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Abstract: Applying a combination of ethnographic and discourse-centered approaches to
an exploratory case study in Arusha, Tanzania, this paper examines how global discourses
are locally (re)produced. By acquiring specialized knowledge that is circulating through
handbooks, magazines, websites, and videos, Tanzanian students learn how to become profes-
sional ‘‘local’’ guides. During their training they are instructed, both implicitly and explicitly,
how to use global discourses to represent and sell their natural and cultural heritage as
authentically local. However, in the personal interaction with tourists, guides do not merely
reproduce the narratives and practices they were taught at school; instead they themselves
become creative storytellers, often subtly questioning or contesting the normative templates.
Keywords: globalization, discourse, tour guides, ethnography, Tanzania. � 2006 Elsevier
Ltd. All rights reserved.

Résumé: Touristification de la Tanzanie: guides locaux, discours international. En appli-
quant une combinaison d’approches d’ethnologie et de discours dans une étude de cas
exploratoire à Arusha, Tanzanie, cet article examine comment les discours internationaux
sont (re)produits localement. En acquérant des connaissances spécialisées qui circulent à
travers des manuels, magazines, sites web et vidéos, les étudiants tanzaniens apprennent à
devenir des guides «locaux» professionnels. Pendant leur formation, on les enseigne, impli-
citement et explicitement, comment utiliser des discours internationaux pour représenter et
vendre leur patrimoine naturel et culturel comme authentiquement local. Pourtant, dans
l’interaction personnelle avec les touristes, les guides ne reproduisent pas tout simplement
les narrations et pratiques apprises à l’école; ils deviennent plutôt des conteurs créateurs
qui questionnent ou contestent, souvent subtilement, les modèles normatifs. Mots-clés: mon-
dialisation, discours, guides, ethnographie, Tanzanie. � 2006 Elsevier Ltd. All rights
reserved.
INTRODUCTION

Tourism offers potential tourist-consumers a rather unusual type of
commodity. In most of its varieties, travel-for-leisure exists only as infor-
mation at the point of sale. This information, usually a combination
of linguistic and supporting visual elements, creates, codifies, and
communicates certain mythical experiences (Adams 1984; Buck
1977; Echtner and Prasad 2003; Moeran 1983; Selwyn 1996). Whatever
communication medium is used, the language of tourism is one of
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persuasion and seduction, merging macro-economic goals with attri-
buted individual need satisfactions (Dann 1996b). Marketers rely on
powerful discourses, shaping worldviews of each destination. Without
seducing imaginaries, there probably would be very little tourism at
all. Critical scholarship reveals how these representations are created
and mediated through cultural and ideological structures (Aitchison
2001; Mellinger 1994; Morgan and Pritchard 1998; Mowforth and
Munt 2003; Thurot and Thurot 1983; Urry 2002). Not surprisingly,
many contemporary tourism tales are heavily influenced by the mythol-
ogized visions of ‘‘Otherness’’ from the travel literature and academic
writings in disciplines like anthropology, archaeology, art, and history
(Pratt 1992; Said 1994; Torgovnick 1990).

Globalization, the process of growing worldwide interconnectedness
and interdependency, adds extra layers of complexity to the way tour-
istic representations are created and circulated. The global market
logic prescribing diversification is translated in the construction of
increasingly differentiated destinations and distinct consumers, or
the creation of new traditions and identities (Munt 1994). The overall
language of tourism contains a wide number of registers, each one of
them addressing a certain type of potential tourist with specific inter-
ests (Dann 1996b). Marketers represent the world as limitless in terms
of destinations, activities, and types of accommodation that can be dis-
covered and experienced (Morgan, Pritchard and Pride 2002). Desti-
nations everywhere are adapting themselves to the homogenizing
corporate culture of tourism at the same time as trying to commoditize
their ‘‘local distinctiveness’’ (Clifford and King 1993). While they pro-
mote and sell the packaged experience of so-called ‘‘authentic’’ natu-
ral landscapes or ‘‘traditional’’ cultures, what counts as local heritage is
increasingly defined on a global scale (such as UNESCO’s World Her-
itage List). However, this global overhaul also stimulates the resur-
gence of local (and sometimes national) identities and competing
counter-discourses of natural and cultural heritage, a phenomenon
that has been noticed worldwide (Adams 2006; Hall and Tucker
2004; Picard and Wood 1997; Porter and Salazar 2005; Salazar and Por-
ter 2004). The intimate intertwining of processes of globalization and
localization, or local differentiation, is scholarly captured in the con-
cept ‘‘glocalization’’ (Robertson 1995).

The language of tourism marketing has been widely researched
(Dann 1996b; Morgan and Pritchard 2000). Less attention has been de-
voted to studying the ways in which these globally circulating discourses
are (re)produced and negotiated by local service providers such as tour
guides (although, in the context of Africa, this topic was discussed by
scholars like Bruner (2001) and Norton 1996). Such research is espe-
cially salient in countries like Tanzania, where there is currently no offi-
cial policy or program implemented to train, certify, and license
guides, and the authorities have little or no control over their narra-
tives and practices. As a result, tourism discourses circulate differently
from places where there is more state control (Bowman 1991; Bras
2000; Dahles 2002). Tour guides are key actors in the process of folkl-
orizing, ethnicizing, and exoticizing a destination (Salazar 2005). They
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are often the only local people with whom tourists interact for a consid-
erable amount of time during their trip. Guides are thus entrusted with
the public relations mission ‘‘to encapsulate the essence of place’’
(Pond 1993:vii) and to be a window onto the site, region, or even coun-
try or continent. While some really take pride in representing and
explaining the local heritage and culture, others are more business-
oriented and merely interested in selling—images, knowledge, con-
tacts, souvenirs, access, authenticity, ideology, and sometimes even
their own bodies (Bras 2000).

