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Note: This article was published many years ago, and it reports some of the results of my 
ethnographic field research in the British Virgin Islands. Much has changed in the BVI in the years 
since then, especially for the natives of the islands, but the behavior of the charter yacht tourists has 
remained essentially unchanged to the present day. As this excerpt from the article explains, that 
behavior is very similar to the behavior of people in cultures throughout the world when they find 
themselves in “ludic and liminoid” contexts. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

In the British Virgin Islands, as in much of the “unspoiled” Caribbean, there are no casinos, night 
clubs, golf courses, or duty-free ports to lure tourists. Instead, tourists are enticed by the prospects of 
sun, sand, surf, and sex. Anthropologists have long known that many societies set aside special 
periods in which the customary rules and regulations of everyday life are temporarily inverted or 
suspended. Many forms of contemporary tourism in Western industrialized societies would seem to 
constitute analogous activities. This paper offers an anthropological interpretation of the meaning 
and significance that tourism holds for charter yacht tourists in the British Virgin Islands. 

 

CHARTER YACHT TOURISM IN THE BRITISH VIRGIN ISLANDS 

The British Virgin Islands (BVI), located sixty miles east of Puerto Rico, are part of the archipelago 
that includes the US Virgins, and exhibit a scenic splendor unsurpassed anywhere in the Caribbean. 
Many of the forty-odd islands and cays grouped around the Sir Francis Drake Channel are 
uninhabited (the two principal islands of Tortola and Virgin Gorda are home to 95% of the 11,000 
inhabitants of the BVI). The panoramic vistas are unspoiled by high-rise hotels or other sprawling 
tourism developments. By fiat of the BVI government, the half-dozen or so luxury resort hotels 
scattered throughout the islands have been architecturally designed to blend into and complement the 
landscape. The climate is unvaryingly idyllic and the trade winds are dependably constant. In short, 
the tourist brochures are accurate: the British Virgin Islands are indeed a “yachting paradise.” 

The BVI government has adopted a policy of emphasizing the environmental attractions of the 
archipelago in the development of the tourism industry. … It forbids development of many of the 
smaller uninhabited islands, out of fear that such development might detract from the natural beauty 
of the islands. The construction of a limited number of large but visually unobtrusive marinas has 
ensured that the local tourism industry will be “oriented to the sea.” 



 

 

Recent developments in the BVI tourism industry have reflected the consequences of that policy. … 
Today there are well over 300 yachts-for-hire in the BVI. … Approximately 150,000 tourists visited 
the British Virgins in 1981; charter yacht tourists outnumbered hotel tourists by a 55 to 45 ratio. 

There are over a dozen charter yacht companies in the British Virgin Islands. The yachts, which 
range from 30-foot sloops to 80-foot schooners, are rented either “crewed” or “bareboat” [but 
usually bareboat]. … The rental rates vary with the size of the yacht and the season, but the typical 
price range is between $1,500 and $2,000 per week, excluding provisioning (food and fuel). Charter 
yacht tourists stay in the BVI, on the average, for slightly more than seven days. … 

 

LIMINOID ASPECTS OF CHARTER YACHT TOURISM 

“Liminoid,” in Victor Turner’s lexicon, refers to activities and experiences related to the liminal or 
transition stages of rites of passage. … Turner has coined the term liminoid to designate those 
activities that have liminal attributes but lack ritual associations. … 

The qualities associated with liminality and liminoid activities include transition, homogeneity, 
equality, the absence of status distinctions, anonymity, uniform dress, sexual continence (or sexual 
excess), and communitas (Turner 1969:106). … 

By whatever name, anthropologists have long recognized the existence of “liminoid” activities. As 
Norbeck (1971:51) has observed, “rites of reversal”—that is, temporarily recognized and sanctioned 
periods “during which the social hierarchy is inverted [and] customary rules of moral conduct are 
suspended”—are celebrated in many societies. … 

Charter yacht tourism in the British Virgin Islands is replete with liminoid qualities [including] 
transition … homogeneity, equality, and the absence of status distinctions … communitas … 
anonymity and uniform dress … and sexual excess … The liminoid aspects of charter yacht tourism 
can be briefly summarized as follows… 

Transition 

The “vacation” enjoyed by the charter yacht tourists is a temporary interlude in the tourists’ lives. … 
The tourists have removed themselves both physically and symbolically from their normal, 
structured world, but they have done so with the definite intention of returning to that world—the 
intervening period is recognized as a transitory one. All play incorporates this quality of “extra-
ordinariness,” but liminoid varieties of play add a quality of “reversal” to the separation from the 
ordinary realm… 

