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Abstract
This article argues that narratized experience has been the key ingredient in the
emergence of tourism as a modern industry. Starting with published travelers’ reports,
narrative has shaped and structured touristic experience and, in turn, the narratized
memories of travelers have stirred the desire for touristic exploits of one generation
after another. Clarifying the non-industrial nature of the tourism ‘industry’, the article
explores the ‘aura’ of the tourist experience, the ways in which tourists seek to harness
it into their narration, and how tourism providers, in turn, are compelled to
commodify and sell potential narratable memories to travelers.
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Here is a coast; here is a harbor;
here, after a meager diet of horizon, is some scenery:
impractically shaped and – who knows? – self-pitying mountains,
sad and harsh beneath their frivolous greenery,
with a little church on top of one. And warehouses,
some of them painted a feeble pink, or blue,
and some tall, uncertain palms. Oh tourist,
is this how this country is going to answer you
and your immodest demands for a different world,
and a better life, and complete comprehension
of both at last, and immediately
after eighteen days of suspension?

(from Elizabeth Bishop, Arrival at Santos)
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On a spring day in 2000, I found myself in New York City’s Central Park. Exiting the
subway station at Central Park West and heading across the street into the park, I found
a bench near a meadow called Strawberry Fields. Having grown up in Europe in the
1960s and 1970s, my memory instantly called up the Beatles song: ‘Strawberry Fields
Forever’, a voice sang in my head. After sitting for a while on that bench, I noticed groups
of people as well as individuals who kept stopping at a black and white, circular mosaic
at the park entrance. I heard Canadian French, German, British English and languages
I could not understand. Group pictures were taken. Someone left a bunch of carnations.
Someone else knelt down on the circle. Another rearranged the flowers before taking a
picture. After a while, a CD player with two speakers was set down on the circle. A young
man with long, well-groomed hair, round sunglasses, and tattoos all over his bare arms
instructed his girlfriend on the use of his video camera and then posed next to the
mosaic. Another visitor to the park, sharing the bench I sat on, illuminated me in my
ignorance. ‘That apartment building is the Dakota’, he said, pointing to an apartment
building. Seeing this meant nothing to me, he added, ‘John Lennon was shot in front
of the Dakota.’ Suddenly, the circular mosaic made sense. In its center was the word
‘Imagine’, evoking John Lennon’s famous song for peace. What I was witnessing was the
touristic pilgrimage to the memorial of a popular music idol of the 20th century.1

Central Park is emblematic for the joint origins and blurred boundaries between
urban leisure and tourist sites. Tourism is an outgrowth of both industrialization and
democratization. The differentiation between work and non-work, and the accumu-
lation of spending capital has facilitated leisure for social classes beyond Veblen’s ‘Leisure
Class’ (1967[1899]). The land for Central Park was set aside in 1853 and its appearance
designed by Fredrick Law Olmsted (who won the design contest of 1857) with the intent
to create a space for regeneration and relaxation in the rapidly growing immigrant port
city. The park’s construction displaced ‘roughly 1,600 poor residents, including Irish pig
farmers and German gardeners, who lived in shanties on the site’, as well as Seneca
Village which ‘had been one of the city’s most stable African-American settlements, with
three churches and a school’.2 Their traces are visible only in historical documents,
including the park’s web page, but the stories of the displaced are not part of the park’s
extensive repertoire of tourist narrations.3

Other memories have, however, been scripted into landscape. Among the 32 named
‘Sculptures, Memorials, Fountains’, the 45 ‘Features/Areas’, and the 22 ‘Buildings’
located in Central Park, one can discern the influence of different constituencies in
naming and claiming portions of this space. Different periods in New York’s history are
registered in the statuary, though for the visitor, distinct phases of the city and park’s
history are all amalgamated or jumbled together into one momentary appearance.
‘Iphigene’s Walk’, ‘The Tempest’ and statues of Beethoven and Shakespeare point to
cultured lovers of everything from Greek mythology to theater and classical music.
Mother Goose and Alice in Wonderland sculptures render material and concrete what
were mental sites of whimsy and fantasy. The sculpture of the Indian Hunter and the
memorial to the 107th Civil War Regiment evoke, albeit in ideologically vastly different
ways, memories of conflict. Some statues, such as those of Albert Thorvaldsen, King
Wladyslav Jagiello and Giuseppe Manzini, require, at least for the young 21st-century
visitor, a tour guide’s explanation. These stories no longer resonate, and the ethnic groups
that once felt a need to erect such symbols have entered another phase of assimilation.4
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‘Strawberry Fields’ and the ‘Imagine’ memorial may very well have supplanted earlier,
no longer broadly shared associations with the spaces they occupy. Likewise, the Dakota,
long part of the New York City tour as ‘the oldest apartment building in New York’, has
now become, in German, Italian and French tours, the ‘John Lennon House’.

Short glimpses from sites such as Central Park are unique in their location and reson-
ance, yet completely typical for any touristic site in terms of the kinds of practices tourists
and tourism providers are likely to engage in. What I would like to undertake in this
article is to sketch the deep interrelationship of narration with the endeavor of tourism,
using a number of specific examples to characterize the typical. The tourist is, Dean
MacCannell has argued, the quintessential representation of the modern condition
(1999[1976]). The narratives that create and surround tourism are then evidence for
understanding this condition – which may be neither modern nor post-modern but
perhaps enduringly human.5 After years of scorning the subject intellectually, the
critical, intelligent writing that has been devoted to the tourism complex in recent years
indicates the growing recognition of the centrality of tourism to the project of being
human.6 My major question, which may not necessarily find an answer in this essay, is
the following: are the patterns of narration and memorialization we can observe finite,
or is our narrative potential capable of helping us dream or think our way out of the
patterns which invariably seem to lead to commoditization?

