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As with many other activities - reading novels, playing games, watching movies, telling stories, 
daydreaming, etc. - planning and going on holidays involve the human capacity to imagine or 
to enter into the imaginings of others. Seductive images and discourses about peoples and places 
are so predominant that without them there w ould be little tourism, if any at all. I conceptualise 
such imaginaries as socially transmitted representational assemblages that interact with people's 
personal imaginings and are used as meaning-making and world-shaping devices. In this chapter 
I discuss the multiple links between cultural tourism and the imaginaty, paying particular 
attention to institutionally grounded imaginaries implying power, hierarchy and hegemony. I 
focus on how otherwise lived spaces are shaped by and are shaping tourism practices and 
fantasies (the original Greek word for imaginaries). The Indonesian case study (Box 4.1) 
illustrates how the critical analysis of cultural tourism imaginaries offers a powerful deconstruc
tion device of ideological, political, and socio-cultural stereotypes and cliches. 

Tourism imaginaries on the move 

Cultural tourism is 'the quintessential business of "difference projection" and the interpretive 

vehicle of "othering" par excellence' (Hollinshead 1998: 121). Stories, linages and desires, 
running the gamut from essentialised, mythologised and exoticised imaginaries of otherness to 
more realistic frames of reference , often function as the motor setting the tourism machinery in 
n1.otion (Arnirou 1995). Marketers eagerly rely on them to represent and sell dreams of the 
world's limitless destinations, activities, types of accommodation, and peoples to discover and 
experience . Prospective tourists are i.J.wited to imagine themselves i.J;l a paradisiacal environment 
where the local landscape and population are to be consumed through observation, embodied 
sensation, and imagination. In tourism, identities of destinations and their inhabitants are 
endlessly (re)invented, (re)produced, (re)captured and (re)created in a bid to obtain a piece of 
the lucrative tourism pie. This is especially true of cultural tourism or tourism with cultural 
elements (Arnirou 2000) . 

For Said (1994) geographic imaginaries refer, literally, to how spaces are imagined, how 
meanings are ascribed to physical spaces (such that they are perceived, represented, and interpreted 
in particular ways), how knowledge about these places is produced, and how these 
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· - er from oilier represemarions because places are being fushioned in rhe image of tourism 
(Hughes 1992). The Caribbean as ·tropical narure , for example, is mobilised through a range of 
ourism imaginaries and practices (Sheller 2004: 17). The past is being reworked by naming, 

designating, and historicising landscapes to enhance their tourism appeal (Gold and Gold 1995; 
Bacchilega 2007). Who represents what, whom and how are critical and often contested issues 
for socio- cultural insiders as well as outsiders (Morgan and Pritchard 1998; Adams 2004). There 
are important bonds between imaginative geographies and imagined communities as peoples 
and places are constructed in both the imaginative and the material sense (Gregory 1994). 

Destination marketers have no monopoly over manufacturing the exotic. Tourism fantasies 
are always situated within wider socio-cultural frameworks (Hutnyk 1996). They emerge not 
from the realm of concrete everyday experience but in the circulation of more collectively held 
images. Critical scholarship reveals how broader cultural and ideological structures create and 
mediate tourism representations (Selwyn 1996; Morgan and Pritchard 1998; Hall and Tucker 
2004; Atelj evic et al. 2007) . Images of difference have been (re)constructed over centuries of 
cross-cultural contact. In the case of Western tourism to developing countries, the circulating 
representations cater to certain images within Western consciousness about how the Other is 
imagined to be. Such imaginaries fonn a 'representational loop ' (Sturma 2002: 137) which 
heavily relies upon the fictional worlds ofliterature, filin and the fme arts to give 'authenticity' 
to peoples and places (Urbain 1994; Hennig 2002; Robinson and Andersen 2002) . At the same 
time, tourism im.aginaries do not exist in a vacuum, but have to contend with other circulating 
inuges and ideas. Global media streams overwhelm people with thousands of impressions of the 
world, in real time. 