Through an exploratory case study of a local tourism school in Aru-
sha, Tanzania, this paper analyzes how student-guides are familiarized
with the ‘‘tourist gaze’’ (Urry 2002) and describes the multiple ways in
which the appropriated global discourses and schemas play out while
practicing. The combination of grounded ethnographic and dis-
course-centered approaches helps disentangle how and by whom glob-
ally circulating tourism tales are connected, disconnected, and
reconnected in the context of guiding. As such, the micro-analysis pre-
sented here also sheds some light on how tourism-related ideas and
ideologies in general are (re)produced, circulated, and transformed
in an increasingly glocalized world (Urban 2001).
HOW LOCAL GUIDES (RE)PRODUCE GLOBAL DISCOURSES

Knowledge of the world is based primarily on the discursive repre-
sentations people make of it. The notion of ‘‘discourse’’ in this context
refers to language as a form of practice that is embedded in the social
conditions of production and consumption and the cultural processes
of meaning-making. Discourse-centered studies emphasize the hetero-
geneous, multifunctional, and dynamic character of language use in
actual situations of communication and the central place it occupies
in the construction of reality (Bauman and Briggs 1990; Blommaert
and Bulcaen 2000). As Fairclough states:
Different discourses are different perspectives on the world, and they
are associated with the different relations people have to the world,
which in turn depends on their positions in the world, their social
and personal identities, and the social relationships in which they
stand to other people. Discourses not only represent the world as it
is (or rather as it is seen to be), they are also projective imaginaries,
representing possible worlds which are different from the actual
world, and tied in to projects to change the world in particular direc-
tions (2003:123).
Although language is probably the most important channel of expres-
sion, discourses may take a variety of forms—oral, written, pictorial,
symbolic, or graphic—and include both linguistic and non-linguistic
ways of producing meaning (Kress and Van Leeuwen 2001).

Discourses are tools of knowledge and power. While people are sur-
rounded by various types of ‘‘imaginaries’’ (Gaonkar and Lee 2002),
institutionally grounded representations implying power, hierarchy,
and hegemony predominate. Hence, Foucault (1972) conceptualizes
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discourse as a cultural domain of knowledge, an institutionalized com-
plex of signs and practices that regulates how people live socially—sim-
ilar to Bourdieu’s (1991) concept of ‘‘linguistic habitus’’. Discourses,
as the concrete expression of language–culture relationships, can have
both social effects, bringing about or preventing social change, and
ideological effects, inculcating and sustaining or changing ideologies.
The replication and dissemination of discourse is a complex process
(Silverstein and Urban 1996). As it is being ‘‘(re)entextualized’’
(reproduced with an altered form) or ‘‘(re)contextualized’’ (repro-
duced identically), innumerable factors intervene, and the copy is very
often distinct from the original (Bauman and Briggs 1990). Because
there is frequently an asymmetrical power relationship between the
originator(s) and the copier(s), the original discourse is not only
copied but is reacted or responded to (Goffman 1981). Given the great
impact it has on people, the identification and analysis of discourse-as-
discursive-practice (that is, as something that is produced, circulated,
distributed, and consumed in society) is now a preoccupation across
the humanities and social sciences.

Tourism offers many possibilities to study discourse because the tour-
ism-industrial complex, a highly decentralized apparatus of power,
spreads its own stories, practices, and worldviews (Meethan 2001; Mow-
forth and Munt 2003). Tourism tales are powerful in the sense that they
turn places and peoples into easily consumable attractions, providing
simplified and historically fixed versions of local heritage. The more
global tourism grows, the more its selective representations of life be-
come the codified and authorized versions of local culture and knowl-
edge. People often have little (economic) choice but to accept and to
adapt to the ‘‘touristified’’ identities and cultural views that are created
for them. At the same time, local service providers are not totally
without stake in the (re)creation and promotion of fashionable stories
(Picard 2003). Local tour guides, for example, are creative (re)produc-
ers of profitable mythmaking narratives (Fine and Speer 1985). Para-
doxically, many of them rely on globally popular discourses (for
example, the trendy registers of eco-talk or sustainability babble) to cap-
italize on their own background and signal their authenticity as truly
‘‘local’’. In order to understand how they (re)produce these global
imaginaries, the focus needs to be on the meta-communicative dimen-
sion of their narratives and practices. The case study of the students
trained in Tanzania presented in this paper provides a good starting
point.
Study Methods

This study forms part of a larger, multisited comparative project,
involving similar research with a group of tour guides in Yogyakarta,
Indonesia (Salazar 2005). However, an in-depth comparison between
the two groups lies outside the scope of this paper. In order to study
how the Arusha guides in Tanzania are familiarized with global dis-
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courses, the researcher spent the summer of 2004 at one of the city’s
private schools. Since tourism training is currently not nationally regu-
lated in Tanzania, the array of available courses and diplomas on the
market varies widely. For the purposes of this research, a small, fam-
ily-run school was selected. This school was founded in 1995 by an
experienced Tanzanian tour guide and is located in one of the poorer
neighborhoods in the hills surrounding Arusha’s city center. The
building is very rudimentary and, apart from some student facilities
(a bathroom, a kitchen, a dorm for boys, and a dorm for girls), there
is only one classroom and another room that functions simultaneously
as office, library, computer room, and second classroom. While not
necessarily the most typical school, the author chose this one because
it is so well networked, offering many possibilities to research global–
local relations.

