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ABSTRACT 

 

This dissertation project bridges the interdisciplinary fields of rhetoric and composition and 

tourism studies to examine both the reliance on and rejection of the patriarchal tourist “gaze” in 

digital travel stories composed by Western travelers. By using a combination of autoethnography 

and feminist rhetorical analysis, I begin by tracing contemporary conversations in tourism 

studies in order to contextualize this study within a more nuanced understanding of modern 

tourism, and then, I deconstruct John Urry’s theory of the patriarchal tourist “gaze” in order to 

posit a theory of a feminist travel perspective, one informed by a postmodern approach to 

feminism I call “reciprocal feminism.” From there, I analyze three rhetorical topoi from which 

many travelers compose their stories—food, bodies, and landscapes—from a feminist rhetorical 

perspective in order to advocate that the misinformed image of the “tourist,” an outdated 

rhetorical construct, must be delinked from colonialism and reclaimed and reimagined in order to 

more effectively represent the diverse voices and subject positions of modern traveling subjects, 

subjects who are more often than not composed of multiple identities, languages, heritages, and 

cultures. I then turn to more practical applications of this theory, considering the ways in which 

travelers, teachers, and students might employ this approach to tourism both in the classroom and 

in their communities. By tracing the composing practices of contemporary Western tourists 

online and considering the opportunities presented by an approach to feminist travel, this project 

contributes to ongoing discussions of the ethics and politics of international travel and tourism, 

raises questions about representation, and hopes to support more ethical ways of being and 

interacting with and among Others in personal and academic contexts. 
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CHAPTER 1: TRENDS IN CONTEMPORARY TOURISM STUDIES: (RE)THINKING 

DISCOURSE, COMMUNICATION, AND MEDIA 

 

Their story, yours, mine—it’s what we all carry with us on this trip we take, and we owe it to 

each other to respect our stories and learn from them. 

--Robert Coles, The Call of Stories 

 

1.1 Entering the Conversation: Rescuing Travel from the Fringes 

In January of this year, I embarked on a journey to which I did not have ready answers. I 

wanted to know how to be a better travel writer. I didn’t think I was a bad traveler or a bad 

writer—after all, I had just worked judiciously toward my MFA in Creative Writing (with an 

emphasis in travel narrative) and devoted a large part of the past decade of my life embracing the 

lives and experiences of others in my quest to better understand my own. But, as a white woman 

of relative privilege coming from a space of unassuming self-reflection, I knew I could do things 

better. For one (and even though, as I will show, this paradigm is changing), there was something 

about the whole business of Western men and women traveling around the world at their leisure, 

soaking up the lives, cultures, bodies, and worlds of other peoples that never quite sat well with 

me. Even more, the very idea of traveling, being inextricably wrapped up in a multi-billion dollar 

industry laden with echoes of colonialism, imperialism, gender, race, and class politics was not a 

positive place from which to start my investigation. The whole rhetorical context of “travel” 

since the late 17th century more often than not engenders a culture of destruction, consumption, 

and Othering, and it commodifies the world’s foods, cultures, and landscapes into postcards, 

souvenirs, and snapshots. To say the least, it’s a complicated subject. 

But it’s a subject I love—dearly and, finally (this took a long time to state without 

wincing), without apology. You’ll see my story a little bit later, as explaining how I came to this 

project and what implicates me in this research is critical toward the construction of my ethos as 
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a writer, a scholar, and a serious researcher of tourism and digital storytelling. But for now, know 

that I realize that the transformative narrative I tell myself about my travels could be interpreted 

by some as complicit in a larger narrative of power about the personal transformations white 

women undergo when they travel to Third World countries, so please forgive me if I’ve already 

offended any readers. However, like Jacqueline James Royster and Gesa E. Kirsch remind me, I 

am not writing this dissertation out of a place of contempt, guilt, or navel-gazing, but instead out 

of a place of strategic contemplation, a feminist rhetorical practice that asks us to engage with 

our embodied experiences and reimagine rhetorical situations and events in our lives (12). As 

I’ve read and researched theories in tourism and thought about the application of it in my own 

life, I know I fall into certain categories and I am, in some ways, part of a larger trend, a statistic, 

even, across disciplines: composition scholar Wendy S. Hesford might file me under feminist 

cosmopolitanist, a kind of feminist formation—often a young, white, privileged woman 

subject—who enacts her own kind of imperialism in the name of personal or gender liberation 

through the act of travel. This traveler, according to her, feels awakened and reborn when she 

travels, and often frames her experiences as a bildungsroman, a coming-of-age against the grain 

of her suburban upbringing. Geography scholar Tim Oakes might argue that I am the “finding 

yourself” modern-subject-as-traveler, suffering from an epistemological divide between what he 

calls the “dualisms of modern rationalism” that inspires us to reflect on the existential question 

of being and existing in the world (238). Chaim Noy, a tourism scholar, might look at me as the 

kind of traveler who continually insists that she is not a tourist, the kind who—like the Israeli 

backpackers he judiciously studied—is simply undergoing a performative struggle for our own 

identities in the travels we take. Perhaps, even, some might call me a less abrasive (hopefully!), 
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less privileged version of Elizabeth Gilbert and her quest to eat, pray, and love all the things of 

the people of color she visits. But this, I hope, is not me.  

However, there are parts of these critiques that I do—and that many of us—embody. For 

one, I do believe that I have become a more liberated person through my interactions with others, 

and I am proud of the feminist I have become through my travels. Though I might not consider 

myself “awakened” or “reborn,” as Hesford suggests, I would not have been able to undertake 

this project had I not had my particular life experiences. Secondly, I accept the fact that I (and 

many of the travelers I know), are modern subjects needing to make sense of our places in the 

world and wanting to do that through a lens of more than our own backyards—without wanting 

to invoke the flaneur, the “stroller gazing upon the street spectacles of commodity fetishism and 

fashion with a revulsion ambivalently mixed with desire” (Oakes 238). And lastly, I agree with 

Noy that many travelers actively construct their identities through the re-telling of their stories—

that all humans constantly construct their identities through the words, signs, and rhetorical 

choices they make (even down to the clothes they wear). In his work, Noy emphasizes that “the 

personal in personal narrative implies a performative struggle for agency rather than the 

expressive act of a pre-existing, autonomous, fixed, united, or stable self,” and that this is not 

necessarily negative (Langellier qtd. in Noy 117).  

I am inclined to agree.  

For one, I have been researching travel writing from the perspective of a writer for much 

longer than I have as a compositionist or rhetorician; and I believe, whole-heartedly, in Robert 

Coles’ declaration that narrative is humanity’s “universal gift,” a gift that we all carry with us as 

we construct memories of our lives (30). During my undergraduate career, I studied abroad in 

Spain and wrote my first serious travelogues on the subject, scribbling in my handmade journal 
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and jotting notes wherever I went. After I returned from that first journey abroad, I wrote 

passionately for days, weeks, even months, bringing drafts to my mentor and asking him, 

unabashedly and without reserve, to be my harshest critic. I took creative nonfiction, nature 

writing, and fiction classes in order to find out ways that great writers describe landscape, write 

dialogue (especially dialogue in and out of translation), describe faces, scenes, tastes, and 

sounds. Exploring the world became a desirous place to be, became an inextricable love affair 

that I wanted to share with my family, at home in suburban Georgia, and with the hordes of 

imagined readers I hoped would be enthralled with my tales from afar. And through this process, 

I most certainly parroted some of the same colonizing rhetoric I aim in this project to overturn: I 

wrote, sometimes, about exotic beaches, friendly natives, my interactions with foreign men, my 

developing love for authentic cuisine. Though at the time I thought it was a craft issue—a 

problem of cliché—as I have grown as a scholar, I realize now that there is much more 

ideologically embedded in terms like these, and this is why this project is critical. 

However, I am too tied to my love of craft to undertake a stylistic analysis or close-

reading of the travel books and authors I read without abandon during my undergraduate and 

MFA years. For the time being, I have put aside my well-worn copies of Rebecca West, Susan 

Orlean, Joan Didion, and M.F.K. Fisher, and look instead to the blogs and websites I admire and 

social media that I follow—Stephanie Elizondo Griest, Lola Akinmade-Akerstrom, Jodi 

Ettenberg, Evelyn Hannon, Heather Greenwood Davis, Kate McCulley, Pam Mandel. Instead of 

attempting literary criticism, I have put aside my complicated adoration for long-form narrative 

and am embracing a different side of composing about travel: the side that ends up in blog posts, 

Facebook status updates, RSS feeds, and Instagram accounts. This is where so many of us live, 

compose, and interact—it is the place where we and our students share our vacation photos, blog 
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about our trips, plan our upcoming journeys, dream about places we might never have the chance 

to visit, dream about places we promise we will. 

Coming to this research project, though, was not so easy. For the first few months after I 

embarked on my dissertation, I struggled to come up with a solid research question that my 

project could answer, a refined, specific inquiry that would drive both my research and my 

writing. Can we travel better? Who is “we?” Is it women? Only white women? Western women 

of varying degrees of gender, sex, race, and class? Men, too? What does “better” mean? Why 

am I even asking these questions? I thought that if I had the perfect question, I could arrive at the 

perfect answer; that I could discover an easy formula that I could share with my colleagues, 

friends, and fellow travelers and writers. I thought that everyone would care about the politics of 

contemporary tourism discourse; that my brilliant insights might change the world’s largest 

commercial enterprise (second only to the illegal drug trade, by the way). I thought I’d dive into 

study after study of scholarship heralding a new kind of tourism that would align with my 

feminist principles and that I could easily slide others’ ideas into my own work. 

I was soon disillusioned: to put it simply, the academy doesn’t really like tourism.  

In fact, it’s probably the worst subject I could have possibly chosen for a dissertation. For 

one, I already knew I was in the minority and that my voice already felt silenced by the many, 

many studies disparaging the act of touring as a privileged person’s leisurely jaunt through the 

rest of the world in an overt display of wealth and judgment. As a theoretical concept, for one, 

tourism—one might say travel, but we’ll get to that point of semantics in a few pages—has been 

rhetorically constructed as frivolous, negative, a blight on the moral and physical well-being of 

communities; it has been cast, repeatedly, as a colonial endeavor; it is consistently defined in an 

odd and contradictory manner by disciplinary fields; and it has not been taken seriously as a 
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concept until the 1970s when sociologist Dean MacCannell’s text opened up the conversation 

that tourism could be seriously studied as a deviant activity resulting from “the alienation and 

cultural disturbance of modernisation and modern social relations” (Franklin 29). In short, only 

when viewed as a product of the modern anxieties of alienated workers, dysfunctional families, 

fragmented world was the whole business even taken slightly seriously by the academy. 

So when I dove into the literature, reading about travel writing and the modern tourism 

industry is about as inspiring as reading Ward Churchill’s fiery Indians R Us, in which he argues 

that intercultural exchanges between descendants of Euroamerican colonizers and colonized 

peoples are philosophically and practically impossible and that everyone should just stay home. 

Some of the scholarly texts devoted to travel writing and literature are similarly as disheartening: 

Debbie Lisle, for one, claims in her work The Global Politics of Contemporary Travel Writing 

that travel writing had potential and has failed quite miserably. She surveys a number of 

travelogues (she is concerned with long-form narrative and thus sets the parameters of her study 

to book-length works) written since 1975, demonstrating how all of them have an uncritical 

understanding of geopolitical borders and have co-opted the internal logic of colonialism despite 

his or her insistence on an ethos of inclusion and acceptance. As she writes, Westerners who 

travel outside of their comfort zones and wish to share their stories “are often unaware of how 

the act of writing about travel itself engenders contemporary power formations that are as 

unequal, unjust, and exploitative as those forged during Empire” (Lisle 10). Her critique is not 

isolated, either: white men and women, non-Westerners, LGTBQ travelers and people with 

disabilities are all fodder for her study, often mimicking the behavior of colonial travel writers, 

“sleeping with local women, moralizing about locals, etc.” (88).  
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Similarly, Patrick Holland and Graham Huggan suggest that travel writing has not lived 

up to its potential, still often emerging as a “crude expression of economic advantage” and the 

“Eurocentric gaze” regardless of the writer’s subject position. Explaining their choice of title for 

their book, Tourists with Typewriters, they claim that “travel writing frequently provides an 

effective alibi for the perpetuation or reinstallment of ethnocentrically superior attitudes to 

‘other’ cultures, people, and places” (viii). Considering the epistemological and ethical link 

between travel, exploitation, and the rhetoric of imperialism, they conclude that travel writing at 

its worst perpetuates colonialism—even imperialism—and at its best might become a subtle 

instrument of cultural self-perception, a barometer for changing the self/Other distinction, and a 

trigger for the information circuits that flow through the wider world. However, they 

disappointingly admit at the end of their study that they do not know exactly how to achieve this. 

Even Mary Louise Pratt’s iconic study of travel writing, Imperial Eyes, in which she 

coined the term contact zones as spaces in which people who have been geographically and 

historically separated come into contact with each other in unequal interactions, claims that old 

tropes and tired conventions still prevail—especially as survival literature, castaway tales, and 

adventure stories continue to “grip the metro public imagination” due to sustained anti-

immigration paranoia and bourgeois armchair traveling (240). In one digressive section of the 

text, Pratt describes how in her own experiences teaching Paul Theroux, weeks of “carefully 

nurtured cultural reading” were effectively “neutralized” when students encountered a reading 

that vividly affirmed the ideological reduction of other places that they were already accustomed 

to because his crisp and exquisite prose “hypnotize[s] readers into believing that judgmental 

visions are one-dimensional truths” (216). (Theroux’s famous description comparing the 

Altiplanos in Peru to a box of sloppy kitty litter comes to mind). Pratt is frustrated reading it, 
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teaching it, and sharing it with students. Though she does offer some alternative ways of world-

making at the end of the book, suggesting that scholars look to the works of Horacio Quiroga, 

who writes stories about who he calls ex-hombres, European men trapped in the neocolony and 

have become the “travelees” in Latin America, and Alejo Carpentier, who writes from the 

perspective of a colonized person traveling to his colonizers’ home, she does not mention any 

English-speaking, Western authors as models. 

As you can imagine, I was pretty discouraged. Writers I had admired and enjoyed reading 

for years—Joan Didion, Pico Iyer, Bill Bryson—were suddenly looking more and more like 

purveyors of the colonial project, though I still suspected it was more complicated than the 

colonial/anti-colonial dichotomy I’d set up in my mind. As a feminist rhetorician and a travel 

writer, I was indiscriminately torn: On the one hand, I am always cognizant of and mindful of the 

ways speech and writing oppress women, people of color, and people of less means than others. I 

am concerned with the ways in which digital media has not—as some would claim—heralded a 

new era of multiculturality and global citizenship but has instead continued to perpetuate the 

same kinds of colonizing discourse that has persisted for what Mary Louise Pratt claims is at 

least hundreds of years—at least since the time of Linnaeus and his Systema Naturae in 1735. I 

also know, as Michel Foucault reminds us, that “knowledge is created not by the act of observing 

but through relations…between institutions, economic and social processes, behavioral patterns, 

systems of norms, techniques, types of classification, modes of characterization, and these 

relations are not present in the object.” Discourse is not, as he continues, the “unfolding 

manifestation of a thinking, knowing, speaking subject” because knowledge is radically 

contingent on the society in which it develops (Archaeology 45). 

But where should I start? 
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The answer came to me—rather befittingly—on an airplane. In April of this year, I did 

what I always do when I sit down and buckle myself into a seat in preparation for a flight: I slid 

the in-flight magazine out of the mesh sleeve on the seat-back pocket and started leafing through 

it. On this particular flight, I was traveling on Southwest Airlines, so the magazine I had picked 

up was Spirit, an experientially-based magazine that highlights personal narratives over straight 

editorial. The cover image on the glossy front cover featured an athletic man running through a 

field on a C-shaped prosthetic leg. I flipped to the article. The story, written by Warren Berger, 

highlighted Van Phillip’s struggle with amputation and his path toward envisioning and 

ultimately creating what has become the world’s most effective prosthetic leg. It then broadened 

into a short synopsis of Berger’s new book and focused on the ways in which creative people ask 

questions and how asking “beautiful questions” can lead to brilliance, innovation, and new ways 

of thinking about and seeing the world. Though Berger’s book-length project from which this 

article comes, A More Beautiful Question: The Power of Inquiry to Spark Breakthrough Ideas, 

focuses quite a bit on the economic powerhouses of such companies as Google, Netflix, and 

Airbnb, I found myself more interested in his focus on the artists, the teachers, and the 

entrepreneurs.  

But what are these “beautiful questions,” and what makes them different from any other 

type of inquiry? According to Berger, beautiful questions are the questions that challenge, 

disrupt, or (re)imagine the status quo or institutionalized assumptions and that inspire the asker 

to take real, actionable steps to change that status quo. They are the kinds of questions that shift 

the paradigm from what we think we know about something to considering not only 

philosophical but actionable ways of changing the way we live and exist in our world. They are 
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the kinds of questions that helped Van Phillips, a 21-year-old broadcast major who suffered a 

terrible boating accident, evolve from amputee to prosthetic revolutionary. 

As Berger writes, Phillips remembered the moment he realized that he couldn’t simply 

accept the world that was given to him: “I did have to accept that I was an amputee,” he said, 

“but I would not accept the fact that I had to wear this foot.” And then he asked himself a 

question that would become the catalyst for his new journey: “If they can put a man on the 

moon, why can’t they make a better foot?” It was a good question, of course. But it did not 

become one of those beautiful questions—the kind that leads to profound change in the world—

until he took ownership of the question, left broadcasting, and re-enrolled at Northwestern 

University in one of the nation’s first prosthetic engineering programs where he would begin a 

decades-long journey of creating a carbon-fiber prosthetic that mimicked the dynamic qualities 

of the cheetah’s leg and eliminates the right angles and clunky heels that once attempted to try 

and “mimic” the look and feel of a natural human leg. As he learned and grew as an engineer, his 

questions turned from Why? to What if? to, ultimately, How?  

This three-part evolution of questioning—and the acknowledgment that we do not have 

to yet know the answers—is the process by which we gain ownership of our questions and turn 

them into inquiries that allow us to enter them fully and completely. Because I was seeing 

everything through the lens of my dissertation research, the connection clicked immediately: 

This project is about asking my own “beautiful questions.” Of course, I’m under no delusion that 

my work will change anyone’s ability for movement in any real way, but perhaps it will make 

someone think about the process of mobility a little bit differently. I thought about Berger’s 

piece for the next few days as I pondered why I wanted to ask these questions and what goal I 

could possibly have in re-imagining travel discourse in the twenty-first century.  
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 I went through my own series of questions as I dove into the literature about tourism 

studies and thought about my trajectory as a graduate student in rhetoric and composition. Why is 

so much travel writing so exhaustingly bad? Then, I found myself wondering: What if we could 

learn to become better travelers by applying feminist theory to travel discourse? And, lastly, I 

came to the question that would become the seed of my dissertation proposal: How can I use my 

knowledge of feminist theory in the academy and my professional experience as a travel writer to 

put forth a new theory and create new questions for us to ask? These questions, like any larger-

than-life questions, require a good deal of courage, a lot of persistence, and an enormous amount 

of patience and self-love. But the last question is beautiful—at least for me—because I’m no 

longer just asking the questions I’ve thought about for years. Through the power of my own lens 

and the powerful scholarship of others, I’m attempting, in this dissertation, to answer it.  

 So far, I am glad I remain committed to my topic. For one, the literature is changing, new 

voices are emerging, and scholars across disciplines are starting to recognize the power of 

studying something once considered so frivolous, a dizzying blight on the map of modernity. 

Since the early 1990s, when John Urry’s The Tourist Gaze re-framed tourism around the notion 

of the visual “gaze” and embodiment, tourism is being reconsidered and rhetorically reframed as 

an emerging cultural activity in modernity, linked not only to leisure and holiday but also to the 

promise of the democratization of travel and a curious by-product of globalization. More positive 

studies are being released and published regarding how writers are responding to 

transnationalism and considering networks of power in and among diverse communities, 

languages, cultures, and peoples. As literary scholar Tim Youngs writes, edited collections such 

as Steve Clark’s Travel Writing and Empire and Edwards and Graulund’s Postcolonial Travel 

Writing resist the temptation to think in terms of a monolithic Eurocentrism and offer a more 
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complex reading of texts by writers such as Indian-born Pico Iyer and transgender Jan Morris 

who reside outside the white, male, heterosexual, European norm. Sidonie Smith’s recent study 

Moving Lives links—and then de-links—the perceived cultural connection between masculinity 

and travel through a study of white women travelers in the 20th century by showing how their 

gendered bodies enabled a perspective outside of the masculinist logic and travel traditions (xiii). 

In her study, she connects mobile technologies to women’s narratives, demonstrating how 

women as far back as Margery Kempe narrates her life through her travels by foot to as recent as 

Beverly Donofrio, the author of Riding in Cars with Boys, who “disentangles travel from its 

masculine logic” by “negotiating the cultural construction of femininity as sedentary, degrading, 

and constraining” and discovering elasticity in her identity as she moves (qtd. in Smith 28). What 

all of these texts have in common, in addition to an attempt to re-see the genre of travel writing, 

is that they offer interesting and insightful alternatives to the colonial narrative threaded through 

so much of the history of the genre. 

There is still more work to be done, more questions to be asked, more investigations to be 

conducted. In this dissertation, I will bring together the disciplines of composition studies and 

tourism studies in order to investigate the ways in which the turn from print-based to multimodal 

exchange of knowledge and ideas has reinforced, challenged, and/or reified travel writing’s 

colonial narrative. Then, I will posit a theory for a feminist travel gaze (a response to John Urry’s 

work on the masculine “gaze” in tourism studies) informed by feminist theory and my own work 

documenting travel experiences. And though my “beautiful question” has shifted to allow more 

room for investigation, it remains true, at least in spirit, to the question I asked myself on the 

flight that day. Presented as a compilation of all its messy revisions, this is the question this 

dissertation seeks to answer: How can taking a feminist rhetorical approach to travel discourse 
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in digital spaces shed light on alternative ways of world-making and posit more ethical ways to 

discourse about traveling in and throughout the world?  

 

1.2 A Personal Encounter with Telling Travel Stories 

 I started writing about travel when I was five years old. Admittedly, the traveling went 

about as far as my next door neighbor’s backyard, my dad’s workshop in the basement, and my 

kindergarten classroom, but I traveled around with that journal just as fiercely as any National 

Geographic adventurer would, writing down all the details of my world and my experiences with 

the people and places in it. This is what we ate for lunch, this is the game we played at Sara’s 

house this afternoon, and this is what I learned about at school today. The journal itself was 

small and the side had two latches that could be pulled together and fastened with a pink, heart-

shaped lock and key. I adored it: I took it everywhere. 

 Sixteen years and a lot of journals later, my sister gave me the small, rope-bound cloth 

journal that would become my first real travel journal—a book that would go with me to Spain 

where I would study Spanish language and culture at the Universitat di Valencia. My parents, 

who were not travelers and who did not have passports, had encouraged me to apply for a 

program in order to finish my Spanish minor (which later became a second major) more quickly 

and to experience, first-hand, the world from which many of the literatures I read had come. It 

was my mother’s intuition that the trip would spark something in me (how little did she know 

how right she was!). Though I didn’t know much about traveling at the time, I applied for and 

was accepted to the program, worked for a year as a waitress at a local bar and grill in order to 

save up the cost of the plane ticket, applied for a $500 study abroad scholarship to help defray 

the cost of tuition, and packed my two suitcases. I was twenty years old. 
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 At the time, blogging, Facebook, Instagram, and Tumblr weren’t on anyone’s mind—

Facebook was in its prototype beta stage and no one was using it yet at the university. The way 

to communicate with my family and friends was through email and phone calls, and because all 

of the keyboards had keys rearranged for the Spanish language, I was pretty much limited to a 

weekly phone call lest I wanted to wait in line at the computer center and spend twenty minutes 

typing out a one-paragraph email. When I think back to this time—which was just a decade 

ago—I am both intimidated and amazed by how much communication practices have changed. 

My trip to Spain was private—it was my trip, written down only in my journal and shared, in 

much revised form, in the few literary magazines where I published my first travel pieces. Now, 

whenever I click on the Facebook icon on my phone, I am immediately visually transported to 

the vacations and holidays of hundreds of people I have met throughout my life, many of whom I 

have not seen since high school or even before. I see, in typical scrolling form, their lives and 

experiences, and to contribute to the conversation, I often add mine. Sometimes, I don’t have 

much of a choice—I have had to learn how to hashtag, how often to post updates so as not to be 

annoying (lest I commit the kind of egotistic acts made possible by selfie sticks and widely-

available Wi-Fi), how to take the highest quality smartphone pictures, how to use keywords more 

effectively. Part of this is a necessary component of working as a freelance writer; part of it is 

more self-affirming, reminding me each time I post a picture that I am living the life I have 

always wanted to live.  

 But returning to the story. After my summer in Spain, I knew the “travel bug” had bitten 

me. Life wasn’t the same at home. I was bored all the time, I missed speaking another language, 

and I felt like I didn’t really belong in my country anymore. I joined the largest student exchange 

organization in the world—the Association internationale des étudiants en sciences économiques 
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et commerciales, better known as AIESEC and which began in France in the 1960s to encourage 

cultural exchange in its university students—and searched for a way to stretch my legs 

(AIESEC). I’d always liked their tagline: “Empowering Young People for Peace and Fulfillment 

of Humankind's Potential.” There was a ring to it that I deeply appreciated, and when I joined the 

local chapter, I felt a little bit as if I’d found my soulmates among the 40,000 other students at 

my university. 

That summer, I ended up on a plane to Malta, an island nation so small that most maps 

don’t even visually represent it, even though it’s there, equidistant from Sicily and Tunisia. 

Again, I had worked for another year as a waitress to save up enough money for the plane ticket. 

And once I got there, I wrote, and I wrote, and I wrote. So much so that when I returned to the 

U.S. four months later, I wrote a book about it for my senior project. I took 15 rolls of film, too, 

but the student worker at Target burned them all in the developing machine…and I was given my 

first 3 megapixel digital camera as a consolation. (It wasn’t consoling). 

 After I graduated that spring, I returned to AIESEC and secured an English language 

teaching job in Cartagena, Colombia. Even though technology often did not agree with me and 

our computer in the office often shut down unexpectedly, I started a blog at Blogger.com. I 

called it To Discover the World, and I posted stories and pictures (when they would actually 

upload) for my family to read. I still wrote in a journal, but I often took my journaling online, 

writing about the first time I went to the grocery and encountered a world of fruits I’d never seen 

before, recounting how I successfully bartered a boat ride to the small uninhabited island of Baru 

to camp in hammocks, describing the sounds of donkeys, milk carts, chickens, pop music, cars 

splashing over mud puddles, and men calling out to each other outside of my window. It became 

a kind of ritual for me, a ritual that—though I didn’t know it at the time—led me into the 
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compositional world of multimodality, where my articulations were able to be interpreted by 

anyone with access to the internet. Though admittedly no one other than my family read my 

blog, it was a critical first step toward my induction into digital literacy.  