TOURISM: MATERIAL NEEDS, MENTAL GOALS
During the last quarter of the 20th century, tourism grew exponentially and globally.
Today, it is the biggest employer worldwide. What is tourism? If we look at the academic
journal production in the realm of tourism, leisure, and hospitality and recreation studies
– and there are 73 journals in English alone in this realm7 – tourism is a business
preoccupied with facilitating transportation, lodging, nourishment, guidance, and
various bodily and cultural leisure pursuits. It is a business, in short, that provides work
for people serving other people who have taken leave from their work. The first studies
of tourism were carried out in the field of economics, and economic issues – employ-
ment, development, and profit – remain what governments stress in analyzing tourism
as part of their nation’s assets.

Regular industries build on the consumer satisfaction gained from a material product:
a well-functioning automobile or refrigerator, well-made paper and tasty, affordable food
are likely to bring the consumers back when they need more.8 Yet while tourism needs
to supply a great deal of material satisfaction, what ultimately carries the business is the
intangible experience of the customer. As we can glean from Orvar Löfgren’s recent history
of vacationing (1999), being on holiday is largely a state of mind. While it is the body that
is physically set in motion and that needs to be taken care of as it travels away from the
familiar safety of home, it is the mind that craves the experience and that will process
the peregrination into strips to be remembered and communicated.9

As in all human endeavors, the material conditions we create through labor facilitate
the thoughts, dreams, experiences and memories that distinguish humans as a species.
Examining the breadth of narration surrounding tourism production and experience
demonstrates the versatile potency of narrating in, at once, creating, commodifying, and
critiquing an enormous, transcultural phenomenon and the joys, foibles and pains
humans have brought upon themselves through this phenomenon. My observations
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build on western practice and sensibility, which arguably has instigated the global spread
of the tourism complex. But I want to make clear that I do not wish to make claims for
a universal kind of applicability of what I outline here. If anything, I would hope that
from other regions, alternate histories, practices and sensibilities could be brought into
the discussion.10

THE AURA OF THE TOURIST EXPERIENCE
Touristic memory and its narration are fuelled by both actual and desired experience.11

Touristic experience is far less predictable than regular product satisfaction, and, what is
worse, touristic experience has an in-built drive for something new. Tourism revenue is
inherently unpredictable, because changes in tourists’ desires (and anxieties) occur
frequently.12 While the idea of the ‘vacation’ (as opposed to the journey) invites return
visits to safe, welcoming places for rest and regeneration and thus would seem to avoid
this drive for the new, the longing for the extraordinary, surprising and memorable per-
meates all touristic endeavors, including the annual holiday. Returning to the same lake
every year holds the promise that the gigantic fish might be caught the next time; skiing
on the same slopes every year, one might, once, have the golden opportunity to share a
lift-ride with the Prince of Wales; and revisiting the same Turkish sea resort year after
year might result in an unexpected, life-altering romantic adventure. The narrative
scholar will recognize that each of these hopes holds the promise of narrative – tall tales
masking as personal stories, rumor and legend, and personal anecdote or fairy tale come
true.13

Other tourist offerings are billed to begin with as ‘once in a lifetime experiences’: the
journey to the Galapagos Islands, the visit to the Egyptian Pyramids or the Great Wall
of China all are meant to yield unique memories. Hence, the touristic entrepreneur
needs a constant supply of people who have not yet seen what he has to offer. Even worse
from the businessman’s point of view is that ‘uniqueness’ constantly shifts. If the Taj
Mahal was a pinnacle of unique and desirable experience for a few generations of visitors,
riding through the Arabian Desert with real nomads or facing the threat of death from
exposure while climbing Mt. Everest can quickly capture another generation’s imagin-
ation. The vagaries of politics and wars also leave their devastating mark on tourist
economies, with the now tourist-deserted coast of the former Yugoslavia as one poignant
example. In all these, however, it is the narratives about a visited site or travel experience
which are the key, bursting into private networks as well as the public sphere and influ-
encing the rise, persistence or decline of a particular touristic opportunity – a topic to
which I will return momentarily.

How can we explain this craving for the new? Longing is an extraordinarily powerful
force in human existence, as Susan Stewart has shown in her work on the interrelation-
ship of longing and consumption. Longing is encoded in objects that contain within
them narratives or memories of experiences had or wished for (Stewart, 1993[1984]:
132–54). Within longing, though, there are aspects that are inexpressible, either in
narrative or objects, and in early travel documents one may find traces of this essentially
sensual-somatic component of longing. Naturalists and explorers as well as philosophers
of the sublime in the 18th century assisted their contemporaries in uncovering the
affective possibilities of sights hitherto unseen. In so doing, they offered a new language
of the experiential (Löfgren, 1999: 13–28). From the 18th century onward, publishing
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the journals of one’s travel was a popular means of sharing one’s impressions and
memories (Stagl et al., 1983). This impulse arguably contributed to the shaping of a
wealth of printed travel narrative genres from the colonial report to the personal travel-
ogue to the directive or predictive genre of the guidebook.14

The German author Johann Wolfgang von Goethe was among the many to under-
take what was called an educational journey (Bildungsreise), a type of journey that had
become customary for the European nobility and bourgeoisie. In 1779, Goethe tried to
grasp what impact viewing new landscapes had on him:

When we see an object for the first time, the soul – unaccustomed [to this view] –
at first enlarges. This makes for a painful pleasure, a sense of overflowing, which
moves the soul and draws a voluptuous tear from us. Through this operation, our
soul enlarges and is, without knowing it, no longer capable of this first sensation.
Man believes to have lost something, but actually he has won something. What he
loses in sensuality, he gains in inner growth (Goethe, 1962[1779]: 10, my trans-
lation).15

Goethe was sufficiently wise to emphasize the gain in inner growth. Touristic longing,
however, tries not to acquiesce to inner growth (and the attendant acknowledgement of
the shrinking likelihood of further soul expansions) and seeks instead ever-new experi-
ences. The pleasure inherent to what some people term an authentic – that is never-
before-had and never-to-be-had-again – experience, couched in terms of an overflowing
soul and the visceral impact it has on our body, haunts modernity. Travel and tourism
may contain the quintessential and oh-so-rare manifestation of authenticity.