The school has approximately 40 students year-round, predomi-
nantly young men in their 20s, coming from rural as well as urban areas
all over the country, and usually belonging to the burgeoning Tanza-
nian middle class. Although having a secondary education degree is
an admission requirement, the headmaster often ignores this prerequi-
site in order to reach sufficient numbers. An American non-profit
foundation provides scholarships for many students. Thanks to an
agreement with a Belgian tour operator, most have a chance to practice
the newly learned skills by participating in safaris as junior guides. Ad-
vanced students are selected by the headmaster to take people around
Arusha or organize other one-day excursions. Those who do not have a
chance to engage in these practice opportunities benefit from the in-
class reports and evaluations after each trip. Although small, the
school’s library contains many resources (mainly in English): research
reports and books on tourism in Tanzania and elsewhere; animal and
plant identification manuals; travel guide books; travel magazines
(Tantravel, Twiga Times, African Travel, Travel Africa), wildlife magazines
(Tanzania Wildlife, Swara), some in-flight magazines; and a vast collec-
tion of African wildlife documentaries.

The school offers a one-year diploma program in tour guiding. The
course syllabus was formalized in 1998 with the help of a Belgian guide
association and revised in 2001 by a Dutch university with expertise in
tourism. The course structure includes the following modules: general
knowledge (history, geography, and anthropology) and tourism; tour
guiding and leadership skills (including hospitality etiquette); wildlife
ecology and natural history; photographic safari and game driving
skills, walking safaris; wilderness and mountain climbing skills; and for-
eign language training (English, German, or French). Most of the re-
sources on which the teachers draw to teach these topics are foreign
(mainly from Europe, the United States, and South Africa). The head-
master, himself a tour guide, has built up a solid global network of con-
tacts and is a board member of an international association for tourism
education. These connections allow him to travel abroad regularly. His
son, one of the school’s main teachers, is a practicing tour guide who
spent six months in the United States attending specialized courses in
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a mountaineering school and a leadership school. For an outsider
visiting for the first time, it is hard to believe that this tiny school is
so well networked globally. The multiple international connections
greatly facilitate the flow of global discourses, turning the school into
an institution that is itself periodically reconfigured by constantly evolv-
ing external imaginaries.

The methodology used in this study involves a hybrid ethnographic
and discourse-centered approach, involving ten weeks of fieldwork. As
the research in Tanzania took place during the height of the tourism
season, there were multiple opportunities to engage in participatory
observation and interviewing. The researcher visited the school on
an almost daily basis, attending lectures as a regular student. At the
end of the stay, the teachers asked him to give a couple of guest lec-
tures, making him switch roles from observer to teacher. Many of the
classroom interactions were tape recorded and semistructured inter-
views were conducted with the teachers and most of the students. He
also accompanied a group of students on a two-day trip to Lake Many-
ara and Tarangire National Park and joined individual students on
practice tours in Arusha’s city center and to Usa River, Lake Duluti,
Ilkiding’a, and Longido. On all these occasions, large parts of the
students’ narratives were tape recorded. The transcriptions of the
recordings provided unique materials to compare the kind of knowl-
edge students accumulate at school with the way in which this knowl-
edge is discursively (re)entextualized while guiding.

In order to better situate the practices of the students within a broad-
er context, background information was obtained from semistructured
indepth interviews undertaken with public servants working for the
Tanzania Tourist Board, the Arusha director of the Tanzanian Associ-
ation of Tour Operators, a couple of Arusha-based tour operators, and
some experienced tour guides. The author also traveled to Dar es
Salaam to interview experts from the University of Dar es Salaam,
Research on Poverty Alleviation, the Economic and Social Research
Foundation, and the President’s Economic Policy Advisory Unit.
Unfortunately, the researcher was unsuccessful in obtaining informa-
tion from the Ministry of Natural Resources and Tourism was unavail-
able. Most interviews were conducted in English and some in Swahili
(usually with the help of a research assistant). Background literature
research was undertaken in the libraries of the University of Dar es Sal-
aam and the University of Pennsylvania. Finally, secondary sources
such as websites and Tanzanian newspapers (The Arusha Times) and
magazines (Via Via Time Out) were consulted.

All primary qualitative data—fieldnotes and the transcriptions of the
interviews and the audio recordings of the classroom interactions and
the guiding narratives—were analyzed and interpreted with the help of
Atlas.ti, a popular software package for visual qualitative data analysis.
Open coding of the data added more analytical categories to the ones
derived from the literature (Dann 1996b) and preliminary research
(Salazar 2005). The analysis of the raw data was greatly enhanced by
embedding the practices of the students within the broader sociocul-
tural context.
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Setting the Ethnographic Scene

Arusha is situated in northern Tanzania, on the eastern edge of the
Great Rift Valley. Founded as a German garrison in 1900, the city rap-
idly became a major trading hub for gemstones (Tanzanite) and the
center of a large and important farming area producing coffee, wheat,
sisal, pyrethrum, sugar, textiles, dairy products, and flowers. The esti-
mated current population is about 300,000. Arusha’s cityscape is typical
of many other East African towns, with dusty streets, rows of Indian-run
shops, noisy and colorful markets, mosques and churches, and a vi-
brant street life. Due to its central geographical location, Arusha
houses the headquarters of the East African Community, which joins
Tanzania, Kenya, and Uganda in an economic, communications, and
customs union. Arusha also hosts many international nongovernmen-
tal and intergovernmental organizations, the most well known being
the United Nations International Criminal Tribunal for Rwanda. In
addition, the city strategically markets the fact that, being situated half-
way between Cape Town and Cairo, it is ‘‘the center of Africa’’.