 Fast forward a few years, a lot of rejections, a lot of blogging for free, and a lot of 

networking. One afternoon, in-between grading composition essays and preparing for an 

upcoming graduate seminar on Classical Rhetoric, I received an email from Intertrend 

Communications, as Asian-focused marketing company in Los Angeles who work with many of 

the Asian tourism bureaus on their campaigns. The email was an invitation to travel to Taiwan 

by myself for nine days, and the only stipulation was that I would need to write about my 

experience and publish wherever I could place articles. Though I’d been surreptitiously calling 

myself a travel journalist for years and working as an interviewer for a website featuring weekly 

conversations with travel writers, editors, and publishers transitioning to new media, this 

moment marked an important transition for me—in one email, I went from private diary writer to 

public writer. For the first time, I was expected to have readers; I was expected to use social 

media judiciously; I was asked to pitch ideas for the first time.  

 Like many contemporary writers, I already had a relatively high level of digital literacy, 

or, as Rodney H. Jones and Christoph A. Hafner define it, “practices of communicating, relating, 

thinking, and ‘being’ associated with digital media” (13). I also knew that there were critical 

differences between working online and working for analogue or print media: for one, I could 

publish in almost real-time, but I had to work within certain affordances and constraints (editors 

wanted SEO key words in the first paragraph, titles that could be easily indexed by Google and 

other search engines, photographs that would work well as both feature images and thumbnails 

when shown in miniature on homepages, narratives that were quick, easy to scan, and engaging). 
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I knew most of these facts because, by this time, I had interviewed over 150 freelance and full-

time writers, editors, and publishers who work—at least in part—in the travel industry. 

 This project aims to make sense, in many ways, of the rhetorical concerns working with 

digital media as well as the kinds of travel stories Western travelers who share their work via 

blogs, social media, and websites create. It aims to figure out what it means to be working within 

the confines of one of the oldest narrative traditions in our newest media. I realized, after I 

started freelancing, that I, too, was trying to figure out how I—with a degree in narrative 

nonfiction writing—could transition to digital media in a way that would be ethical to myself as 

a creative writer and engaging to an audience of online readers. I also had to figure out—in rapid 

time—how to become a photographer, because, as many have argued, digital travel writers, 

whether compensated professionally or not, must often possess a range of skill sets, from writing 

to photography to design to public relations (Ditmeyer 81). While these blurring lines have the 

potential to create amazingly creative stories in and across networks of readers, I began to 

wonder if—and how—digital media and the elimination of a gatekeeping print culture were 

creating spaces for departures from the dominant narratives of travel discourse, the basis of 

which I will discuss in the next section, and how these new narratives could reveal new truths 

about the contemporary traveling subject.  

 To date, I have written over 100 travel blog posts and articles, mostly for digital 

platforms, and I know I have a lot to learn. I’ve had to learn to balance varying expectations—a 

reader of an international in-flight magazine, for instance, often has different needs than a 

subscriber to a blog for women travelers—and I’ve had to learn how to create and maintain web 

sites, take better photographs, engage in social media marketing tactics, properly write proposals 

and pitch editors, and create content for different audiences, contexts, and purposes. I’ve met 
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people doing amazing work in the field—people who fight for environmental sustainability, 

women’s rights, LGBTQ travel, and respect and understanding across borders. But just as often, 

I have encountered a lot of travel stories that evoke colonialism, photography that does no more 

than reproduce stock images driven by tourism propaganda, and that ignore, almost entirely, the 

sexed, gendered, raced, and classed world in which we all live and travel. 

However, through all of this, the little girl with the journal who loved to write the day she 

started is never absent: she wants to know, as I do now, where the potentials lie to change the 

story of the masculine travel writer going into an exotic land, passing judgment over and 

devouring all he sees, and coming home to write long narratives about his conquests, exploits, 

and sojourns. She wants to figure out how travelers are using digital platforms to tell their 

stories—and examine what kinds of stories are being told. 

1.3 Trends and Patterns in Contemporary Tourism Studies  

Tourism as an Object of Inquiry: Situating The Tourist and The Tourist Gaze 

In order to read this dissertation critically and with a fuller understanding of how and 

why I am bringing tourism studies into important conversation within rhetoric and composition, 

it is necessary to understand the context within which discussions of tourism are situated. In his 

book Tourism in Global Society, which attempts to marry analyses of the macro level of a global 

tourist system and the micro level of lived experiences, author Kevin Meethan argues that as a 

site of analysis, tourism remains “under-theorised, eclectic, and disparate” and that because of 

this, it is often discarded as a site of critical inquiry (2). His claim is not unsupported—other 

scholars, too, have lamented this oversight, owing it, primarily, to a long-standing belief that 

tourism is not a serious enough topic worthy of investigation. 



Winet 30 

 

However, recent scholarship demonstrates that the discourse is changing. Franklin takes 

up Meethan’s claim in her work, arguing that tourism should be interpreted as “a serious 

individual engagement with the changing (and fluid) conditions of modernity with implications 

for nation formation and citizenship, the rise of consumerism, cosmopolitanism, the natural 

world and globalisation” (2). Instead of dismissing the act of travel as a pleasurable, shallow, or 

insignificant act, she argues that tourism is a central component to modern social identity 

formation, suggesting that tourism can no longer be viewed as something that happens on the 

social margins. Like Franklin and others have argued, tourism needs to be reconsidered not as 

tangential to but rather as a critical part of the modern condition. As she and Chang write in “The 

Trouble with Tourism and Travel Theory?,”  

[t]ourism is no longer a specialist consumer product or mode of consumption; tourism 

has broken away from its beginnings as a relatively minor and ephemeral ritual of 

modern national life to become a significant modality through which transnational 

modern life is organized….[t]he relationship between transnational culture and tourism of 

the everyday is a dimension of tourist studies that will surely prove to be significant (6-

8). 

Of course, the reasons for this gap between the fields of rhetoric and tourism are not 

surprising: tourism and leisure studies have historically been studied from a sociological or 

social science perspective, taking into account the movements and processes of globalization that 

tourism engenders and not necessarily the rhetorical construct of how we understand it 

conceptually or linguistically. As far back as 1976, sociologist Dean MacCannell published his 

now canonical and oft-cited text The Tourist: A New Theory of the Leisure Class, a book that, 

despite its faults and its pejorative view of tourism, effectively opened up the concept as a 
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theoretically important topic and brought it into the walls of the academy. Because his work 

focused on a structuralist interpretation that coded the world as either urban or primitive and 

promoted the tourists as consumers and the workers (hosts) as the product, some scholars claim 

that his work is why tourism has not yet matured as a serious subject and why it has relied on 

binaries for so long (Korstanje, “Obsession” 99). In this partly ethnographic study, MacCannell 

employs a combination of Marxism and structuralism to argue that the modern tourist represents 

modernity in a microcosm—that first-world citizens are surrounded by commercial images and 

packaged ideas of authenticity and that they use these experiences to reduce the amount of 

alienation they feel from their own atomized cultures. He believes that first-world tourists travel 

for two primary reasons: to reinforce the notion that they are different from the poor and 

sedentary, and two, that tourists are constantly seeking what he calls “authenticity” in an 

otherwise post-industrial society (this “authenticity,” he claims, rests in precommercial and/or 

indigenous cultures). Essentially, MacCannell believes that tourism “is a ritualized response 

toward the alienation of modernity whose purpose it is to reconstruct a cultural heritage or social 

identity” in a world where many people no longer associate with their ethnic or geographic roots 

(Tourist 13). 

In some ways, MacCannell is not entirely wrong in his assessment of the modern tourist 

industry, although what I argue is short-sighted here is his reliance on binaries that disempower 

both groups. Anthropologist Maximiliano E. Korstanje has studied the effects of MacCannell’s 

work extensively, citing the following theoretical flaws with MacCannell’s perspective: First, 

despite the impossibility of using structuralism to study a modern urban phenomenon such as 

tourism, MacCannell applies it to his study in order to compare the sacred (the primitive) with 

the secular (the modern/urban). Korstanje believes that the relationship he sets up between 
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leisure and tourism is forced and trivializes the act. Second, he believes that MacCannell’s 

methodology of using undercover observation contradicts all accepted ethical standards because 

it objectifies the observed, and third, that MacCannell uses a number of false dichotomies (such 

as authentic/non-authentic) (“Obsession” 108; “Re-thinking” 10). While these are certainly not 

the only critiques leveled against The Tourist, I cite them here in lieu of a book review in order to 

emphasize how the discourse surrounding tourism developed after—and continues, in many 

ways, to this day—the release of MacCannell’s book. 

Of course, understanding the concept of modernity from MacCannell’s and subsequent 

researchers’ perspectives is critical in any work on modern tourism and/or travel. As Meethan 

writes, our Western understanding of modernity has been codified since the Enlightenment, or 

late 17th century, in which radical social changes altered both social orders and forms of 

conceptualizing the world. In relationship to industrialization, the rise of capitalism, increasing 

specializations within industries, and the regulation of wage labor, a split began to happen begin 

societal interpretations of work and leisure. From a Marxist perspective, because people became 

alienated from production lines and more distanced from their products, social relations were 

mediated through commodities—and ultimately, the consumption of Others. In this way, anyone 

or anywhere “primitive” or “traditional” came to be seen as the antithesis of modernity, a kind of 

existence on the other end of the spectrum in which was preserved an older, nostalgic model of 

living and could be “bought” through travel. This shift, claims Meethan, underpins MacCannell’s 

study and frames his entire analysis around the exchange of goods for services and the 

commodification of the Other for the pleasure of the industrialized middle class. 

After MacCannell’s work gained traction in the academy, specifically in the field of 

sociology, other researchers took it upon themselves to include their own perspectives, latching 
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on to the demarcation MacCannell set up that leisure is opposed to work—conceptually, 

temporally, and spatially—and the idea that tourism was the modern prescription for alienation 

and a search for authenticity. Arguing against MacCannell’s monolithic description of “the 

tourist,” for instance, sociologist Erik Cohen wrote that this unreflective acceptance of why 

people travel is dangerous, particularly because it relies on stereotypes and doesn’t account for 

the kinds of postmodern subjectivities that modern traveling subjects encompass. Though his 

work goes back as far as 1974 (two years before MacCannell’s book publication), he has 

responded to what he calls MacCannell’s reductive definition of tourism by claiming that 

scholars should consider the many forms of tourism and the varying kinds of alienation they 

feel—whether it be the Italian immigrant who pays a visit to the “old country,” the pilgrim who 

visits a religious site for self-fulfillment, the health advocate who goes to a spa in order to 

improve his health, or a family going on a short pleasure trip, Cohen claims that we must 

consider the varying rationales that draw them to touring (“Who” 527). However, as Meethan 

and others have written, Cohen’s argument is still grounded in MacCannell’s notion that tourists 

are motivated to travel to avoid feeling alone or disassociated from their communities. 

The most noteworthy shift away from MacCannell’s structuralist interpretation of tourism 

was the 1990 publication of John Urry’s The Tourist Gaze: Leisure and Travel in Contemporary 

Societies, a text which sought to introduce into the field Foucault’s concept of the “gaze” as a 

means of surveillance and control, further complicating the relationship between colonialism, 

nationalism, tourism, and seeing. Though the book has since undergone two subsequent editions 

to allow for a broader understanding of multisensory touring experiences, in this first edition, 

Urry introduced two critical concepts that would define the shift toward examining the body and 

discourse in travel: the ways in which people differentiate themselves from others through the act 
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of seeing and the importance of considering the semiotics of tourism. While I will deconstruct 

the gaze much more thoroughly in chapter 2, a brief overview is worth citing here as well. In his 

work, Urry claims that the visual is a primary aspect through which Western tourists “consume” 

and produce discourse about the Other, often at the Other’s disadvantage, and that there are three 

salient aspects to the gaze: first, that the gaze is imagined and sustained by the tourism industry; 

second, that the individual’s gaze is linked to historical processes, particular social formations, 

and symbolic constructions (and is therefore “universalized”); and three, that the two dominant 

gazes—the romantic and the collective—allow individuals to have unique experiences while 

they travel. The romantic gaze, Urry writes, is more associated with solitude, pilgrimage, and 

spirituality, whereas the collective gaze is more associated with groups, established tourism 

facilities, and packaged experiences. In either case, he states, the ways in which people gaze at 

food, bodies, and landscapes is in part determined by the existence of predetermined narratives 

that frame expectations and that Foucault might call “forms of authority” (Meethan 82). Though 

Urry’s application of Foucault was less about surveillance and more about the unequal power 

relations that come into play when people “view” others, and though his work has been critiqued 

as being overly ocularcentric (focused on the visual), it opened up conversations that brought 

tourism out of a completely disembodied phenomenon and eventually led the way toward a more 

multisensory, embodied act of mobility and its implications in space and time. So, instead of 

rejecting MacCannell’s and Urry’s theories as too limiting, I use them here to set up how these 

theorists understood the consumption of place in order to move into what I call the embodied era 

of tourism studies, which seeks to understand not just the ocular sensations, but rather the whole 

body and its positionality in space and time.  
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However, the problem remains: despite attempts to re-think The Tourist, many 

contemporary approaches to tourism, especially in the social sciences, still see the act as “the 

alienated modern’s substitute for the real thing, the authentic other, the pristine primitive” 

(Meethan 13). These interpretations suggest a dystopia or loss that the tourist seeks to recover 

and does not account for the rise in international tourism worldwide, the increasing numbers of 

women, people of color, and people of less economically fortunate communities who enjoy 

traveling and figuring out how they fit into the world, or for the many kinds of tourists—all of 

whom, we might say, are seeking something.  

  

Contemporary Conversations: Expanding the View & The Discursive Turn 

What are the conversations happening now, then, in the interdisciplinary pages of tourism 

journals? Are the conversations shifting directions? A cross-longitudinal study published in 2009 

in Annals of Tourism Research, one of the most highly-respected journals in the field of tourism 

studies, revealed a number of trends that explain the shift toward an interest in the qualitative. 

Analyzing the content of twelve major tourism journals between the years of 1994-2004, the 

authors categorized nearly 3,000 articles into 21 topic areas, including such categories as 

tourist/visitor studies (group behaviors, preferences, and perspectives), tourism planning 

(strategies, predicting, forecasting), and destinations (image, management, and development). To 

further investigate the ways in which the field has evolved, the authors then isolated their study 

to 144 articles from the top four categories in the top three journals across three three-year time 

periods. The two topic areas that grew the most significantly—tourist/visitor studies and 

marketing—reveal a number of interesting shifts, primarily in terms of what they theoretically 

represent. As the authors state, 
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[i]n particular, the present study confirmed the increasing importance of research on 

tourists and tourist experiences; the decline in economic and hospitality studies, the rise 

in marketing and management topics; the gradual erosion of the dominance of North 

America; the increasing contribution of Australia, New Zealand, and Asian countries; and 

the emerging contribution of the interpretative paradigm in some established topic areas 

(Ballantyne, Packer, and Axelse 151).  

While they do not offer much insight in terms of what they mean by “the interpretative 

paradigm,” the authors do state that the study indicates a need to challenge more established and 

traditional methods of doing research in the social sciences to focus on the qualitative 

experiences of tourists.  

 This finding, coupled with a number of other tourism scholars’ recent call for more 

attention to the subjective experiences of tourists, is where this dissertation hopes to intervene 

and contribute. Indeed, despite the “discursive turn” in social theory, as tourism scholars Adam 

Jaworski and Annette Pritchard have noted, there has been too little dialogue between scholars 

whose primarily focus is discourse (language in particular) and communicative practices, and 

those whose primary focus is tourism and leisure studies (1). As they write, “although discourse 

and communication are of central importance in tourism studies, they remain relatively 

unexplored and undertheorised among tourism researchers, and the specific links that have been 

made between language and tourism have for the most part ignored the vast tradition of 

discourse and communication” (2). Conceptually, tourism and discourse are reciprocal: discourse 

intimately shapes the tourist experience, and the tourist experience has shaped our discourses 

about people and places over time (2). This recognition—that by exploring communicative 

practices we can access and understand notions of identity, difference, otherness, and 
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community—is key to this dissertation because it emphasizes that language is a social practice 

that does reflect our relations with others and the unequal, often colonizing patterns of power and 

dominance inherent in those relations. As Cohen and Cohen write, postmodernism and the 

discursive turn brought 

a change of emphasis from permanence to flux, from being to doing, from structure to 

agency, from sedimented social patterns to the process of their emergence, and from a 

focus on the more stable fixtures of social life to the mobilities linking them; and second, 

a post-modern tendency to stress the de-differentiation between social domains, the 

break-down of conventional binary concepts, the interpenetration between formerly 

opposite categories, and the blurring of the border between reality and virtuality. 

(“Current” 2180) 

This turn is evident in some of the research being done across disciplinary lines: from studying 

the oral narratives of backpackers in India to the performative roles privileged travelers play in 

ecotourism contexts to the rhetoric of postcards, cookbooks, professional travel brochures and in-

flight magazines to even the ways in which hosts in Namibia perform expected colonized 

cultural identities, scholars are beginning to account for the multiplicity of perspectives and 

experiences that both Western and non-Western subjects bring to the field1. So while this project 

is not a critical discourse analysis but rather a rhetorical one, I mention the “discursive turn” here 

and the recent upsurge in interest in tourism and communication because I do wish to 

acknowledge that colonizing rhetoric is pervasive, historically contingent, and has shaped—and 

continues to shape—the social and material realities of the subjects I study. It also has incredible 

                                                 
1 See O’Reilly, Jaworski and Lawson, Kennedy, and Papen (respectively) in the edited collection Discourse, 

Communication and Tourism (2005) for more about these studies. 
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implications for moving away from Urry’s binaries and open up possibilities for new spaces of 

knowledge to emerge. 

It is also a turn that has become increasingly relevant within rhetoric and composition 

circles. In her work on multimodality, Toward a Composition Made Whole, Judy Shipka furthers 

Cynthia Selfe’s claim that composition students must learn to manage “their own communicative 

efforts in ways that are rhetorically effective, critically aware, morally responsible, and 

personally satisfying” by arguing that we turn our attention to non-print texts (Selfe qtd. in 

Shipka 132). Though her book focuses on expanding the notion of what a composition is and can 

be in higher education, I cite her work here because I believe we can—and should—extend this 

same requirement to rhetoric in the world. As Selfe argues in a recent response essay in College 

Composition and Communication, there is no better time than now to consider the ways that 

compositions become rhetorical agents in a globalized world: 

 In the twenty-first century, we live in an increasingly globalized world where people 

speak different languages, come from different cultures, learn and make meaning in 

different media contexts and with different expressive modalities. In such an 

environment, although writing retains a privileged position, literate citizens, increasingly, 

need to make use of all semiotic channels to communicative effectively among different 

groups and for different people. (606) 

In this study, I examine the work of writers largely outside of the academy. Because this is not a 

purely theoretical work but one grounded in real experiences, I intend to respond to these calls to 

action. 

While I will focus much more on these theories in Chapter 2, is it worth noting that the 

discourse is becoming more multivocal and diverse, due in great part to the influence of gender 
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and cultural studies and the rising interest in studying the discourse that emerges from touring 

acts. Cara Aitchison, for instance, is one of the pioneers in developing synergies between tourism 

studies and gender studies, bringing in poststructural and postcolonial feminism to re-think 

tourism as a performative act. Sue Wilkinson and Celia Kitzinger, as another example, use 

feminist theory to take up the idea of representation in their edited collection Representing the 

Other: A Feminism and Psychology Reader, addressing the challenging issue of whether (and 

how) writers should represent members of groups to which they themselves do not belong. 

Margaret Byrne Swain writes specifically about the gender problem in tourism and how tourism 

occurs in gendered societies with gendered participants, and suggests a new research agenda for 

those interested in the intersections of gender, class, and race as we as bodies moves through 

space. These and others will be discussed in Chapter 2. 

 

Defining a Definitional Framework: Tourism vs. Travel  

 Throughout this project, I will be using a number of terms that often challenge and resist 

hegemonic or unified understandings (both across and within disciplinary lines). Because 

tourism studies has been influenced by a number of different disciplines, including sociology, 

cultural anthropology, and geography, it is important to consider the limits of some of the more 

pervasive terms and then consider how I am using these terms in this particular project. To do 

this, then, I will offer a number of scholarly approaches to the concept of tourism and its related 

terms—including globalization, commodification, and the gaze, among others—and then I will 

synthesize these views into my own interpretation as they speak to rhetoric and composition. By 

decentering tourism theory and understanding its contingent qualities, I believe we can work 
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toward a more acceptable definition that embraces, rather than minimizes or reduces the 

complexity of, its diversity. 

 Many of the accepted definitions of tourism have emerged out of what I see as either 

empirical, tautological, or stereotypical frameworks, grounded in attempts at justifying what the 

action of touring is. Though almost all definitions attempt to identify one or two features that 

distinguish it from other activities, what often ends up happening is the creation of a binary 

between home/away, self/other, same/different, West/Rest, etc., in which the tourist is placed as 

the individual commodifying that which is not “normal.” As Adrian Franklin argues, analyzing 

these definitions can help scholars across disciplines “obtain a sense of what is often wrong with 

tourism studies” and pose better alternatives (28). According to Cohen, it can also help avoid the 

trap of stereotyping the tourist as the “slightly funny, quaintly dressed, camera-toting foreigner, 

ignorant, passive, shallow, and gullible,” a stereotype that has become, as he says, a cultural truth 

and yet is completely inaccurate and grounded in post-war images of an American—most often 

white, middle-class, heterosexual, and male—participating in mass tourism (“Who” 527; 

“Changing” 300). 

Empirical definitions, which are often considered more “formal” in their attempt to 

quantify and measure tourism, tend to reduce tourism to acts of leisure and recreation and do not 

often consider the individuals themselves. Consider these, which I cite here chronologically, 

starting in the mid-1970s: In Tourism: Past, Present, and Future (1974), sociologists Buckart 

and Medlik argue that tourism “denotes the temporary short-term movement of people to 

destinations outside the places where they normally live” (v). Problems with this definition are 

rather obvious, as they have not explained what they mean by “temporary” nor explored the lives 

of people who live in multiple destinations or are displaced from their homes. A few years later, 
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Mathieson and Wall defined tourism in their book Tourism: Economic, Physical, and Social 

Impacts, in a similar fashion: “the temporary movement of people to destinations outside their 

normal places of work and residence, the activities undertaken during their stay in those 

destinations and the facilities created to care to their need” (1). Though this definition adds one 

layer of complexity by emphasizing activities and facilities associated with human movement, it 

still assumes there is a “normal” to move away from and an infrastructure created for them. Such 

a definition, according to some scholars, place the travel-accommodation and its associated 

industry at the heart of tourism, suggesting the purchase and exchanging of commodities as 

being more central than the tourists themselves. By the mid-1990s, some sociologists and 

geographers starting adopting the formal definitions purported by organizations like the World 

Tourism Office, defining tourism as “all travel that involves a stay of at least one night, but less 

than one year, away from home,” still not at all concerned with the type of travel or the motives 

behind them (qtd. in Franklin 27). Not only should this definition be drastically complicated, but 

it is all-encompassing for a reason (to track tourists and provide reliable statistics on who is 

traveling and to where) and does not fully encompass the phenomenon I am seeking to define 

here. André Jansson’s answer, which he proposed in 2002, is a bit more specific to geography, 

but I appreciate his emphasis on the spatiality of tourism: “[f]undamentally, being a tourist 

means temporarily leaving one’s home for a certain preselected destination, typically during a 

collectively shared vacation, for the main sake of gaining new spatial experiences. Tourism is a 

kind of organized retreat from the temporal and spatial features of labour practices and 

everydayness” (Jansson 431). 

 Other definitions—many of which have emerged in the 2000s—have been frustratingly 

tautological, suggesting that there is an epistemological crisis in defining the many faces of 
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contemporary tourism and how it relates to a postmodern world. These definitions lose their 

specificity in favor of promoting vagueness, turning tourism into absolutely anything and 

everything associated with the act of touring. In her work on British tourists in the Costa del Sol 

in the early 2000s, sociologist Karen O’Reilly laments the fact that many theorists define tourism 

“more by what it is not than by what it is—it is not home and it is not work” (43). The problem 

with this is that by defining an action by what it is not presupposes that it cannot include such 

attributes as “work” or “home,” concepts that are, by nature, already slippery and often inform 

and become inextricable parts of traveling. For example, Weaver and Opperman argue that 

“tourism is the sum of the phenomena and relationships arising from the interaction among 

tourists” (3). These definitions, though they attempt for inclusion in their vagueness, also do not 

meet the particular needs of this dissertation.  

 For purposes of my study, I would like to rewind much further than modern conceptions 

of tourism and instead consider the ways in which we might re-think tourism as a direct 

descendant from tornos, its ancient Greek etymological root and the word used for “tour.” 

Literally, tornos means circle, a movement around a central point or axis, or a turning (Theobold 

6-7). As William F. Theobold argues in Global Tourism, when the word transferred to English 

and the suffixes –ism and –ist were added, “tour” became “tourism” and “tourist,” and came to 

refer to an action or a person performing a circular action. In this transference, the notion of a 

circular motion dissolved and was replaced by the idea of a tour having a distinct beginning, 

middle, and end. I argue, as Theobold does, that we need to return to the idea of a circle, as it 

represents not a spectrum, not a line of either/or, but more as a welcoming metaphor that 

represents a blurring between starting points, journeys, and returns.  
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Furthermore, I would like to collide the spectrum of the tourist and traveler, providing 

room for more grey area in an otherwise dichotomous binary. Within this messiness, tourism and 

travel become companions, both being embodied experiences that encompass the senses, the 

body, the mind, and the spirit, and that do not belong in isolation from or in opposition to each 

other. Instead, I embrace the benefits and limits of each definition, hoping, instead, to open up 

conversations about these semantic differences and to show that each of us who travels is 

both/and—we are both tourist and traveler. In this way, whether we are inside our own bedrooms 

(as Alain de Botton did in his 2002 study The Art of Travel, treating a journey around his room 

as equally as he would an “exotic” destination) or on foreign land, we can re-think tourism as “an 

attitude to the world or a way of seeing the world” that seeks to discover the touristic potential of 

ordinary everyday spaces and spaces we see as “Othered” (qtd. in Franklin 3). Therefore, for 

purposes of this project, I will use the word tourism as I discuss the human phenomenon of 

movement from a theoretical perspective and I will use the word travel in two primary ways: 1) 

to feminize an otherwise distanced sociological concept as needed, and 2) as an adjective for the 

types of stories the travelers I trace in this study tell through their words and images. 

