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Abstract:
Last year, the annual meeting of the Association of American Geographers (AAG) took place in Las Vegas. Apparently, this wasn’t an easy pick, and the AAG’s president had to explain why on earth geographers would meet in such an unusual place: “The decision to locate the 2009 AAG Annual Meeting in Las Vegas, Nevada has not met with universal acclaim. Some people complain that Las Vegas is not a “real” city and that it lacks the high culture we should demand of our convention sites. It is seen as the ultimate “fake” city built on fantasies that recycle the real character of other places as presumably “cheap” (but not inexpensive!) imitations.” This quote expresses the aura surrounding Las Vegas: a gambling Mecca, luring lower-class Americans, built on simulacra and merchandisable entertainment.

Las Vegas stands out in the American psyche, or even in the mental landscape of non Americans worldwide. “Sin City”, city of vice and perdition, Las Vegas embodies a free-wheeling, anything-goes place where almost everything is allowed. That image has been built via tourist practices that in turn influenced the cultural world of the American nation. Las Vegas has become a true icon. Las Vegas is omnipresent in American cultural references, whether it be movies, TV shows, or even idiomatic expressions like “What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas” or “Only in Vegas”.

To study Las Vegas is to study the relationship between city and tourism, but even more between a tourist discourse and an academic discourse. Though duality is commonly postulated between those two poles, in the case of Las Vegas, those discourses are so similar that one can question the influence of tourist imaginaries on intellectual and academic production.

It appears that tourist imaginaries have spread into academics, especially within the human and social sciences. A thorough bibliographic review reveals a disproportionate attention to tourist spaces (the Strip and Fremont Street) and the appropriation of topoi promoted by the tourism industry; but a relative silence on the metropolitan area –home to almost 2 million people– as whole.

In this presentation, I argue that the Las Vegas tourism imaginaries, its stereotypes and its clichés, are found in scientific productions. Hence, my presentation is entitled: “What happens in Vegas doesn’t stay in Vegas: when tourism imaginaries fashion the scientific discourse”.

I study the city from a double perspective: from a top-down point of view, examining academic theorizations of Las Vegas; but also using a bottom-up approach, highlighting perceptions and representations produced by tourism. This being so, three levels of interpretation are interrelated: the production of urban images by tourists and the tourism industry; the reception of those images by researchers; and finally the scientific production on this topic.

Thus, Las Vegas offers an ideal case study on the relations between production and reception of tourism imaginaries within a specific social group, that is the researchers in human and social sciences. More broadly, this presentation questions the production and position of academic knowledge within the circulation of ideas.
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