Studying tourism imaginaries seems as daunting as it is exciting. By their very nature, 
imaginaries remain intangible, so the only way to study them is by focusing on the multiple 
conduits through which they pass and become visible in the fom1 of images and discourses. As 
an anthropologist, I operationalise imaginaries as real (networks of) social practices . Through a 
combination of historical and ethnographic methods, we can assess how imaginary activities, 
subj ects, social relations, etc. are materialised, enacted and inculcated. Thus, although the precise 
workings of imaginaries are hidden from view, the operating logic can be inferred from its 
visible manifestations and from what people say and do. Cultural tourism imaginaries in parti
cular become tangible when they are incarnated in institutions, from archaeological sites, 
museums, and monuments to hotels, media, and cultural productions (Wynn 2007 : 21). Careful 
empirical study of situated articulations and (dis)connections between tourism imaginaries and 
their broader context is a fiuitful way of analysing tourism in general. 

How exactly imaginaries influence a broad public is an ambiguous question that merits 
grounded ethnographic research on reception and consumption rather than mere ideological 
critique. Images, discourses and ideas have certain points of origin - in tourism many of them 
are marked by distinctly Western genealogies - but are now incessantly moving in global 
'rounds', reaching new horizons and periodically feeding back to their places of departure. The 
older the imaginaries and the longer they have been circulating, the harder it becomes to trace 
where they originated. Imaginaries circulate unevenly, not freely; their spread is shaped by 
processes that delimit and restrict movement. In order to understand how circulation w orks, we 
not only need to study what is on the move but also the socio-cultural structures and 
mechanisms that make that movement possible or impossible. 

Empowered by imagined vistas of mass-mediated master narratives, tourism imaginaries have 
become global. They are now sent, transferred, received, accumulated, converted, and stored 
around the w orld (Crouch et al. 2005). The mobility of images and narratives of otherness 
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signifY familiar notions of global difference. Through this continuous circulation, tourism fantasies 
help in (re)creating peoples and places. Global tourism dis-embeds images and ideas of peoples 
and places from their original context, making them available through their transformation, 
legitimisation, institutionalisation and distribution. Tourism imaginaries are easily re-embedded 
in new contexts by a process that constantly alters both the imaginaries and the contexts, 
building on local referents to establish their meaning and value . 

It is no coincidence that the travel concept is linguistically related to the French word travail, 
which means labour. Tourism involves networked orderings of people, natures, materials, 
mobilities and cultures. As actor-network theory stresses, everything circulating within such 
networks is continuously 'translated', deformed and modified (van der Duim et al. 2012). In 
some destinations, tourism imaginaries are so ftrmly established and all- encompassing that they 
are difficult to escape. In other places, the tourisrni£Ying images and ideas are much more diffuse 
and open to changes (Picard 1996; Bmner 2005). Indeed, reproduction processes are rarely 
without negotiation and resignification. The circulation of tourism discourses and imaginaries is, 
in many respects, a translocally negotiated process involving variously situated actors and their 
'glocal' engagements with tourism to (re)produce 'stereotypic images, discredited histories, and 
romantic fantasies ' (Bmner 2005: 76). Rather than mere projections, these transactions are 
negotiated in various ways and both restrict the lives of people and create new subj ect positions. 

Studying the (im)mobility of imaginaries reveals how cultural representations are mixed 
together, consumed and interpreted. In his study on contemporary media productions of Tibet, 
Mercille (2005), for instance, shows the remarkable homogeneity of Shangri-La imaginaries in a 
movie (Seven Years in Tibet), a guidebook (Lonely Planet), and a magazine (National Geographic). 
One master image of Tibet seems to circulate by the various representations of it. In a similar 
vein, Bmner (2005) talks about tourism imaginaries in terms of 'metanatntives', and calls them 
'the largest conceptual frame within which tourism operates. They are not attached to any 
locality or to any particular tour, and they are usually taken for granted, not brought to 

consciousness' (Bmner 2005: 21). 
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Box 4.1 Case study: Indonesia 

Many Western representations depict Asia in general as exotic and erotic (Prasso 2005), an image 

that attracts travellers, adventurers and tourists (Michel 2001 ). The guided tours offered in and 

around the Water Castle in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, offer a textbook example of how such ima

ginaries are subtly translated in cultural tourism practices. Tamansari, as it is locally known, was 

the former pleasure garden of the local Sultan, a complex of enchanting pavilions and mesmeris

ing swimming pools. Many of the on-site guides (all males) enthusiastically enact the role of the 

Sultan, strolling with an imaginary girl (when possible substituted by a willing female tourist), 

from the women's swimming pool to the Sultan's private pool and adjacent quarters. They 

convincingly tell tourists stories about how life was organised 'back in the days'. At the 

castle's watchtower, the guides invite people to go upstairs and imagine themselves observing the 

make-believe harem girls around the pool. 