Indeed, popular connotations of “tourist” versus “traveler” perhaps precede the way they 

have actually been defined in and across literatures. In popular imagination, the discourses are 

often perceived as being irreconcilable, the word tourism often being paired with largely 

impersonal and commercial language used in tourism studies and advertising whereas the word 

travel often connotes the personal, picaresque style of travel writing. Taking this even further, 

the lines between tourist and traveler are perhaps even more stringently delineated in popular 

media and travel blogging communities: the tourist, one without agency, lies on one end of the 

spectrum as the packaged tourist, the one who takes the tacky pictures and travels in a large 
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group, the traveler on the other, the independent one getting “off the beaten path” and living in a 

constant state of nostalgia and dreams. Consider these examples, taken from the web: In a recent 

Huffington Post article, “21 Signs You’re a Traveler, Not a Tourist,” the blogger lists a number 

of requirements that will help readers determine their allegiance to the “traveler” side of the 

spectrum by including such criteria as: 

1. You dream about your next trip during your morning commute. 

2. Solo travel is your jam. 

3. You wouldn’t be caught dead doing this. Like ever. (The “this,” in this case, is a 

photograph of an Asian tourist posing in exactly the same fashion as the obsidian-

colored statue of a woman she is standing next to). 

4. Or this. (The “this,” in this instance, is a photograph of a white woman “holding up” 

the Leaning Tower of Piza in Italy). 

5. Homesickness happens. But you don’t make it a point to head to the nearest 

McDonald’s/Starbucks/Pizza Hut every chance you get. 

While I won’t list all 21 attributes the blogger includes, I include the first five to offer a small 

illustration of how the notion of a traveler is discursively constructed. This blog’s list is not 

unique, either—even the editable instructions site Wikihow offers a list of tips for being a 

traveler and not a tourist, introducing the concept by writing that “[t]he tourist is someone more 

concerned with making all the right moves, visiting all the popular destinations and having the 

photos to prove it. The traveler, on the other hand, is someone who wants to experience another 

culture and to avoid the popular spots as much as possible.” These constructs are not exceptions 

but rather very common illustrations that enlist the use of a binary to distinguish different 

traveling persons across a spectrum. 
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However, what is often ignored are the ways in which these discourses blur and collide in 

execution. In her work on analyzing Lonely Planet’s founder Tony Wheeler’s blog, Deepti Ruth 

Azariah discusses how the dichotomy of tourist/traveler is set up and rhetorically constructed in 

digital spaces and how those who travel and the scholars who study them “often overlook the 

possibility of discursive tensions existing within travel blogs” (276). Using Bahktin’s theories of 

heteroglossia and polyphony, she explores the ways in which Wheeler’s blog—which he touts as 

a personal travel blog, indicated by the signature “therefore I travel” at the bottom of each 

page—simultaneously projects the supposed competing discourses of tourism and travel. From 

the lack of commenting ability on Wheeler’s posts to the photographs that Azariah claims highly 

resemble postcards and not subjective experience, there is a distinct leaning toward tourism—a 

discourse that “typically treats the addressee as being less experienced, asexual, ageless, and of 

indistinct socio-economic status” (280-281). However, there are also elements of the “traveler” 

discourse, characterized by “discernment, respect, and taste” that muddle his blog from being 

immediately recognizable as one or the other as well as an oscillating between the impersonal 

“you” and the personal “I.” Because this study is interested in tracing colonizing rhetorics into 

digital spaces, Azariah’s study is an excellent reminder that discourses often compete—and that 

the rhetoric of travel is slippery, complex, and shifting. 

As we continue to dismantle this binary, however, we also need to disaggregate the 

self/Other (in this case, often referred to in the literature as tourist/host) hierarchical binary in 

order to interrogate other deeply-entrenched binaries such as West/Rest, safety/danger, 

civilized/uncivilized. In her work “Rethinking Tourism,” Leanne McRae argues for this kind of 

reconceptualization, which she believes has largely been overlooked: tourism, she claims, is a 

much more ambiguous space than studies over the past thirty or so years have allowed, and 
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should instead be re-envisioned as an “ambiguous space” that “enables a more socially conscious 

politics to prevail and stretches the practice of tourism beyond traditional models of empowered 

tourist/disempowered host” (237). This project aims to messy those distinctions. As Foucault 

suggests, binaries are not absolute, being articulated in specific contexts for specific ends and 

maintained most frequently by regimes of power. In his work The Archaeology of Knowledge, he 

argues certain institutional, cultural, and intellectual assumptions are necessary in order to make 

certain kinds of speech possible. Foucault calls these assumptions epistemes, and with a little 

imagination, we can see how scientific and colonial projects in the 18th and 19th centuries readily 

inform the colonial discourses of writers like Paul Theroux. However, Foucault does not believe 

that knowledge is absolute; instead, knowledge is discursively posited: discontinuities exist 

within all forms of human knowledge (among different cultures and different periods of history) 

and particular statements come to have “truth value” within these paradigms. As he explains, 

contradictions among and between texts are oftentimes glossed over or concealed in light of 

prevailing assumptions about how knowledge is transmitted, and he offers Linnaeus’ taxonomy 

work as an example of this (151). Some forms of travel writing could be said to lay bare these 

contradictions, therefore challenging a literary form that has been seen as an outgrowth of 

imperial discourse and engaging in what Foucault calls the “spaces of dissension” (152). 

 

1.4 Turn Toward New Media Travel: The “End” of Tourism or Just the Beginning? 

In his work on the mediatization of tourism, André Jansson writes that the fragmentation 

of the tourist experience in online spaces has led some scholars, such as Urry, to argue that this 

era of simulations will be known as “the end of tourism” (Jansson 430). In Urry’s work, which 

defines the “end of tourism” as a sociological phenomenon, is based on the foundational belief 
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that “people are tourists most of the time, whether they are literally mobile or only experience 

mobility through the incredible fluidity of multiple signs and electronic images” (148). However, 

Jansson disagrees with this statement, believing that simulated and passive travel only serves to 

reinforce the desire for “first-hand tourism” instead of acting as an antibiotic to the affliction that 

is wanderlust (430). Because of this fragmentation of the tourist experience in online spaces, 

Jansson claims that the tools to record and share travel experiences and insights have had a 

fundamental epistemological effect on the ways tourists see and interact with the world, leading 

instead to blurred lines between home and away, authentic and fake, real and imagined. As 

Franklin argues, this is the post-tourist: the so-called person who no longer needs authentic 

objects to confirm her or his gaze but who enjoy the fakery, the simulation, the virtual imaginary 

(9). 

Furthermore, Jansson claims that the internet is essential to the modern travel experience 

and notes the heightened intermingling between the live “tourist gaze” and the passive 

consumption and dissemination of media images. As he states, the “gaze”—once thought to be 

disembodied and ephemeral—is now captured and viewed almost immediately online through 

photos, film, status updates, and blogs, continually being reproduced as a socially constructed 

phenomenon (qtd. in Ditmeyer 12). However, some scholars, such as Rodney H. Jones and 

Christoph A. Hafner, might characterize Jansson’s belief as falling into the trap of technological 

determinism, or the belief that compositional practices are determined solely by the affordances 

and constraints of new media tools. While the question of whether or not a particular technology 

engenders a particular epistemological knowledge of the world is certainly up for debate in 

compositional circles, it does suggest that many contemporary travelers require at least some 

digital literacy skills—and that many kinds of knowledges are being produced in these spaces.  
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From here, I will argue for isolating my study to digital media for two primary reasons: 

first, because the rhetoric surrounding digital media as a liberating, democratizing space is 

problematic and needs to be critically interrogated, and second, because “participatory media and 

its relationship to tourism requires further research” (Wilson 183). While this comes as no 

surprise, according to recent statistics, tourists have overwhelmingly moved online. In a recent 

infographic developed by tourism researcher Chris Martin, the numbers speak volumes to the 

change to digital discourse and reflect the fact that reading and writing about travel is no longer 

limited to tour operators and printed guidebooks:  

 87% of travelers worldwide use the internet for their travel planning 

 52% use social media apps 

 450% increase in mobile device usage since 2009 

 64% of travelers watch online videos for deciding on destinations 

 93% of travelers’ booking decisions are impacted by online reviews 

 46% post hotel reviews, 40% share reviews about attractions, 40% write restaurant 

reviews (Martin) 

While these numbers do not reflect who is traveling or the kinds of compositions travelers are 

creating with regards to their experiences, what they do reveal is the increasing participatory 

nature of these travelers. With a 450% increase in the use of mobile devices since 2009, the 

circulation of words, images, and videos has grown exponentially, while the need to rely on 

outside sources to craft packaged experiences has fallen, reflecting what Skift, one of the industry 

leaders in tracking tourism trends, calls the rise of the “silent traveler,” or, the traveler who 

avoids institutionalized and “industry-defined silos” such as tour operators and hired guides in an 

attempt to assert their independence and creativity (Ali et.al.). While not all of the information 
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included in Skift’s forecast report for 2014 is relevant here, there are a few items worth noting, 

specifically in regards to the kinds of travelers the industry is interested in and the way visuals 

are rhetorically altering the way viewers consume culture online. 

 In some ways, the rise of the so-called “silent traveler,” or traveler who no longer needs 

the hand-holding of a more-informed travel agency, has led directly to the idea that travelers 

themselves are simultaneously content creators and media consumers, posting reviews, 

Instragram photos, Facebook updates, blog posts, and online travelogues for their friends, 

families, and even strangers to review. While I don’t necessarily agree with their term “silent” 

(“silent” to whom? From whom?), the concept as an industry standard is worth recognizing 

simply because it reflects the cultural desire to “own” our travel experiences. As Ali notes, many 

of the review and posting sites are now accompanied with (if not reliant on) the inclusion of 

photographs, as visual images have become the most important—and most persuasive—

expression online. Brands like Tourism Authority of Thailand, SpringHill Suites Marriott, and 

Tourism Australia have harnessed this trend, moving away from developing and promoting their 

own campaigns and instead relying on the impressions and images of travelers to tell their stories 

for them. Using their websites as a gathering place, travelers and locals alike are encouraged to 

post and tag their photos, publish their personal stories, and search for similar stories and 

experiences. As Ali writes, “[t]ravelers can lead the conversations independent of brands, too, 

using hashtags and geotagging to share their experiences of a place or attraction,” resulting, 

ultimately, in an inverse pyramid. However, instead of creating a more diverse appreciation and 

understanding of place and culture, some scholars worry that using hashtags and geotagging only 

reproduce and reinforce the institutionalized “brands” through their own photographs, often 

demonstrating nothing less than the “euphoric” (Azariah 282). From the deliberate branding of 
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place to the reverse—and yet still similar—branding that incidentally occurs when the marketing 

is put into the travelers’ hands, the tourism industry and the tourists themselves are faced with 

composing engaging images that “not only portray a place, but elicit emotion from the viewer” to 

reinforce the importance of the photo and the moment in which it was taken (Ali). 

 So what does all of this mean? In short, I could not do a credible study without digital 

media—it would be almost impossible to ignore the ways in which people are making sense of 

their experiences as tourists (or travelers) online. I am isolating this dissertation to digital media, 

though, for a few reasons: I am looking past the gatekeeping mentality of most travel print media 

and instead focusing on the words and images of ordinary travelers, examining stories that are 

created and uploaded without, as is often the case, many revisions, and considering how user-

generated and distributed content has affected the colonizing rhetoric of travel. After all, this is a 

rhetorical project: collecting and analyzing digital travel stories intimately involves looking at 

the relationships between purpose, audience, speaker/traveler, and subject (what the traveler 

does/does not know about something circumscribes what she or he can say about it). The 

questions about who is traveling, why, where, what for, and how become paramount, especially 

as more travelers use online spaces to project their messages, ideas, and opinions—and most 

hope that they can develop, over time, a real audience, one who will engage with their work and 

validate their experiences. The rhetorical circuit is no less paramount than in the world of travel 

and tourism; the producer-consumer convergence is evident across platforms as diverse as 

TripAdvisor to National Geographic’s new blog, Intelligent Travel, and if trends continue and 

the number of national and international tourists continue to rise and more people go to the 

internet to plan their travels, share their advice, and tell their stories, the stakes are real. 
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1.5 Explanation of Methods: Blending Autoethnography & Feminist Rhetorical Criticism 

 In Renato Rosaldo’s work on the ethics of cultural anthropology (a field that certainly has 

its voice in an interdisciplinary work such as this one), he laments the problem with any 

interpretative method, stating that “all interpretations are provisional; they are made by 

positioned subjects who are prepared to know certain things and not others” (8). This decidedly 

poststructural perspective, that analysis is always incomplete, shifting, and fluid, depending on 

the context, is decidedly wise for a project of this nature because it speaks to the reality that even 

if  a researcher has a great deal of knowledge, insight, and fluency with her or his particular 

subject, interpretations are always provisional. I cite Rosaldo’s methodological approach here 

because I come to this project as a writer, a feminist, a rhetorician, and a teacher, four signifiers 

that independently impose their own sets of assumptions regarding the way I “read” any 

discursive text or community. I am also well aware of my subject position as a white, middle-

class feminist who has had the privilege of working and teaching both inside and outside of the 

academy. 

I do not, however, downplay these particular markers of my identity with this project. 

Instead, and as I hope to make clear, I foreground my scholarly critiques with interludes of my 

own personal struggles and revelations dealing with the same topics I cover in this dissertation: 

how to be a more ethical, feminist traveler, how to write about those who are “gazed upon,” and 

how to tell travel stories in ways that are respectful and that do not reinforce colonizing 

tendencies or rhetorical modes. Therefore, like the multi-voiced nature of this project, my 

research method is similarly multi-methodological, calling on both autoethnography and feminist 

rhetorical analysis. Because historically the idea of “tourism” can be applied to “almost 

anything,” I do not wish to further Meethan’s fear by assuming a too liberal methodological 

framework (by broadening the field too much and celebrating the field’s “youthfulness” too 
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much, we run the risk of falling into relativism and simply accepting rather than accounting for 

diversity), but I believe these two methods, when blended, can equally situate me as the 

researcher as well as position my study as one grounded in rhetoric and the tenets of rhetorical 

criticism. 

Holistically speaking, these methods—autoethnography and rhetorical analysis—are 

framed around what Wendy S. Hesford defines as a transnational feminist rhetorical 

methodology, a stance that consciously takes into account analyses that might erase material and 

political circumstances of the subjects being studied. As she writes in “Cosmopolitanism and the 

Geopolitics of Feminist Rhetoric,” an essay she recently published in the collection Rhetorica in 

Motion, this particular approach considers how hegemonies are formed, resisted, and organized 

according to nation-state building and resists the theory of a “global sisterhood,” instead 

advocating for an approach that seeks more productive, equitable social relations across borders. 

Taking this stance toward any project, she claims, helps us focus on movements across borders 

(that of people, ideas, time, and feminism(s)) as well as avoid the traps of feminist orientalism, or 

the idea that Western feminists can travel around the world applying their own perspectives to 

other peoples and cultures (a kind of travel enacting one’s own imperialism in the name of 

personal or gender liberation). Instead, it echoes Grewel and Kaplan’s definition of transnational 

feminism, an approach that offers “an attention to the linkages and travels as forms of 

representation as they intersect with movements of labor and capital in a multinational world” 

that combines Marxism, feminism, and poststructuralism (357). By grounding my analysis in this 

framework, I hope to interrogate both my own subjectivities, be mindful of those I critique, and 

be willing to explore radical spaces of knowledge. 
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As both Grewel, Kaplan, and Hesford (among other feminist scholars) argue, this kind of 

approach demands a focus on consumptive practices, the way vision and spectacle frame our 

experiences, and is aware of the shift from subject to object as a commodity that might erase 

materials and/or political circumstances. The travelers and their work that I cite and analyze are 

not statistics; they are not simply uniform Western subjects subsumed under the same category; 

they are not a homogenous group parroting each other as they move through their lives. They are 

not of the same race, same ethnicity, same gender, or even of the same socio-economic 

backgrounds. Some, like the ones I cite in Chapter 3, are of white, privileged backgrounds—

some, like those I cite in Chapter 4, come from more diverse subject positions and a range of 

backgrounds and identity markers. They are individuals with individual histories, stories, and 

approaches to traveling that sometimes do enact the kinds of colonizing rhetoric I attempt to 

upend in this project; sometimes, too, they engage in storytelling that radically alters our 

perceptions of them. But, regardless, they are also people, with lived experiences, privileges, and 

histories, and many of them are writers, photographers, and bloggers with whom I have worked 

or participated with in discussions and forums online. I use their work here as respectfully as I 

can, not to pass judgment or criticize, but rather to open up conversations about our storytelling 

practices as people with the privileged act of traveling in common. 

As Kress and van Leeuwen discuss, scholars in media arts and related fields face the 

challenge of turning from print-based monomodal analysis to digital media; however, this study 

is not necessarily a multimodal approach to the web (considering the semiotic principles 

operating in and across discourse, design, production, and distribution). While I certainly 

consider those aspects of my illustrations, this project works inductively, seeking examples and 

illustrations that support the development of a feminist travel gaze. Therefore, I conduct my case 
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studies in a method inspired by journalism scholar Elfreide Fursich, in which she traces the 

preponderance of criticism related to the way the media (mis)represents those whose stories it 

tells and argues for a new approach that repositions journalism as praxis grounded in cultural 

anthropology. Similarly, I perform the following steps (sometimes in this order, sometimes 

recursively) in my own analyses: 

1. First, I consider my own relationship to the topics I undertake here in order to “write 

myself into” and lay a theoretical foundation for the themes I will be exploring in the 

chapter. More specifically, I use my personal experience to inform the chapter’s 

inquiry, relate that inquiry to my own writing and composing life, and then situate 

myself within a larger network of Western travelers. This is an autoethnographical 

approach as outlined by Glowacki-Dudka, Treff, and Usman in “Research for Social 

Change: Using Autoethnography to Foster Transformative Learning,” in which they 

argue that by using self-reflective writing to investigate ideas, writers can “step 

outside their immediate personal constraints to examine their social world through 

new eyes” (30). It is further defined by Drick Boyd as a transformative tool for 

learning about white privilege and the impact of privilege on actions, words, and 

attitude. 

2. Second, I look at the trends and conversations surrounding the topics of 

culinary/food, cultural/body, and natural/landscape as they have been rhetorically 

handled and composed about by Western travelers and present these to add context to 

my argument. 

3. Third, I collect and rhetorically analyze a small number of digital texts that reinscribe 

colonizing rhetoric in diverse ways.  
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4. Lastly, I look through a “feminist travel gaze,” challenge the problematic discourse 

that I identify in the third step, and offer sites that offer alternative ways of telling 

travel stories. 

Naturally, though, so much as I am willing to critique the discourses of my colleagues, 

fellow travelers, and scholars of travel and tourism, I also recognize that my own subjectivity is 

determined, in many ways, by the dominant discourse about travel with which I am familiar and 

play a part—and the very fact that I come from the privileged subject position of one who has 

been able to travel. Recognizing this biased subjectivity and engaging in reflective practice to 

understand it is, however, the first step—however small—toward developing a kind of 

resistance. As Linda Alcoff writes, “all women can (and do) think about, criticize, and alter 

discourse and, thus, that subjectivity can be reconstructed through the process of reflective 

practice” (425). Therefore, by examining the common rhetorical tropes and strategies that 

travelers much like me use to situate themselves and their travels, I hope to (re)examine the 

dominant narrative of the privileged Western traveler as she moves, eats, interacts, and gazes 

upon that which is Other. Because dominant narratives are highly historicized and therefore 

somewhat difficult to disentangle, global travelers, scholars, and teachers who wish to change the 

discourse—or seek the available means to change the discourse—must reflect on their subject 

positions, become what Sandra Harding calls a “non-subject,” and use their own voices to 

construct new identities that do not ascribe to the historical conventions of oppression, 

dominance, patriarchy, and privilege. By learning to recognize the inherent privileges associated 

with travel and situating this knowledge within transnational contexts that account for the 

gendered, raced, classed, and socio-economic realities that make modern tourism possible, there 

is an opportunity to reframe the modern traveler not as a destroyer of place and a consumer of 
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everything Other, but rather as a complex individual with multiple subjectivities and stories that 

have the potential to break the status quo.  

  

1.6 Overview of Chapters 

Since this is a project on travel (where movement and interaction are givens), the 

following chapters will study the ways in which people discourse about what is an inherently 

embodied experience. More specifically, it will study the ways in which primarily white (but not 

always), Western (mostly from Anglophone countries, but not always), English-speaking people 

travel into contact zones and report their experiences online, and it will examine the rhetorical 

tendencies and trends in these accounts. In terms of structure, this dissertation is divided into five 

scholarly chapters, three first-person interludes between Chapters 3-5, and a brief Conclusion 

that connects my study to the field of Rhetoric and Composition by introducing some ideas for 

transitioning the questions I ask in taking this project into the classroom. I will use narrative to 

introduce key themes and frames for the chapter and to ground the theory that I will use 

throughout the chapter in order to emphasize that this is not an entirely theoretical dissertation 

but one grounded in the conundrums and compositional questions faced by real travelers. 

My primary research questions—all of which thread through this entire project—are: 

1. As discourse about travel has moved increasingly online, how have the power 

dynamics implicit in colonizing rhetoric persisted, and how can theorizing a 

feminist gaze disrupt travel stories through the topoi the consumption of food, 

the representation of bodies, and the viewing of landscapes? 

2. How can analyzing the ways in which Western, privileged travelers share their 

“travel stories” (in a variety of digital media and multimodal forms) reveal 
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trends in digital literacy and the need for diverse compositional skills (writing, 

photography, video, design)? 

3. How can taking a postmodern feminist approach to travel discourse in digital 

spaces shed light on alternative ways of world-making and posit more ethical 

ways to discourse about the world? 

In this first chapter, my goal was to situate this project within existing scholarship on 

contemporary tourism studies and create a link between digital media and composing practices in 

an attempt to bridge the disciplinary gap between rhetoric and composition studies and tourism 

and leisure studies (as broad and unwieldy a field as it is). My purpose in doing this has been 

three-fold: one, I have responded to Pritchard and Jaworski’s lament that there has been too little 

dialogue between scholars who primarily study discourse (language in particular) and 

communicative practices, and those whose primary focus is tourism (1). Secondly, I have 

explicitly defined the critical and scholarly terms and contexts within which this project is 

situated, and third, I have laid the groundwork for understanding my ethos as a writer and my 

personal stake in this project. I have also argued for isolating my study to digital media for two 

primary reasons: first, because the rhetoric surrounding digital media as a liberating, 

democratizing space is problematic and needs to be critically interrogated, and second, because 

participatory media and its relationship to tourism requires further research (Wilson 183). In a 

globalized academy, classroom, and world, rhetoric and composition scholars need to better 

understand the ways in which notions of multicultural societies, the tourist/host dichotomy, and 

the “gaze” function in our public spaces and continue to construct our worldviews. While I will 

argue over the next few chapters that using feminism as a lens for reading tourism discourse in 

online spaces can help illuminate the ways in which colonizing—and often patriarchal—
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narratives have become dispersed and fragmented, my hope is that this chapter has set up the 

goal that this is more than just another book analyzing all the ways travel writing is patriarchal 

and complicit in the colonial project.  

In Chapter 2, I will begin with a relatively brief genealogy of travel writing as a historical 

act of patriarchy, colonialism, and Western imperialism, and I will survey Pratt’s Imperial Eyes 

as well as a number of other scholarly texts (Lisle, Holland & Huggan) that examine travel 

writing’s history as a long-form narrative and claim that it has failed to live up to its potential. 

This is critical framing because it offers a historical grounding as well as suggests that much of 

the work on travel discourse has happened primarily within books and that contemporary 

scholars are relying on those analyses as they transition into new media and multimodal material. 

From there, I will introduce my theoretical frame, informed by Wendy S. Hedford and other 

feminists working across borders, and posit a working heuristic that I will use in the subsequent 

case studies. This heuristic will set up my theory of a feminist travel gaze, a counter-gaze to John 

Urry’s “tourist gaze,” in an attempt to show that there are a multiplicity of perspectives and 

stories in our online world.  This “gaze” I suggest has six points of intersection and looks to 

Trinh T. Minh-Ha and Chandra T. Mohanty’s (among others) work on transnational feminism as 

inspiration. From there, I will argue that investigating the way writers use the topoi of food, 

bodies, and landscapes in their stories can help shed light on the ways in which colonizing 

discourse is—and is not—circulating online, and I will identify a need for further research that 

approaches travel as a complicated rhetorical act with quite a bit of transformative potential.  

In Chapter 3, I turn to compelling subject of the rhetoric of food stories, specifically in 

regards to culinary tourism and the sharing of digital stories about eating and traveling in 

“exotic” spaces. First, I examine the concept of modern consumerism and then posit four 
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categories of travel discourse about food that I argue can perpetuate these problematic power 

dynamics within contact zones. I argue that when utilized uncritically, the four techniques I 

identify—cosmopolitanism, decontextualization, devourism, and escapism—reify and sustain 

Urry’s asymmetric “tourist gaze” between the Western subject and the exotic “Other,” and that 

by reconsidering culinary tourism from a feminist gaze, scholars in rhetoric and composition can 

better understand the ways in which rhetors sometimes delegitimize and erase the lives of others 

in their culinary pursuits. I then offer an alternative approach to traveling and food that I hope 

defetishizes cultural difference, breaks binaries, and complicates food histor(ies). By the end of 

this chapter, I demonstrate that instead of relying on the Other-eating trope, we can instead 

consider our lives and food stories as poststructural feminist scholars do, as “messy, changing, 

non-essential, heterogenous, embodied, diasporic, everyday, leaky, [and] viscous” (Cook 824). 

Then, in Chapter 4, I extend my analysis to examining the ways in which digital media 

and multimodality offers the potential for rupturing the disembodied tourist “gaze” and replacing 

it with an embodied gaze that critically considers and observes the ways our gendered, raced, 

sexed, and ethnic bodies are noticed and represented. I open up this chapter by tracing some of 

the interdisciplinary concerns over gender and the body in tourism (Veijola and Jokinen, Swain, 

Pritchard and Morgan, Johnston) and consider how we might apply these discussions to online 

discourse. Then, I isolate particular instances of references to and about the touring body in a 

number of online spaces, focusing primarily on recognizing the politicized body as a “site” for 

intervention and interpretation, and I demonstrate that rethinking the body in tourism—whether 

the traveler’s body or the bodies being examined—is not only necessary, but that it can begin the 

difficult work of forming anti-racist alliances across borders. 
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Chapter 5 rounds out my case studies by focusing on the interpretation of landscapes and 

arguing that tourism rhetoric on space and place must be reconceptualized in order to disaffirm 

the power dynamics that are systematically ignored in discussions on landscape (Pritchard and 

Morgan 886). To do this, I briefly trace Western approaches to conceiving landscape since the 

Enlightenment (a decidedly patriarchal approach) and then demonstrate some of the ways 

Western tourists continue to conceive of their relationship with the environment. I consider 

tourism websites that have opened up their photo albums to both hosts and tourists, guidebooks 

that rupture traditional notions of place, stories of adventure travel by women and people of 

color, and postmodern landscape photography. At the end of this chapter, I argue that taking an 

ecofeminist approach to venturing is critical if we wish to listen, as Pritchard and Morgan hope, 

to the feminine, the gay, the trans, and the ethnic gaze—gazes that hear and see landscapes “that 

escape the white, masculine eye” of mainstream tourism (901). 