Walter Benjamin associated the term ‘aura’ with the originality inherent to the work
of art (Benjamin, 1963). The – often religious – placement and veneration bestowed on
a work of art endowed it, according to Benjamin, with an irresistible attraction: it
brought into material proximity what was felt to be inaccessibly remote (cf. Bendix,
1997: 6). In successive periods of secularization, art lost its cultish aura (in Benjamin’s
argument this was of course facilitated through technological reproduction). People
began to satisfy their craving for authenticity – that is, for a however brief experience of
the inaccessibly remote – less and less through a culturally offered, collective religious
framework and more and more through material possessions and individual experiences.16

Travel conveniently inserts itself here, as it offers both of these options at once: the
experience of what has never been experienced before and making available token
representations of that experience in the form of souvenirs and photographs.17 The most
powerful evidence of the search for the singular, unique, and authentic within tourist
experience, however, is narration. Goethe’s enlarging of the soul – the physical thrill
experienced in anything from a first sighting of an ancient tomb to rappelling into the
depths during a first cave exploration – lasts but a moment. The process of narrating the
experience recovers the moment, if not its experiential singularity, and allows for its com-
municative restaging and its ever new mental savoring.18 What is more, narrative license
can transform the moment with ever more extravagant vocabulary and additional detail
and seduce audience and narrator into believing touristic memories that never were.

In addition, the well-crafted story can transform the most humiliating, abhorrent or
terrifying experience into an experience of narrative success: how many travelers sustain
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themselves during a grueling journey with the thought ‘this is going to make a great
story’? Journalist Jody Weverka, after describing in graphic detail a ferry boat ride in
Indonesia filled with the stench of vomit, cites her brother’s dictum: ‘Any negative experi-
ence traveling in the Third World automatically becomes a positive one if it yields a good
story’ (1992: 16).19 By inserting the term ‘Third World’, Weverka naturally also steers us
toward the power imbalance in travel experiences,20 whether they entail inaccurate
oppositions such as First andThird World or simply acknowledge that by leaving the home
and the habitual, the traveler enters an inherently liminal and vulnerable state. Nelson
Graburn, building on Victor Turner’s work, once connected the tourist’s journey with
the ritual liminality and license of pilgrimage (Graburn, 1989[1977]). The sense of
endangerment the tourist feels, in whatever overt or repressed form, is real, no matter how
domineering and competent his gestures, clothing, and spending habits, no matter how
thoroughly subservient the host society behaves toward him.21 Fear is part of the thrill of
the touristic longing. We can recognize in Graburn’s terminology, too, evidence for the
longing for suspense: shedding the safety of the familiar also may make one more suscep-
tible to the marvelous.22 In after-the-fact narration, the vulnerability suffered in travel
illness and deprivation or natural or human danger can be overcome, and the aura of the
touristic experience can be attached to the narrating self who miraculously survived to tell
his tale. Telling the stories back home restores competence and power, and offers psychic
compensation for the powerlessness suffered during the actual tourist experience.

NARRATIVE POTENTIAL AND ITS COMMODITIZATION
Against the backdrop of what I have termed the ‘aura of touristic experience’, we can
revisit the pilgrims to John Lennon’s memorial in New York’s Central Park. Plenty of
men and women have been shot dead in or near Central Park, but their life histories
have affected only a few. The life and death of a celebrity like Lennon or Princess Diana,
however, touches the core of millions. The quasi-religious space such individuals come
to inhabit in their admirers’ imagination feeds a longing to connect, to touch, to have
a shred of evidence that links one’s own life to that of the icon. For the one-time visitor
to New York who also happens to have been a Beatles fan, the Lennon Memorial and
the Lennon House are sites of pilgrimage that hold tremendous narrative potential: they
allow the tourist to link his life history with that of the celebrity. The video of ‘me next
to the Imagine mosaic’ or ‘me on Strawberry Fields’ opens the floodgates of narrating
memories that suddenly achieve uniqueness or suggest authenticity through the
narrator’s intersection with the place where John Lennon was shot to death.

The tourist is, however, not alone in his or her reliance on narration to make the
experience endure. The individualized photograph or video, the scrapbook and the diary
are all efforts to maintain the idiosyncrasy of one’s experience in the face of commodi-
tization’s ability to render the most intimate moment into a commercial one. Narration
and narrative potential was, from the inception of bourgeois travel, a powerful means
to create tourist attractions, and tourists have struggled for almost as long to wrest a
personal experience and an individual memory from the thick offering of prefabricated
or suggested memories for sale.23 While I have acknowledged the tremendous material
underpinnings of the tourist industry, ranging from simple hotel beds to the quasi-
medical equipment of the beauty farm, convincing tourists to come and spend their
money requires narration. Any advertisement is ultimately a quick story, offering just
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enough imagery and text for the viewer or reader to insert themselves as potential
buyers.24 The hotel bed holds the promise of recovering sleep of a quality not had since
one was a baby, sleep as luxurious as that of a royal personage, or nights as exciting as
those of a long-gone honeymoon. The beauty farm holds out the hope for a body
surpassing in shapeliness what one might have looked like in youth, and narrates a future
full of erotic appeal and love that is well worth the pain of fasting, exercise and even
surgery. They will lead to experiences and narratable memories one hopes to once have
had. Given travel and tourism’s long narrative history, and given that tourism ultimately
sells narratable experience, the thicket of intersecting and intermeshing stories offered
to the potential traveler is mind-boggling.25