The swimming pools of the Water Castle are still there (and have been beautifully restored), 

but the lovely girls bathing have long disappeared. Yet tourists are invited to participate in an 

entertaining performance that will bring an imagined past back to life, namely that of the oriental 

harem. This Islamic institution (etymologically linked to the Arabic haram, 'something prohibited') 

exerted a certain fascination on the Western imagination, especially during the Romantic period 
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Figure 4. 7 Exciting tourism imaginaries at the Water Castle in Yogyakarta, Indonesia 

Source: © Noel B. Salazar. 

(due in part to Richard Francis Burton's translation of One Thousand and One Nights, which 

included extensive footnotes on oriental sexual practices). Many people imagined a harem as a 

brothel with sensual wives and concubines (including abducted Western girls) lying around pools 

with naked, oiled bodies, with the sole purpose of pleasing the powerful man to whom they had 

given themselves. Although historically incorrect, much of this imaginary continues circulating 

through orientalist art and its reproduction and cliches, including in movies. 

Making multiple (often playful) references to this harem imaginary, the Water Castle is depicted 

by tour guides as a Shangri-La or earthly Garden of Eden with guiltless sexuality and freedom 

from work and want, and the physical structure perfectly lends itself to enact such fantasies 

(imagination at play). One could see the eroticised representations of this cultural heritage site as 

a form of nostalgia, a kind of mourning for the destruction of an imagined traditional culture (or a 

sexualised and eroticised one) by colonial and other imperialist forces. Yet this is not just a 

sentiment; it is a script, performed and enacted on site. Discourses of the past - orientalism, 

colonialism and imperialism - seem to be fertile ground for nostalgic and romantic tourism 

dreams (Edensor 1998; Henderson and Weisgrau 2007). The imagery used in cultural tourism is 

often about fantasies, and about an ambivalent nostalgia for the past - ambivalent because 

returning to the past is not what people actually desire (Bissell 2005). This ambivalence is 

captured in Rosaldo's (1993: 69-70) notion of 'imperialist nostalgia', 'a particular kind of 

nostalgia, often found under imperialism, where people mourn the passing of what they 

themselves have transformed'. 
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Conclusion 

Tourism imaginaries are potent propellers of both socio-cultural and environmental stasis and 
change, and essential elements in the process of identity formation, the making of place, and the 
perpetual invention of culture (Adams 2004). We need to retain a clear idea about the chief 
interest groups behind these processes and avoid the mistake of seeing imaginaries as just a range 
of possibilities. Tourism imaginaries come to occupy a central position in a complex set of 
connections among very diverse societies, very dissimilar locales, and very different kinds of 
relations of production and consumption. They resonate most clearly in destinations, the physical 
and mental landscapes where the imaginaries of local residents, tourism intermediaries, and 
tourists meet and, occasionally, clash. As they are grounded in relations of power, they can 
never be politically neutral. Places across the globe have different images attached to them. A 
series of social practices, ideologies and behaviours derived from tourism imaginaries and their 
discourses subtly influence how people engage with the 'Other'. I have focused mainly on 
Western imaginaries of culture(s) in developing countries, but similar analyses can be made for 
non-Western imaginaries (e.g. Wynn 2007) or for imaginaries about the Western world by 
both Westerners and others (Carrier 1995). 

The failure of both those studying tourism and those working in tourism to understand how 
imaginaries are embedded within local, national, regional and global institutions of power 
restricts their ability to deter:mine the underlying forces that restrict some tourism practices and 
not others, some imaginings and not others, and which make possible new hegemonies in new 
fields of power. Cultural tourism imaginaries renegotiate political and social realities. The fierce 
local (and national) power struggle over globally circulating tourism imaginaries seeking to 
redefine peoples and places reaffirms that the social construction of place is still partly a process 
of local meaning-making, territorial specificity, juridical control and economic development, 
however complexly articulated localities become in transnational economic, political and cultural 
movements. This chapter offers but a critical introduction to a complex topic that is approached 
best in a nmlti- , cross-, inter- or, ideally, trans-disciplinary manner. Finally, the subject of 
tourism imaginaries has so many practical implications that it offers unique opportunities to 
open up a constructive dialogue between tourism academics and practitioners. 
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