At the end, I am including a short conclusion. This part will serve as a response to and 

conversation starter for fellow travelers and teachers of travel-related subjects, including, but not 

limited to, travel writing, social media, globalization, rhetorics of nationalism, feminist rhetorics, 

and even technical and professional writing. Similar in intent to Ana Louise Keating’s pedagogy 

of invitation, a philosophy that involves “moving from hyper-individualism, with its self-

enclosed concept of personhood, to fluid, relational forms of individualism which simultaneously 

value personal and collective integrity,” I construct what I call a pedagogy of travel, one focused 

on destabilizing rigid boundaries separating peoples and cultures while also remaining vigilant 

and respectful of differences and inequalities (xii). I offer some ideas for readings, lessons, and 

curriculum ideas for those who are interested in blending feminism, travel, and digital media 

with their students, and I call for further research in this highly rich area. As I argue, rhetoric and 
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composition scholars interested in promoting ethical dialogue and global citizens (however we 

choose to define this loaded term) have a responsibility to destabilize the rigid boundaries 

separating peoples and cultures to examine the interrelationality while also remaining vigilant 

and respectful of differences, inequalities, and subjectivities.  

Writing this dissertation is definitely a political project. It is not perfect. It is not without 

bias. Calling attention to our shortcomings, though, is a first step toward developing the kind of 

feminist anti-racist, anti-classist, anti-sexist alliances that, as Ann Russo hopes, will move our 

discourses toward a more openly trans space, where we can openly grapple with topics of white 

supremacy, colonialism, and imperialism (304). Instead of remaining complicit in these acts (and 

perhaps guilty in the process), I hope this project will move its readers to “Other” themselves (if 

they need to) or rethink the way they are “Othered” by others. By doing so, we might be able to 

“resist the fixities” of the world and find a better way to invoke the kind of playful “world-

traveling” that Maria Lugones invites us to, the kind that conceives of travel as being a critical 

engagement and movement within and among different constituencies and worldviews that does 

not aim to destroy and conquer (98). As a closing point, I wish to say that I have taken great care 

to think about these topics both broadly and deeply, and to strive for careful analysis in the hopes 

that this dissertation might open up conversations about the ways in which discourse circulates 

around the act and art of travel, creating new avenues for a more generative and unbiased 

discussion about stories, storytelling, world-making, and traveling. I hope, after going on this 

journey with me over the course of the next few chapters, that you feel this way, too.  
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CHAPTER 2: THEORIZING A FEMINIST TRAVEL GAZE: CHARTING NEW 

TERRITORIES FOR WORLD KNOWLEDGE-MAKING 

 

 There is, after all, a profound difference between the will to understand for purposes of 

coexistence and humanistic enlargement of horizons, and the will to dominate for purposes of 

control and external domination. 

--Edward Said, author of Orientalism 

  

Travel is more than the seeing of sights;  

It is a change that goes on, deep and permanent, in the ideas of living. 

–Miriam Beard, 20th century historian and women’s suffragist 

 

We live in a world of overlapping circles, like movement on the millpond after a fish has 

jumped, instead of the courthouse square with me at the middle, even if I am on the ground. 

–Minnie Bruce Pratt, feminist activist & writer 

 

2.1 Coming to Travel Writing: A Story  

It was two weeks before I was set to travel abroad for the first time when the blue cloth 

journal wrapped in a burlap ribbon arrived in the mail. My sister, who lived in Atlanta and was 

still in high school, had written a lovely dedication to me in the inside front cover, reminding me 

to breathe, write, and find joy in unexpected places no matter where my feet take me. To no one 

in particular, my heart filled with anticipation and nerves, I promised. That afternoon, contents of 

an unpacked suitcase strewn all over my tiny apartment’s living room floor, I decided to write 

my first entry, to debut my travel writing life by christening the pages with some thoughts before 

I left. Now, when I read it, the words seems so beautifully naïve and expectant and is full of 

hopes, dreams, and wonderment at the experience I might—and hoped—to have in Spain, that 

illustrious country of which I only vaguely knew (I had just taken a class in which we’d read 

some of Spain’s picaresco novels and I’d fallen for the mischievous, calculating Lazarillo de 

Tormes). I also knew that Valencia, a medieval beach town on the eastern coast, just an hour or 

so from Barcelona, was where my life was going to change for the better. 
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That summer, I had an unusual experience with that journal, an experience I recount here 

to reiterate the power of our words and my belief in serendipitous encounters. The scene is 

relatively simple, a kind of bildungsroman (or “transformation narrative,” a trope so common to 

travel writing) in itself: I had taken a train with four American friends from Valencia to Alicante, 

a small coastal city in Spain known for its white mountains and sand to attend one of the 

country’s summer versions of Las Fallas, or, the “little torch,” a massive street festival that lies 

somewhere between a fantastical pyrotechnic show and a public puppet show in the form of a 

parade on the year’s current events, political issues, and celebrity gossip. During the cremá (the 

“burning”), famous European DJs spin records in the streets and the city parades the best paper-

mache ninots (puppets or dolls) through the streets until midnight, when all of them except for 

one are set on fire and destroyed (“Las Fallas”). The one that is spared from the flames is put on 

display in a museum in Valencia, the Museo Fallero di Valencia, as a permanent reminder of the 

year’s most artistic rendering of a political or social event.2 

On that particular evening, my friends and I had danced all night and watched in awe as 

gorgeous puppets and dolls—some several stories tall and some costing upwards of $75,000 

dollars to construct—were stuffed with fireworks and blown up, pieces of their bodies strewn all 

over the streets and onto the beaches. We gasped as hours of hard work, meticulous painting, and 

stunning handiwork were destroyed in an instant and we wondered how anyone could let go of 

such beautiful, careful work, year after year. We wondered which one had been chosen as the 

ninot indultat (the “pardoned puppet”). And at dawn, when we were sitting, cross-legged, in a 

row on the beach in the cool sand, waiting for the sun to pop over the horizon, I noticed that my 

bag, which I’d placed next to me in the sand, had been snatched. Where it had been was a 

                                                 
2 For more information on Las Fallas, please see the official museum’s website (English version) at 

http://www.fallas.com/va/museo-fallero/153-english-version.  

http://www.fallas.com/va/museo-fallero/153-english-version
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scooped-out indent in the white Spanish sand. The tears came like a faucet turned on—my 

camera! My credit cards! My shoes! And, oh, my journal! Every story I’d written, every secret 

I’d revealed, every account of everywhere I’d been all summer, gone! My friends and I split up 

and started asking every person walking along the beach if they could help, but none of them 

seemed to have seen or heard anything suspicious. I eventually collapsed onto the sand, 

mourning the loss of hundreds of pages of words. I mourned all of the stories I’d lost within its 

pages. 

A few minutes later, a man who did not speak Spanish and who had clearly had a difficult 

life approached me. From his ragged coat pocket, he withdrew my journal, its cover torn off, its 

pages rifled through, its long burlap tie ripped in half, and held it out in his trembling right hand. 

He mumbled something through his thick beard that I could not comprehend, avoided my gaze, 

turned away, and left me standing there, my feet in the sand. I clutched that book harder than 

anything I’ve ever clutched in my life. It, like all but one of the stunning ninots, had almost lost 

its life that day. My Llibre indultat….my pardoned Valencian book, wrought to me in a dialect 

that uses two Ll’s instead of one and t’s instead of d’s. Around me, Spanish bystanders were 

muttering disdainfully about los marruecos, the men and women from Spain’s nearest African 

country who are so often the targets of overt racism, anti-Semitism, and ethnic inequality. I stood 

speechless on that beach for a few minutes, stripped of everything but my journal, barefoot in the 

sand. 

Looking back on this years later, I realize now that the man who gave me back my 

journal was probably the one who had stolen my purse in the first place. At the time, though, I 

couldn’t have cared less about my train ticket home, my shoes, even my credit cards—all I 

wanted back were my words. Once I had them safely back in my arms, I felt a newfound sense of 
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responsibility to them—to revise them, make them sing, and share them with others. I believed in 

my writing and my stories for the first time in my twenty years and I suddenly felt proud to be 

myself, in that moment, with those histories in my hands. Because this first trip happened just a 

few years before blogging, social media, and digital photography became synonymous with 

documenting travel and many travelers were still using compact film cameras and writing in 

paperback journals, this was the only proof I had left that I’d been here. 

I tell this story not only because it speaks to contemporary tourist practices and the 

metaphor of birth and destruction of creative expression, but also to remind my readers how dear 

so many travelers hold their travel stories and how my experience serves as an emblematic 

reminder of the anxieties that attend threats to heritage, identity, and representation. To the first 

point, the act of traveling to an event sponsored by and for the local people of Spain located me 

immediately as a foreigner, a label that welcomed both attention and curiosity from some and 

that cast me as a target for pick-pocketing for others. In massive events such as festivals, a 

particular practice of “festivalization” (the ritualization and the creation of spectacle) occurs, 

creating synergies between modernity, traditional, and cultural acceptance/rejection (Richards 

262). Though many scholars have written about the inclusion/exclusion practices that happen in 

moments of cultural tourism (see Richards’ Cultural Tourism: Global and Local Perspectives for 

an extensive discussion on festivals), and though these studies are fascinating in terms of 

studying the sociological underpinnings of how modern cultural events create communities, I 

merely mention it here as acknowledgment that my participation in Las Fallas is a product of 

modern tourism and that I am always implicated in my actions.  

Instead, what I am more invested in here are my second and third points: that the 

ephemeral nature of the hand-written journal, a form that is often feminized and understudied in 
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academic circles, represents the sacredness of stories and the reality of what many people who 

are constantly “othered” experience in their daily lives: having their words, identities, and 

knowledges stripped from them, appropriated, and sometimes, reproduced by hegemonic power 

structures. As a writer, I never want to be implicated in such disruptive forms of taking, 

appropriating, and owning the experiences of others—whether it be their festivals, their people, 

or their ways of life. I, in a sense, was one of the lucky ones: I got my stories back. Others are 

not so lucky, and for this I hope to remain eternally respectful and cognizant. 

I turn, then, to this chapter, in which I endeavor to set up a paradigm for traveling and 

explore the ways in which digital media functions as today’s journaling for many travelers. 

Journaling is a form that has expanded in the form of public blogging, Tumblr feeds, and social 

media networking, and is rife for discussion and analysis. Though I am very respectful and 

cognizant of the digital divide and that the availability of reliable internet connections do impact 

the landscape of travel writing online, there is no doubt overwhelming evidence that the field of 

rhetoric and composition—and therefore this study—is witnessing an unusual moment in history. 

We have found ourselves in an era when the selfie has infiltrated social media networks and 

travel blog posts and when the moment-by-moment documenting phenomenon has led to every 

smartphone user’s belief that her or his meal is worth recording and sharing. While not all of 

these transitions are positive (where is the necessary self-reflection, for instance, in a picture of 

my lunch? Can a selfie be a site for feminist engagement?), they indicate an ever-pressing need 

to set up and argue for a tourist gaze that falls outside of the paradigm put forth by John Urry and 

others who have studied travel writing. We are also at the helm of a number of critical 

conversations about diversity in travel writing, particularly in the space of digital media, which I 

will discuss in this chapter. 
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I also greatly value the inherent nature of telling stories and the incredible value of seeing 

experience as a kind of “world-traveling,” as emphasized by María Lugones: that regardless if 

the trip is a person’s first journey outside of her hometown or the work of an experienced 

journalist who is paid generously for her time and skills, people want to document their stories, 

and that we have the capacity to see more peoples’ stories than ever before. Like other feminist 

scholars who study tourism, I do not ascribe to the idea that, as the U.S. Travel Association 

states, tourism only happens when we are 50 miles or more from our permanent home residence 

(for many of us, “permanent” and “home” are even problematic). It is my belief that any time we 

venture to make the world strange and new again, we are engaging in the act of travel, regardless 

of where our physical bodies reside, and humans have been writing about it for a very long time. 

Men, women, white or of color, privileged and not, nomadic and not, have been, as I will briefly 

trace in the next section, composing travel stories since we’ve been oral storytellers. 

As I consider the unwieldy genre that is “travel writing” more fully, I am intrigued by 

what Robert Coles claims in The Call of Stories, that instead of imagining that generic 

conventions of form restrict the stories we tell, we should acknowledge that while generic form 

does represent the ideological framework from which many people enter the form, we should 

also remember that “as active listeners, we give shape to what we hear, make over their stories 

into something of our own” (19). As a feminist, I do not adhere to the assumption that human 

beings must be passive recipients of anything—education, genres, or even ideologies—and that 

we instead have immense capabilities to work within the limitations we are given and are 

capable of giving life to our own interpretations of the world, however unconventional they may 

be. This perspective, which I align with the kind of feminist epistemology proposed by such 

scholars as Alison Bailey and which I will more fully explore in this chapter, offers options for, 
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as she writes, “destabilizing the center” of the hegemonic stories that seem to be ever-present in 

tourism discourse and that often silence, discipline, and constrain critical counter-stories (32).  

Therefore, as scholars in rhetoric and composition continue to engage in these debates 

and consider the importance of cross-cultural dialogue and understanding, we should turn our 

gaze outward to consider the ways in which other disciplines in the humanities contend with the 

complex problem of international tourism in order to better understand how contemporary 

discourse operates. As Jaworski and Pritchard discuss in their edited collection Discourse, 

Communication, and Tourism, there has been very little dialogue between scholars who study 

these three areas (discourse, communication, and tourism, respectively), and there is a pressing 

need within the academy to consider how studying the pervasiveness of colonial ideology “offers 

a useful transdisciplinary mix of assumptions and techniques for a sustained and critical 

exploration of the possibilities, tensions, conflicts and representations which characterise a 

phenomenon which is frequently described as one of the most important global industries and 

cultural activities” in the world (2). By studying the ways in which digital media can both 

reinscribe and challenge these ideologies, “we can access and theorise notions of identity, 

difference, otherness and community” at home and abroad (3). To fill this need, this chapter will 

build on Chapter 1’s theoretical framing, setting up a working definition of the feminist travel 

gaze by offering a brief historical sweep of the travel writing genre and considering the ways in 

which transnational feminism and digital media might offer opportunities to complicate—and 

perhaps even rupture—the “grand narrative” of travel. 

Beginning with a relatively brief genealogy of scholarship that studies travel writing as a 

historical act of patriarchy, colonialism, and Western imperialism, I will argue that the rhetorics 

of travel and tourism have been consciously aligned with these ideologies since the 
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Enlightenment (perhaps even long before) and are not an inherent generic reality. Then, I locate 

contemporary feminist scholarship in tourism studies that has brought to light issues of gender, 

race, representation, and identity politics in order to introduce the theoretical framing for what I 

term a feminist travel gaze, one informed by prior feminist work in tourism as well as 

contemporary feminist rhetorical theory. I argue for setting up a theory of feminist travel “gaze” 

within the context of postmodernism and global feminist politics in the hopes of disentangling 

travel from its masculine logic and offering an alternative perspective of knowledge-making. 

Then, as a critical response to Urry’s theory of the masculine tourist gaze, I develop a heuristic 

for a feminist travel gaze that is grounded in what I call a “reciprocal feminism,” an approach to 

knowledge-making that departs from the rhetorical act of traveling we think of as patriarchal, 

colonizing, and disrespectful and instead focuses on the reciprocal nature of being hosts/tourists 

in a globalized world. This is the gaze I will apply to the subsequent case studies in the next three 

chapters, in which I apply this theory to some of the voices that have emerged with the 

development of digital media, particularly in the use of blogs, videos, social media, and online 

magazines, and focus on voices who 1) are independent travelers – not necessarily affiliated with 

the travel industry or a particular magazine; and 2) may or may not receive tangential benefits 

from members of the travel industry but who have aspirations of participating in the online 

discourse community of travel writers. It is my hope that after this chapter, my commitment to 

ethical travel and for promoting a deeper understanding of and connection to the places that, like 

Minnie Bruce Pratt reminds us, allow both “traveling to” and “traveled to” subjects to embrace 

the idea that “[w]e live in a world of overlapping circles, like movement on the millpond after a 

fish has jumped,” and that none of us are square in the center, city halls unto ourselves, but that 

we are instead part of an ecology of communities, peoples, and ways of life. 



Winet 70 

 

I dedicate what follows to mi Llibre indultat, a journal of messy scribbles from my 

twenty-year-old self that serves as a daily reminder that our words, whence we are allowed to 

speak them, write them, and share them, hold immense power. 

 

2.2 Travel Writing as a Historically Patriarchal Genre? 

A Foundation for Thinking Critically About Travel Writing 

Though I began this chapter with a small anecdote about my first experience writing my 

own travel stories, I came across my first anthology of contemporary travel writing in the Office 

of International Education at the University of Georgia shortly before I’d left for Spain. I had 

stopped in to gather some materials for my summer study abroad, and when I plopped down the 

huge 3-inch binder stuffed with different program information, I noticed that someone had left 

behind a paperback. I picked it up and noticed that it was the inaugural book of travel writing 

from the Best American series, a popular series that republishes collections of stories, essays, and 

magazine features for different topics (mystery, science, travel, etc.), edited by the illustrious Bill 

Bryson. Because the inaugural book came out in 2000, I surmised that Bryson must be the voice 

for the new millennium of travel writing. I’d fallen in love when I read A Walk in the Woods, a 

book that chronicles tales of his humorous journey hiking up the entire length of the Appalachian 

Trail, and imagined I’d fall in love similarly with his collection. 

As a curious undergraduate with a penchant for journaling who had never actually been 

anywhere outside of her home state of Georgia and her grandparents’ homes in New York and 

Florida, I had no idea what travel writing actually looked like in its contemporary form. What 

does travel writing look like these days? I wondered, flipping open the book and scanning the 

Table of Contents. Anglo-Saxon names like Tim, Dave, Patrick, Tom, Mark, Clive, and William 
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stood out to me, as well as the titles of their essays: “The Toughest Trucker in the World,” 

“Hitchhiker’s Cuba,” “The First Drink of the Day,” “From the People Who Brought You the 

Killing Fields,” and “Winter Rules,” all titles that, without actually reading the articles, seemed 

to privilege topics like trucker culture, hitchhiking, alcohol consumption, terrorism, and dare-

devil skiing. The TOC looked a bit like this: man, man, man, man, man, woman, man, man, man, 

woman, man, man…. (you get the idea). Of the writers I knew on the list, none of them were 

people of color, and there were only two women: Isabel Hilton and Jessica Maxwell, who 

seemed to function more as the “token” female voice, an inclusion meant to satisfy disgruntled 

female readers who might be put off by a collection entirely made of male writers. The attempt, 

though, seemed flimsy at best and entirely transparent, and their prose seemed to mimic, in many 

ways, the discursive constructs used by their male counterparts as a way of shouting out “I fit 

in!” 

 The anthology had bothered me for days, but at the time, I couldn’t pinpoint exactly why. 

Though I was very young and idealistic, my studies in world literature had planted the seeds for 

the work I am doing now in this dissertation and my budding awareness of feminist issues had 

just begun to gnaw at me. I closed the edited collection, slid the 3-inch binder back on the shelf, 

and walked back to my dormitory, thinking to myself. What about everyone else? Wasn’t there a 

different way of knowledge-making? Weren’t there any other approaches to the telling of travel 

stories outside of this framework? And wasn’t anyone publishing it? As it turns out, I am not the 

only one asking these questions about this critically important—and still very public—genre.  

In the Introduction to The Cambridge Introduction to Travel Writing, published in 2013, 

scholar Tim Youngs makes a grand declaration: “travel writing,” he writes, “is the most socially 

important of all literary genres” because it traces humanity’s “temporal and spatial progress” (2). 
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He goes on to argue that the genre of narrative travel writing sheds light on how people define 

themselves and others, actively constructs senses of self, community, and outsiders, and, as a 

genre, “can work to forge alliances, precipitate crises, and provoke wars” (2). Similarly, 

globalization scholar Debbie Lisle, who is a self-proclaimed lover of foreign travel but a critical 

scholar of writing about it, argues that travel writing tells us as much about world politics of 

international importance (and how Empire continues to operate within this international sphere) 

as newspapers, government press releases, and policy documents (1). Given this unshakable 

belief in the significance that travel narratives still wield, even in a cosmopolitanized, globalized 

world, clearly the stakes are high. Though Youngs’ and Lisle’s claims are more strident than any 

I seek to make in this project, their shared belief that travel writing is a kind of storytelling that 

offers us as much insight into the human condition and its stereotypes, ideologies, and 

interactions as any other form of writing, is one I would like to consider throughout the course of 

this chapter, particularly as it relates to world-making and promoting particularly ideologies 

about travel, representation, and empire.  

Scholars in various disciplines know that documented records of foreign travel appeared 

soon after the invention of writing—fragments of ancient travel accounts have appeared in both 

Mesopotamia and Egypt as well as the classical Western world, famously emerging in the 

accounts of geographer Pausanius’ tales through Greece and Herodotus’ war reportage from 

Egypt and Anatolia. Hellenistic and Roman geographers Ptolemy, Strabo, and Pliny the Elder all 

traveled extensively throughout the Mediterranean world, reporting on their experiences and the 

experiences of others as they collected extensive geographical knowledge of the region, as did 

the Sophists, who traveled to promote their teachings. As imperial states developed and more 

men were sent out to navigate, forge alliances, and seek new territories, more travel accounts 
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emerged—and most of these accounts were composed by white men, the citizens of the state, 

from more privileged urban centers. Very rarely were women or people of color even permitted 

to leave the domestic space, which limited the potential for traveling outside of the home or local 

community, because their social statuses were so low. 

Because there is an incredibly long history of travel writing (and of the human 

proclivity—or necessity—for curiosity and journeying) and the male “gaze,” trying to make 

sense of all of it would be a kind of scholarly madness, an impossible attempt to recreate a 

literary tradition that is, by nature, one of the most malleable, undefinable, and difficult genres to 

grasp. As Youngs admits, despite the fact that written and oral tales of journeys have been 

around for millennia, “their longevity has made it no easier for critics to agree on how to define 

or classify them” (1). For purposes of tracing the connection between patriarchal “ways of 

knowing” and its contribution to the development of the tourist’s gaze as purported by John 

Urry, then, I believe it is important to scale down the entire history of travel writing and instead 

briefly trace the alignment of travel as a particularly masculine act within the Enlightenment in 

order to make my argument that travel is not necessarily—nor has it ever been—a mode of 

writing most favorable to men in positions of power and authority: it has, instead, been socially 

constructed that way. 

 

Social Constructions: (De)Constructing the Masculine Logic of Travel 

In her critical work on travel writing and imperialism, Mary Louise Pratt investigates the 

ways in which European travel writing in contact zones has ideologically constructed an 

imperialist image of the world over the past 250 years. Her overall claim—if I were to distill her 

important work down to just one—is that if “one studies only what the Europeans saw and said, 



Winet 74 

 

one reproduces the monopoly on knowledge and interpretation that the imperial enterprise 

sought” and upholds the “myth of European superiority” (7, 32). In order to prove her claim, she 

begins by returning to the 1735 publication of Linnaeus’ Systema Naturae, arguing that this 

document, which was written during a time of emerging European “planetary consciousness,” a 

shift that coincided with capitalism, bourgeois society, and nationalism, sets up the paradigm for 

considering the ways in which Western travelers wove their experiences abroad into European-

based patterns that tended to benefit the privileged members of their home communities and 

represented the ideological underpinnings of the middle- and upper-classes. In her words, this 

“planetary consciousness,” aiming to classify all plants on the planet in a similar fashion to 

Aristotle’s system of classification in ways that represented patriarchal European powers, 

represents a distinct ideological assumption behind travel and travel writing and in taxonomizing 

the rest of the world—assumptions we still cling to today. She further claims that travel 

literature’s aims only increased with the professionalization of writing in the 18th century 

because it suddenly became “a profitable business” filled with such distasteful attributes as 

embellishment and seductiveness, “compromises involved in writing for money” (86). 

Though Pratt does devote a good part of her book to highlighting the ways in which 

women and traditionally marginalized peoples have entered the world of travel writing, her 

claims that they have contributed to alternative ways of knowledge-making are cursory at best. 

For instance, she devotes a few pages to the exploratrices sociales, European women writers in 

the mid-1800s who scripted themselves into a “wholly male, heroic world” in order to make their 

voices be heard and who largely implicated themselves in the imperial project by doing this 

(152). She highlights such writers as Flora Tristan and Maria Callcott Graham as pioneers in this 

“bourgeois women’s travel writing,” suggesting that they, too, constituted another component of 
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the reinvention of America (particularly South America). Where they differ, she writes, is in 

their descriptions, their focus on place (rather than on the linear journey), and their focus on 

personal engagement and ethnographic interests. They write more, Pratt argues, “along more 

interpretive, analytical lines” (156). Here is where some interesting threads emerge: notably, the 

continuation of European imperialism through the eyes of writers whose focus is more on 

describing the home, highlighting recipes, relating conversations with native peoples, and their 

reliance on personal narrative, intimate revealing of emotions and sentiments, and “decidedly 

non-specialized language” (161). The implications here are many, but more specific to my 

project is the idea that rhetoric, logic, and gender are highly socially constructed, and that we 

might look to research on narrative logic to further understand how to move from a tourist gaze 

to a feminist travel gaze. 

The theory that women’s ways of knowing can differ substantially from men’s is not a 

new concept, particularly in the fields of psychology and sociology, but its implications for 

theorizing alternate ways of world-making are exceptionally relevant here. As Mary Field 

Belenky, Blythe McVicker Clinchy, Nancy Rule Goldberger, and Jill Mattuck Tarule wrote in 

their 1986 ethnographic study Women’s Ways of Knowing: The Development of Self, Voice, and 

Mind, scholars have a responsibility to understand the diverse ways in which knowledge is 

gained, received, and shared across subject positions. Though their work polarizes and 

essentializes women and men (leaving no in-betweenness), their conclusions are powerful: that 

males more often than not align themselves with authority in an “authority-right-we” approach, 

whereas women more often follow the logic of “authority-right-they,” demonstrating that they 

often emphasize listening rather than active participating (44). When it comes to understanding 

themselves as “knowers,” women—because of their traditionally subordinate position—more 
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often understand that truth is relative, that meaning depends on context, that knowledge is 

constructed, and that the world is malleable, not fixed (9). This becomes increasingly important 

when we consider the fact that the valance of travel writing most often studied aligns itself with 

the logos of “authority-right-we,” rather than on rhetorical listening, as in the common trope of 

writing about others with an authoritative stance/patriarchal gaze. So what, then, happens 

between the experience of travel and the perception, representation, and reception of it? 