In addition to the straightforward sales pitch for ‘the experience of a lifetime’ and ‘the
trip that you will talk about for the rest of your life’, there are offers for journeys that
recapitulate both real and fictional travel, promising travelers a fulfillment of their
longing through mimesis.26 The Karen Blixen Museum, 15 km south of Nairobi in what
has become a suburb, is a case in point. What are the stories that are meant to draw the
tourist to this exhibit of an author’s life and work, and what memories, past and future,
are to resonate through the visitor’s experience? There is Blixen’s 1938 memoir Out of
Africa that moved many readers, and even more viewers of the filmed version, into
accepting and craving Blixen’s narrative of what is Kenya. There is also the narrative of
Blixen herself, a biography of the woman, and her male pseudonym Isak Dinesen, and
the craving to know more about a woman who may or may not have been like her
portrait of herself. A tourist attraction such as this very consciously employs, multiplies
and commodifies the narrative potential inherent to Blixen and her work.

Other sites are far more extreme in the commoditization of narration to further tourist
appreciation. The small Canadian Prince Edward Island has completely embraced the
assumption that the girlhood book series Anne of Green Gables, written by L.M. Mont-
gomery starting in 1936 and set in PEI, will bring tourists. Visitors are folded into the
Anne-experience from the moment they enter the first visitor center. Vacation cottages
are named for Anne and other protagonists in the novel, amusement parks employ Anne
characters, an entire district of the island is called ‘Anne’s Land’, and an artificial village
makes real the stores, church, and school of this fictional character’s life. Sites like these
reify narratives and make them available for touristic experience, offering not just a
fictional reality, but also clearly scripted patterns along which to experience this dream-
come-true world (cf. Bendix, 1999).

What is it that happens here and is it exclusive to tourism? When we craft stories out
of the experiences in daily life that seem extraordinary, overwhelming, upsetting or enter-
taining to us, rendering the events into a narrative pattern gives sequential Gestalt and
generic contours to what was perhaps a bewildering, not even sequenced event. Through
narration, the potentially chaotic takes on a cultural shape and thus becomes manage-
able and aesthetically pleasing (cf. Bendix, 1990, 1996). A tourist, by contrast, juggles
his or her actual experience against the promised experiences that have been purchased,
and depending on his or her disposition, can end up with a memory pragmatically
following the pattern outlined in the brochure – a satisfied, obedient consumer – or a
memory beset with disappointment or a sense of failure where the longed-for and
promised experience of a lifetime (Goethe’s enlarging of the soul) is sensually undercut
through the mental presaging.
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A third alternative is also almost as old as the tourist industry: It is the tourist who
familiarizes him- or herself with the touristic offering and who then avoids at all costs
the sights and experiences suggested by the guidebook or the advertisement. The tourist’s
narrated memories are characterized by contrasting his or her individual transcendent
travel moments with mocking portraits of all the tourists, seen as trapped in the pre-
scribed or typical and thus ordinary rather than longed-for and mind- or soul-altering
experience.27 Capitalism, however, is always at our heels. Sometimes it is the very people
who have crafted journeys for themselves that avoided the available, commodified tourist
narratives, who then write guidebooks that advocate the ‘alternative experience’ and
render it, through mass printings, part of the commodified and repeatable.

A tourist destination receives customers through the narrative morsels it plants itself
or that are put in circulation by others, whether it be glossy tourist advertising, the mildly
patronizing narrative voice of publications such as Geo or National Geographic, or the
glowing and rapidly disseminating private stories of happy tourists. It should not
surprise, then, that the greatest threat to a successfully launched tourist destination also
resides in narration. Austria’s extensive tourist businesses have not decreased in quality
since February 2000, but the world-wide talk about the inclusion of the rightwing
Freedom Party into Austria’s new government immediately alters the narrative gloss and
hence the appeal of this small nation as a tourist destination. Similarly, Switzerland’s
tourism took a rapid dive when the shady dealings of Swiss banks during the Second
World War were revealed in the mid-1990s. The hotels, the ski-slopes, the mountain
paths and the restaurants are as impeccably maintained as ever. But the tourist contem-
plates what impact an overtly xenophobic mentality or memories of Swiss Nazi-
collaboration will have on his or her own travel memories. The narrative potential of
these tourist destinations is for the moment decidedly tarnished.

Stories of potential wars will keep travelers away – a narrative thread and threat that
has repeatedly affected Turkey’s tourism revenues, be this due to internal ethnic tensions
or proximity to Iran and Iraq and the Arab-Israeli sites of conflict. Actual hostilities
against tourists – such as the Egyptian massacre of tourists in Luxor (November 1997)
or the killing of nature tourists in a border area of Kenya (in 1999) – breed hosts of
additional and unfounded rumors, feed the fear inherent to travel, and bolster assump-
tions of touristic decline. But to a great extent it is the narratives resulting from actual
as well as fictitious danger that contribute to tourism’s eroding vitality. The power of
travel storytellers in magazines and newspapers, on radio, TV and the Internet, is
enormous. On occasion one wonders just how aware they are of the impact their nar-
ration has on the future of a travel destination.28 Gary Alan Fine has observed the
dynamics of legends and hostile rumors in the world of manufacturing (1992:
141–204). In the world of tourism, negative stories and their ramifications are still more
complex, precisely because tourism is not an ‘industry’ in the same sense as manu-
facturing.

