility, and I will argue that 

these metaphorical notions of postmodern, moving persons have been constructed 

out of a globalist perspective on mobility. As their reasons for boarding shed light on 

what the movement of the people on the boat symbolizes, I will first give an account 

of their motives for getting on the boat and take a closer and more concrete look at 

what this movement provides them.  

 

4.1 metaphors of mobility 

 

In the previous chapter, I have already stated that most people on the boat make use 

of its movement in order to be able to work or return to their family after work. The 

boat’s workers and marketsales(wo)men have a more direct economic relationship 

with the boat, as its movement is their economic opportunity instead of it being a 

means to follow it. Many of those aboard thus bridge distance with the motive of 

making money. The places their mobility brings them are generally visited for an 

extended period of time, while most types of work have a lengthy character 

(seasonal work on the land, long-term building projects). It is important to note here 
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that even though job-opportunities are few in the villages around the River Paraguay, 

not all commuters are driven by a direct economic necessity. For some, traveling 

means a better or more challenging job. The people working on the boat are also 

traveling space to make money, though their dwelling is more permanent while it is 

intertwined with their constant movement; the more definite state of being in transit I 

have spoken of earlier. 

Without downplaying the economic motive for boat traveling, it must be stated that it 

is not the only factor that brings people aboard. Excitement, or more concretely, an 

escape out of the locality, is another factor facilitating movement in Paraguay’s 

northern area. In the previous chapter I have considered Isidora’s desire to escape 

her monotonous life in Concepcion and how boarding the boat as a 

marketsaleswoman eventually provided her with the freedom and excitement she 

sought. Alberto, the boat’s mechanic, grew bored of his former job in the navy and 

sought something more exciting to make his money, even though his former 

employer paid him a good salary. He experiences the boat as a great social space in 

which he gets to meet a lot of new people. My own experiences during the many 

trips I have made with the boat, taught me that it’s not solely a place where people 

await their arrival at their work station. Often, the atmosphere is one of cheerfulness 

and excitement, of fellowship and laughter. Some of these emotions can be 

attributed to the particular context of the boat, which can be compared with what 

Löfgren (2002) states in view of his consideration of traveling over the Ocean gap 

between Denmark and Sweden: 

 

‘‘The actual mode of transportation, casting away from land, sailing out 

into the blue has helped to produce a feeling of excitement and 

liberation. Even if the crossing only took one and a half hours by 

steamer (or 45 min today), a space and time of liminality was created.’’ 

(2002:14) 

 

The fellowship felt among those on the boat fit well in Turner’s idea of the 

development of communitas in liminal contexts, which I have considered earlier; in 

their state of being between family and work, those on the boat fill the temporary 

absence of social structure with a coherence based on comradeship and equality 

(anti-structure) (Turner 1969). For the people working on the boat, the more 

permanent state of being in transit explains their often experienced feelings of 

freedom and friendship, while they find themselves in relationships of communitas for 

an extended period of time.  
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Another motive for going aboard is the visiting of family during vacations. In times of 

national leisure, the boat’s capacity is thoroughly tested. Especially in the week of 

Semana Santa32, when most people in Paraguay have a week off,  they fight for a 

place on the boat to make their way to family and spend their vacation there. The 

year round though, the boat inhabits people who temporarily lack the constraints of 

work or their children going to school (during school vacations) and thus go and visit 

relatives who are often spread out over the country. Many of them are women with 

their children, as they often work part-time next to the house-keeping and care of 

their children, while the husband often is the main economic provider.  