Rhetoric and composition scholars, too, have studied the unique ethos in women’s 

writing from the classical era to the present, focusing on such women rhetors as diverse as 

Aspasia in ancient Greece to Elizabeth I in colonial English to contemporary women such as 

Trinh T. Minh-Ha and Gloria Anzaldúa. Joy Ritchie and Kate Ronald, for instance, provide an 

alternative table of contents in the back of their anthology Available Means, which attempts to 

locate women’s rhetorical schema within organized categories that respond to their topoi, 

including claiming the right to speak, finding methods for speaking (entering masculinist 

tradition, using personal experience, appealing to feminine ethos, etc.), asserting new locations 

from which to write and speak, validating diversity of women, redefining what counts as 

evidence, “writing the body,” and breaking down white feminists’ erasure of race and class. As a 

reference book, Available Means shows “how women writers have added to the canon of rhetoric 

new topoi, new topics/places from which arguments can be made” and that “women’s rhetorics 

expand the locus of rhetoric for all speakers and writers” (xxiii). Other rhetoric and composition 

scholars, too, such as Karen and Sonja Foss and Cindy Griffin, have attempted to trace the topoi 

from which several contemporary feminists understand their worlds, write their words, and argue 

their positions in Feminist Rhetorical Theories. Similarly, in Rhetoric Retold: Regendering the 

Tradition from Antiquity through the Renaissance, Cheryl Glenn takes up the issue Pratt 
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discusses with the exploratrices sociales, arguing that scholars must consider such ideas as the 

“feminine voice,” a writing style that internalizes masculine aesthetic norms not to undermine 

hegemony but to be heard in the first place. In lieu of allowing themselves to become 

invisibilized, Glenn argues that women have often had to rely on patriarchal discourse in order to 

legitimize their words and perspectives and should be read rhetorically. Furthermore, feminist 

voices that do not adhere to such scripts, such as those that rely on traditionally feminine forms 

of knowledge, also exist outside of the realm of patriarchy. This kind of feminist performative 

act, Glenn writes, “represents various methodologies for locating and contextualizing all 

rhetorical activity as we unsettle the margins of rhetoric, as well as its heretofore privileged, 

masculine, but now-problematized center” (174).  

So what does this mean for travel writing, particularly in contemporary circles? As a 

response to this, Sidonie Smith’s work, Moving Lives: Twentieth-century Women’s Travel 

Writing, connects mobility practices with modernity and women’s narratives about gender and 

bodies in motion in the 20th century to demonstrate that travel writing can exist outside of the 

masculine logic of European expansion and is not a reflection of the binary 

domesticity/adventure, female/male. She attempts to counteract this “masculine logic” of travel 

using Judith Butler; because of “the domain of socially instituted norms,” traditional locales 

assigned to women have been fixed, domestic, immobile in the earth, whereas for men they have 

been logically associated with travel, voyage, conquering, and being away from spaces of 

domesticity. Therefore, Smith asks, if “home” is identified as feminine and feminized, what 

happens when a particular woman gains access to travel, the “defining arena of agency in the 

West,” the “individualizing logic of mobility?” (x-xi) This is why, she argues, women’s travel 

has always been gendered and embodied, situated within complex social, cultural, and historical 
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forces, and how identity formation is uniquely tied to the unsettling of fixed identities while in 

motion. As she discovered that all of her case studies were white women, she takes a sensitive 

approach to women of color (many of whom have been displaced due to colonialization), and 

gives her rationale for connecting privileged whiteness with a relationship to the technologies of 

modernity. (She cites a number of literal, imaginative, and performance travel in the narratives of 

Gloria Anzaldúa, bell hooks, Maxine Hong Kingston, etc.), but claims that she wants to consider 

race/class/gender with their self-imposed status as outsiders. However, as I hope to demonstrate 

through the course of this chapter, I do not believe that adhering to the male/female binary is 

sufficient here, and that any traveler can enact—and be privy to—a feminist gaze. 

 

2.3 Defining the Project’s Terms  

What is Travel Writing? What are Travel Stories? 

One of the most complicated components to a study such as this is that travel writing—as 

a genre—has an identity as fluid as the disciplines which have adopted it as a source of study. 

From those of scholars to novelists to journalists to international tourism organizations, every 

definition reflects a certain set of assumptions that fit with the audience’s needs and reflects the 

disciplinary interests of literature, creative writing, and journalism. Definitions skewing literary 

are perhaps most well-known: within literary circles, scholars such as Youngs define travel 

writing as “predominantly factual, first-person accounts of travel that have been undertaken by 

the author-narrator,” even though there is a necessary fictionalization in any narrative (3). 

Holland and Huggan suggest that travel stories are “fictions of factual representation” where bad 

travel writing is “profit-driven or entertainment-oriented” and good travel writing is able to “ask 

wider questions about the limits of knowledge” (10). And in a slightly similar fashion, Debbie 
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Lisle defines travel writing—rather broadly—as stories that are “stuck between the imagination 

of the novel and the realism of the guidebook” that will “never achieve the status of the novel 

because the travel writer’s imagination is always handcuffed to the narration of brute facts,” 

conceptualizing it as long-form narrative written by popular Western male travelers writers such 

as Bill Bryson, Paul Theroux, and even Pico Iyer (30-31). All of these definitions suggest that 

travel writing is a kind of politically-driven narrative held to the linear passage of a beginning, a 

middle, and an end, and that places the writer squarely in the middle. As Paul Fussell wrote in 

the early 1980s, travel writing wants to have it both ways: it wants to have adventure in faraway 

lands but “at the same time wants to feel itself within a world declared real by such up-to-date 

studies as political science, sociology, anthropology, economics and contemporary history” 

(207). Both Fussell and Lisle claim that travelers do this by situating their personal observations 

within seemingly irrefutable realities. As interesting evidence for this, Lisle cites Paul Theroux’s 

observation that Laredo on the Texan side has airports and churches and Nuevo Laredo on the 

Mexican side has brothels and basket factories. By making these problematic assumptions part of 

his seemingly “factual” narrative, Lisle claims, Theroux ignores the structural, historical, and 

material circumstances that influenced this economic behavior in the first place (38-39). Politics 

aside, however, there is some truth to the idea that travel writing implicitly carries with it 

personal biases and event interpretation, colonial, feminist, or otherwise. 

In keeping with the theme of travelogues as novels surviving on “facts,” it is worth 

comparing these accounts to how publishers and online magazines describe them. Traveler’s 

Tales Press, one of the premier publishers of travel books and collections of travel stories, claims 

on their website that travel writing is “funny, illuminating, adventurous, uplifting, scary, 

inspiring, poignant stories that reflect the unique alchemy that occurs when you enter unfamiliar 
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territory and begin to see the world differently as a result.” This is the long-form narrative I was 

originally exposed to, and to which I continually return in my creative work; however, though I 

certainly understand the benefit of studying long-form narrative, I am more concerned in this 

project with contemporary definitions of travel writing—forms that take on the characteristics of 

digital media. Though some sites, like Vela Magazine, an online magazine that publishes 

women’s travel writing, often adds only a photo or two for visual emphasis to their stories, and 

BBC Travel’s Words and Wanderlust column, edited by veteran travel writer Don George, 

features long-form narrative as the primary mode, these sites also have such digital modes like 

feature animated shorts of travel tales and comment threads available for interactivity between 

the writers and readers.  

Consider these definitions as well, which depart quite radically from that of the literary 

scholars’ definitions and which have come out of contemporary travel journalism associations 

and organizations: The Society of American Travel Writers (commonly known by its acronym 

SATW), is less concerned with the positionality of the author-narrator and instead defines travel 

writing and/or journalism as broadly-defined editorial content of varying modes: “An article, 

image, video, broadcast, book or similar product must be editorial content that shows, describes, 

evaluates, discusses, and/or facilitates travel” (“Associate”). Though they do require the “tourist” 

(in this case, the author-narrator) to abide by the U.S. Travel Association’s definition, “as an 

individual who travels more than 50 miles from home for business or leisure,” SATW is 

somewhat lenient in terms of media, multimodality, and publication venue (“Associate”). 

Conversely, on their website, the North American Travel Journalist’s Association (commonly 

known as NATJA) doesn’t even really define who a tourist is and what a piece of travel 

discourse might be, simply calling the work their journalists produce “articles, programs, blogs, 
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and other content to print and digital media” that “must encompass some element of travel or the 

travel experience” (“NATJA”). Clearly, the emphasis here is on rhetorical purpose and 

medium—to facilitate travel, to participate in the media, to communicate via multiple modes, 

and because this project focuses on travelers who write to have their voices heard (and who are 

not just writing for a primary audience of family or close friends, though their work might have 

begun that way), I embrace the ideas of multimodality and am interested in the experiential 

meaning potential of their stories. 

Therefore, for purposes of this project, I define travel writing as an act of composition, 

print, digital, or multimodal, that constructs a memory of a touristic experience and that engages 

with difference in some tangible way, often by encountering alternative ways of thinking and 

being in the world because I am interested in the prospect of encountering and alternatives. As 

Lisle writes, the re-telling of any act of travel requires several distinct features, at least three of 

which I claim can be subsumed within my definition: travel writing 1) is about a journey, 2) is a 

story, 3), use literary devices to interpret facts, 4) is primarily about difference (36-40). The only 

one I do not necessarily adhere to is number three, considering not all modes use literary devices 

in the way Lisle means (descriptive adjectives, metaphor, symbolism), as in a photograph or 

short video. Worth mentioning here, also, is though much of travel writing does align itself with 

colonialism—and even imperialism—I wish to emphasize that most colonial travel writers’ 

accounts do grapple with alternative ways of thinking and being (just in often predictable ways 

by pitting themselves and their superior culture against that of the subordinate Other). Editorial 

content such as magazine articles in Travel + Leisure, Conde Nast Traveller, AFAR, or National 

Geographic that exist under the veil of industry travel writing (accounts that do not typically 

mention the “I” and function under the guise of promoting tourism to the potential tourist) might 
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fall within my definition, because even by omission, there are clearly questions of power, 

representation, omission, and deliberate choices to define the Other in some way. Blogs, digital 

stories on Youtube, and social media posts, too, function as timely approaches to this grappling 

with alternative ways of thinking and being, as travelers actively attempt to make sense of what 

they are experiencing and how it affects them (whether implicitly or explicitly).  

My definition does have its own limitations: for one thing, it’s a very large description, 

encompassing a wide variety of texts (perhaps even an unruly amount of texts). It also does not 

specifically exclude long-form narratives, although I do not focus my analyses on stories that 

resemble short stories or novels. Thirdly, I realize that I have not put much emphasis on the 

speaker or the intended audience—two rhetorical constructs that are of critical importance to the 

people whose stories I study in this project. Though I also recognize that travel writing can 

happen in our own backyards, by claiming travel writing as “an act of composition” that “retells 

a touristic experience” and “engages with difference,” I hope to emphasize the temporal, liminal 

nature of the traveling subject in a place of unfamiliarity rather than a place of high fluency or 

residence. I do this because I am more interested in such concepts as globalization, travel 

literac(ies), and stories into the foreign. I hope this definition suffices. 

 

Feminist Travel Writing: A Heuristic From Which to Begin 

The next obvious question is this: What, then, is feminist travel writing? Though the 

nuances of this are many, for purposes of establishing terms, though, I provide a short definition 

before locating feminist scholarship within tourism studies to situate us within the context of 

thinking from a feminist perspective. As Royster and Kirsch remind me, feminist rhetoricians 

should constantly engage in critical re-imaginings, so in this way, I define feminist travel writing 
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as a form of anti-colonial discourse that seeks to address the complexities of feminist concerns in 

both external and internal journeys, namely those of transnational and global interest, through the 

act and experience of traveling and the sharing of these experiences. (By anti-colonial, I mean 

discourse that, as Lisle writes, reveals structural authorities and that “questions, disrupts and 

interrogates the foundations upon which that authority is grounded”) (4). I consider this act to be 

a political act of counter-travel, which, stemming from Foucault’s theory of counter-memory, 

posits the counter-traveler as one who actively or indirectly works to disassemble the singularity 

of events outside of a monotonous narrative and provide insight into the complexities and 

multiple realities of global cultures. I will add the gaze to this definition in section 2.4. 

 

2.4 Locating Feminist Scholarship in Tourism Studies 

Entering an Unfamiliar Space: Gathering the Voices 

 Because of the interdisciplinary nature of this project, when I began thinking about the 

intersection of feminist theory and tourism discourse, I had no real foundation from which to 

begin. In my early years as a graduate student, I had dabbled in and written about feminist 

pedagogy, trying to learn how to become a more confident and effective teacher in my 

composition classroom, how to decenter my classroom space while remaining vigilant of my 

own authority and position among/with my students. I had read and grappled with such critical 

texts as bell hooks’ Teaching to Trangress, Elizabeth Ellsworth’s work, in which she defines a 

“pedagogy of the unknowable” that allows us to see/be seen by others, and Jennifer Gore’s work 

on the important differences and similarities between critical and feminist pedagogy. Not until I 

started recognizing the synergies between these voices and the complex ways that gender, 

socioeconomic, and racial differences come to bear on modern tourist practice, though, did I 
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realize that there was a whole body of scholarship already bridging these gaps. As there is 

certainly no monolithic feminist approach to teaching, there are multiple feminist approaches to 

tourism—and to analyzing touristic practice, discourse, and trends. That being said, however, 

there are a number of core texts, practices, and philosophies that seem to transcend much of the 

feminist work in tourism studies, and I bring them to this conversation in order to consider the 

ways in which contemporary feminist practices—primarily feminisms that deal with the “post” 

in postmodern, postcolonial, and poststructural—can aid in my commitment to improving the 

discourse on tourism and drawing attention to larger structural issues of domination, oppression, 

and colonialism that so often continue to occur in these spaces (but that do not necessarily have 

to occur in these spaces). 

As I began to encounter the critical work on tourism being done by feminist scholars in 

the interdisciplinary fields of sociology and tourism and leisure studies, I soon realized that 

feminist tourism studies is a growing area of richness which I could use as a lens for constructing 

my own feminist travel gaze when it comes to discourse—and I realized how fast the landscape 

was/is changing. Just two decades after the publication of Edward Said’s Orientalism and John 

Urry’s The Tourist Gaze (the texts I argue most fully influenced contemporary discourse on 

tourism), I discovered that a number of important feminist scholars had entered the conversation, 

bringing with them theories of performativity, poststructuralism, and postcolonialism, essentially 

re-writing the way that tourism could be studied in an academic environment. Stemming from a 

growing dissatisfaction with examining tourism merely as a business enterprise that focused 

primarily on “sites” and  “sights,” these scholars introduced a number of new paradigms for 

considering the ways in which interdisciplinary work in tourism might be re-imagined 

(Aitchison, “Theorizing” 134). Though this field of study is still amazingly new, I cite the 
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following few “movements” to show a growing trajectory and to argue that we are at an 

important historical moment for bridging feminism, tourism, and discourse. From my 

perspective, these three movements, which have happened in rather rapid succession, are: 1) the 

integration of gender studies into discussions of tourism (widely applied: from adventure travel 

to sex tourism), 2) the turn toward critical tourism studies, which looks at tourism within a 

postcolonial frame, and 3) the application of feminist epistemology into tourism, including the 

shift “from Enlightenment accounts of knowing subjects as faceless, disembodied spectators who 

hover over the Cartesian landscape” to thinking of “knowers as embodied subjects situated in 

politically identifiable social conditions or contexts” (A. Bailey 28). Briefly tracing the voices 

that paved the way for these movements is a way for me to “enter” this conversation myself, to 

facilitate my own understanding of where we are at this particular moment in history, and to 

justify the importance of developing a feminist travel gaze in our lives, work, and classrooms. It 

also sets up the framework for where I enter in Chapters 3-5 with particular interest in how 

gender politics influence tourists and their relationships to food, bodies, and landscapes. 

 The first steps toward a more equitable framework for looking at tourism occurred in the 

early 1990s as researchers moved away from structuralist interpretations of tourism (the 

perspective that motivated John Urry and Dean MacCannell in the 1970s) and started looking at 

the way tourism impacts and is impacted by women. In the early 1990s, scholars such as Vivian 

Kinnaird and Derek R. Hall helped set the foundation for a new conceptual frame for 

understanding gender and tourism, examining the impact of tourism from the viewpoint of 

gender studies and focusing on women’s needs, expectations, and roles in tourism. Their work, 

Tourism: A Gender Analysis, which highlighted such topics as sex tourism in Southeast Asia to 

the impact of tourism on women in Third World nations to the gendered nature of “service” work 
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for many women around the world, brought to light critical conversations about the role women 

play in the global economic landscape of tourism (250). Their study, which is comprised 

primarily of three claims, argues that 1) tourism occurs in gendered societies, 2) economic, 

political, cultural, and environmental dimensions of tourism inform and are informed by these 

gendered societies, and 3) power, control, and equality are articulated through race, class, 

nationality, and gender. Toward the end of their work, they propose a future research agenda for 

the field, asking feminist scholars to consider tourism in the following ways: 

1. As interrelated to social, economic, political, environmental, and cultural aspects 

of societies 

2. As a social construct of our lived environments 

3. As a site for intragender differences and the active construction of power 

relationships 

4. As a place where guest/host interactions alter gender relations 

5. And, as an activity where gender relations change according to types of tourism 

(250). 

Some of these areas—particularly that of considering gender and its relationship to the 

environment—were considered quite innovative at the time, reflecting a new commitment to the 

ways in which environments create, construct, constrain, and liberate gendered bodies and lived 

experiences. A year after its publication, Margaret Byrne Swain built on this foundation and 

brought issues of gender to bear on the practice and analysis of touristic behavior, tracing the 

ways in which gender—as a construct—has been used to understand tourism as a set of 

“gendered relationships, between individuals, groups, social categories, types of tourism, and 

First/Third world nations” (248). By putting the attention first and foremost on gender, Swain 
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furthered Kinnaird and Hall’s conceptual framework by asking scholars to consider the 

interactional processes that occur when people travel and are traveled-to, and to more fully 

analyze the social constructedness of environments and listen to the personal voices and stories 

of those who affect and are affected by the industry of tourism (247). This motivated some 

seminal studies in which scholars sought to understand sex tourism, heritage tourism, and 

women’s tourism as spaces of conflict and dissention. 

 In order to offer a more complex and comprehensive approach to tourism, feminist 

scholars began laying the groundwork in the early 2000s for a more equitable and ethical 

framework for thinking about and conceptualizing relationships between host/guest (and other 

dichotomies that had been firmly established by the structuralist approaches in the 1970s and 

early 1980s). In turning from the dominant approaches to tourism, Alison Bailey brought Sandra 

Harding’s notion of the “traitorous subject” into discussions of tourism in the late-1990s, 

suggesting that research in multicultural, postcolonial, and global feminism had motivated re-

analysis of feminism and philosophy, especially feminist standpoint theory (27-28). As I 

mentioned earlier, Alison Bailey writes that “dissatisfaction with the Enlightenment….led 

feminist theorists to consider knowers as embodied subjects situated in politically identifiable 

social locations or contexts” (28). She supports this view by citing critical developments in 

feminist epistemology, of “ways of knowing,” by looking to Patricia Hill Collins and Sandra 

Harding. Collins argues that this person is often played by the “outsider within” (qtd. in Bailey 

28) and that these outsiders “are thought to have an advantageous epistemic viewpoint that offers 

a more complete account of the world than insider or outsider perspective alone” (Bailey 28-29). 

Bailey further supports this argument by turning to W.E.B. DuBois and Gloria Anzaldúa, who  
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respectively define these positionalities as “double-consciousness,” and as “mestiza 

consciousness” (qtd. in Bailey 29). 

By applying poststructural and postcolonial feminism to tourism, scholars opened up 

possibilities for considering the ways in which tourism is a performative, embodied act informed 

by the interrelationality of producers and consumers in a global society. In Cara Aitchison’s 

work “Theorizing Other Discourses of Tourism, Gender, and Culture: Can the Subaltern 

Speak?,” published in 2001, she seeks to develop synergies between tourism studies, gender 

studies, and cultural studies in order to demonstrate that tourism is a part of the fluid process 

where issues of power and representation are continually tested and contested (133). In this 

particular essay, she critiques Edward Said’s work, claiming that it relies heavily on binary 

assumptions about hosts/guests and devalues the Other because it systematically places the other 

as a victim. Drawing on theories purported by Judith Butler, Homi Bhabha, and Simone de 

Beauvoir, Aitchison demonstrates how the Western “masculinist signifiying economy has upheld 

binaries of self/Other” in unproductive ways, leaving the Other without agency and without 

resources of their own (136). Furthermore, she claims that, as Bhabha suggests, this paradigm 

leaves groups of people without agency, a problem that has been explored by such writers as 

Carol Boyce Davies and Jamaica Kincaid in their postcolonial work on traveling to what they 

call their “third-world” spaces.  

This approach to tourism, drawn from postmodern and postcolonial criticism, has laid the 

foundation for my own “way in” to tourism studies because it considers the ways in which 

feminist epistemology might help scholars conceptualize new avenues for studying the act of 

travel and tourism. The methodology, widely applied, creates the essential framework for 

moving toward a feminist travel gaze. 
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In this project, this framework is critical because it allows us to: 

 Question the commonplaces of mainstream travel writing practices 

 Re-embody the experience of travel with diverse life experiences and perspectives 

 Tell stories that defy the statistics that women and people of color do not travel 

like their white, male counterparts 

 Consider knowers as embodied subjects situated in politically identifiable social 

locations or contexts 

 Destabilize the notion that travel writing is a genre only appropriated to privileged 

subjects 

 In what follows, I offer my own heuristic—developed over many years of traveling, 

thinking about travel, and writing about travel—toward embracing what I have come to call a 

feminist travel gaze. 

 

2.5 Potentiality for a Feminist Travel Gaze 

Revisiting the Underpinnings of the “Tourist Gaze” 

 Though the publication of John Urry’s 1990 The Tourist Gaze was briefly explored in 

Chapter 1, a revisiting is critical here in order to examine the ways in which an alternative gaze 

might depart from it. As he argued, the birth of the modern tourist gaze as it is conceived today 

coincided with a number of critical technological advances in the Western world in the mid-

1800s, including the invention of photography, the installation of national railways, and the rise 

of modern advertising (Urry 14). These three innovations, coupled with the experience of 

tourism, have all contributed to what he continues to call the tourist gaze, a primarily visual 

process that includes seeing an object (such as the Eiffel Tower or Ground Zero), a particular 
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sign to which is attached pre-established notions (a Japanese garden, a Norwegian fjord), an 

unfamiliar object of human concern (museum artifacts, peoples’ houses), an ordinary social 

situation in an unusual context (slums, nightlife), or extraordinary items out of context (moon 

rocks) (15-16). Because humans do not literally “see” but impose meaning directly onto what is 

seen and what it signifies, Urry argues that “[w]hen we gaze as tourists what we see are various 

signs or tourist clichés” because it involves cognitive work of interpreting, evaluating, drawing 

comparisons and “making mental connections between signs and their referents” (17).  

The oft-cited image of a tourist (often white, often male) with a camera around his neck 

or mediating his experience with a camera lens or a smartphone between him and the world has 

become such a common image in tourism studies that its exclusion is almost unnecessary, but I 

include an example here from Martin Parr’s Small Worlds project, a series of photographic 

images that, as he writes on his portfolio website, reveal a family of tourists who are willing 

participants in an omnipresent consumer culture but who are also “bemused victims of 

prescribed roles.” Here is the image: 
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Figure 1: Martin Parr’s “AFRICA: Gambia” photograph from Small Worlds project 

Reprinted with permission by Martin Parr. 

 

The many problematics of this image aside, I include this image just to make reference to 

the ubiquity of the tourists’ body as viewing spectator, a trope that Urry drew on exclusively in 

his early scholarship. The image reinforces what we already suspect: that the white family must 

be protected as they stare at a group of black children who are running after them, maintaining 

expectations of what viewers expect to see of Gambian life. Though Urry has acknowledged in 

subsequent editions that the tourist gaze is perhaps more embodied that he originally accounted 

for, it is nonetheless a primarily visual act that imposes judgment and power over the “toured” 

objects, places, or people. These gazes, he further states, are discursively organized by the 

tourism industry, including photographers, travel writers, bloggers and guides, travel agents, and 
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tourism organizations, all who create what Heidegger describes as “an alien power which 

enforces its own commands and regulations” (qtd. in Urry 18).  

At the time of its publication, the notion of studying the tourist as a subject was relatively 

new; traditional studies of tourism focused primarily on the collection of activities that people 

engage in as they travel (due, in large part, to tourism studies’ original relationship with 

sociology). The idea that the tourist was an individual with a specific way of relating to the world 

with her or his own “perceptual awareness,” regardless if that awareness, as Urry believed, is an 

extension of dominant ideological expectations, shattered the idea that tourism was an objective 

reality that could be easily summed up “as a collection of beaches, must-sees, and museums” 

(Welton 170). Instead, Urry focused on the idea that tourism is a subjective experience in which 

the tourist travels to confirm a representation of the world as it has been discursively constructed 

for them in dominant discourses. These prefabricated images, based on a desire to encounter 

what they expect to encounter, is what fuels stereotypes: that the French should be wearing 

berets and the Dutch should be growing tulips (Welton 170). They are seeking, in a sense, 

clichés—and do not wish to face differences that do not live up to hegemonic depictions of 

places or peoples. 

 Though his perspective has been critiqued by several important tourism scholars and the 

text is now in its 3rd edition, I still find Urry’s gaze incredibly limited not only because it values 

the Western perspective that sight is the most important sense but also because I believe, as does 

Dutch scholar Ruud Welton, that tourism is more than “a cliché-producing consumerism” full of 

prescribed roles and victims (169). People—and this includes tourists—might be influenced by 

the cultural formations that surround them, but they are also semi-autonomous subjects who 

cannot be reduced a priori to compulsively cosmopolitanist consumers. As Welton writes, 
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[T]ourists are not like cameras: they are daydreamers, prompted to travel. Opposing the 

image of the tourist as a passive registration device, an unrelenting zombie-like must-see 

chaser, is a much more winsome image of the tourist that is aware of the fact that the 

world is not a collection of photo-opportunities but rather a collection of stories, 

expectations, encounters, and especially, opportunities to gain self-knowledge. Tourists 

not only gaze, they act, too: they choose, and the impressions they acquire during travel 

provoke reflection (171). 