Commoditization is, however, a process that does not stop where socially sanctioned
beauty and behavior end. There will always be tourism providers that take willing thrill-
seekers to the boundaries of a war. Our journalistic practice is such that the CNN
journalist reporting from the killing fields models the extremes of danger attractive to
some intrepid travelers. There are, furthermore, those who travel to partake of experi-
ences that are neither peaceful breaks from work nor even individualistic. The followers
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of soccer teams, for instance, travel with the awareness that their passion can lead to
experiences of excess and violence. Both their anticipation and memory are so intensely
physical and so much carried by crowd-action that they defy narration. But they are suf-
ficiently recognizable as longed-for experiences that tourism will provide the infrastruc-
ture. Bill Buford, traveling among ‘the thugs’ but living to tell about it as an individual,
reports how a travel agency, charter planes and even a British consul can be found to
facilitate the journey of hundreds of violence-prone British soccer fans to Turin, Italy
(Buford, 1990: 32–43). Verbalizing the actual experiences proves difficult for the partici-
pants. Indeed, Buford in part undertook his participant observation to give voice and
narration to what to the predominant number of participants remains in the domain of
the felt and unnarratable. Sex tourism is equally blocked from the public realm of travel
narration and thus the social capital narration inherently holds in the home context. The
illegality of many practices within sex tourism have, however, not hindered tourism
providers from facilitating it. The dark underside of the voluptuousness we have encoun-
tered in Goethe’s enlarging of the soul, too, has been commoditized to the hilt.

If narration offers us opportunities to express our experience and thus our individu-
ality in ever new shape, commoditization stands ready to harness not only the dreams
we are willing to communicate to fellow human beings, but also the longings and experi-
ences we were socialized to condemn.29

REFLEXIVE CORRECTIVES
The tourist experience, more often than not, consists of the recognition that the
epiphany, the fulfillment of our longing, has eluded us again.30 Our repertoire of travel
stories may contain an example or two of Goethe’s soul-enlarging moments, though
more likely than not those are the stories that we jealously guard within ourselves,
narrating them internally to find strength in the memory of transcendence and personal
growth. The stories we more likely share, at times when we are encouraged to show off
the cultural capital accrued through travel, are tales of fortune and misfortune (the
incredible treasure bought for a ridiculously low price; the lousy souvenir bought for far
too high a price), anecdotes about tourists encountered (for ‘travelers’, despite all efforts
to cure them of the false dichotomy, insist on seeing others engaged in the same travails
as ‘tourists’, cf. Buzard, 1993: 18–79), and sketches of cultural contrast and linguistic
confusion.

These stories are full of familiar narrative motifs and there are surely even corre-
sponding tale types we could find in the standard classificatory tools for folk narrative.31

Indeed, media travel programs build on and try to contribute to the narrative typifica-
tion of travel experience. In the United States the weekly radio program ‘The Savvy
Traveler’ contains several segments that point toward the mental preoccupation with
organizing travel experience into narratable segments. During a program on 3 June
2000, the program host asked callers to report on ‘roadside diner adventures’. Other
topics in the year 2000 have been ‘tell us your travel resolutions and how they came
about’ (1 January), ‘friends made on the road’ (22 January), and ‘embarrassing travel
moments’ (1 April).32 Other features of the show, such as the occasional ‘Bad Taste Tour’
or the ‘Guided Home Town Tour’, allow contributors to mobilize their most compelling
narrative skill to render outrageous or meaningful what to someone unfamiliar with the
site would be devoid of resonance.
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An outgrowth of America’s National Public Radio program ‘Marketplace’, the ‘Savvy
Traveler’, like its parent show, is a mixture of advice, analysis, and commentary. The
separation between commercial offering and consumer commentary is blurred, yet out
of this blurring also grows opportunity for reflection. In the case of the ‘Savvy Traveler’,
the reflection occasionally (though very rarely) grows to take in the conditions of those
who are working for the tourists’ benefit. When, on 29 February 2000, host Rudy Maxa
recounts his one day of experiences as a housekeeper in Washington DC’s Four Seasons
hotel, the listener emerges with a glimpse of the labor that goes into providing his or
her vacation comfort. It opens the listener to the possibility of the narrative repertoire
of those who are laboring for those who are vacationing, while evoking the response ‘I’m
glad it is them and not me’ by the double framing of narration and radio. On the hosts’
side, there is indeed no dearth of narration, though the salient motifs in stories of cross-
cultural and cross-class encounter, mishaps and good fortunes, busloads of tourists and
idiosyncratic travelers point to different kinds of triumphs, insights, and critiques, and
to different clusters of meaning.

While the Senegalese performer Youssou N’Dour in his song ‘Tourista’ (1994) still
admonishes his countrymen to welcome visitors and share their country with them so
that good memories will bring them back, host countries have also brought forth
critical narrations of life with the tourists. In Austria, a country with more than a
century of touristic history, couplets about tourists and newspaper letters by offended
hosts can be found throughout the 20th century. In 1988, novelist Norbert Gstrein
wrote a piece called Einer (One) which chronicles the life of a boy who grows up loathing
the pathologies of touristic interaction between Austrian villagers and their pre-
dominantly German guests. As an adult, he becomes a ski teacher and submits to
evenings in bars where he is supposed to embody the typical native, supplying every-
thing from indigenous conviviality to sexual gratification. The pretense and the split
between backstage personhood and touristic identity lead to the protagonist’s ultimate
decay and despondency.