As ”metaphors assist in reducing the unfamiliar in the familiar” (Smith and Katz 1993: 

68), I want to discuss the nature of my research population’s movement through a 

consideration of some of the metaphors of (im)mobile people as developed in the 

contemporary postmodern lexicon of mobility. The most widespread metaphor of 

mobility is that of the nomad (Urry 1999). In modern writings, in regard of moving 

peoples, the nomad was often associated with de-territorialization; the nomad travels 

constantly without any fixed place to re-territorialize himself after departure 

(Cresswell 1997).  More recently, the nomad metaphor is being used simultaneously 

with that of the traveler. It emphasizes mobility and fluidity, the nomad is seen as 

opposing spatial boundaries and territory, he is ‘dislocated’ and therefore unbounded 

(Ellingsen 2003). In postmodern times the term nomad is applied to free-floating 

intellectual elites (Pels 1999) and those with the freedom of constraint; postmodern 

wanderers, who voluntarily move through the world (Cresswell 2006). The boat-

people of my research do have some nomadic characteristics too. They are on the 

move almost their entire lives and though they do reterritorialize once they reach their 

destination, the reterritorializion is mostly temporary. The boat-people however, have 

clear motives for being on the move. Though their movement is sometimes a source 

of excitement and experienced as an enjoyable social trip, they are not entirely free-

floating individuals, nor are they wanderers with a complete freedom of constraint. 

The image of the free-floating nomad resembles Bauman’s image of the ‘tourist’. To 

understand the nature of one’s mobility in the postmodern world, Bauman (1998) 

claims we have to look at the degree of one’s mobility: their freedom to choose where 

to be. He uses the rough distinction between the ‘tourist’ and the ‘vagabond’ to show 

in what way people’s mobility differs. As a postmodern consumer, the tourist travels 

to seek new experiences, his movements are catalyzed by pull-factors rather than 

push-factors; he moves ‘in order to’ and only secondarily ‘because of’. Tourists travel 
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because they want to, with one purpose in mind: to excite, please and amuse 

(Bauman 1998). The vagabond on the other hand moves because he is pushed from 

behind, he does not necessarily want to go where he is going. He travels because he 

has no other bearable choice (Bauman 1998).  

Considering again the boat’s passengers and ‘dwellers’, Bauman’s distinction does 

not really seem to shed a brighter light on the nature of their mobility. Their 

movement is not always a matter of explicit free choice. For them, making money is 

often necessary to satisfy their basic needs. As the locality does not always provide 

this opportunity of obtaining sufficient monetary income, they have to be on the 

move. Labeling them vagabonds however, would signify a rather deficient 

consideration of their ‘degree’ of mobility. It would pass over the other aspects 

facilitating their movement. Those on the boat are not merely being pushed out of the 

locality by economic necessity; they are simultaneously being pulled by opportunity 

(economical, political and social) and the freedom and excitement of temporarily 

leaving local, patterned life. Neither being a tourist nor a vagabond, the boat people 

are plotted on what Bauman himself calls “a continuum stretched between the poles 

of the ‘perfect tourist’ and the ‘vagabond beyond remedy’” (1997: 93).  

 

The boat as a metaphor 

 

Metaphors of mobility have not only been used to consider mobile people, places of 

movement have also been used as metaphors for contemporary mobile life. 

Especially the transitional phases of movement have triggered the imagination of 

scholars concerned with mobility and movement. A metaphor used by Clifford (1997) 

to describe how we move through space in postmodern times, is that of the hotel 

lobby. The hotel lobby signifies a transitional setting of time and space where we are 

away from home, where we have unexpected encounters and are on the move, while 

we only stay briefly. Others prefer the symbol of the motel for considering 

postmodern movement. More than the hotel lobby, it embodies speedy movement, 

for motels are used mainly as transitional stops. Motels signify neither departure nor 

arrival, but rather a pause. Lacking a lobby, human interaction is minimum and 

superficial. Attributed the same characteristics as the motel, some have preferred the 

metaphorical image of the airport transit lounge (Urry 1999). These metaphors have 

been used to consider mostly postmodern global movement and the transitional 

phases of the more ‘privileged’ traveler:  those free to move and who can afford to fly 

and do cursory stops at different hotels and motels around the globe. However, some 

of the elements of these metaphors are similar to what encompasses the space of 
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the boat in Paraguay, as I have argued in the previous chapter: being in transit, the 

boat as a ‘pause’ in between family and work and human interaction, characterize the 

movement of the boat people as well. The image of the boat thus, fits rather well in 

the metaphorical notions of spaces that embody postmodern, global mobility.  