Others, too, have adopted this position, including the highly-contested Dean MacCannell, whose 

work in tourism has also been subject to critique. However, even in his work, he calls for moving 

away from the idea of a preconceived gaze and instead renaming it from “tourist gaze” to “tourist 

agency” to account for the way that tourists gaze upon something or someone and then turn that 

perception into language and narrative (“Tourist Agency”). Though this perspective suggests that 

the tourist gaze is complicated by narrativity and emotion, what it still fails to account for is that 

the dominant way of seeing—the essence of the gaze itself—is constructed in tandem with 

Western conceptions of consumerism, desire, and unequal power relations. Even further, it relies 

in much part on the idea that there are two gazes at work: the tourist gaze writ large and the 

second gaze, one that attaches emotion to Urry’s seemingly more objective one. In support of 

this presupposed second gaze, MacCannell writes that the act of sightseeing naturally comes with 

a resistance to its limitations, and that “[t]he desire to escape the limitations of the tourist gaze is 

built into the structure of the gaze itself….into the fact that the first tourist gaze requires a 

second” (“Tourist Agency” 31). One, in a sense, is naturally subordinate to the other, an 

offshoot, a tangent. 
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A Developing Heuristic for a Feminist Travel Gaze 

As a heterosexual woman who is white, has had the privilege to make choices in her life 

that value traveling, and who has found her creative muse in her ability to be mobile, meet 

people from all over the world, and forge friendships, I understand that my interpretation of a 

feminist travel gaze might—and probably does—differ radically from one that someone else 

might propose. From where I stand and where I write, there are certain inalienable truths, parts of 

my life that I have come to understand ground my perspective and inform my feminism, my 

scholarship, and my daily life. For one, I believe in acknowledging and understanding 

whiteness—and with it, privilege, especially on the borders of and within contact zones. I stand 

for equality and tolerance among communities and an acceptance of difference and inequality, 

and I do not adhere to the notion that feminism is gender-specific. I also do not come from a 

guilt/blame logic for my position in this world but rather one of accountability and resistance. I 

advocate for listening rhetorically—a posture Krista Ratcliffe defines in her work as “a stance of 

openness that a person may choose to assume in relation to any person, text, or culture,” and I 

believe (if naively) that cross-cultural dialogues and coalition-building are possible through 

world-traveling (xiii). I admire postmodernism as a way of understanding the world in its 

fluidities; I recognize poststructuralism’s contributions toward rupturing the idea that identities 

are monolithic; and I am grateful for postcolonialism’s influence on the genre of travel writing, 

recognizing that voices from different subject positions do travel and wish to share their stories. I 

also realize that I do not fit nicely into any of these categories. 

So, what/where is the potentiality for a feminist travel gaze? If the tourist gaze reaffirms 

the dominant ideological outlook, I argue that a feminist travel gaze attempts to see people, their 

products, their lands, and their cultures where and as they are, as constructions of power, 

ideology, culture, and complex negotiations of people with both individual and collective 
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histories. This perspective, which is largely influenced by the metaphor of “world-traveling” in 

María Lugones in her work Pilgrimages/Peregrinajes, allows both marginalized and dominant 

groups to recognize and relinquish their pre-established roles in favor of recognizing how their 

identities and material circumstances are constructed through political and social systems. 

Because she and feminist scholars believe that virtue arises through habit, not nature, learning 

about the lives of others requires “world-traveling,” or, “the distinct experience of being different 

in different ‘worlds’ and of having the capacity to remember other ‘worlds’ and ourselves in 

them” (89). Though she is speaking most directly to women and people of color, those who have 

been oppressed by certain social forces, her metaphor resonates with me, and I believe it holds 

immense potential for a theory on world-traveling in the world.  

Toward the end of her essay on world-traveling, Lugones outlines two methods for 

traveling to others’ worlds, one of which is imperializing and one of which is not. The first, 

“agonistic playfulness,” embodies a type of Western, patriarchal traveling that focuses on 

competition, sides, rules, and role-playing, ensuring that privilege-evasive scripts are largely at 

work. There is—and I agree with this—no room for flexibility or interpretation within this type 

of play; instead, it results in further dividing contact zones into literal, often violent 

(metaphorical or otherwise) contact zones. This kind of travel, she writes, is fundamentally at 

odds with the work that feminists seek to do in our lives and scholarship because “one cannot 

cross the boundaries with it. One needs to give up such an attitude if one wants to travel” (95). 

Though I would argue that many people do, in fact, travel with the goal of remaining agonistic, 

the point I would like to emphasize is that we should work toward traveling and recognizing the 

Other as we are, she writes, because perceiving arrogantly, or perceiving “that others are for 

oneself,” travelers commit acts of patriarchy, colonialism, and at its worst, imperialism (78). This 
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arrogance is exactly what I have tried so hard to move away from in John Urry’s theory of the 

tourist gaze. 

The second traveler’s method, Lugones argues, is “loving playfulness,” an attitude 

toward traveling in which there is always an element of surprise, an openness to the unexpected, 

and a recognition that play should always be done with intention and understanding. There is no 

real concern with winning or losing, but instead on the experience itself and the knowledge that 

is gained by that experience. As she writes, this traveler “does not expect the ‘world’ to be neatly 

packaged, ruly,’ but rather is “open to self-construction” and constant questioning (96). This 

loving attitude, though somewhat naïve in its application, is a hopeful starting place, because it 

recognizes, at least, the potential in learning to “world-travel” toward deeper understandings of 

the world and our multiple identities in different contexts and spaces. In a way, this is the 

essence of a feminist travel gaze, because by traveling in a loving way, we come to understand 

both ourselves and others more deeply and recognize that this is the only way to enter the 

“worlds” of others without overtly colonizing them or bringing our own internalized stereotyped 

“gazes” onto them.  

Therefore, in its most basic form, a feminist travel gaze requires: 

 Inversion of the gaze in travel 

 Embodiment of race and other physical markers 

 Awareness of gender and constructs of gender, masculinity, and sexual preference 

 Understanding of networks of power 

 Recognition of the construction of nationalism 



Winet 97 

 

 Unwillingness to accept “a single story”3 

The term “feminist travel gaze” is a combination of three important points of intersection, all of 

which to combine a worldview that is more compassionate, contemplative, and critical than a 

more patriarchal “tourist gaze” often allows. The first word, “feminist,” as an adverb to “travel,” 

seeks to honor the diverse and historical topoi and places from which many men, women, and 

people of color have invoked that lie outside the masculinist logic of travel. “Travel,” as a 

feminized version of “tourism,” seeks to humanize the experience and reflect an appreciation for 

both the traveler and the traveled to in an attempt to move away from more sterile sociological 

perspectives on the act of touring. Lastly, by “gaze,” I mean a metaphorical “gaze,” not as the 

literal act of sight but as a stance—an approach—toward traveling that is open to interpreting 

acts of travel from a more inclusive feminist perspective, either from the perspective of the 

traveler herself or by the way the traveler engages with the Other. This includes the kind of 

stance that Eileen Schell calls for, in which we must move from a rhetoric of multiculturalism to 

a “rhetoric of location, multipositionality, [and] migration” with a growing awareness of 

postmodernism, critical race theory, and the global economy (162). 

By adopting this gaze, we attempt to abstain from the editing processes and the 

ideological processes that make the dominant gaze so pervasive and instead are able to listen to a 

multiplicity of perspectives, identities, lived realities, and we are able to see the transformative 

potential in traveling to others’ worlds. This, I argue, is a kind of feminist stance that values 

reciprocity: before committing to a certain political or consumer tactic, tourists—which I 

semantically exchange for the word traveler, for reasons I will explain below—must travel with 

                                                 
3 By “a single story,” I am referring to the recent TED Talk, “The Danger of a Single Story,” by novelist 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, which warns of misconceptions that are fueled about people or nations by ignorance 

and hegemonic power structures. She argues—and I advocate for this as well—that the “truth” about place is 

revealed by many tales and many experiences, none of which are entirely equal. 
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an active awareness of the complexities of culture and look past binaries/opposites. By placing 

the self in context and acknowledging the material and discursive circumstances of other places, 

travelers can become more aware eaters, more mindful of theirs and others’ bodies, and more 

compassionate toward the land, animals, and worlds within which they move. 

As I mentioned above, this kind of perspective requires a certain amount of reciprocity, 

or, a stance that recognizes the value in the experiences, discursive formations, and contested 

circumstances of what have traditionally been defined as hosts and tourists (i.e., most often 

thought of as the colonized and the colonizers). As a feminist concept, the idea of reciprocity as a 

discursive stance has been written about in feminist geography, anthropology, and oral history 

circles as a method for conducting research and valuing all voices; I bring it in here to advocate 

for a feminist perspective that is not necessarily tied to postmodernism, poststructuralism, or 

postcolonialism, but rather that is aware of those movements and uses them strategically in a 

global environment. There have been some very worthwhile movements to include postcolonial 

travel writing into the canon (see the example on Sara Suleri below), and what I wish to add to 

this is a perspective that can be adopted by not only members of colonized communities but by 

anyone who wishes, as Royster and Kirsch write, to adopt a “strategic contemplation” in 

everything we do in our lives, classrooms, and, in this case, travels. At its core, “reciprocal 

feminist inquiry,” which draws directly on the knowledge and understanding gained from 

studying feminist rhetorical practices (especially sensitivity towards rendering the work, cultures, 

traditions, and experiences of both historical and contemporary women in rhetorical scholarship), 

has direct connection to contemporary relevance of attempts in the 1990s and early 2000s to re-

write women into the history of rhetoric and, I believe, to seeking a more diverse canon of travel 

writers who are grappling with questions of nationality, globalization, and situated identities.  
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Though their work functions more as a critique than a site for exploring travel writing’s 

potential, Patrick Holland and Graham Huggan do explore a number of texts that embrace a 

different kind of tourist gaze. After wondering why the narratives of transgender travel writer Jan 

Morris completely underemphasize the “fraught crossing of sexual boundaries” across cultures 

and therefore miss their potential, Holland and Huggan suggest further research into texts like 

Pakistani-Welsh writer Sara Suleri’s Meatless Days, in which the author utilizes travel as a 

metaphor for the dispersal of its subject in both time (history) and subject by focusing on her 

body as its own private geography. In her work, Suleri channels memories of her travels through 

her body as it acts upon and is acted upon by others and her environment, using her physical 

presence, in a sense, as a literal “map” of her journeys through Pakistan. In praise of the book, 

Holland and Huggan call it “not just an idiosyncratic autobiography or memoir, but as a self-

consciously gendered travel narrative that raises several important questions,” from the 

positioning of the traveling subject to rhetorics of displacement to what they call “embodied 

micronarratives” that make up what we call history (131). In fact, they go so far as to claim that 

texts like this provide an important reminder that not only do women travel differently than men, 

but that their journeys can be used to infuse understandings of difference into the modern culture 

of travel—a culture that transnational scholars like Inderpal Grewel lament have not yet 

embraced multiple voices and perspectives. As he writes, “more texts that attempt to decolonize 

cultural and national forms are necessary, creating narratives of the travel of sexualities that 

would, once again, fracture disciplinary practices that were part of European modernity and 

colonial modernities” (232).  

Though this project’s focus is not long-form narrative or book-length texts, I would like 

to demonstrate how the potentials of digital media do, in some ways, allow for this kind of self-
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consciously gendered, raced, sexed, classed, and ethnic travel writing to bring together 

communities of diverse voices online as well. The Nomadness Travel Tribe—an online network 

of almost 9,000 primarily (but not exclusively) black female travelers between the ages of 25 and 

45 who collectively search and book exceptionally low fare glitch tickets to destinations all over 

the world—offers a unique place for us to examine how a feminist travel gaze is already at work 

and circulating prominently in online tourism discourse. The group’s mantra, “We Out Here,” an 

amalgamation of an inclusive first-person pronoun, the omission of the verb “be,” the preposition 

“out,” and the adverb “here,” a word evoking intimacy rather than the more distanced “there,” 

suggests a semantic re-claiming of a space once believed to be unattainable for them and a 

statement that requires acknowledgment of both their presence and their influence on the trillion-

dollar travel industry. Evita Robinson, the creator of the Tribe, says that although becoming a 

member requires having a passport and at least one stamp and most consider themselves to be 

working professionals from predominantly minoritized backgrounds (according to their website, 

80% of the members are female and 85% are either black or Latino, “shattering,” Robinson 

writes, “the myth that people of color don’t travel”), their membership restrictions are otherwise 

open (“About Nomadness”). In their active refusal to be ignored, their stories add perspectives to 

the often-incomplete narratives of travel that circulate around places like South Africa, the 

Caribbean, and other places of contested histories for women and people of color. 

For instance, in a November 2014 blog post by Robinson about a visit to Johannesburg 

with other members of the Tribe who had found similarly cheap tickets in a website glitch, she 

explores some of the more harrowing parts of the trip, citing specifically “the dates” as being one 

of the most difficult parts to both recognize and internalize. She writes that one of the most 

jarring experiences was when they arrived at the Apartheid Museum and were split up into 
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“Whites” and “Non-Whites,” “slammed into the reality of what it was like living in South 

Africa” in a decade as recently as the 1990s. “Yes,” she writes for emphasis, “[i]ncluding the 

1990s. I was born in 1984, 30 years old.” As she enters the museum in the “Non-Whites” line, 

she realizes almost immediately that she “couldn’t escape the fact that this is my generation’s 

story. This is South Africa’s story. This is my story. This is our story” (“Parts”). Her alignment 

with and empathy for the people of South Africa is palpable, especially given the 3-minute 

documentary video she posts after the text, a video which interviews various member of the 

Nomadness tribe while they travel and tour through such places as Nelson Mandela’s bedroom in 

Soweto.  

Rhetorically speaking, Robinson fills an important gap in the story of travelers traveling 

to South Africa, particularly because her lived experience as an American black woman is 

heightened by her experience in the Johannesburg museum. As Holland and Huggan write in 

their work on contemporary travel writing, “the traveling subject—a composite of the variety of 

rhetorical positions available to traveler-writers—is irreducibly complex; that it is situated firmly 

but subtly within the race-class-gender nexus; that it shapes, but is also shaped by, wider social, 

historical, and ideological forces. The traveling subject is always gendered, always embodied, 

and always active” (132).  

The Nomadness Tribe’s Twitter page is a similar site of engagement, as they tweet and 

re-tweet stories, images, and experiences that their members share and tag with the hashtag 

#Nomadness. Though there are plenty of images that I could choose to illustrate here, consider 

the following tweet, which was taken from member JeffTrouble (moniker) and put up on their 

page on February 24, 2015: “While in #Rome #Nomadness member JeffTrouble takes a moment 

to reflect among the ruins. #Italy #Europe #urbantravel…” 
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Figure 2: Nomadness Tribe’s Twitter post (photo + text) 

 

 

 At first glance, the tweet/photo combination doesn’t send a message that is all that 

different from Parr’s example of the tourists in Gambia: there is a male tourist partially visible in 

the left-hand side of the image who is imposing his literal gaze on a foreign place to which he 

does not necessarily belong. He is clearly of privileged means and, through his name (Jeff) and 

his appearance, seems to be a secular member of the English-speaking Western world, wearing a 

bomber jacket, a leather watch, glasses, a close-fitting shirt, well-kept nails, and well-trimmed 

facial hair. Though there are no local bodies in this image for him to gaze upon, the Roman ruins 

suggest evidence that people were, at one time, present, and that he, as a tourist, is in a foreign 

country with the goal of viewing the “Other.” Though he is alone in this moment, the hashtag, 
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#urbantravel, suggests that Jeff is more interested in cities and cityscapes, suggesting that he is 

more interested in seeing Italy as a man who appreciates comfort, high-quality food, and luxury 

accommodations. 

If we look at this image slightly differently, though, it poses some intriguing areas for 

exploration as an act of feminist travel gazing. First, JeffTrouble’s dark-skinned, hyper-

sharpened body is immediately coded against the soft lighting and Vermeer-like backdrop of the 

almost indecipherable Roman ruins, probably due to a manipulation of the image’s settings in his 

camera phone. This difference in focus puts the focus even more directly on him than the white 

man in Parr’s image—he, as a black man viewing Italian ruins, does not fit the paradigm of what 

viewers expect to see in a typical representation of the tourist gaze but is rather an inversion of it. 

His pose, perhaps not ironically, recalls French sculptor Auguste Rodin’s The Thinker, often seen 

as an emblem of deep-seated intellectual thought in the European tradition, and he peers out 

contemplatively through his spectacles (which, I argue, also codes him as an intellectual) in a 

place we know to be understood as a cultural centerpiece of European art, history, and 

civilization. As the caption suggests, he is taking a moment “to reflect among the ruins,” but as 

viewers, we are not privy to his reflections or his innermost thoughts. Instead, we are left to 

wonder if he is scripting his own understanding of and connection to a country whose influences 

on Western culture and racial superiority have been primarily taught to him through years of 

schooling and popular representations of Rome, whiteness, masculinity, and the idealized 

Western body. Unlike a man in action, “doing” something (which Carmen Caldas-Coulthard 

argues is often used in photographs to demonstrate the male ownership over the environment), 

Jeff is largely embodying the more feminized body “in being,” as he rests to think about the 

ruins. 
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Scholars who study networks—and particularly networks online—would say that this 

kind of engagement wasn’t entirely possibly before travel stories went largely online. As new 

media scholar Greg Stroupe writes, users of digital media must intimately understand writing 

culture online “by asking where writing’s bread-and-butter discourse of transformational 

narrative is in the famously fragmented, visualized, harried generic conventions of hypertext-

driven Web pages, dashed-off emails, or even the reverse-order chronicles of blogs” (423). What 

I would like to emphasize here, other than the rhetorical nature of Nomadness’ choices in 

constructing themselves as an “alternative” set of gazes, is the continued importance on 

composing—on the rhetorical choices that digital writers are forced to wrestle with as they 

transition into these new “writing cultures.” 

 

2.6 Introducing and Theorizing Three Case Studies 

Because I fundamentally uphold the idea that the plurality of small narratives (as 

philosopher Lyotard calls them, petit recits) can collectively rupture the totalitarianism of “grand 

narratives” and the patriarchal gaze, I believe that investigating travel topoi (food, bodies, and 

landscape) as they circulate online can open up conversations about how radical spaces of 

knowledge are formed, shared, and challenged by the highly rhetorical act of tourism. In this 

chapter, I have attempted to establish a paradigm for considering how taking a postmodern, 

feminist perspective on tourism can fundamentally change the dialogue about travel writing and 

potentially uncover how the problematics of racial, geographical, and cultural interstitiality of in-

betweenness and “otherness” can become a space of resistance and a site for feminist 

engagement. 
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In the next three chapters, I use the foundation I have set up in this chapter to reflect on 

three subjects travelers often use as topoi, or, as I conceive of them, starting places, for their 

stories about travel. As I hope to make clear, each one of these chapters approaches a feminist 

travel gaze in a slightly different way, suggesting that a feminist travel gaze is malleable and that 

it offers a way to re-examine patriarchal discourse as well as find spaces of dissention. In 

Chapter 3, I focus on anticolonial feminist eating practices, seeking to find ways around the 

cosmopolitan tendency to decontextualize and devour foreign cuisine. In Chapter 4, I look more 

closely at the photographic gaze and consider ways that personal photography can both reinstate 

the “circle of representation” of traditional tourism propaganda and also function as a site of 

resistance to these dominant images by using the body in more innovative ways. In Chapter 5, I 

examine feminist approaches to landscape and consider ways in which we can decenter the 

discourse that has shaped landscape as both gendered and scripted as an aspect to conquer and 

tame. All of these chapters use a feminist travel gaze to both critique existing discourse and seek 

the potentials—the stories that are already being told and that need to be heard. 

 

2.7 Looking Back to Look Forward: Where I Go, So Goes My Journal 

The experience of losing—and regaining—my first travel journal still resonates with me, 

especially as I come to the end of this chapter, a chapter that was not easy for me to write. There 

is still so much travel writing out there being published, either in traditional print modes or in 

digital forms, that allies that act of travel with domination, colonialism, and, at worst, 

imperialism. Sometimes, when I listen to the industry conversations happening in the Facebook 

groups I am connected to or the professional organizations to which I belong, I wonder about 

what it says about me that I so wanted to be a part of this world. Now that I am, even if still 
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somewhat tangentially, I see, first-hand, that the discourse community surrounding travel and 

travel writing largely lacks empathy and compassion for the rest of the world. But the key point I 

wish to emphasize is this: as with any community, it is not only this. 

After I’d returned home from that first summer abroad, I transcribed every entry, note, 

and scribble from my journal into a Microsoft Word document, making sure to save it—twice—

on my computer and on my very clunky external hard drive the size of a small encyclopedia. I 

stayed up, night after night, culling through the torn pages of my journal and reconstructing my 

stories, half of which were written in some blended form of English and the Spanish I was 

learning, words that now seem wonderfully naïve and wide-eyed. Estoy aquí...I am here! Es lo 

más bonito lugar que he visto en toda mi vida. During my time here, I hope for muchas sonrisas 

y miles de memorias.  

Like so many other writers who have found their voices while traveling, something had 

been ignited in me. I wrote, and wrote, and wrote. The semester I returned to school in Georgia, I 

took my first creative writing class, writing what I consider to be my first travel essay (if walking 

around my dad’s basement at the age of five and documenting all the knick-knacks I found there 

doesn’t count as a travel essay, of course), an essay I would publish that year in our 

undergraduate print literary journal, Stillpoint. Though the requirement for the semester’s final 

portfolio was 30 pages of prose, I sheepishly turned in over 100, asking my wise mentor, novelist 

and composer Phillip Lee Williams, to help me develop my craft because I wanted to become a 

travel writer.  

He told me to go back to my journal, because even though I didn’t believe it yet, I already 

was. 
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Figure 3: Photograph of Author’s First Travel Journal, Written May-August 2002 
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INTERLUDE: A GIRL AND A SOUP: JUST ONE FOOD STORY 

  

My first thought—and it was sincere, visceral thought—was that I might vomit. 

 And yes, this is a food story. 

 Three nights after I had arrived in Colombia, armed with nothing else than one suitcase of 

clothes and a backpack of books, a leather-bound journal, a well-loved Spanish dictionary, the 

family I was staying with decided to take me out for dinner to celebrate my arrival. Going to a 

restaurant was not, in any way, a typical Friday night activity for this family (though it was a 

common practice in mine), and I started to imagine the kinds of tantalizing dishes I’d read about 

in my trusted Lonely Planet guidebook. At twenty-two years old, a recent baccalaureate from 

Georgia who had fallen in love with Spanish literature and who had spent the last two years of 

her life learning to roll her r’s, perfect the Spanish theta, and read Cien Años de la Soledad all the 

way through (something I hadn’t even been able to do in English, let alone a foreign language), I 

was already falling in love with this new family—and what would become my home for the next 

ten months. 

 The restaurant was simple—a thatched-roof hut with paper menus that listed a variety of 

home-cooked entrees, stews, and soups. Instead of passing out menus, though, the family 

immediately put in their order—the same dish for everyone. I didn’t understand what they had 

ordered—se llama sopa de mondongo—my host mom Ofelia had said excitedly, her grandkids 

nodding in anticipation, but I hadn’t the slightest idea what we were going to be eating. So when 

the floating piece of cow stomach arrived perfectly perched on top of a soup of beef stock, 

cilantro, and hoof jelly, I encountered—for what was, other than that time I ordered octopus legs 

instead of spaghetti sauce in Spain—a true food moment, the kind of food moments with which 
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we define our lives. At the time, I was so nervous that I simply pawed the stomach around in the 

broth with the tip of my spoon, nipping off little pieces that looked like soft ribbed honeycombs 

and squiggly noodles, murmuring how delicious it was, and sipping the broth. I had never seen 

the inside of a cow’s four-part abdomen before–much less eaten it—and I was not yet a food 

adventurer. 

 That night, I would write about mondongo in my journal, trying to make sense of the 

experience as a privileged Anglo girl from the suburbs who’d only ever encountered the nicely 

sliced and disembodied culturally-appropriate cow parts: ribs, tenderloin, ribeye, t-bone, even tri-

tip. I didn’t try to photograph it, as this was in the time before the ubiquity of digital cameras, 

social networks, and iphoneography apps and image editors, and I wasn’t yet a travel writer. In 

the journal entry I would write that night, which would later appear in my MFA manuscript, a 

travel memoir of my time spent abroad in Spain, Malta, and Colombia, I recounted the terrifying 

experience, emphasizing how gross the stomach looked bobbing around in the clear broth, 

highlighting how brave I’d been to put aside my picky food habits and eat it, and ending with a 

proverb I had learned in Spanish class many years ago: A papaya puesta, papaya partida. 

Papaya that is served, papaya that is eaten. How brave and cosmopolitan I’d become in just a 

few days abroad! 

Though my intentions had been to tell a simple story, I realize now, as I begin unraveling 

the many threads of this food experience, that this story is not simple at all. It is a classic 

example of food exoticization, or, as I define it in the following chapter, a kind of food 

colonialism in which Western travelers tell their food stories to “spice up” mainstream white 

culture by focusing on the ways new foods are strikingly or excitingly unusual or different from 

their usual palates (hooks, “Eating”).  For one, I had simultaneously committed two of the three 
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most persistent acts of food colonialism as outlined by feminist philosopher Lisa M. Heldke: one, 

I adopted the view that the Other was there for my devouring (or not); two, I had inadvertently 

embarked on a many-year journey of falling in love with exotic foods framed around a way of 

thinking outlined by Edward Said in Orientalism that allowed me to continually construct the 

rest of the world as “exotic” or, in many cases, beautiful, strange, and brilliant. Not only had I 

intentionally used mondongo—a food I would learn was not only a popular delicacy but 

omnipresent throughout much of Latin America—as a distancing mechanism to emphasize my 

own sense of profound Otherness in an unfamiliar culture and food moment, I appropriated the 

evening, which had been a kind and expensive gesture from my host family, as a personal 

emancipatory moment in which I vowed, as I wrote in my journal, to “leave behind my self-

conscious picky eating habits and ‘eat my way’ through Colombia, stomachs and all!” I used my 

unfamiliarity of food culture in coastal Colombia to assume that there would be “bizarre foods” 

that I could blog about to demonstrate how worldly and more interesting I had become (see 

Heldke vxi). I had also completely and utterly mangled the symbolic meaning of the popular 

proverb, which, as I would later learn in my continuing studies of Spanish, actually means “If 

you turn yourself into a doormat, others will walk over you.”  

It is so true: education is not always seamless or stitched together without missteps. 

Like most people who have traveled to an unfamiliar place and fallen in love with stories 

and experiences surrounding food and food culture, I have plenty of food stories from the year 

teaching English at a technological university in the coastal city of Cartagena de Indias. One 

time, my students begged me to make a “real” American apple pie for ¡Exteriorízate!, a week-

long celebration of multicultural diversity held at the university where I was working. Three 

grocery stores, a bag of extremely expensive apples, and one lime later (no one carried what we 
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call lemons in the U.S. and apples don’t exactly grow plentifully in the tropics), I—a recent 

college graduate who had never baked a dish in her life—desperately attempted to make the food 

so many of my students had seen in the movies and on television, and ended up bringing in a 

lumpy, soggy embarrassment of a pie. Ofelia and I rolled up our sleeves, boiled the apples, 

pinched the sides of dough around the edges of one of her pots, baked the pie, and sprinkled the 

top with cinnamon and nutmeg. My students loved it so much that a photograph of me holding 

my pie ended up on the front page of the university’s newspaper.  

As it turns out, though, “as American as apple pie” isn’t only a cliché—it’s a logical and 

cultural fallacy. For one, apple pie isn’t even an American invention—its roots are most likely 

somewhere in a 14th century German dessert. The notion of being “as American as” developed 

over the 19th and 20th century as a constructed symbol of American prosperity and national pride, 

as advertisers began using the dessert synonymously with patriotism, the World Wars, and the 

development of modern appliances. If we consider food as part of a complex network of peoples, 

geographies, and knowledges (as scholar Jennie Germann Molz does in her work “Eating 

Difference” and as I do in the following chapter), the “authenticity” of apple pie quickly begins 

to unravel. American pie doesn’t belong to anyone. 