More cynical is Austrian playwright Felix Mitterer’s TV-production Die Piefke-Saga.
Described by its author as a combination of satire, comedy, tragedy and ‘horror vision
to laugh oneself to death’, the play depicts the successive commoditization of all aspects
of native life, all in an attempt to secure the continued presence and revenue of tourists.
By the end of the saga, a team of Japanese doctors is hired to surgically alter real and
‘wannabe’ residents into 100% Tyrolians, with language and behaviors fully befitting the
homeland. All the annoying doubts and anxieties over role-play, authenticity, and
selfhood are removed, as one’s identity is medically and permanently fixed (Mitterer,
1991).

In these turns toward reflection, a restorative or at the very least a therapeutic poten-
tial of narration reveals itself. Parodistic, acerbic as well as tragic accounts of life within
a tourist economy provoke critical reflection and ultimately new thinking to redress the
social and economic infrastructure within which the intertwined experience of tourists
and tourees unfolds. Tourism is carried, I have tried to demonstrate, through narratives
of multiple order. The reflexive narratives that assess tourism’s most frightening spoils
and the individual’s greatest failures are simultaneously critiques and sources for resist-
ance and change. The late 20th century has seen the growth of ecotourism and efforts
to understand sustainability. There has been development toward a variety of alternative
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vacation settings designed to bring about a valuing of local life, occupations and ecosys-
tems: each of these movements to redress material conditions is occasioned and accom-
panied by narration. Each of these efforts has its own, new aspirations, longings, and
problems – and humans will continue to narrate them and hopefully achieve a sense of
living and traveling appropriate for their time. While the tourist business is an outgrowth
and a major component of a capitalist economy, a type of economy currently driving
the globe, tourism is a great deal more than a product to purchase or make financial gain
of. When I entitled this essay ‘Capitalizing on Memories Past, Present and Future’, I
wanted to capture the multivalence of the verb – to capitalize on something means to
make the most of it. Human beings are unlikely to stop traveling, but they are capable
of balancing more sanely what is gained and what is suffered during their journeys.

Think of the long trip home.
Should we have stayed at home and thought of here?
Where should we be today?
Is it right to be watching strangers in a play
In this strangest of theaters?
What childishness is it that while there’s a breath of life
In our bodies, we are determined to rush
To see the sun the other way around?
The tiniest green hummingbird in the world?
To stare at some inexplicable old stonework,
Inexplicable and impenetrable,
At any view
Instantly seen and always, always delightful?
Oh, must we dream our dreams
And have them, too?
And have we room
For one more folded sunset, still quite warm?
But surely it would have been a pity
Not to have seen the trees along this road,
Really exaggerated in their beauty,
Not to have seen them gesturing
Like noble pantomimists, robed in pink.

‘Is it lack of imagination that makes us come
to imagined places, not just stay at home?
Or could Pascal have been not entirely right
about just sitting quietly in one’s room?
Continents, city, country, society:
The choice is never wide and never free.
And here, or there . . . No. Should we have stayed at home,
Wherever that may be?’

(from Elizabeth Bishop, Questions of Travel, italics in original)
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Notes
1 The subway stop is West 72nd Street and Central Park West, New York. To find the

site on the Internet: http://www.centralpark.org/home.htlm. ‘Strawberry Fields’ is
described on another web page as ‘Name of a triangular shaped area in honor of John
Lennon. Peaceful and nicely landscaped. Ironically a favorite with old neighborhood
residents’. Given that the Beatles were at the peak of their fame in the 1960s, the
preference of elderly people to sit near this spot may not be at all ironic (cf:
http://netscape.digitalcity.com/newyork/recreation/venue.dci?vid=22206). On the
20th anniversary of Lennon’s death, hundreds of people gathered on the site, cf. The
New York Times, ‘Metro’ Section, Saturday, 9 December 2000.

2 Quoted from http://www.centralpark.org/history/history.html.
3 Choosing memories of pain and injustice for touristic commoditization constitutes

still but a small share of the market, though the urge to render leisure a realm of
somber learning has been present since the aristocratic Bildungsreise (see later in the
article). But it tends to be a script for new sites, not one added on to existing ones.
The extremely popular United States Holocaust Museum would be a case in point;
built as a new venture and not a part of the Smithsonian Mall in Washington DC,
its separateness and somberness of purpose contribute to its place in the leisure and
tourism market. Consider furthermore Goree Island off the coast of Guinea, the
embarkation point for slaves. This island has become a pilgrimage site particularly
for African Americans, and marketing is largely confined to this potential interest
group. Sharon McDonald (1997) recounts the difficulty of financing, building and
maintaining interest in a Scottish tourist site that remembers struggle and pain, a
distinctly different effort from marketing Scotland – the Brand (McCrone, 1995).

4 Cf. Martha Norkunas’s work on ethnic memorials in Lowell, Massachusetts (paper
presented at the American Folklore Society Meetings in Austin, TX, 1997). She dis-
covered the ways in which different ethnic groups who arrived in this (now defunct)
industrial hub used to claim spaces in parks and along streets to erect monuments
to their ethnic past. After decades, the memorial would lose in relevance, it might
even get moved to a different place to make space for a newer monument relevant
for another group.