For tourists, Arusha is the gateway to the Serengeti, Lake Manyara,
Tarangire, Arusha and Mount Kilimanjaro national parks and the Ngo-
rongoro Conservation Area. As such, the city is often called the ‘‘safari
capital’’. Many of the region’s wildlife landscapes, especially the wide
plains of the Serengeti, have become popular icons for Africa as a
whole and have provided nature documentaries (Serengeti Shall not
Die, Wild Africa, People of the Forest: The Chimps of Gombe), and Hollywood
entertainment (The Lion King, Tarzan, Hatari, George of the Jungle) and
true-life movies (Out of Africa, Gorillas in the Mist, Born Free) with their
perfect romantic and nostalgic vision of an unexplored and time-
frozen ‘‘wild Eden’’. Not surprisingly, Tanzania capitalizes on this
well-known iconology. The country’s latest promotional campaign for
the global market, ‘‘Tanzania—Authentic Africa’’, powerfully encapsu-
lates it all.

The emergence and growth of tourism in northern Tanzania, to-
gether with southern Kenya known as ‘‘Safariland’’, is closely interwo-
ven with the history of wildlife conservation in East Africa. Tourism was
first established under German and British colonial rule as an industry
catering to the needs of Westerners coming to observe and hunt ‘‘exo-
tic’’ animals. The establishment of national parks around 1930 was as
much a process of ‘‘Nature’’ production as nature preservation (Neu-
mann 1995). Although hunting has largely been replaced by photo-
graphic safaris, most tourists still travel to Tanzania hoping to see
the ‘‘Big Five’’, a hunting term historically used to denote the five most
dangerous African animals: lion, leopard, rhinoceros, elephant, and
buffalo. Little (1991) nicely describes how tourism discourse has been
influenced by hunting vocabulary: the camera substitutes for the gun
and tourists ‘‘shoot’’ their pictures and ‘‘capture’’ images in order to
turn their photo-albums into trophies.

Under colonial rule, the European administration decided what was
valuable natural heritage and what not. This job is now being done by
large transnational bodies such as UNESCO and the World Conservation
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Union. Around Arusha, three areas are protected as World Heritage: the
Ngorongoro Conservation Area (1979), Serengeti National Park (1981),
and Kilimanjaro National Park (1987). Not only is natural heritage in
Tanzania largely defined by outsiders, but, to a certain extent, the same
is also true for cultural heritage. Although the country is populated by
over 120 different ethnic groups, most foreigners only think of the
Maasai as ‘‘local people’’ (Spear and Waller 1993). Due to countless cof-
fee-table books and snapshots, everybody seems to ‘‘know’’ the Maasai (a
fact some business-minded Maasai themselves exploit). To tourists, the
sight of a Maasai murran (warrior), dressed in colorful red blankets
and beaded jewelry, evokes a romantic image of a modern ‘‘noble
savage’’ (Bruner 2001; Bruner and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 1994).
Discourse Reproduction

Tour guides have to learn which objects of attention to select, what
details to elaborate on, and which jokes to tell. In addition, they need
to master the currently popular global discourses (such as the vocabu-
lary of sustainable and ecotourism). Therefore, schools work on
expanding their students’ competence of speaking, of English (or
one of the other foreign languages taught) and of tourism tales. This
involves a focus on contents as well as linguistic techniques. Dann iden-
tifies some key linguistic properties that clearly distinguish the lan-
guage of tourism from other forms of communication: lack of sender
identification (the producer of the message often is unknown), mono-
logue, euphoria, and tautology. He also describes the most common
verbal techniques used in tourism marketing: comparison, keywords,
and ‘‘keying’’—a term coined by Cohen (1985:16) to signify the repre-
sentation of staged attractions as if they were authentic—testimony, hu-
mor, ‘‘languaging’’—a concept from Potter (1970) indicating a form
of one-up-manship, a scoring over one’s rivals through the use of real
or fictitious foreign words, extended by Dann to include a manipula-
tion of the vernacular as well—and ego-targeting (1996b:62–67, 171–
188).

Of the properties described by Dann (1996b), tautology is probably
the most significant. The guarantee offered by the industry that what is
marketed and sold will be seen and experienced becomes a self-fulfill-
ing prophecy, directing expectations, influencing perceptions, and
thereby providing a preconceived landscape for the tourist to discover.
Usually, marketers only speak in positive terms of the services and
attractions they seek to promote: Costa’s (1998) ‘‘paradisal discourse’’.
Clichés and stereotypes like the ‘‘noble savage’’ or the ‘‘exotic para-
dise’’ are used to misrepresent local communities and raise unrealistic
expectations in those who visit them (Dann 2001). Before setting foot
on Tanzanian soil, tourists already have a mental image of what it will
look like. These impressions are the result of years of exposure to
glossy picture books, travel magazines, and television documenta-
ries about Africa. Tour guides play an important role in reinforcing
these predetermined images. They have to make sure that tourists
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experience exactly the kind of things that they expect and that were
sold to them by tour operators or travel agencies.