Making ordinary foods seem strange—the heart of food exoticization—happens all over 

the world, and while I acknowledge that, as Molz reminds us, culinary tourism is broad enough 

to apply to me eating intestines in Colombia as well as to Thais eating Jell-O salad in the 

American Midwest, such definitional breadth should not—and do not—assume a uniformity of 

experience (“Eating” 78). However, I find it to be a curious point: When a dear friend of mine 

from Colombia visited me years later, for instance, she couldn’t imagine that people ate Velveeta 

cheese, something she likened to chewy rubber, or bananas that were spotty and nearly brown 
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(she eats them in a way Westerners would call “unripe”). When we talked about food 

differences, she would often say that American food is bland, fatty, and uninteresting—all 

adjectives that feminist writers like bell hooks would appropriate back to the white mainstream 

in their quest for exotic foods in her well-known essay “Eating the Other: Desire and 

Resistance”—and all adjectives I would jump in to refute. Though I, too, radically undervalued 

my own culture’s mainstream food traditions, I was immensely disappointed by her gaze. By the 

end of her stay, though, Lina had delightfully discovered both Chipotle burritos and 

“Everything” bagels, two foods she swore had changed her life forever. Two foods, I now 

realize, that have undeniably complicated food stories of their own. 

As I have become more familiar with the genres of both literary and commercial travel 

writing, joined the throes of travel bloggers, gone through graduate school, and taken my first 

few photography courses, I have yet to come to terms with the beautiful and bizarre ways in 

which people articulate and share their food experiences. As I have grown as a scholar and read 

and thought more deeply about feminism, I realize that many of these discursive patterns simply 

reinforce gender roles, racism, imperialism, and, of course, they echo the rhetoric of colonialism. 

I was not—and am not—immune to this. So what to do? Heldke poses this question in her book 

Exotic Appetites, a book I will reference in more detail in the next chapter: Should we all just 

stay home and try to figure out what our ancestors ate, and eat only that? Should we all just eat 

what we can grow in our backyards? Or, is there a more ethical way for Westerners (coded white 

or otherwise) to “do food?” 

These questions have not left me as I have continued on in my own food journeys but 

have instead become more focused and immediate. When I was invited to participate in a food 

press trip to Thailand last year with a mix of American and Korean writers, bloggers, and 
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photographers, my first reaction was mixed: first, that I couldn’t pack my bags fast enough, and 

second, who was I to judge taste, as Bourdieu reminds me? When I was later invited to attend 

Thailand’s rice convention later that year to write about their most critical crop to help educate 

consumers in the West about the many strands of rice cultivation, I couldn’t help but wonder: 

However well-intentioned, was it inevitable that I would, as Kelly Donati writes, “run the risk of 

fetishizing cultural diversity and sentimentalizing struggles for cultural or economic survival” 

(228)? After writing this chapter, I am hopeful that there are other ways, ways that might instead 

change the cultural logic of thinking about food. 

Part of the reason I remain interested in the ways Westerners (specifically English-

speaking Westerners) discourse about food after all these years is because I understand their 

subject positions. I speak and read English, I come from a family whose only roots to our Danish 

heritage are holiday Ebelskivers (flaky Danish pastries doused in a sweet raspberry sauce and 

dusted with powdered sugar), and I have gone through many travel experiences as a blonde, 

white, middle-class, heterosexual woman. Today, I cringe when writers liken food to the 

scrumptious woman’s body or a sensual experience; I get frustrated when tourism brochures 

describe the “exotic” or “authentic” tastes of their local fruits and vegetables, cuisine just waiting 

for tourists to come and gobble up; I shy away from the common trope of using food as a way to 

substitute sex, genuine cross-cultural communication, or desire in general. I wonder why people 

flood their social networks with food pictures (both artistic and ordinary), even if they know 

nothing about those foods, how they were prepared, or who made them, and I am curious, more 

than anything, if travelers—like me—can love food and share their food stories without the 

echoes of colonialism. 
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In some ways, coming to this chapter has me torn between the multiple identities I inhabit 

as a rhetorician, a writer, a feminist, and a traveler. As someone who is no longer afraid of foods 

that are new to her but who instead will try almost anything once (should I list the “weird” foods 

I’ve indulged in to highlight this point—duck blood, fried grasshoppers, live mussels straight out 

of the sea—as many food writers do?), I believe we must think about the ways in which food 

discourse could be improved within the theoretical framework on feminism, particularly through 

the lens of feminist geography and transnational feminism. While I certainly understand the food 

gaze I have developed is only one of many possible food gazes—environmentalist, animal rights 

activist, vegetarian/veganist—the lens I have taken is feminist because it most closely aligns with 

my research interests and my passions. 

In the chapter that follows, I will investigate the ways in which much food discourse does 

end up parroting or reflecting colonialism and Western imperialism, and I will then posit an 

alternative model. I will ask: How can we, as Western writers and thinkers, more productively 

discourse about the joys and fears associated with eating foods that are new to us without being 

exploitative and/ or conquering? How can we create dissonance in this colonial narrative, the one 

that communicates to us that food discourse in spaces of Otherness cannot be done ethically, 

curiously, and with an open heart? As Molz has suggested, “[f]ood encounters are not just about 

consuming difference but also about transience and playing with the cultural and bodily 

boundaries through which differences are produced, challenged, and reinforced” (“Eating” 85-

86). If this is the case, I believe there are spaces where these bodily boundaries can be broken 

and challenged, and spaces where recounting food experiences can become a joyful feminist act. 

In what follows, I attempt to argue for this rupturing. 
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CHAPTER 3: OTHER WAYS OF EATING: PROMOTING A FEMINIST FOOD GAZE 

 

(OR, HOW NOT TO DEVOUR PARIS AND EAT YOUR WAY THROUGH ASIA) 

 

Since we must eat to live, let’s learn to do it intelligently and gracefully, and let’s try to 

understand its relationship to the other hungers of the world. 

--M.F.K. Fisher, qtd. in David Lazar’s Conversations with M.F.K. Fisher 

 

3.1 Introduction: Locating the Contemporary Food Gaze 

Imagine that you are a single, middle-aged white woman from the United States who has 

never owned a cable television, never bought a new car, and never leased an apartment for longer 

than a few months. Instead, from the time you took your first independent trip to Europe after 

college, all the money you have earned and saved has gone to plane tickets, hostels, train rides, 

and exotic restaurants. Your thirst for more, though, is never quenched, and as you write on one 

of your three travel websites, “once [you’re] done visiting one, [you’re] already in search of the 

next undiscovered place.” You are currently living in Thailand. 

Now imagine that you are a white male from Canada who wants to start a food and travel 

blog in order to document your travels and enhance your reputation as a reliable voice in the 

travel industry. During one of your round-the-world travels, you take a trip to Malaysia and 

decide to write a post for your followers about the experience of trying to eat as much as you 

possibly can in Penang over the course of two days. You document everything you slurp, guzzle, 

and gobble up as you gallivant through the city. By the end of the day, you’re so stuffed and 

exhausted that you waddle back to your hotel room, collapse onto the bed, and write a blog post 

detailing your conquests. 

Try a third option. Imagine you’re a thirty-something couple from New York who has 

always dreamed about owning a farm and teaching others about sustainable farming practices. 
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You decide to buy a farm in the Italian countryside and start a website that will feature live 

cooking classes from your kitchen in Italy. You tell your potential customers that you will teach 

them the secrets of peasant cooking techniques from the comfort of their own homes—no hassle 

of traveling to Italy required. Your website includes a blog about your quest to discover new 

Italian cooking techniques, archives of recorded podcasts, links to upcoming classes, and 

photographs ranging from the two of you posing in overalls with your chickens to ones in which 

you are spooning fresh pasta into a large dish. You do not yet speak Italian nor do you know any 

Italian peasants.  

Or, you might imagine that you are a twenty-something ex-lawyer from Montreal who 

abandoned her law practice and decided to take your savings and travel around the world for a 

year with your best friend. The two of you start a blog and sign up for all the social media outlets 

you can think of so you can share your adventures with family and friends. After the year of 

travel is over, your best friend returns to lawyering and you decide to make a business out of 

your blog. Four years later, you have shifted directions to focusing entirely on food and are now 

a prominent food blogger and popular e-book writer on how to properly order food while abroad. 

You also lead local food tours out of Hanoi, the place you’ve set down roots for the time being, 

and teach people how to choose the right street food. You often write about how you couldn’t 

live without noodles and you’ve taken hundreds of Instagram photos of your favorite Asian 

dishes. 

These imagined scenarios are far from being an extensive list of the ways in which 

contemporary white Western travelers are discoursing about and sharing their food stories, but 

they reveal a number of characteristics that are prevalent in 21st-century food writing. For one, 

they are all performative acts that engage with their relationships to food as they travel 
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independently through a late-capitalist, tourism-drenched economy. Secondly, they vary quite 

dramatically in the ways in which they characterize and comprehend the gender, race, and class 

politics behind food preparation, dissemination, and consumption, understand the global 

inequities and realities that revolve around food politics from a regional, national, and 

transnational perspective, and appreciate the histories, lives and daily realities of those whose 

work have made these “exotic” cuisines possible for them. And thirdly, they all come from a 

particular position of privilege, a privilege that, keeping Krista Ratcliffe’s claim that we should 

listen to both privileged and non-privileged voices, I have come to not only acknowledge but 

think about critically in my own work as a travel writer. They are also all real travelers’ food 

stories, taken from the websites and blogs of writers I either know or have worked with in my 

professional life. 

As a traveler and a writer who believes in the potentially transformative impact of 

traveling, eating, and experiencing others’ cultures, I understand that I have chosen a 

complicated passion. For one, there is no denying that the discursive acts surrounding food and 

food tourism (often called culinary tourism) are fraught with complications. Food memoirs are 

often joyful and optimistic, travel accounts of food experiences often fall on the exciting binary 

of deliciously unusual or frighteningly exotic, and recipes are often wrapped up in memories of 

family, childhood, and other tasks of domesticity. However, I am optimistic that, as Avakian and 

Haber contend in their work on the development of feminist food studies, if we want to extend 

our scholarship and continue asking difficult questions, we “can yield crucial information and 

insights about both daily life and worldview, from what is in the pot to the significance of the 

fire that heats it” (1). Given the fact that food is often overlooked as an object of critical study, 

we must recognize the discursive framework from which much food discourse—especially when 



Winet 118 

 

it’s seen as innocent—operates. As Foucault reminds us, subjects that are not talked about often 

bubble to the top of conversations because they are suppressed; however, with the case of food, 

we find ourselves in the opposite predicament: it is discoursed about everywhere. Unlike 

something considered as culturally taboo to discuss such as sex, everyone is already talking 

about food and because, as Barthes claims, it is already “obvious” to us (qtd. in Littlejohn 22). 

Therefore, it is too often glossed over as a critical subject and often perpetuates without 

reflective practice. Because stories about food often work to maintain the status quo because they 

are literally embedded in social structures that appear to be normal, critically analyzing food 

discourse becomes even more important as it transcends into spaces of “Otherness.”  

In this chapter, I structure my argument around the concept of culinary tourism, a popular 

touring act that is, as Alex Gillepsie claims, both deeply psychological and kinesthetic, bounded 

up in our ancestral hunter/gatherer roots (xiv-xv). To explore this phenomenon, I use the concept 

of modern consumerism to examine the underpinnings of food colonialism in culinary tourism 

and posit four categories of travel discourse about food that I argue can perpetuate these 

problematic power dynamics. From there, I will draw upon the work in Chapter 2 to theorize a 

feminist food gaze that might disrupt the topoi of the Western subject eating the exotic “Other.” I 

will argue that when utilized uncritically, the four techniques I identify—cosmopolitanism, 

decontextualization, devourism, and escapism—reify and sustain Urry’s asymmetric “tourist 

gaze” between the Western subject and the exotic “Other,” and that by reconsidering culinary 

tourism from a feminist gaze, scholars in rhetoric and composition will better understand the 

ways in which rhetors sometimes delegitimize and erase the lives of others in their culinary 

pursuits. I will then offer an alternative approach to traveling and food that defetishizes cultural 

difference, breaks binaries, and complicates food histor(ies). By the end of this chapter, I hope to 
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demonstrate that instead of relying on the Other-eating trope, we can instead consider our lives 

and food stories as poststructural feminist scholars do, as “messy, changing, non-essential, 

heterogenous, embodied, diasporic, everyday, leaky, viscous” (Cook 824).  

 

3.2 Digital Discourse and Foodways Online 

Every year, digital food magazine Saveur collects what its editorial staff considers to be 

the best food blogs on the internet, promoting the ones they have chosen as preeminent examples 

of contemporary food writing, photography, and video. In 2013, bilingual food writer Kerrin 

Rousset of MyKugelhopf placed as a finalist in the “Best Culinary Food Blog Category,” coming 

in second only to a blog about finding food trucks. At first glance, Rousset’s blog looks similar 

to other food and travel bloggers’ sites, featuring text and image that promote her ethos as a 

trustworthy, reliable, passionate eater. Her website header is filled with sketched images of pots, 

pans, rolling pins, and muffin tins against a backdrop of iconic Western architectural structures 

like the Eiffel Tower, Big Ben, the Golden Gate Bridge, and a French bistro. An image of a 

slender woman in brown Capri pants and tiny black ballet flats, holding up a camera and wearing 

a large messenger bag with the tip of a notebook exposed, emerges in the foreground from the 

kitchen-travel chaos. The blog’s tagline, “when your passions are food and travel,” features 

prominently underneath the title, MyKugelhopf, or, what roughly translates as “my German 

Bundt cake.” Rousset is a classic food and travel writer. 

From a rhetorical perspective, Rousset has made a very common move in the 

blogosphere, displaying her ethos as a food blogger by aligning herself with a long history of 

loving to cook and loving to travel. As she states on her “Who’s the Me in MyKugelhopf?” page, 
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her life was already “blog-like” when she took to writing online because her life was already a 

series of stop-action motions in the print-based world: 

My life was a deconstructed blog. My daily routine: read a food magazine, cut out 

recipes, paste in journal. Read travel magazine, cut out articles, archive in my accordion 

files by country and city to visit, or in my color-coded folders by countries to revisit. 

Enter in spreadsheet. Bake something sweet. 20 minute recipe takes an hour and a half 

with photography. Download pictures. Share with family and friends. Start again. The 

only piece missing was the actual website. The rest is part of who I am. 

What is interesting to note about Rousset’s food and travel confessions is the way in which she 

highlights the kind of “wash, rinse, repeat” cycle of traveling to new countries, learning new 

recipes, re-creating them at home, posting them for readers, and starting all over again with a 

new place, a new recipe, and a new method of preparation. This act of composing—of recreating 

experiences through words and images for the rest of the less-informed English-speaking 

world—depends on a unique rhetorical circuit that only digital media can provide as well as the 

particular subject position between “eating like a native” and being removed enough to properly 

evaluate and replicate it. This paradox is precisely what separates food and travel discourse from 

food discourse in its more general sense, and why looking to our online spaces becomes so 

crucial. 

At the level of invention, food and travel are often connected in the media: from food 

novels to autobiographies to memoirs to magazines to nonfiction books and documentaries to 

websites and blogs, we are living in an age that, according to Bloom, has a “preoccupation with 

food” (349). When travel enters the mix, the numbers are still staggering: From print 

publications such as Food & Wine, Bon Appetit, and the Edible Baja series that specifically focus 
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on the relationship between travel and food to Technorati.com’s recent calculation that there are 

more than 16,000 food blogs in operation—many of which specialize in food and tourism—it is 

clear that the conversations are only growing (“How Many”). Though we might theorize a 

number of reasons for this, the fact that farmers can grow food year round, that food can be 

shipped quickly and safely across borders, and that digital media has opened up spaces for 

people to share their food experiences, interest in food is certainly growing. But for all of this 

discourse, the politics of food is not often problematized, especially within popular media; 

instead, as Lynn Z. Bloom and others have written, it is often celebrated as the one kind of 

touring act that brings all human beings together in unrealistically harmonious interactions: 

“food writing is most often upbeat and nurturing, providing successes and triumphs—modest and 

major—for readers to feast on, with occasional glimpses of utopia” (346). For instance, travel 

photographer Penny de los Santos says in a recent interview for The Splendid Table that “there’s 

like 380 million photos of food uploaded to Facebook daily and those are with mobile 

phones….the common language that we all have is what we are eating” (qtd. in Kasper). 

Similarly, Debbie Moose, President of the Association of Food Journalists, openly celebrates the 

visuality and multiperspectival approach to food discourse online because “everyone likes to talk 

about food” (qtd. in D’Alessandro). While I do not necessarily disagree with these celebratory 

mantras, I am also critical of the idea that digital media—the mode by which an overwhelming 

number of travel and culinary publications now reach their audiences—has become a space for 

democratic, free, expressive discourse about food and the ways our global communities collect, 

prepare, eat, and share their food. We might no longer be in an era of private journaling and 

handwritten recipe boxes, but the idea that discourse circulating online has created more 

intertextuality—Warnick and Heineman’s theory that social context, public events and 
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developments, and political discussions factor in to digital discourse and thus create more 

educated citizens—is worth interrogating (viii-ix). 

Though there have been some noteworthy studies regarding food and tourism from a 

macro level4, examining the interactions of hosts and tourists at restaurants, the ethics of 

international food tours, and the politics behind ethnic restaurants and packaged culinary 

experiences, there have been fewer studies that specifically connect these theories to the 

discursive act of sharing these experiences, especially online. Though a number of scholars in 

tourism and leisure studies and food studies have argued for a reimagining of the politics of 

culinary tourism, few have explored the ways in which Western travelers discourse about the 

experience of what bell hooks in her now canonical Black Looks: Race and Representation calls 

“eating the ‘Other,’” or, the way that privileged Westerners use ethnicity as a “spice” or 

“seasoning” to “liven up the dull dish that is mainstream white culture” (32). Lisa Heldke’s 

Exotic Appetites and Ian Cook’s three-part series “Geographies of Food” interrogate hook’s 

claim, ultimately arguing that scholars and eaters alike must develop eating habits that do not 

result in Urry’s masculine travel gaze and recognize the hybrid histories of many of the foods we 

consume. And, while there are some studies that look at food discourse critically—Frye and 

Bruner’s The Rhetoric of Food: Discourse, Materiality, and Power, Littlejohn’s The Rhetoric of 

Food Narratives: Ideology and Influence in American Culture, Bell and Valentine’s Consuming 

Geographies—these studies situate contemporary conversations in and around the existing 

culture of food discourse in the United States, arguing for more realistic representations of ethnic 

food, more critical attention to cooking and food shows, and more complex understandings of the 

agricultural and factory food production processes.  Therefore, more work needs to be done. 

                                                 
4 See Muchazondida, Peckham, and Molz for examples. 
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For purposes of this chapter, then, I consider food as topoi as Edward P.J. Corbett and 

Robert J. Conners do, as a topic that offers “ways of probing one’s subject in order to find the 

means to develop that subject” and allows travelers to ruminate on their interactions with 

unfamiliar foodways and devise arguments or reflections about these experiences (19). I also 

consider the limits of food discourse as Joshua Frye and Michael S. Bruner do, as a network of 

symbolic meaning related to food “in all its guises” that define that can be said about the act of 

eating (Corbett ; Frye & Bruner xiii). This includes both textual discourse and the sights and 

sounds that accompany them. The “limits of acceptable speech,” or the social boundaries that 

delineate what can said about a specific topic, as Judith Butler defines it, are therefore messy, a 

function of the tens of thousands of food stories happening simultaneously all over the world 

being blogged about, photographed, and recreated across media, so I am specifically focusing on 

culinary tourism, a concept that refers to the act of eating unfamiliar foods (34). In her book 

Culinary Tourism: Exploring the Other through Food, Lucy Long describes culinary tourism as 

“the experiencing of food in a mode that is out of the ordinary, that steps outside the normal 

routine to notice difference and the power of food to represent and negotiate that difference” 

(20). Molz offers a similar explanation, coining it a kind of travel that focuses on “exploratory 

eating, especially those instances in which eating unfamiliar food or participating in alien 

foodways is seen as a way of encountering, knowing, and consuming other places and cultures” 

(78). Taking her definition and Frye and Bruner’s framework as a starting point, I further narrow 

my scope to instances of “food adventuring,” a concept termed by Heldke to describe culinary 

tourists who are “on a constant quest for novelty in [his or her] eating experiences” and whose 

eating practices often result in “food colonialism,” an attitude that reflects the appropriation of 

the colonized’s food practices by outside powers (xviii). Needless to say, this juggling of terms is 
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not meant to demonstrate a kind of scholarly cherry-picking; instead, I wish to celebrate the 

groundwork laid before me as I struggle to add my own voice and perspective to this growing 

mix of scholars, writers, and theorists who have come before me. I begin, then, by highlighting 

four rhetorical techniques that are most often used to share food stories, examining how they can 

lead to colonizing attitudes, and theorizing how we can use those categories to imagine a kind of 

eating—a kind of eating the Other—that is both reflective and passionate, mindful and 

intentional. 

 

3.3 Cosmopolitanism: “Knowing Your Rambutans from Your Kiwanos” 

Even before I ate mondongo, I knew I wanted to be a cosmopolitanist, unabashedly and 

unapologetically, the minute I ate baby octopus tentacles in tomato sauce in a beachside café in 

Valencia, Spain. I was twenty years old, I was on my first trip abroad, and the tentacles were 

poised beautifully in a star pattern on top of the thick spaghetti noodles, smooth, glistening, and 

shiny in the sun. I couldn’t wait to tell everyone back home how when I’d ordered pasta con 

pulpo, it wasn’t a thick sauce I ordered; it was chewy, shimmery octopus legs, and I ate them all. 

In that moment, I decided I wanted to try everything—octopi, bugs, strange meats, spices. The 

weirder, the better. Two years and many foods later, I wrote about mondongo. Nine years after 

that, I am writing this dissertation. 

According to the Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy online, cosmopolitanism is not a 

modern concept. It can be traced back to Plato’s Protagoras, where he presents Socrates as a man 

who avoids political affiliations in favor of examining the true nature of being human. However, 

the term was not explicitly defined until the 4th century B.C.E. when Diogenes the Cynic termed 

himself a kosmopolites, or person not constrained by local origins. Though he was likely 
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referencing his unconventional lifestyle of living in a wine barrel and refusing to wear shoes in 

public, the Stoics picked up the term in the 3rd century B.C.E. to refer to the idea that to be a 

perfect citizen, a man (since women and foreigners were not permitted citizenship) should 

participate in civic service and become active members of their communities. This association, 

which remained fairly stable until the Enlightenment, did not wholeheartedly change until the 

philosophical emergence of “round-the-world” voyages, colonial explorations, worldwide trade, 

and ultimately international tourism became critical parts of the global economy. By the 18th 

century, the effects of these sociological developments had stabilized, creating the modern 

definition of cosmopolitanism as well-traveled, impartial, and open-minded. (Consider Fougeret 

de Montbron’s 1753 Le Cosmopolite, in which he describes how he travels everywhere without 

being committed to anywhere). In the two centuries since then, political philosophers such as 

Marx and Engels have taken up the term, tying it derogatorily to Kant’s conception of 

“cosmopolitan law,” an approach to promoting global peace through the abolishment of nation-

states (“Cosmopolitanism”). 

Under the wider umbrella of consuming foods while traveling, cosmopolitanism is 

perhaps the most well-known among foodies and food writers, because it is a technique that 

appears to be driven by an acceptance of all cultures, a willingness to engage with the Other, and 

a genuine openness to different ways of living and being in the world. It is not, pragmatically 

speaking, inherently negative. And yet, scholars are torn on the concept of cosmopolitanism and 

whether or not it simply enacts Marx’s theory of commodity fetishism, or, the idea that social 

relationships between people are perceived as economic relations among objects. For some, it is 

considered what bell hooks calls “consumer cannibalism,” a kind of “Other-eating” that thrives 

on foreignness and a lack of critical engagement with the people involved in food production and 
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dissemination (hooks, Black 31). For others, cosmopolitanism is “a stance toward diversity 

itself” through a demonstration or orientation that willingly wishes to engage with the Other in 

curious, appreciative ways (Hannerz 239; Molz 80). As Hannerz suggests, and as I agree, “[i]t is 

an intellectual and aesthetic stance of openness toward divergent cultural experiences, a search 

for contrasts rather than uniformity” (239). In terms of culinary tourism, then, the concept 

transfers easily: for the cosmopolitan traveler who loves to eat, difference is constantly 

constructed, recognized, celebrated, and even shared though the literal act of eating the “Other.” 

As Bell and Valentine suggest, cosmopolitans often enact the personae of a Diogenes-like 

“citizen of the world” by claiming multicultural literacies, a deep and loving knowledge of food 

around the globe, and a willingness to try any cuisine however mundane or exotic. They have 

traveled extensively, and they have a ready list of interesting and unusual food stories to rattle 

off when asked about their culinary adventures. In a sense, they rhetorically position themselves 

as “knowing [their] rambutans from [their] kiwanos” and what to do with them to uphold their 

identity as a well-traveled citizen (187). 

However, it doesn’t always end up so utopically. In Molz’ work, “Eating Difference,” 

many travelers often rely on the notion of cosmopolitanism to continue engaging in colonizing 

attitudes or to simply perform a sense of adventure, curiosity, and adaptability to themselves and 

their audiences (79). In a sense, the entire rhetorical circuit depends on a relationship to a person, 

place, or food that is different from the eater, upholding the binary between visitor and host and 

eliminating the contingent and discursive nature of identit(ies) and history(ies) that feminists 

consider crucial to feminist food work. In studies, cosmopolitans are often Euro-American, 

Christian, white, middle-class, well-educated people who “long to ‘spice up’ their diets (literally) 

with the flavours of exotic cuisines,” and they are often well-intentioned but naive (Heldke xxi). 
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They are “dilettantes as well as connoisseurs,” self-proclaimed foodies whose sense of 

competence amid cultural diversity includes a readiness and ability to make their way into 

another’s home or kitchen and who believe they can maneuver “more or less expertly within a 

particular system of meaning and meaningful forms” (Hannerz 239). They are people, more or 

less, like me. 

But they are not all like me, travelers and writers who hope to inspire more reflective 

practice in our cosmopolitan pursuits. Take the example of Valen Dawson, an American expat 

currently living in Thailand, and her recently-launched food blog Eating the Globe. As Cook and 

Crang suggest in their work, the idea of “eating the globe” is quite reminiscent of the 

cosmopolitan’s desire to have “the world on a plate,” so at first glance, her work seems similarly 

aligned (132). However, in a recent post called “Date a Girl Who Eats,” a post she wrote in 

response to a blog post that went viral late last year and has nearly one million page views, Aleah 

Taboclaon’s “Date a Girl Who Travels,” Dawson argues why women who eat their way around 

the world are more suitable dates. As she writes, instead of closets full of shoes, a girl who eats is 

“the one with the cabinet full of saffron spices she brought from Morocco, dark honeys that she 

smuggled from Spain, dried chilies that an old woman handed over from a smoky fire in Mexico, 

and lavender that she picked from the fields of France.” Instead of spending her disposable 

income on clothes, she says, “[s]he will spend her money….on truffles from the Perigord, salts 

from Okinawa, and spicy Tunisian harissa.” Complementing her list of culinary pursuits that she 

has no doubt followed herself, she includes a number of photos of herself in act of eating a 

number of exotic foods, including fish bones, mango slices, legs and thighs from unidentified 

animals, cupcakes, sugared pastries, and ice cream cones. Her tongue, which is present in over 

half of the photos, is literally consuming these unfamiliar or alien foodways. Though Instagram 
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photographer Patrick Janelle (his Instagram handle is @aguynamedpatrick) believes that more 

travelers are using photography to connect with the origins of food in reaction to, as he states, 

“the less interpersonal aspects of a digitized world,” Dawson appears to be doing not much more 

than licking and chewing—no pausing and reflecting involved (qtd. in Comstock). 