Homogeneity, Equality, and the Absence of Status Distinctions 

Charter yacht tourists rarely make reference to their social or occupational statuses at home. They 
typically introduce themselves to their fellow tourists by their first names only. The charter yacht 
tourists have left behind most of the possessions that they customarily use to indicate their social and 
economic status… 



 

 

Status distinctions, in fact, would be inimical to the charter yacht tourists, who share a sense of 
“being apart together in an exceptional situation.” the distinctions that matter and that are addressed 
are not among the charter yacht tourists themselves but between the charter yacht tourists and the 
rest of the world of “non-players,” or those who lack liminoid status… 

Communitas 

The bonds of communitas are direct, personal, immediate, and unmediated, and so too are the bonds 
of friendship among charter yacht tourists. The charter yacht tourists exhibit none of the reluctance 
to approach and greet strangers that is commonly associated with middle-class U.S. society. Instead, 
charter yacht tourists are unguarded, open, and even aggressively friendly toward one another. … 
Charter yacht tourists can be frequently observed snorkeling, swimming, sunning, or barbecuing in 
groups of ten to twelve—groups that represent two or three yachts whose crews, until a few hours 
before, were strangers to one another. 

Anonymity and Uniform Dress 

The lack of status distinctions and the nearly exclusive use of first names constitutes a kind of 
anonymity which blurs the social personalities of the charter yacht tourists. … The anonymity of the 
charter yacht tourists is further enhanced by their uniformity of dress. Bathing suits are the most 
practical costume for the great majority of activities pursued by the charter yacht tourists, and, 
accordingly, most of the charter yacht tourists are dressed in bathing suits for much of the time they 
are in the British Virgin Islands… 

Even when not dressed in bathing suits, there is still a discernible uniformity to the tourists’ attire. 
Charter yacht tourists who come ashore in the evenings to visit the local pubs or to dine in the hotel 
restaurants are usually dressed in “resort” fashions. Both men and women favor colorful and 
sexually suggestive outfits for such occasions… 

Sexual Excess 

Charter yacht tourists in the British Virgin Islands place considerable emphasis upon sexuality. 
Sexual activity is a ubiquitous theme of conversation among the tourists, even though, or perhaps 
especially because, explicit, detailed discussion of sexual topics might be considered inappropriate in 
their everyday social environments [at home]. Lewd, ribald, and profane jokes are particularly 
popular, while sexual innuendo is a common feature of all but the most mundane and utilitarian 
communication. (Being on vacation, the charter yacht tourists have little need or opportunity to 
engage in strictly utilitarian conversations. Charter yacht tourists can be very imaginative even in 
those instances, however, and a simple request to have a yacht’s fuel tank filled by a gasoline hose 
can be charged with sexual implications, much to the amusement of the yacht’s crew.) The charter 
yacht tourists contribute substantially to the support of a thriving souvenir T-shirt business in both 
the U.S. and the British Virgin Islands. Particularly prized by the charter yacht tourists are T-shirts 
decorated with such slogans as “The BVI: So Many Women, So Little Time,” “Only Sailors Get 
Blown Offshore,” “Birthdays Come But Once A Year—Aren’t You Glad You’re Not A Birthday,” 
and “No Friggin’ in the Riggin.’” 



 

 

But the charter yacht tourists do more than talk and read about sex. Many of the tourists take 
advantage of the numerous secluded coves in the British Virgin Islands to sunbathe in the nude, 
despite the government’s warning that “nudity is an offence punishable by law.” It is difficult to 
enforce the law, though, and nudity is not uncommon on many of the less secluded beaches as well, 
particularly on Virgin Gorda. 

Nor are sexual relations among charter yacht tourists uncommon—that is, charter yacht tourists who 
meet one another for the first time in the British Virgin Islands. The state of communitas not only 
encourages many charter yacht tourists to solicit the companionship of strangers for snorkeling, 
swimming, and sunning, but it also encourages them to seek sexual partners among other charter 
yacht tourists. While it is probable that only a minority of the tourists actually engage in “sex with 
strangers,” the idea of such behavior is part of the collective fantasy of an adventurous vacation 
shared by the majority of charter yacht tourists. 

 

 

 