Aware of the importance of the touristic tautology, the school in Aru-
sha provides its students with plenty of samples of promotional materi-
als. Western wildlife documentaries are used as powerful tools to
indoctrinate students with foreign imaginaries about their own coun-
try. The headmaster stresses that his students should learn ‘‘to look
at things through the eyes of a tourist’’ (literally the ‘‘tourist gaze’’).
One of the methods he uses to do this is by showing photographs
and asking the class where they were taken. One day, for example,
he showed a picture taken inside Steers, Arusha’s only American-style
fast-food restaurant. Most students thought the picture was taken in
New York, somewhere in Europe, or in Dar es Salaam. Not one person
guessed the right answer. The headmaster then used this example to
stress the importance of developing a feel for places and things tourists
are interested in.

The story of Iddi (all names used in this paper are pseudonyms)
shows how students learn the hard way what the tautology is all about.
After his first experience on a safari with a group of Europeans, Iddi
evaluated the trip in front of the whole class. In a rather agitated
and slightly angry manner, he explained to his peers how the driver-
guides of the tour company had skillfully manipulated the whole wild-
life viewing experience. In order to make the five-day safari worthwhile,
they made sure the tourists would not see too many animals on one
given day. Through radio-contact various drivers communicated with
one another (in Swahili), exchanging the location of ‘‘Big Five’’ spe-
cies. This enabled them to carefully monitor and control the amount
of wildlife shown to their clients during the trip. While many of the stu-
dents looked incredulous when hearing the story, the teacher con-
firmed it but immediately soothed those who were disillusioned by
jokingly pointing out that the situation in neighboring Kenya is much
worse, to the extent that certain game parks allegedly put up stuffed
wild animals when the real animals are temporarily migrating outside
the park boundaries.

Learning to reproduce the tautology involves mastering an expert
register. The guides in Arusha have to build up an extensive knowl-
edge, mainly related to ecology. The school especially works on the stu-
dents’ ability to name and explain the local fauna and flora. Every day,
before the start of the lectures, the students practice their bird identi-
fication skills. A small computer screen put in front of the class displays
an automated slide show. On each slide, there is a picture of a partic-
ular Tanzanian bird, followed by second slide with the English name of
the bird. Students compete with one another in correctly naming as
many birds as possible (Gurisha, the record holder of the school, is
able to distinguish over 500 different birds). Another element of the
guiding register is the use of keywords, important markers that embody
tourism tales. There are numerous examples of such words: adventure,
authentic, beauty, discovery, dream, escape, exotic, experience, fasci-
nating, fun, genuine, happy, imagination, indigenous, old, pleasure,
precious, primitive, real, romantic, sensual, thrilling, unique, wild,
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etc. Since wildlife tourism is so important in Tanzania, there is a lot of
emphasis on learning the widely popular environmental (or eco-)
vocabulary (Dann 1996a; Norton 1996).

The Tanzanian teachers have developed a very ingenuous way to
make students aware of keywords. As part of the graduation require-
ments, everybody has to compose a so-called ‘‘master information
file’’, a long list of keywords including names of fauna, flora, and
attractions. This is a very demanding task because it forces the students
to engage in many hours of reading and organizing the materials
(although old lists are circulating as well). During the final exam,
the headmaster randomly picks out words from the list and asks the stu-
dent to tell him everything he or she can relate to these words. While
most collect about 300 keywords, the brightest alumni are able to pro-
duce lists of more than 1,500. Another keyword drilling mechanism is
the weekly video quiz during which everybody receives a sheet with a
summary of the video narrator’s speech. The task is to fill in missing
keywords in the blanks on the sheet while watching the video. This
makes the students not only focus on the contents of the story but also
on the way the tales are told.

While the students specialize in reproducing globally popular ways of
selling heritage and culture, tourists assume the local authenticity of
the guides’ narratives and knowledge. Both parties are usually unaware
of the classificatory schemes and scripts behind the generalized repre-
sentations used. This is because it is difficult to trace the actual produc-
ers of tourism discourses. Goffman’s (1981) distinction between
various speaker roles is useful in this context. He suggests a language
‘‘production format’’ which consists of three role components (instead
of only one speaker): an animator who makes the sounds; an author who
selects the words and the phrasing; and a principal who is responsible
for the opinions expressed. Guides can be conceived of as the anima-
tors and the school’s teachers as the main authors. In order to track the
principal(s), it is instructive to look at the school’s resources. As de-
scribed above, almost all the teaching materials are foreign. Students
are taught imaginaries of their own culture and heritage that are dee-
ply rooted in foreign (mostly Western) ideological representations of
‘‘Otherness’’. These ideologies circulate through a complex system
of artifacts and communication devices: newspapers and magazines,
television programs, museums, textbooks, student exchange programs,
travelogues, and films. Urban argues that the more discourse is overtly
coded as non-personal, and the less it is linked to a present context and
circumstances, the more likely will the copier be to replicate it
(1996:40). This is exactly what happens in the school.
Creative Discourse Production

Since guides have to appropriate a vast amount of knowledge and an
accompanying expert register, guiding can be seen as a public display
of competence, both of knowledge and of language proficiency
(Cohen and Cooper 1986). It usually consists of rather complex speech
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chains whereby long stretches of monologue are interspersed with
parts of intense interaction and dialogue of various kinds. What actu-
ally happens during that interaction, which is marked by interchange-
ability and feedback, is very nuanced and open-ended. Tourists might
ask questions, and the guides themselves often engage in small talk.
The latter is typically used to fill the gap between stretches of explan-
atory narrative. Because in the interaction with tourists expectations
and preconceived patterns can be manipulated creatively, guiding nar-
ratives are rather distinct from other language genres.