 

4.2 Reflection 

 

In this chapter, I have entered the world of metaphor prevalent in mobility literature. 

In this literature, the dominantly used metaphors for understanding moving people 

show the globalist perspective of their users, as these images either reflect 

postmodern free-floaters traversing the globe, or helpless wanderers without a 

choice. The boat people of my research are therefore being neglected in postmodern 

mobility literature, as the nature of their movement places them somewhere in 

between these two extremes. I have shown however, that the spaces the ‘globals’ 

move through - described  by scholars on mobility through the metaphors of the hotel 

lobby, motel and airport transit lounge – stand for similar experiences as the ‘locals’ 

connect to the boat. This shows that the line between the ‘globals’ and the ‘locals’, is 

actually less concrete than Bauman and other scholars on mobility present it.  

In the next chapter, I want to add on to this argument, by arguing that the boat people 

show to be even more mobile than many of the supposed ‘globals’, as their notions of 

home and belonging reflects the extent of their movement. Increased movement of 

people in postmodern times has put greater emphasis on the notion of ‘home’ and 

the places people feel they belong to. While people are on the move more 

intensively, discrepancies can appear between the places people reside and what 

they call home or where they feel they should be. Therefore, these notions of home 

and belonging have gained increasing attention within the field of anthropology (e.g. 

Hannerz 2002; Hedetoft & Hjort 2002; Rapport & Dawson 1998). In the next, more 

descriptive chapter, I will look upon how the people on the boat experience home and 

belonging within their world of movement, to show how greatly movement is 

embedded in their everyday life, in order to oppose the globalist view that non 

‘globals’ are fixed and passive subjects.  
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Chapter 5: 

Moveable ‘ homes’  and shifting ‘belongings’ 

 

It’s seven p.m and at the horizon the sun’s colour is changing from yellow into deep 

red. It slowly disappears out of sight, as if it is being swallowed by the river, though 

its bright red light continues to illuminate the sky, providing enough light for me to 

harmlessly make my way to the inner deck. Strong aromas of cooked manioc and 

fried meat float by and I see several of the marketsalespeople in front of their stalls 

preparing food on a little stove attached to a gas bottle. I make my way upstairs and I 

see the boat’s staff hanging around the kitchen bar, communally eating the dinner 

prepared by the cook. After finishing their plate, some retreat to their camarote, 

decorated with posters and photo’s, giving it a personal touch. When I again enter 

the inner deck an hour later, most of the marketsalespeople are curled up on the 

bench next to their stall, or stretched out in their hammock. They are covered in 

blankets and fast asleep. Some are still sitting together, enjoying a last sip of terrere 

before calling it a night. In the distance, I hear one of the marketsales-women 

discussing with a little boy, telling him he has to move from the bench in front of her 

stall because, especially at night, that’s her territory…….. 

 

 

 

 

 Photo 4: sleeping on the bench (Photography Thomas Schmidt) 
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5.1 introduction 

 
“It was the opposite of ‘travel,’ in that the ship seemed to us not so much a means of 

transport as a place of residence – a home, in fact, before which Nature put in a new 

show every morning”  

(Lévi-Strauss cited in Creswell 2003) 

 

As my time on the boat progressed, I came to understand better this feeling of 

homeliness Levi-Strauss associated with his stay on a ship during his first voyage to 

Latin America. My observations on boat-life, described above, also display a 

comfortable and relaxed attitude towards living on a boat. During my longer stay on 

the boat, I too grew familiar with the boat, got better acquainted with the steady crew 

on it and while on the boat, in constant transit, the ‘outside world’ became something 

quite unreachable. With hardly any means of far-stretching communication and rather 

limited space to go, I was depended on this locale to provide me a social surrounding 

during my long term stay on the boat. Rather unconsciously I made friendships, 

came to appreciate my little camarote, in spite of its infestation with cockroaches, and 

slowly made the habits that come along with living on a boat, my own.  In other 

words, I familiarized myself with living on this particular boat and every time I 

boarded, greeted my newly made friends and prepared my camarote, a feeling of 

homeliness, as I experienced home, took hold of me.  