5 The present debates over whether our age is postmodern, poststructuralist, post-
Fordist, modern, or reflexively modern are, perhaps, futile in their insistence on a
periodization of human experience measured by technological and political change.
While there is constant change, the assumption of some kind of linear movement
forward owes too much to the western narrative of progress, and not enough to the
repetitive nature of daily existence, the recurrence of day and night, of seasons, and
the circular motions of the earth within the equally circular solar system. ‘The more
it changes, the more it is the same’, says the proverb. Individual experience seeks to
contradict this, and indeed the individual life is unique, irreplicable in its movement

ANTHROPOLOGICAL THEORY 2(4)

480

08 ANT 2-4 Bendix (JB/D)  5/11/02  9:50 am  Page 480



from birth to death, down to the genetic level (and even genetic cloning cannot alter
the difference in experience of genetically identical entities). Yet the focus on the
idiosyncrasies of a given age or period, the Middle Ages as opposed to the Renais-
sance, is but an effort to foreground the exceptional, the things that ‘happened’ and
that brought about changes in thought, knowledge, and habit, as opposed to the
things that remain steady. This being said, the phase or stage of existence that was
brought about through the intertwined movements of democratization, industrial-
ization and colonization since roughly the 16th century is distinct, though whether
‘modern’ is the word for it might be an appropriate question to ask. Marx used the
label ‘All that is solid melts into air’ (cf. Berman, 1988). From the present vantage
point, using spatial rather than temporal metaphor might yield a more poignant
terminology. Caren Kaplan in her examination of theorists of modernism and post-
modernism seems to think similarly when she states: ‘ “Post –” will always privilege
a temporal language and agenda over a spatial one’ (1996: 21). The term ‘global age’
could appropriately denote the age that brought about an economic dependency on
global networks and, associated with these economic needs, the penetration of the
capitalist imagination and practice around the globe. Narratives and the process of
narration, one might argue, allow for an understanding of both the enduring,
recurring qualities of human existence as well as of the surface changes in technique,
aesthetics and vision.

6 Among the works to be mentioned are, for example, Clifford, 1997; Kaplan, 1996;
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1998; Krippendorf, 1984; Löfgren, 1999, and Pratt, 1992.
Annals of Tourism Research, still the flagship journal of tourism study, started publi-
cation in 1972, which is very late indeed for a social phenomenon with a history
reaching back deeply into the 19th century.

7 The numbers come from this useful web site: http://omni.cc.purdue.edu/~alltson/
journals.htm.

8 Davidson argues very clearly against the designation ‘industry’ for tourism; the term
industry, in fact, leads to misjudgments of what tourism can or cannot do. ‘Tourism
is a social/economic phenomenon that acts both as an engine of economic progress
and as a social force’ (1998: 28). Yet ironically, or sadly, Davidson’s short article
appears in an edited volume and is surrounded by many tourism and hospitality
theory papers speaking adamantly of the tourist industry.

9 I am aware that the emphasis on the cerebral aspects of tourism put forth here may
be exaggerated or apply only to some tourists. Eric Cohen once suggested a four-
fold categorization of tourists in which only the fourth and most extreme type was
obsessed with the mental cohesiveness and authenticity of the tourist experience, and
he likened this type to the ethnographer (1988). The parallels between that which
motivates travelers and that which motivates ethnographers have been noted repeat-
edly. James Clifford describes 20th-century ethnography as ‘an evolving practice of
modern travel’ (1997: 19), and Barbara Kirshenblatt-Gimblett comments on the
plight of the ethnographer who ‘cannot take away the intangible, ephemeral, immov-
able and animate’ and who instead ‘inscribes’ what he cannot carry away in ‘field
notes, recordings, photographs, films, or drawings’ (1998: 10). In the spirit of the
‘writing culture’ movement in anthropology (Clifford and Marcus, 1986), it is
perfectly appropriate to see the parallels as well as the intermeshing of tourists and
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ethnographers not just in the effort to recover the intangible in the form of
souvenirs/documents, but also, to re-emphasize the topic of this article, in the effort
to narrate the experience in the form of stories or ethnographies.

10 Edensor’s examination of tourism at the Taj Mahal is one of the few works that seeks
to include non-western travel sensibilities in his consideration of western, Hindu
and Muslim ways of approaching this particular site (1998).

11 On the term ‘experience’, its place within pragmatist philosophy, and its potential
(and pitfalls) in anthropological research, see Abrahams (1986).

12 The popularity of the so-called ‘last minute’ holiday arrangement (especially prac-
ticed in Europe) is indicative of both the travelers’ desire to surprise themselves with
a destination not previously considered, and of the tourism facilitators’ efforts to
somehow harness this unpredictability for profit.

13 If we were to peruse the collections of contemporary legends that have been put
together by Jan Harold Brunvand (USA), Rolf Wilhelm Brednich (Germany) or
Bengt af Klintberg (Sweden), we would be able to provide a good number of already
collected vacation narratives – though generally focusing on the holiday mishap
(such as the unexpectedly dying grandmother, or mishaps involving recreational
vehicles), or damage wreaked on unsuspecting citizens (such as airplane wastes falling
out of the sky).

14 The existence of a scholarly society devoted exclusively to the analysis of travel
writing indicates the fascination that not only travel but also the written narration
thereof hold. The first meeting was entitled ‘Snapshots from abroad’ and held in
Minneapolis in 1997; in 1999, the group met at the University of Pennsylvania
under the heading ‘Writing the Journey’. Cf. http://www.english.upenn.edu/
Travel99/.

15 Goethe’s use of the German term Wollust (sensuality, voluptuousness) and its associ-
ated adjective wollüstig are not carelessly chosen terms; they are associated primarily
with sexual pleasure, and in the early Romantic period, when Goethe wrote this
statement about the effort to explore feelings and senses exuberantly, later bourgeois
taboos were not yet affecting his association of a visual experience with sensations
resembling sexual pleasures. When Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, in her groundbreaking
work Destination Culture (1998), devotes considerable attention to the ‘confusing
pleasures’ in tourist spectacles as well as the ways in which cultural exhibitions
employ secrecy or humility to avoid making the sources of pleasure inherent to the
exhibited objects fully known, we recognize both the presence of pleasurable (includ-
ing physical) stimulation and two centuries’ worth of practices designed to disguise
it.