Mastering new facts is a huge task for the poorly schooled Tanzanian
students. Besides, the lack of adaptation of teaching materials to the
local context often makes it difficult to appropriate the foreign knowl-
edge. An example of this is Silva, who accompanied a Dutch group to
Usa River, an agricultural area near Arusha. When he was telling the
tourists about a coffee plantation, he spoke about the ‘‘privatatization’’
(privatization) by foreigners who are ‘‘investigating’’ (investing) in
Tanzania. Understanding the meaning behind the concepts, Silva
unsuccessfully tried to reproduce them, hoping it would make his nar-
rative seem more expert-like and would help him connect with the
highly schooled tourists. During the visit to a sisal plantation, he told
the group that the sisal plant was originally imported by a German
man named ‘‘Dr. Himbeer’’. Although probably nobody among the
Dutch tourists (who understood German) knew that the right name
of the man was Dr. Richard Hindorf (a German agronomist working
for the German East Africa Company), they all started smiling because
they sensed that Himbeer, German for raspberry, was probably not the
correct name. However, by not laughing out loudly, they indicated
their appreciation for Silva’s efforts to reproduce encyclopedic
knowledge.

Students quickly learn how to make tourists feel ‘‘at home’’. They do
this by strategically using the normative set of genres and strategies
they were equipped with at school. The use of touristic keywords
throughout the narrative gives tourists a certain feeling of familiarity,
because they are already acquainted with that kind of language. Com-
parisons are employed to mollify the effects of strangeness associated
with a trip abroad, making something alien seem familiar (Cohen
1985:10). The headmaster provides many examples of how to use com-
parison. During a lecture entitled ‘‘Hierarchy of strength: Carnivores’
pursuit of food’’, he jokingly referred to Arnold Schwarzenegger
(whose old action movies are extremely popular in Tanzania) as a role
model when talking about the hierarchy of strength in humans. On an-
other occasion, when discussing cultural differences in human interac-
tion, he compared the different ways of greeting in several African and
European cultures. Many of these classroom examples are picked up by
the students and tested for popularity during the interaction with tour-
ists. Comparison is frequently used to let tourists contrast the visited
culture with their own, often as a means of individual status enhance-
ment. Commenting on the matatu or mini van, the most common
means of public transport in urban Tanzania, student Solomoni light-
heartedly told his group: ‘‘It is not like in Europe here!’’ Although
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Solomoni has never traveled outside his country, he gives the tourists
the implicit message that he knows that public transport in Western
countries is much better organized.

Apart from building up professional skills, students need to under-
stand the currency of their services in a market that is highly unstable
and influenced by continuous changes in consumer culture. They must
learn how to fine-tune their narratives to different tastes, carefully bal-
ancing the interest of the group against the interests of individuals and
their personal interests. On a visit to a Maasai boma (settlement), Ernest
took his group to the medicine man. This was the last part of the tour
and it was already late. The medicine man started explaining his prac-
tices but everybody was tired and bored. Ernest, who is himself very
interested in the topic, did not notice the many implicit signs the tour-
ists were giving, indicating that they wanted to leave. Instead, he kept
on asking the medicine man one question after the other. Baraka,
who accompanied a group on a three-day cultural tourism trip to Long-
ido, became very annoyed because almost nobody showed interest in
his long exposé regarding anthills. When all of a sudden the topic of
female genital mutilation came up, he did not try to change the subject
but instead started voicing his own opinion (hereby neglecting the
headmaster’s mantra that ‘‘a tour guide is neutral’’). This led to a
highly emotional discussion that left the whole group very upset. After
the incident, Baraka had learned his lesson: ‘‘Don’t worry, be happy!’’
These examples show the importance of learning how to interpret
both the linguistic and non-linguistic cues provided by tourists.

Using an expert register, guides try to establish a genuine connec-
tion between their clients and the destination. In the case of the Tan-
zanian students, it is often not a matter of getting the details right, but
of impressing and seducing the tourists. While evaluating a walking sa-
fari, Solomoni told the other students that during the trip the group
had seen a very special bird sitting on a branch of a tree. He had told
the tourists it was a buzzard, although he was actually not sure which
bird it was. While telling this anecdote in front of the class, the others
started laughing, and the teacher teasingly remarked, ‘‘You gave it a
name, hey’’ (hereby implicitly indicating that this commonly hap-
pens). Though the teachers stress the ‘‘importance of showing your
knowledge’’, they equally warn the students not to ‘‘mess up with your
facts’’ because they know that tourists often use travel guidebooks as a
back-up reference. After all, guiding is about providing clients a (paid
for) service, and the students are made well aware of the fact that tour-
ists expect quality service.

The guide’s dependence on the money earned as their source of in-
come is balanced by the tourists’ dependence on their knowledge and
interpretation. Furthermore, on some occasions tourists need a guide
in order to gain access to certain places or protected areas (Almagor
1985). While students are still learning ‘‘the tricks of the trade’’ at
school, once they are guiding they undergo a kind of role-reversal
and experience the power of being in a teaching position, using an
accompanying didactic narrative style (Fine and Speer 1985:79). Some-
times, the guide–tourist interaction resembles more a parent–child
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relationship (Dann 1996b:132–133). In Tanzania, this is very clear in
the common situation where guides inform tourists about the rules
and regulations to obey within the confines of national parks or other
protected areas. Students experiment with the power of the profes-
sional role in other instances as well. By highlighting certain elements
of the places visited over others, they take control, distracting tourists
from things they want to keep hidden (what MacCannell (1976) called
‘‘the backstage’’).