Speaking in terms of homeliness however, suggests an understanding of what the 

notion of home is about. I do have a personal affective notion of home, but it is 

developed in my own cultural, social and environmental context. Some scholars have 

nevertheless tried to construct more general assumptions on the notion of home. 

Hedetoft and Hjort (2002) connect home with belonging, saying that home is where 

we feel we belong. Hannerz (2002) gives an outline of what home constitutes: 

feelings of closeness, familiarity or predictability, a personal social environment, a 

space of repetition, and active participation in society. Malkki (1992) states that home 

has  to do with the feeling of having ‘roots’ somewhere, making linkages between 

men and place. Other scholars have shown how society sometimes gives home a 

normative dimension: home is for example where society often thinks women’s 

reproductive tasks should take place and where children’s socialisation should 

develop (Agustin, 2005;Scheper-Hughes & Hoffman, 1998). 

Home and belonging are affective notions (hedetoft & Hjort 2002) and how they are 

being defined is dependent on the cultural, social and environmental background of 

the one who defines. Therefore, in this chapter, I will approach the term home as a 
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tabula rasa, a blank slate which will gradually be given meaning as I deliberate on the 

experiences of the people on the boat with place, belonging and being on the move. 

 

 

5.2 Living on the boat 

 

In the beginning of this chapter, I have given a small illustration of the commonness 

of the boat life for those working and living on the boat. Considering my own feelings 

of familiarity with the boat after several round trips, it is not that hard to imagine that 

the boat’s workers and marketsales-people, after years of service, have grown 

accustomed to boat life, have created their own spaces on the boat and have 

established networks of friendship. The situation of being together in a relatively 

small place over extended periods of time has tightened relationships between the 

boat’s workers in a sense that they seem to function as a small boat-community. In 

their work as on a social level, they show great interdependence: they rely on each 

other to look after their stalls in times of absence, the cook has to make sure enough 

food is reserved for those working for the boat’s owner, sleeping places sometimes 

have to be shared and the boat-dwellers depend on each other to be able to 

ventilate daily worries.  

On the boat, the line between community and family is often rather thin, while some 

have familial connections on the boat. The most remarkable example is that of Hilda 

a 35-year old marketsaleswoman,. Every trip, she is accompanied by her little baby 

of four months old and her fifteen year old son. She’s married with one of the 

captains and father of her youngest child. The other marketsales-people help her in 

taking care of the baby and her older boy kills time by helping out the loading guys 

with small chores33. Isidora, whom I have introduced in chapter two, works together 

with her brother Carlos who has a market stall right next to hers. Family is very 

important to her and she enjoys the fact that her brother accompanies her on the 

boat. Though she spends most of her time on the boat, she feels a strong connection 

with her family on the mainland who helps her and her brother with their weekly 

preparations for the boat. In turn they support them financially. Andresa, aged 64, 

has a big market stall on the boat which she runs together with her 30 year old son 

Julio. Her husband has a job in the city of Concepcion, but his income is not enough  

to meet their economical needs. As  her son could not find a job, they decided to get 

                                                 
33

 Interview with Hilda 21-03-09. 
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on the boa together to work there34. Another  familial connection on the boat is that 

between Humberto, the boat’s cook and Alberto, the boat’s mechanic. Humberto, 

who boarded first, had talked his brother into working on the boat as a mechanic 

when he heard that Alberto was looking for a new challenge. The prospect of 

working in a new environment and at the same place as his brother, made Alberto 

decide to go on board35.  

