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Abstract 

 

This ethnographic thesis reports a research project undertaken with a group of breast cancer 

dragon boaters in the Lake District in the UK. First undertaken as part of a research project to 

understand the affect of exercise on people affected by breast cancer, the practice has 

developed and spread around the world. Using participatory and ethnographic sensibilities and 

methodologies, the thesis works through the experiences of the researcher with the group. Split 

into three sections, these deal in turn with methodological issues, the collaborative cultures of 

the group, and the healing rhythms with the group in terms of their collaborations with nature 

and other paddlers. In section one, it is suggested that any participatory research project can 

only be approached through an iterative understanding of the group of participants. Through 

this iterative approach, and although the study was approached with a broad perspective on 

academic literatures concerning participatory, and autoethnographic approaches, it was only 

through contact with the group that the particular projects within the research emerged. 

In section two, the group and its practice are approached in three chapters which seek to 

highlight the ways in which collaborative groups that concern an illness experience can 

develop, not through the socially structured pre-group identities of breast cancer survivors, but 

through the collaborative practice of these individuals. In this case, the implicit collaborative 

geographies of Paddlers for Life are explored as ‘communities of practice’, as features that 

emanate from the practice of the group. The following two chapters continue to explore this 

analysis, examining the practices of the group to explore how paddling is seen as an experience 

at once separate from but also entwined with the lived experience of cancer. 

In section three, I develop the experience of the group as it has developed after a cancer 

experience. By utilising, in particular, Lefebvre’s (2004) understanding of rhythm and Ingold’s 

(2007) theory of wayfaring, we are able to explore how the experience of breast cancer dragon 

boating is not seen as a journey with a fixed end, but is explored through the rhythms of lived 

interactions with the environment. In Chapter 8, these ideas are used to develop the notion of 

the therapeutic landscape (Gesler 1992), so that it is not particular places or spaces that are 

emphasised, but the results of rhythmic wayfaring that can be undertaken in the world.  

 

 



3 
 

Acknowledgements 

 

There have been too many people involved in the final production of this thesis for me to 

attempt to name here. If you are one of the multitudes, I imagine that I will have annoyed you 

enough that you are fully aware of your contribution. There are a few thanks that I need to give 

directly, however. 

To my family, who have always been there, and always will be. I haven’t always been the most 

attentive older brother, but you have always coped with this remarkably well.  

To Charlie, who has been so understanding of all my weekends in Windermere, and continual 

worrying, and has put up with the distance that my studies has put between us. I promise that 

this is the last one I’ll do! 

To Dr David Harvey and Dr Ian Cook, who have been there as supervisors through my past 

dissertations, as well as this, and have more patience than I can give them credit for. Thanks for 

all your guidance and support, and for often going above and beyond the call of duty in 

supporting me. 

Finally, to the paddlers who have permitted me to be a part of their group, and who, quite 

simply, have taught me so much about life and living (including the fact that when you order 

bespoke Christmas cards, you need to buy envelopes as well!). 

Any faults with the thesis remain mine, and mine alone. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 



4 
 

Contents 
 

TITLE PAGE 1 
ABSTRACT 2 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 3 
CONTENTS 4 
LIST OF FIGURES 7 
PREFACE  8 

Section 1: Conceptualising research 9 

Chapter 1: Approaching geography, cancer and breast cancer dragon boating       11 

A brief history of breast cancer dragon boating              14 

A brief autobiography  16 

Participatory research                                                                                                         16 

Autoethnography 21 

Collaborative writing                                                                                                          23 

Methodological underpinnings                                                                                           24 

Analysis                                                                                                                              28 

Ethical considerations of the research                                                                                31 

Conclusion                                                                                                                     33 

Chapter 2: From diagnosis to dragon boating: qualifying illness cultures                 34    

The body and geography                                                                                                    36  

Recounting medical diagnoses                                                                                 39 

The physical benefits of exercise                                                                                       41 

Psychosocial cancer and exercise 44 

Conclusion  52 

Chapter 3: Collaborative writing in practice   53 

A short history of collaborative writing 54  

Collaborative writing today                                                                                                55 

Pre-project 58 

Meeting one, February 2011   60 

Meeting two, Skelsborough, March 2011 62 



5 
 

Meeting three, April 2011 64 

Meeting four, May 2011 66 

Photomapping, June 2011 69 

Meeting five, July 2011 73 

The Collaboratively Written document and meetings at a distance 74 

Meeting six, September 2011 76 

Meeting seven, September 2011: The final meeting                                                          80 

Presentation of results, November 2011 81 

Conclusion 83 

Section 2: Collaborative cultures 84 

Chapter 4: The collaborative practices of the breast cancer dragon boating team   85 

Breast Cancer Dragon Boating as a Social Movement 86 

The synergy of Paddlers for Life, Windermere  90 

Survivorship, support and the community of practice                                                        92 

Paddlers for Life, Windermere                                                                                            95 

Conclusion 105 

Chapter 5: ‘Doing’ pink                                                                                                 107 

Positionality                                                                                                                      107 

Gender and Geography                                                                                                     110 

Feminist sports studies                                                                                                      111 

Challenging the masculine portrayal 115 

Pink as feminisation                                                                                                          116 

Considering pink 118 

The practices of yellow 122 

Conclusion                                                                                                                        125 

Chapter 6: Imaginative geographies of the dragon boat                                            127 

Imagining metaphorical dragons 127 



6 
 

Imaginative geographies   127 

Animacy: imagining dragon boats 131 

Communitas: on collaborative participation 138  

Normative communitas and liminality: a continuing opportunity                                     144 

Conclusion  149 

Section 3: Healing rhythms 151 

Chapter 7: Rhythms                                                                                                         152 

Journeys                                                                                                                     152 

Journeys in time 155 

Rhythms and wayfaring 157 

Paddling rhythms                                                                                                                161  

Rhythms of life, following cancer 164 

Different groups, different rhythms 166 

Rhythms of the environment 168 

Conclusion  170  

7-8: Practicing body spaces                                                                                              171 

Postcards 175 

Chapter 8: Living the therapeutic exercise landscape 182 

Landscape geographies 183 

Therapeutic landscapes 185 

The beginnings of (collaborative) therapeutic exercise landscapes 187 

An introduction to Windermere 187 

Landscapes of home: Paddlers for Life Windermere as a collaborative therapeutic exercise 
landscape                                                                                                                             188 

Landscapes of inhabitation: does therapy mean calming?  192 

Landscapes of freedom  196 

Landscapes of the outdoors   204 

Conclusion  208 



7 
 

Chapter 9: Conclusions 209 

Bibliography 219 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



8 
 

List of figures 

 

Figure 1: a fully loaded dragon boat – the helm won’t fit in the picture! – p12 

Figure 2: a snapshot of the photomap – p67 

Figure 3: Google docs writing – p71 

Figure 4: Google docs, the change – p72 

Figure 5: presenting the postcards and Christmas cards – observe all the neatly tied bows! – 

p78 

Figure 6: dressed dragon boat and paddlers ready - p132 

Figure 7: The author’s view of the rhythmic practice of dragon boating - p 

Postcards: the representation of all postcards created by the collaborative writing project – 

p166 

Figure 8: the flower ceremony - p206 

All pictures were taken by and belong to Matt Grace. All postcard images belong to Paddlers 

for Life, Windermere and their members 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