What is learned in the classroom is one thing; the way in which the
taught scripts play out while guiding is another (Bras 2000). Because
tour guiding is interactive, it can never be fully controlled. The original
message can be subtly modified and resisted, and the learned scripts
might be tempered with unfamiliar elements that are brought out.
On some occasions, the tourism tautology is briefly broken. During a
city trip around Arusha, Joseph noticed some street children sniffing
glue under the Uhuru Torch, a well-known landmark commemorating
the independence of the country. Instead of bringing the tourists to
the monument and giving a detailed explanation, as is usually done,
Joseph instead drew their attention to a nearby shop. When one of
the tourists spotted the kids and asked him about the problem of street
children in Tanzania, Joseph was put on the spot and could no longer
avoid the presence of the children. He skillfully combined his answer
to the question with a more general commentary on the country’s
post-independence problems, using this as an opportunity to bring
the monument back to the center of his narrative.

Students rapidly find out that not everything that happens during a
tour is necessarily under their control. While the process of ‘‘keying’’
(Cohen 1985:16) is usually beyond their power, they voluntarily partic-
ipate in the game of ‘‘staging authenticity’’ (MacCannell 1976). It is in
their own interest, for example, not to inform tourists about the fact
that most of the Maasai bomas visited during safari tours were especially
created for tourism (Bruner 2001; Bruner and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett
1994). On Viktor’s tour to Ilkiding’a, the group witnessed how a Wa-
Arusha man (whom the tourists mistook for a Maasai) was sharpening
his machete. A villager (not a tour guide) explained that under colo-
nial rule they used to buy knives imported from the United Kingdom.
Nowadays they purchase inexpensive knives coming from China. Be-
cause the imported Asian ones are too big to their taste, they make
them smaller and sharper. Used machetes are sold to tourists because,
according to the villager, ‘‘tourists always like something historic’’.
Hearing this kind of story might not exactly be what is sought, as it
somehow does not fit the tourism discourse they are familiar with.
The guides have little control over this kind of situations (at least
not over the very moment of their occurrence).

While the guide–tourist contact, like all service encounters, is often
typified as asymmetrical, there are many instances during the interac-
tion where shifts of alignment occur and the asymmetry is blurred or
temporarily interrupted (Ylänne-McEwen 2004). Guides repeatedly
rely on dualisms or binary ‘‘us’’ versus ‘‘them’’ oppositions to position
themselves interactionally vis-à-vis tourists and local people. Two
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different logics are at work here simultaneously: a logic of differentia-
tion that creates differences and divisions, and a logic of equivalence
that subverts existing differences and divisions. As global marketing
prescribes, guides often have no choice but to ‘‘play the native’’, even
if they are not necessarily natives of the destination (almost all guides
in and around Arusha are Tanzanians, but many come from other re-
gions and belong to different ethnic groups). However, in some in-
stances they find creative ways to distance themselves from locals and
align themselves on the side of the tourists.

Swahili, Tanzania’s national language, is one of the most powerful
tools used to manipulate the tourist experience and make it more
‘‘authentically local’’. For many foreigners, Swahili is not the language
of a particular country or people, but a symbol of Africa as a whole, of
the safari and its related images of romance, adventure, and fun under
the African sun (Bruner 2001). While Tanzanian guides tell most of
their stories in English (or another Western language for that matter),
they skillfully insert some simplified Swahili into their interactions. The
greeting jambo, for example, is used as both salutation and reply to a
single individual or group. In Swahili, however, one greets hujambo
(sg.) or hamjambo (pl.) ‘‘How are you?’’ and answers sijambo (sg.) or
hatujambo (pl.) ‘‘I/We am/are fine’’. ‘‘On safari, it is jambo jambo every-
where’’ (Eastman 1995:178). In other words, Swahili is being repre-
sented as simple, easy (not to say ‘‘primitive’’ or ‘‘backward’’).
Students George and Frankie play the game by teaching tourists simple
Swahili words such as karibu (welcome), asante (thank you) and hapana,
asante (no, thank you; as George explains: ‘‘to be used when you [tour-
ists] are harassed by street vendors’’).

The dominant global discourse, which would tend to treat all Afri-
cans as alike and the guides as full members of local Tanzanian com-
munities, can also be subverted. Many in Arusha prefer to align
themselves on the ‘‘us-tourist’’ side of the ‘‘us–them’’ binary, by dis-
tancing themselves from the local people encountered during a trip.
This is achieved through the subtle use of demonstrative and personal
pronouns, or temporal and spatial expressions, a strategy the students
are often exposed to at school. When evaluating the climbing of the
Oldonyo Lengai crater, the Maasai Mountain of God, the teacher
spoke depreciatingly about the local men who bring people to the
top. ‘‘Lots of those guides, they are locals!’’ While visiting Usa River, Silva
told his group they would be able to meet with ‘‘the local people’’ at the
market (a place where he himself often buys groceries!). Commenting
on how the Maasai sing and dance, student Frankie said: ‘‘I don’t know
how they do it!’’ Actually, for most students, a visit to a Maasai boma can
be as exotic as it is for the tourists.