Family is very important in Paraguay, while the country lacks government regulated 

social services that guarantee pension, social security in times of unemployment or 

disease and child benefit. Therefore, the elderly often depend greatly on their 

children to take care of them in times of need, as do relatives in general, when, for 

some reason, they are not able to make ends meet. Though it sounds paradoxical, 

this tightness of family relations is the very reason relatives are often scattered over 

the country. I will explain this, using accounts of two of the boat’s workers. The first is 

from Carlos, father of two daughters and working as a marketsalesman on the boat: 

 

“In Paraguay we have a different social climate. Most of us are used to 

travelling around in order to make money [...] Since we were little we are 

used to the fact that we are not always together with our family or loved 

ones. Our fathers were often out to work far away and sometimes our 

mothers as well […] Though I do not see my wife and daughters much, I 

am proud that I am able to let my daughters study and give my family a 

good life. I do not miss them, it’s a normal situation.”36 

 

The second is a statement from twenty-two year old Ramon, the cook’s help on the 

boat:  

 

“My mother has been sick for a while and not able to work. Therefore I 

already worked in the Chaco when I was fourteen. I have to maintain 

myself and together with my brother and sisters I have to take care of my 

mother financially [..] I love my mom so I am happy I can support her, so I 

am really glad to have this job.”37 

 

                                                 
34

  Interview with Andresa 08-05-09. 
35

 Conversation with Alberto 21-03-09. 
36

 Interview with Carlos 13-02-09. 
37

 Inverview with Ramon 06-03-09 
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In other words, the fact that the people working on the boat spend so little time with 

their family is not because of loose family ties. As I have described earlier, some of 

the workers on the boat appreciate the vicinity of family and try to board together with 

those close to them, if the possibility presents itself. Next to that, the financial 

dedication to family members shows the importance of familial connections. 

However, for most of the boat’s workers, physical closeness with wives, husbands, 

children, parents etc. is not thought of as needed to  maintain the family bond. They 

do have a feeling of belonging regarding family, though on a more abstract level and 

in a more roundabout way: they belong to their family as financial providers, or better 

said, ‘keepers’ of the family. They make sure their children can reach full potential by 

enabling them to study and providing them with financial means to health care. They 

maintain their parents financially and often provide monetary help for other family 

members as well, when they are not able to manage financially. In a reciprocal way, 

these relatives assist in the upbringing of their children and take care of them 

together with the mother, or sometimes the father, on the mainland. This feeling of 

belonging never really becomes a ‘longing-to-be’, for it has no spatial foundation. It 

actually is this feeling of belonging that catalyzed their movement in the first place.  

The people working on the boat do have a spatial sense of belonging, though the 

space connected to it shifts throughout their life. This spatial sense of belonging is 

closely connected tot their notion of home, as I will explain here. Like considered 

earlier, many already had ambulant lives before they went to work on the boat: some 

have worked far away in the Chaco, others moved around selling clothes or 

foodstuffs, or worked on different construction sites around northern Paraguay. 

Throughout their lives, they have thus been active in multiple sites mostly for 

extended periods of time. These sites gained greater importance for them as time 

went by and friendships and working relations developed. These spaces thus 

became the dominant sites of their social activity, and many of the workers I have 

spoken to referred to these sites as their (temporary) homes. Isidora for example 

stated:  

 

”I have traveled so much for work, been in so many places, I feel like 

having had multiple homes. [..] Where I feel at home changes once I 

move on.”38 

 

Juan-Ramon, the boat’s janitor, told me about his feeling of home:  

                                                 
38

 Conversation with Isidora 08-05-09 
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”Home is normally a place where you stay. But if I stay somewhere, I 

won’t have any income. I practically travelled my whole life, so home is 

not a permanent thing for me, as I do not stay at one place all my life. If 

you look at it that way, the boat is my home now, here is where I am the 

most, where my friends are.”39 

 