16 Many excellent works have been devoted to analyzing these intertwined changes in
western societies, seeking to understand a movement driven by industrial capitalism
and the fragmentation of collective senses of being it has brought about. Trilling
(1974[1971]) and Taylor (1989) are perhaps the most comprehensive, Berman
(1972, 1988) is most compelling. For a discussion of the intertwining of authen-
ticity searches with the study of folklore, see Bendix (1997), who also offers brief
summaries of some of the most relevant works.

17 Tim Edensor analyses such interplay of narration and experience with the case of
the Taj Mahal (1998: 69–104).

ANTHROPOLOGICAL THEORY 2(4)

482

08 ANT 2-4 Bendix (JB/D)  5/11/02  9:50 am  Page 482



18 Social movement of any sort naturally generates potentially sharable story material
(cf. the considerable scholarship on personal narratives: Abrahams, 1977; Bauman,
1986; Rosaldo, 1986; Stahl, 1989). Travel intensifies and enhances this potential
precisely because extraordinary experiences which ‘authenticate’ the narrator’s
individuality are seen as more likely.

19 Ian Buruma, in a recent review essay, similarly goes for the imagery of bodily excre-
tions, for they appear spontaneous, far from the civilized affectations the writers
come from, and thus authenticating the experience: ‘Traveling recently by bus from
Shigatse to Lhasa, squeezed in between a heavily made-up bar hostess from Sichua
who was vomiting her breakfast out the window and a minor Tibetan official who
asked me about Manchester United football club before noisily clearing his throat
to deposit a green gob of spit beside my left shoe, I wondered what it was about
Tibet that has made so many intelligent people go wobbly’ (Buruma, 2000: 12).

20 This is researched on a terminological and philosophical level in Kaplan (1996).
21 The fact that there are no guidebooks which do not, in one form or another, address

the tourists’ concern for safety, speaks volumes about our tacit acknowledgment of
this basic fear. The question of the wrangling for power in the host–guest relation-
ship bears further examination, given the often long histories of colonial or at the
very least economic interdependence. The first edition of Valene Smith’s Hosts and
Guests (1977) still contained the voices of anthropologists fundamentally offended
by tourism’s exploitation of cultures perceived as pristine; the revised edition from
1989 inserted some much needed corrections, although the acknowledgment that
host cultures are neither clearly bounded (though they often choose to present them-
selves as such to appeal to the tourist’s desire for the pristine) nor completely helpless
in the face of tourism’s economic intrusion has been slow in coming. Bendix (1989)
addresses this issue by examining local strategies to create a cultural sphere behind
the touristic stage in one of the oldest ‘tourist traps’ in the world, Interlaken, Switzer-
land. Bouissevain (1996) also assembles a number of European case studies that seek
to complicate the perception of power relations in tourism. Gisela Welz offers a case
study on this topic, examining the symbolic ramifications of a traditional guest meal
adopted into tourist practice in Cyprus (2000). It must be emphasized, though, that
these successful host-reassertions have been documented more extensively in areas
with 100 or more years of tourism histories. Many host societies in developing
economies are indeed more vulnerable, as the infrastructural know-how for tourist
economies is still largely western-developed, including the well-meaning but ulti-
mately also patronizing efforts to foster sustainable tourism (see the critique by
Mowforth and Munt, 1997).

22 Seeking and finding the ‘marvelous’ is a trope inherent to western travel since the
time of the explorers (cf. Greenblatt, 1991).

23 Löfgren notes that standardization of attractions had already created boredom in the
late 18th century (1999: 27), and boredom is naturally anathema to the longed-for
experiential surprise.

24 Advertisers have heightened this effect by drawing culturally already available stories
and motifs into advertising scripts (Degh and Vazsony, 1979).

25 Graham Dann (1996) directs tourism researches toward examining tourism
language both in terms of agency and its propensity to draw from a fixed set of
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cliches. His rich examples substantiate what is here only touched on briefly, though
his wavering between systematically analyzing, critiquing and promoting tourism’s
languages is a little unsettling.

26 While narration is a conscious engagement with and processing of experience,
mimesis resides between consciously willed and habitual, unreflected actions. For an
elaboration on the interrelationship of (ethno-)mimesis and Bourdieu’s concept of
habitus, see Cantwell (1999).

27 Buzard (1993) offers some choice examples from late 19th- and early 20th-century
literature of this jaded ‘traveler’ who seeks to distinguish himself from the ‘tourist’,
unable to see that the two labels denote ultimately the same endeavor.

28 In early summer of 2000, the New York Times Magazine carried a devastating report
by Blaine Harden (2000) on the decline of Kenya’s tourism, putting the blame
squarely on the nation’s President. Yet there is no acknowledgement in this acerbic
piece of travel journalism how the piece will contribute to further losses in Kenyan
tourism revenue.

29 Rosemary Coombe’s foray into the ways in which legal copyright processes facilitate
the commoditization of ideas, looks, styles and similarly individual, if often imma-
terial, ‘goods’ usefully complements what I sketch here (1998).

30 Abrahams writes about ‘the experience of the experience’ – moments when we recog-
nize an unfolding pattern, where it is not that which we see, hear, or do that resonate
but the underlying pattern that is familiar, even if on the surface there are new par-
ticulars (1986: 60–1). For tourist experience, this might be any number of motifs:
the unfamiliar means of locomotion, the show of folkloric dances, the final banquet
– after experiencing such elements in Egypt, they become recognizable in Bali or
New Guinea, no matter how different the faces, costumes, and tastes.

31 The two major tools are Aarne’s Index of Tale Types (1911) and Thompson’s Index
of Motifs (1955–8). Numerous regional tale type catalogues have been produced in
the interim.

32 The program has an extensive archive including audio-files and is thus ready for
anyone eager to carry out the full narrative analysis of content, structure, style and
performance of these tales generally narrated over the phone: http://www.-
savvytraveler.com/Show/Features/.
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