Humor is probably the most common device guides use to align
themselves with tourists. However, since humor is a culturally sensitive
mechanism, the trick in intercultural interaction only works if there is a
shared frame of reference. During a visit to a Maasai boma, Eliphasi told
the tourists ‘‘this Maasai family has only 15 children’’, provoking loud
bursts of laughter among the group. The joke worked because it was
based on a shared assumption: Maasai families have more children
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than families in developed countries. During that same visit, a group of
Maasai warriors danced and sang with deep-throated voices. One of the
tourists remarked: ‘‘this looks like a course on how to become Tom
Waits’’. Eliphasi did not know how to react because he had no clue that
Tom Waits is an American singer-songwriter famous for his rasped
voice.

It is clear from the above examples that various schemas of identity
and identification are at work while guiding. When talking about the
destination as a generalized place, the guides position themselves as lo-
cals (respecting the global canon). However, when referring to their
own person(ality), they prefer to be aligned on the side of the tourists.
One possible explanation for this position shift is the fact that during
the guide–tourist interaction both global and personal imaginaries are
at play. Having close contact with (white) tourists is considered locally
as status enhancing. Many see foreigners as their gateway into a better
(Western) world (Dahles 1994). The privileged interaction with tour-
ists nourishes their dreams of escape from the harsh local life. How-
ever, as most students realize, the most realistic chance of improving
their quality of life is by becoming successful tourism service providers.
In order to do so, they need to find the right balance in their narratives
and practices between their own imaginaries and those of the tourists.
CONCLUSION

While most sociolinguistic studies so far have focused on the lan-
guage of tourism marketing and advertising, this paper has analyzed
how these global discourses are (re)produced by local service provid-
ers. By examining how student-guides in Arusha, Tanzania, are famil-
iarized with foreign imaginaries in school and through the practice
of guiding itself, it becomes evident that all the general characteristics
of the language of tourism, as described in the literature (Dann
1996b), are not only present in guiding narratives but are creatively
being (re)contextualized and (re)entextualized. To be a professional
is to make oneself acquainted with an ‘‘exotic’’ worldview. The stu-
dents learn to actively folklorize, ethnicize, and exoticize the ‘‘local’’,
‘‘authentic’’ distinctiveness and uniqueness of Tanzania that is con-
stantly been fragmented by outside influences: global popular culture
and tourism being two obvious examples. Through both their discur-
sive and non-verbal practices, they learn how to present tourists with
a commoditized and mystified glocal version of their heritage, repre-
sented and packaged as ‘‘local’’ for global export. In order to do so
successfully, they need to appropriate extensive extra-local knowledge.
Most (Western) tourists are unaware of the fact that the original pro-
ducers of Tanzanian guiding discourses actually come out of their
own cultural backyard.

The role of guide involves a number of supplementary and some-
times conflicting subroles. Guides themselves, in their drive for profes-
sional status and prestige, emphasize the information-giving function.
Although their performance is often staged and routinized, the
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reproduction of the rehearsed discourses is never complete or devoid
of deviation. Tourism tales are not fixed, but are the site of constant
contestation of meaning. Every encounter with tourists is unpredict-
able and a new challenge, even if the guide is well experienced. The
normative templates learned in school and elsewhere provide orient-
ing frameworks but are rarely scripts by which life must be lived. They
have a social life by being played upon in the interaction between peo-
ple. Guides do not blindly copy the learned canons but use their
agency to position themselves strategically on the ‘‘us’’ vs. ‘‘them’’ con-
tinuum which is so prevalent in all tourist imaginaries. The examples
described in this paper show the multi-functionality of narratives and
the various stances guides take. Even if both tourists and guides are ac-
tive players in the reproduction of the tourism tautology, there is medi-
ation at every level, and there is always room for alternative or counter-
discourses.

Since the focus of this study is on students, one of the issues not ad-
dressed is the relationship between guides and their employers. Tour
operators have different rules, with briefs ranging from set texts to a
high level of ‘‘carte blanche’’ allowing their employees to respond
more freely to the demands of particular tourist groups. The company,
the guide, and the tourists are all actively taking part in shaping a
mythologized tour product. However, successes and failures are not
equally attributed to each. These and other related questions of power,
status, and control in tourism discourses are obviously of central impor-
tance and topics for future research. This paper has also not dealt with
the central question of how tourism narratives conflict, confront, jux-
tapose, and sometimes even converge with the imaginaries of govern-
ment officials, journalists, scholars, development workers,
missionaries, artists, and local people in a struggle for representational
dominance (Adams 1995). These various discourses participate in the
complex construction of glocalized knowledge, cultures, and mean-
ings. They all promote their own version or model of ‘‘local’’ reality
through their particular discourses of what is real and true and what
is not. Even if their main interest is the analysis of tourism, researchers
should acknowledge more often that tourism does not exist in a vac-
uum but is deeply embedded in larger sociocultural phenomena and
processes.

Norton aptly describes tourism as ‘‘an arena for the discursive recre-
ation of opposites and others’’ (1996:356). Peoples and places around
the world are endlessly reinvented as tourism creates powerful sociocul-
tural representations of them. As shown here, however, tourism tales
may be the primary engine of myth and culture-in-the-making (Selwyn
1996); they are not closed or rigid systems, but rather open systems that
are always put at risk by what happens in actual encounters. The inter-
action between tour guides and tourists typifies a sociocultural moment
in which different imaginaries meet, sometimes clash, and grapple with
each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power
in Pratt’s (1992:4) concept of ‘‘contact zones’’. Therefore, it is impor-
tant to analyze how the meaning of tourism discourses can be under-
stood in many ways, and under what social circumstances they are
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produced and consumed. A very fruitful way of doing this, as demon-
strated in this paper, is by combining a discourse-centered analysis with
social theory and ethnography.
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