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Abstract:
In a global tourism market characterized by rapidly changing trends, the products and experiences on sale vary widely, but the image-making machinery behind them shares remarkably similar scripts and strategies. If anything, tourism is part of the wider image production industry, in which the identities of peoples and places are endlessly (re)invented and (re)produced for easy consumption. Tourism imaginaries are culturally shared and socially transmitted representational assemblages. As meaning-making devices, they mediate how people act, cognize and value the world. While there is ample critical scholarship on the production and consumption of such imaginaries, much less attention has been given to their actual distribution. What are the mechanisms and who are the mechanics ensuring their continuous circulation? How do tourism imaginaries transform (if at all) while moving across the globe? Findings from research in Indonesia and Tanzania reveal that tourism imaginaries are often linear (projections of the past or the future onto the present), while they themselves travel in space and time through well-established circular conduits, reaching new global horizons and feeding back to places of departure. Culture-centric and historically laden tourism imaginaries of developing countries in particular often reinforce the imagined binary between mobile tourists and immobile (time-frozen) locals. Some of these images and ideas are inspired on outdated scholarly representations of cultures as passive, bounded and homogeneous entities. The more people are perceived to be immobile – true “natives” (living in the place where they were born) – the more they must be authentic, so the stereotypical tourism thinking goes. Paradoxically, tourism service providers have most chances to realize their own imaginaries of moving forward (geographically) and upward (socially) by reproducing and enacting imaginaries in which their lifeworld is developing little or not at all.