Like I have stated earlier, the people working on the boat have a sense of belonging 

regarding their family. This is not a spatial belonging for it does not necessarily 

expresses itself in a physical closeness with family, but rather as a continuous 

dedication toward family. As a result, their spatial sense of belonging is attached to 

the multiple sites they move through during their lives. These are the spaces they 

need to be in at that specific time, because it is there where they develop social 

networks and where they create the means to live up to their role as keepers of the 

family. The difference between these two senses of belonging might become less 

confusing when we look at the different meanings of the word belonging. Belonging 

can mean being a member of a group or community (Hedetoft & Hjort 2002). The 

boat’s workers are all important members of their family: they travel and work to take 

care of them, and are therefore important members. Belonging can also mean being 

in an appropriate situation or environment. For the boat’s workers and 

marketsalespeople, the family is not the appropriate environment as the following 

striking statement of Carlos shows: 

 

“If I would have stayed with my family throughout my life, they wouldn’t 

have got anything to eat, my children could not go to study and we would 

live on the street. Therefore, in Paraguay that is not an option for most 

people.” 40 

 

Their spatial sense of belonging is thus linked to the spaces they dwell in order to 

make money and where the biggest part of their social life takes place. As the 

duration of time spent in these spaces grows, they tend to connect them with a 

(temporal) notion of home. Therefore, the boat is now what most of the people 

working on the boat refer to as home.  

While their stable presence on the boat allowed me to have deeper insight in their 

perception on home and belonging through the possibility of more extensive 
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 Interview with Juan-Ramon 18-03-09 
40

 Conversation with Carlos 04-05-09 
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conversation and interview-possibilities, I have so far only expanded on the notion of 

home and belonging of the people working on the boat. The affective character of 

these two terms required me to have more extensive conversation and contact, in 

order for people to confide in me and share their more personal feelings. Though I 

had many conversations with the different boat passengers, I had less opportunity 

and time to establish a more close rapport with them. However, the many accounts I 

have collected of the boat’s passengers, show rather similar life structures. Most of 

them lead comparable lives of travel and have expressed corresponding feelings 

towards the spaces they traverse as did the boat’s workers. I therefore think we can 

fairly generalize the above considered notion of home and belonging and connect 

them in a similar way to the experiences of the commuting boat-passengers as well. 

 

5.3 Reflection 

 

The way that the boat’s workers experience home and belonging, is clearly a direct 

outcome of the fact that movement is an everyday aspect of their life.  As they are on 

the move almost their entire life,  home becomes the place they are at a specific 

moment in time, for as long as this is the dominant site of their social activity and a 

more constant place of habitation. Because of their mobile lives, belonging is an 

ambiguous notion for the boat’s workers, as they feel they have a financial 

responsibility towards their family, though their spatial sense of belonging directs 

itself to the places in which they reside to make money and where their social life 

takes place. Home and belonging are thus flexible notions for them, molded by 

generations of people on the move. 

As movement is so evidently  part of the life of the boat people, the general 

distinction in mobility literature, between mobile ‘globals’ and fixed ‘locals’ is no 

longer tenable. When we consider supposed ‘globals’ coming down with 

homesickness after a week’s separation of hearth and home, assumed worldly 

travellers that practically never leave the safety of their home, and compare them 

with the lives of the ever moving boat people,  this distinction becomes almost 

absurd. Concluding with this statement, I will reflect on the findings in this thesis in 

the next, final chapter.  
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Chapter 6:  

In conclusion 

 

Undoubtedly, globalization is a powerful force shaping the world in these postmodern 

times. Technological developments in the area of transportation and communication 

gave rise to the mobility of a great part of the world’s population and had/has 

profound influence on the lives of many. However, like Tsing (2008) argues, this 

globalization process has given rise to the rather one-sided image of a global era: a 

time in which no units or scales count for much except the globe. According to Tsing, 

supposed features of globalization have too easily been endorsed by the social 

sciences, as a result of which they have found themselves stuck in a globalist 

framework in which specificities tend to be erased (Tsing 2008). In this thesis, I have 

set out to show how this scholarly hegemonic thinking of globalization has given rise 

to a defective notion of mobility. The tendency to look upon mobility in a global 

context has resulted in an undervaluation of local movement, by suggesting that 

those involved in such movement are passive and static individuals, as their mobility 

does not give them access to the global arena.  According to Bauman (1998), they 

are therefore part of the second-world citizenry who are “barred  from moving and 

thus bound to bear passively whatever change may be visited on the locality they are 

tied to”. To alter this notion, I have given an extensive account of a local moving 

people: the marketsalespeople, the boat-workers and the passengers whose 

movement is based on one particular boat that floats the Paraguay River in the 

northern part of Paraguay.   

For this group of people, movement is a normal part of life. In Paraguay, where job-

opportunities are few, a great part of its population have to be on the move  to make 

sure they generate an income. Like their father or mother before them, they go 

places where opportunities await them.  As the boat on which I conducted my 

research is often the sole possibility of penetrating northern Paraguay, it has on 

board many passengers attracted by the economic possibilities of the Chaco and job 

opportunities in the villages along the river, which call for specialized workers such 

as electrical engineers and construction workers. The other way around, the boat 

serves those who want to get out of their locality along the river to find work 

elsewhere. Next to that, the boat itself embodies opportunity for the 

marketsalespeople and boat workers who have made the boat their means of 

earning an income.  
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The boat however, stands for a lot more than economic opportunity alone. For a lot 

of people, it signifies the possibility of transcending the locality, it enhances some 

people’s political possibilities, and by many who make use of its movement, the boat 

is experienced as a liminal space: a place of transition, of excitement and 

fascination, an ‘elsewhereland’ in which communitas (Turner 1969) replaces the 

normal social structuring of life. I have compared these experiences of the people on 

the boat with Löfgren’s (2002) account of what comprehends the more global act of 

crossing national borders and concluded that their local movement often lead to 

similar feelings and experiences. This shows that the line drawn in mobility 

discourse, between the moving ‘globals’ and the fixed ‘locals’, is in reality a less 

static one. 

The dominant postmodern, metaphorical notions of mobile people, prevalent in 

mobility literature (e.g. Bauman 1998; Cresswell 1997; Pels 1999), seem to reflect a 

world of either postmodern free-floaters or helpless wanderers without a choice. This 

rather absolute distinction, however, becomes less outspoken, if we look upon the 

postmodern metaphors of mobile spaces. The metaphorical notions of the hotel 

lobby, motel and airport transit lounge (Clifford 1999; Urry 1997), stand for similar 

experiences as the boat people connect to the boat. Again, this shows the 

incorrectness of a clear distinction between global ‘movers’ and local ‘dwellers’.      

In the previous chapter, I have opposed the globalist view that non ‘globals’ are fixed 

and passive subjects, through a descriptive account of how the boat people 

experience home and belonging. This account disputes their fixity, by showing that 

these notions are actually shaped by the extensive movement in their everyday lives. 

As their feeling of home keeps shifting in congruence with their changing ‘settlement’ 

and consequently their spatial sense of belonging, they prove to be flexible people, 

adapted to a life of movement. In the terms of mobility literature this makes them 

even more ‘global’ than many supposed ‘first world globals’, for some of whom, 

movement, figuratively speaking, signifies not much more than a walk to the local 

supermarket. 

In conclusion, I want to state that the only way to develop a complete and full notion 

of the way people are mobile in today’s world, is by stepping out of the globalist 

framework that impedes seeing the world in a true holistic manner: a world in which 

local and intranational ‘strollers’ are as real as their global moving counterparts. 

Regarding the boat people of this thesis, it is important to acknowledge their 

movement as an active and dynamic medium of taking control of their life, instead of 

ignoring it and depicting them as a passive and fixed population. Not only would it do 

more justice to their actual place in the world and the extent of their agency, it also 
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implicates the need to revise our image of other localities around the world. With 

globalization as an undeniable and unstoppable force, we could better foresee and 

facilitate its effects on localities if we have a clear conception of their place in the 

mobile world. In this way, we might be able to prevent many dreams from drying up. 
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