Despite the fact that there is plenty to analyze here, it is Dawson’s performance of 

culinary cosmopolitanism that is perhaps most relevant. Unlike Taboclean’s post, in which she 

humbly calls her readers to remember humility, Dawson’s post simply serves to reinforce her 

ability to move through countries amassing food experiences. As Taboclean writes in her post,  

Date a girl who travels, because when you’re with her, you’ll realize that even though 

she’s napped at a temple in Angkor Wat, went boating down the Mekong Delta, ran by 

the streets of Saigon, or went skinny-dipping in the caves in the Philippines, she still 

retains that humility that is the mark of a real traveler. She knows she’s been to a lot of 

places, but she’s humbled by the fact that the world is still a big place and she’s only seen 

a small part of it. 

Dawson, instead, offers posts like “Pig’s Blood, Brains, Tongues, and Frogs: I Tasted it All to 

Follow the Anthony Bourdain Chiang Mai Food Trail,” in which she takes up the task of 

following Bourdain’s episode on Chiang Mai from his television show Parts Unknown by 

stopping at all the street food vendors and restaurants he visited. Unlike Taboclean, humility is 

nowhere to be found; instead, there are lots of cosmopolitan moments in which she pits her 

bravery against dishes like pig’s tails, bloody soup, and bile. Like many food cosmopolitanists, 

her desire to engage with difference is physical, a negotiation of corporeal risk that allows her to 

further demarcate the boundaries between herself and her innocent body and the locals who 

prepare and serve food many Westerners would not dare to touch. As Molz and others have 
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argued, the cosmopolitan often depends on this demarcating of the physical body, a way that the 

traveler can perform an identity that is “less about experiencing the local culture than it is about 

exploring the boundaries of these travelers’ own bodies and cultural identities” (86). As Dawson 

states before trying loo, a raw blood soup, “Now, this is where I took my life in my hands. 

People have died from parasites from eating this stuff, but I still had to try it.” She then posts an 

extreme close-up photograph of the soup and another with her arm around the unnamed, 

anonymous chef who prepared the food for her. Though such processes of commodification, 

Dawson has done an excellent job of being a colonizing cosmopolitanist, eradicating the history 

and necessity of loo without acknowledging the complex histories, power relationships, 

mobilities, geographies, and even migrant laborers who made this “dangerous” food available in 

the first place. This leads to a kind of constant production of cultural difference as a consumable 

commodity, a commodity whose very existence is here for the traveler to sample as she makes 

her way around the world. 

  

3.4 Decontextualization: Eat Cucina Povera from Your Computer 

While cosmopolitanism is the most well-known trope in telling food stories, the act of 

decontextualization is perhaps the most common because it is sometimes not all that obvious. As 

a concept, those who decontextualize food simply imagine it as fixed, static, and often without 

the influence of human hands. As Cook writes in the second of his three-part series “Geographies 

of Food,” this strategy relies on promoting an essentialist and “pure past” model that presupposes 

that cuisines emerge, fully-formed, for the traveler to consume (822). Though Cook’s examples 

concentrate on the ways that Mexican food advertisements and Vietnamese restaurants 

decontextualize the complicated histories that brought those foods to American consumers in the 
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first place, his theory remains critical in any discussion of tourism, whether within one’s own 

city or halfway across the globe. In a way, the belief that food is easily categorized because it is 

fixed and stable is a millenia-old belief, a belief going back to Aristotle’s fascination with 

classification and transitioning well into European exploration of the New World with the belief 

that places, plants, and animals can be identified, tagged, and put into organizational categories. 

These beliefs, which are shaped by what Cook calls mainstream’s long-standing “romantic 

fantasy of the ‘primitive,’” translate almost too perfectly to contemporary culinary food tourism 

in ways that bell hooks has documented: as she writes, by decontextualizing food, we engage in a 

kind of eating that “not only displaces the Other, but denies the significance of that Others’ 

history” and allows for a kind of multicultural rhetoric without migrants by projecting regional 

practices into the global realm (Black 31). 

Though food decontextualization occurs across texts as diverse as cooking blogs to travel 

guides to food photography to opinion sites like TripAdvisor.com and Yelp.com, I would like to 

illustrate how complex the idea of decontextualization is through an online cooking class. Ashley 

and Josh Bartner, an American expat couple from New York who live in the Tuscan countryside, 

have capitalized on the use of digital media to provide interested travelers (both in Italy and in a 

Western armchair) with the opportunity to cook “authentic” food from their own kitchens by 

paying five dollars and watching a live cooking demonstration from their organic farm. Though 

they also invite interested gardeners, farmers, and those interested in Slow Food to come and 

visit their residence and take half-day and full-day cooking classes in person, they have recently 

begun to promote their online podcasts and live cooking classes as excellent ways to experience 

Italy’s peasant foods “[w]ithout leaving the comfort of your kitchen.” This is, in some ways, the 

kind of internet-based decontextualization that celebrates global food practices without really 
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understanding them. Just as food photographer Penny de los Santos says in her interview with 

Kasper, the Bartners believe the food can be brought into our home kitchens without losing 

intrinsic context. Quoting de los Santos, Kasper writes that, “[i]f you photograph this amazing 

meal that you had somewhere in Italy and you post it on your Facebook page, I think more 

people can relate to that because it’s food rather than politics. I don’t think food polarizes people 

as much as other topics. I think it’s the one language we can all sort of celebrate.” Food, then, 

becomes apolitical, a simple amalgamation of ingredients and practices that create the garden-

friendly, backyard-inspired cuisine (aka, the cucina povera, or “food of the poor”) that the 

Bartners market on their site. 

On their website, La Tavola Marche, the Bartners welcome participants to learn the 

secrets of cucina povera, translated to English as “poor kitchen,” by purchasing and sitting in on 

one-hour cooking sessions from their farm. Though the history of cucina povera practices are 

rooted in socio-economic realities of farm labor and poor working conditions, Italian cooks have 

begun discoursing about it as “fresh and local,” a kind of cooking that, inspired by less wealthy 

Italian chefs, makes the most of gardens, forests, seas, and backyard produce in their quest to 

create abundant and affordable dishes (“Cucina”). The Bartners have embraced this sister to the 

Slow Food movement and promote it as the kind of cooking they embrace on the farm. On their 

“Hosts” page, they claim that because “food is the most accessible, and one of the most unique 

and enjoyable, ways to get to know a new destination” and because culinary experiences allow 

“immediate immersion into the local culture,” participants can get to know rural Italy without 

ever stepping foot on an airplane. By promising to divulge the time-tested secrets of peasantry 

and eliminating the need to travel, the Bartners have incidentally brushed aside the circumstances 

that have, as Heldke writes, “conspired to bring these cuisines into the world in the first place” 
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(xv). Though their infectious love for organic farming and teaching sustainable cooking practices 

is real and admirable, I worry that armchair experiences like this eviscerate regionalism and 

somewhat commodify the lives and histories of Italian peasants. If nothing else, the conditions 

are decontextualized because there is no meat to salt, no pasteurization process to consider, no 

need to think of ways to refrigerate certain items to keep them cool and anti-microbial—all 

realities that Italian peasants have faced for plenty of generations. 

In an advertisement for their April 13, 2014 cooking class, in which participants learned 

to cook arugula pesto with walnuts and rustic strawberry tarts, the Bartners tell readers what they 

will learn and emphasize the “live” aspect of the armchair travel experience:  

Our classes focus not only the recipes at hand but the technique and theories behind each 

dish. It’s more than just watching an episode of a cooking show on television because this 

is not only LIVE but interactive! Students/viewers will have the chance to ask questions 

along the way since all the cooking is done together LIVE! 

While the theoretical concerns and opportunities of armchair travel are perhaps too much to 

include in this chapter, it is worth noting that the Bartners, along with a host of other armchair 

travel companies, are using digital media in ways that can incidentally create a lack of context 

that, like Cook and others have argued, eliminates the need to cross borders, grapple with gender 

and labor issues, and address the hybrid geographies of food and how they work in “everyday 

practice” (824). Even “LIVE,” audience members and participants do not have to muddy their 

feet, try out a few words of Italian, wind up on a street they never imagined they’d find, or even 

push the limits of their knowledge and understanding in any real profound way. While some 

companies have attempted to remedy the practice of decontextualization (I will use Conflict 

Kitchen, a new restaurant in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania that serves only foods from countries with 
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which the United States is currently in conflict, as an example below), La Tavola Marche could 

better contextualize their fervent passion for peasant cooking in ways that would expand the 

engagement their armchair travelers have with the culture, food, politics, and issues at stake 

when we cook geopolitical dishes. 

 Though not specifically aimed at travelers, Conflict Kitchen’s approach to sharing global 

food is somewhat unique at (re)contextualizing food, augmenting their restaurant’s rotating 

dishes with events, performances, discussions, and speaking engagements that, as they write, 

“seek to expand the engagement the public has with the culture, politics, and issues at stake 

within the focus country.” While they have highlighted Afghan, Iranian, and North Korean food, 

their current cuisine is Venezuelan; and each dish they serve—from tajadas (deep-fried 

plantains) to caraotas (slow-cooked black beans)—is wrapped in a controversial interview with 

an invested stakeholder in the national conflict. The owners of the restaurant hope that by 

offering these nuanced perspectives to their customers, they might inspire more interest in 

gastronomical diversity within their city and incite questioning, conversation, and healthy 

debates “outside of the polarizing rhetoric of governmental politics and the narrow lens of media 

headlines” (“Conflict”). While not every food story should aim to radically change opinions or 

engage in geopolitical conflicts, what I find intriguing about their approach is the way the use the 

kairos of world events to counter the dominant rhetorics and patronizing gazes toward the 

cuisines and lives of the people involved in the everyday realities of these conflicts. On their 

Facebook page, they post updates not of close-up food photos, but of the process involved in 

developing and disseminating their dishes: from photos of their recent round-table Sudanese 

Lunch Hour to a photo of a table of people eating with the caption “Taste testing with local 

Venezuelan community,” they are actively working to put food into context by emphasizing 
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relationships and not just dishes. And while some of their fans’ responses to their recent 

announcement about sharing Venezuelan cuisine are rather simplistic—“I know nothing about 

Venezuela; game on!,” “Laura, arepas for lunch next week?,” “Interesting concept,” and “Really 

looking forward to some vegetarian options!,” they are bringing to light ways in which travelers 

and food writers can participate in decontextualization. Though they are a commercial enterprise 

and not a traveler abroad faced with the decision of which Cambodian restaurant to visit, the 

similarities between them are apparent. As the epigraph I included by M.F.K. Fisher suggests, 

decontextualization is the worst approach to eating, because “[s]ince we must eat to live, let’s 

learn to do it intelligently and gracefully, and let’s try to understand its relationship to the other 

hungers of the world.” 

 

3.5 Devourism: “Penang Tastes Delicious!” 

Etymologically, the word devour has a number of meanings, all of which echo distinctly 

John Urry’s theory of the “tourist gaze” as being a one-way, top-down, disembodied stance 

toward Otherness that continually upholds the unequal and often asymmetric power relations 

between the conquerer—he who devours—and the conquered. As a rhetorical strategy in travel 

discourse, it is actually quite common, stemming back to travel accounts in which white, male 

European explorers detailed their accounts of everything they ate, sexually violated, and took 

home as souvenirs. However, what the devourist does with food is actually quite complex, 

because the conquest of food almost always leads to the essentialist idea that posits place—and 

the people within that place—as a consumable product that can be swallowed whole. In 

“Consuming Nations,” Shannon Peckham argues that food works as a powerful metonym for 

culture writ large, citing, for instance, the ways in which tacos have become a metonym for 
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Mexico and Coca-Cola has become one for the United States. These associations are strong, 

often grounded in racist, essentialist ideas that espouse culture as single, fixed, and without 

complexity, immigration, multiple foodways, reducing the complexity of culture to a single 

equation. Turning her discussion to travel guides, Peckham also demonstrates how food is often 

discoursed about as both a promotional object, representative of an entire nation or region, and a 

list of items to be sampled and avoided. This kind of metonymic representation of food assumes 

both food linearity and universality, regardless of race, gender, class, and other important 

socioeconomic markers. Like the process of decontextualization, it erases critical context and 

eliminates the need to engage with imperialism, forced coercion, slavery, immigration, and 

displacement—anything that might unravel the ease of simple eating to eat. When the devourist 

takes a photograph of a fish market in China, a plate of pot thai in Thailand, or a sausage in 

Germany, there is literally nothing left on the plate to reflect on. All is consumed.  

Consider a modern example of this: Andrew Dobberman’s blog, DobbernationLOVES, is 

well-read and award-winning; not only is he often plugged to be a speaker at travel blogging 

conferences and social media networking events, he belongs to a number of professional food 

and travel writer associations. His blog also recently placed #2 in Urbanspoon’s list of best food 

blogs. In a post titled “Eating My Way through Penang, Malaysia,” he details his exploits of a 

short trip to Penang in which he plans to eat everything he can. The post is chronological, 

beginning with his assessment of Georgetown, a place where he “was not expecting to see such a 

large number of massive high rise condominiums on an island which [he] thought was going to 

be, shall [he] say, quaint.” In two days, he claims that he devoured (all descriptions are his): open 

faced chicken dumplings, shrimp dumplings, pork shoulder with a tangy sauce, a cold pastry 

stuffed with bean sprouts and beef and a hot spicy Chinese bun, various spiced dried banana 
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treats, exotic fruit juices and chewy Indian snacks, steaming chapatti with dhal, a plate of 

aromatic saffron rice with creamy chicken masala, two large battered onions in sweet chutney, a 

sweet glass of fresh Mango Lassi, a few vegetable samosas, a rice crepe filled with curried 

potato, spicy tomato soup and two dips (coconut caraway and tomato onion), chocolates filled 

with coconut, mango, pineapple, durian (a local smelly fruit), sesame, strawberry, hazelnut, 

Penang White Coffee, a large pot of gravy with chicken feet, roasted duck legs, a bowl of 

chicken soup with sliced duck meat and noodles, another plate of fried noodles, and another plate 

of fried noodles with chicken, pork and prawns. He also all but eliminates any kind of critical 

reflection regarding the gendered and classed realities of the people who are serving these dishes 

to him. In his post, he writes about the “flock of incredibly eager ancient Chinese women who 

hobbled across the floor” to shower him with hot pots of green tea to a “maniacal little 

Chinaman” whom he claims bombarded him and insisted he try a plate of fried noodles free of 

charge. He shares his exploits of running into a lady at a food cart who motioned for him “to 

look down at a slippery gruel which she insisted was ‘good good’” but which he was entirely too 

repulsed to try (this is the only example of something he did not devour). At the end of his post, 

having taken food from nearly all of the hands who put food in front in him, he writes that he 

waddled back to his hotel room, collapsed onto his bed, and decided, dreamy from his food 

coma, that “Penang tastes delicious!” Put into context, it is not difficult to see the relationship 

here between Dobberman’s exploits and 19th century colonial explorers’ “collections” of objects, 

women, and, needless to say, food. 

The case of Dobberman’s conquering of Penang is not that rare within travel circles. For 

one, his characterization of the city as being nothing more than a collection of servers and cooks 

wishing to please him by offering him their goods and products is a primary example of the 
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colonizer entering a space of Otherness with the belief that everyone is there to serve him. He is, 

in many ways, enacting the personae of what Duruz calls a “culinary plunderer,” someone who is 

“greedy to devour the commodified products of other people’s home-building practices” (65). 

Though he clearly enjoys his food conquering activities and ultimately decides that Penang = 

delicious, reducing the city to a tasty adjective, his rhetoric is nevertheless imperialist, connoting 

the white, male patriarch entering, penetrating, devouring, and leaving the submissive Other 

behind. In this way, he has committed—no doubt without realizing it—the classic tourist gaze, a 

gaze unobstructed by gender, racial, class, or socioeconomic realities, and one in which a city of 

millions is reduced to a sheer number of dishes he consumed, one after the other. While the 

experience of new dishes, spices, flavors, and methods of preparation are no doubt an inspiration 

and a source of joy for Dobberman, and while I certainly do not begrudge him his passion for 

Asian fusion, I cannot help but believe there are more rewarding ways of enjoying food—a way 

that continually asks us to think more deeply about our interactions with others and that actively 

engages in building more productive and critical relationships with ourselves, others, and the 

food that binds us across borders, cultures, landscapes, and languages. 

 

3.6 Escapism: Our Plain, White Plates 

In Kelly Donati’s work on slow food ethics, she argues for better articulations of the 

ways in which the concept of cultural amnesia works to perpetuate colonizing attitudes in local 

Slow Food movements. As she writes, cultural amnesia (also called anhedonia), or an 

“insensitivity to pleasure, the incapacity for experiencing happiness through everyday activities 

and experiences” due to self-loathing or a lack of interest in one’s own home community, is at 

the heart of why the Slow Food movement suffers from a lack of recognition of its own privilege 
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and a fetishization of cultural diversity and labor workers. However well-intentioned, privileged 

members of community food movements often engage in one of two rhetorical acts: they either 

promote nostalgic renderings of a past they did not belong to and celebrate their involvement in 

farming in an attempt to distance themselves from their white (i.e., blank, empty) roots and find 

deeper solace in another culture, or they use the history of their “plain, white plate” that is 

perfect for “setting off features of a cuisine without imparting any flavors of its own” in order to 

emphasize difference (Heldke 2). Sadly, what the Slow Food movement often fails to recognize 

or overtly address are the gendered implications of what “slow” might, in fact, mean: a labor-

intensive, working-class process in which women remain in the kitchen for hours. 

For example, in her scholarship on feminist vegetarianism, Cathryn Bailey uses the 

white, processed palate of her childhood to set up her argument on ethical vegetarian practices: 

“Gone are the slabs of processed cheese, white bread, and heaps of tuna casserole from my 

childhood. In their place are organic yogurt, fresh greens, tofu, and a passion for Indian food” 

(39-40). Though she does admit that these comparisons are often classist—that lower-class 

whites cannot often afford the luxuries sold by the Whole Foods market—she also understands 

that she is “fetishizing ethnic food” through the colonizing systems of power that allowed her the 

privilege to choose (40). 

If we extend this concept to traveling, the concept of cultural anhedonia finds itself at the 

heart of escapism, because it allows the traveler to engage in “cultural raiding” by finding ways 

to “spice up” their otherwise boring palettes and find deeper and more fulfilling connections 

abroad (Duruz 428). The lack of appreciation that escapists have for their own home cultures and 

traditions is both disheartening and predictable, because it reinforces the idea that “Othered” 

cuisines are inherently more interesting than those at home. It perpetuates the convenient idea 
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that consuming the spicier, more vibrant food against the backdrop of the eater’s boring plate can 

enlighten, delight, and entertain because it is inherently more interesting. It happens in street 

markets in Mexico; it happens in kitchens in Canada. 

Above all else, the escapist believes that her lived experiences are not interesting enough; 

that her own history with food is hardly satisfying and that she was deprived of the magnificent 

flavors of the world’s foods for far too many years. Difference, in her opinion, is simply better: 

simply because it is different. The dish might use yellow saffron, kaffir leaves, or Thai longons; 

it might be eaten raw, boiled, or baked. As long as it is different from the meat and potato dishes 

she grew up with, it is worth documenting. In these cases, it is an over-identification with 

difference, a kind of glorification of another’s food or culture in an attempt to prop that 

difference up as better, superior, or just zestier. Consider the example of Legal Nomads: Telling 

Stories through Food, a blog started by Montreal lawyer Jodi Ettenberg in 2008 to chronicle the 

year that she and her best friend spent traveling the world after abandoning their law practices. 

Though her friend eventually returned to law, Ettenberg—a white, middle-class Canadian—

turned their blog into a thriving business, taking occasionally sponsored trips, giving social 

media presentations at national and international tourism and blogging conferences, writing food 

reviews, leading local food tours around the cities she visits, crafting photoessays (what she calls 

“visual adventures”) and writing e-books on ways to properly eat street food. On her blog, she 

posts philosophical musing about travel, ruminates on her favorite noodle dishes, and writes 

about her travel experiences as a woman.  

Like me, Ettenberg is a cosmopolitan, but she also has a classic case of escapism. As she 

writes in the Introduction to her e-book, The Food Traveler’s Handbook, “[f]rom a childhood 

with no spices and very little international food, my travels catapulted me into a world of people 
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and places connected through history and an intersection of flavors.” By quitting her law 

practice, selling her material items, and living a life of nearly constant mobility, she was able to 

embrace the world’s cuisines and flavors full force. On the surface, Ettenberg’s celebration of 

international cuisine is inspiring and sensuous, a reminder that, like Heldke and Cook remind us 

in their scholarship on food adventuring, “white” food is worthless, spiceless, and altogether 

uninteresting, a carte blanche with which to examine the rest of the world’s foods. However, this 

dismissal (one might even suggest guilt) associated with Euroamerican foods suggests a deeper 

need to grapple with the underlying reality that Ratfcliffe calls the accountability logic—that 

learning to listen rhetorically “does not mean beating oneself up for one’s history, culture, or 

Freudian slips” but instead signifies recognizing that “our standpoints are not autonomous points 

of static states but rather complex webs of dynamically intermingled cultural cultures and 

subjective agency” (31; 34). From a food perspective, proceeding from an accountability logic 

should remove the distaste, shame, or guilt associated with eating a particular way throughout 

childhood and instead invite us to consciously locate our positions in places of commonalities 

and differences. However, the escapist often ignores this important part of cultural literacy, 

instead focusing on how far she has come from her home roots. 

The rest of Ettenberg’s site promotes this idea throughout her blogs, photo essays, and 

pages: from her 2012 post “An Ode to Spices,” which shares the story of how she discovered 

spices when she met a Moroccan man at a street market in France while studying abroad, to a 

more recent post “Northern India: The Good, The Great and the Ugly,” which chronicles her 

food and cultural journeys in Jaipur, Ettenberg often refers back to her uninteresting past in order 

to celebrate the beauty and color of the world’s foods. As she remembers her first encounter with 

Moroccan spices, she writes that “[w]ith a British mother and a Polish father, spices never 
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figured prominently in my childhood cuisine and the pungent smells were fascinating to me.” 

However, once she began giving English lessons in exchange for spice and cooking lessons, she 

realized that spices could be her gateway to eating more richly and more fully than she ever had, 

and that everything she was learning was “a far cry from [her] usual, casual salt and pepper 

dusting. This was a whole new world.” She includes a collection of extreme close-ups of spices 

ranging from mustard-yellow turmeric and black and red Jordanian peppercorns to close-ups of 

dishes topped with sumac and za’atar to long shots of markets and women and men preparing 

and serving dishes. Ettenberg understands that instead of eating to feel at home, she eats to feel 

displaced, to find herself among others whose cooking practices more closely align with her love 

for color, flavor, and, perhaps above all, Otherness. 

 

3.7 Toward a Feminist Food Gaze: Exploring the Possibilities 

Stay Home or Eat Grandma’s Food: Dismantling These and Other Options 

 Postcolonial theory and transnational feminist theory have taught us that 

commodification and consumption demarcate, (re)define, negotiate, and trouble corporeal and 

cultural boundaries. If we are to acknowledge that contact is never neutral, as Mary Louise Pratt 

reminds us in Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing and Transculturation, and that power is always 

unequal and that contact zones are inevitable when mobility becomes an option for people, 

opening up conversations about engaging with food from a feminist gaze seems rather grim. In 

recent years, some scholars have attempted to propose potential ideas for becoming anti-

colonialist in our food practices, but echoes of exasperation often accompany their ideas, too: 

After writing her entire book on the colonizing tendencies in food adventuring, Heldke finds 

herself at a crossroads, wondering if “there is no way to change the dynamic, then?” (177) 



Winet 142 

 

Similarly, Cook ends his work by admitting that “[t]his review has been like a difficult second 

album. It doesn’t feel finished. I’ve downloaded more papers than I’ve read. I’ve read more 

papers that I’ve used” (830). What, then, can we do? What can’t we? 

 For one, stay home. This argument, proposed by such writers as Ward Churchill in his 

work on intercultural exchange between Native American tribes and Euroamerican colonizers, 

purports that it is philosophically and practically impossible for cultural exchange to occur 

between colonized and colonizers in ways that do not continue to exploit the Other. When 

exchange does occur, Churchill claims, is it always at the expense of the colonized, who either 

end up embodying the essentializing perspective of the colonizer (he uses the example of Hopi 

tribes opening up piki bread stands for tourists) or allowing the colonizers to use them as 

entertainment. Tourism scholar Mkono Muchazondida worries about these consequences as well 

in his study on Western tourists’ write-ups of Zimbabwean restaurants. In his study, he 

determines that reviewers consistently use food to demonstrate their own cosmopolitanism and to 

reproduce dominant power structures often at the expense of the Zimbabwean. Staying home, 

then, might help reduce the amount of “Othering” that happens when cultures collide, but it 

certainly does not offer any real opportunities or solutions for travelers who do not wish to cash 

in their passports. Even writers from colonized subject positions, such as bell hooks and Aimee 

Césaire argue against this, that oppressed and marginalized people of color are not served well 

by isolationism. Césaire wishes that communities would come into more contact with each other, 

arguing that “exchange is oxygen” because without it, we atrophy (11).  

 A second argument, forwarded by Cook’s Illustrated editor Christopher Kimball, is to 

avoid eating foods that are Other and instead eat only the food of our homelands—in this case, 

the American Puritans. As he writes in his magazine, “in this search for satisfying culture and 
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cuisine, many of us have opted for an archaeological pursuit of cuisines from around the world” 

and that these culinary expeditions often disregard the memory of our ancestral Puritans and the 

work they put into the land (3). Not only is this claim exceptionally ethnocentric and 

exclusionary of all other groups who make up the United States, the idea of eating only what our 

ancestors ate is unrealistic and pretentious to ask travelers to again put away their passports. Not 

only that, but if we were to try and adapt Kimball’s solution, I would find myself in an 

unappetizing predicament: like Heldke, who laments that she has “inherited a patchwork of 

recipes, cooking techniques, and specific food that have been collected by the various branches 

of [her] European ancestry,” I don’t even know who my ancestors are (161). Other than being a 

few generations removed from a Danish island and a northern German village, I couldn’t list 

even five items that my ancestors ate and the only recipe that has been passed down to me are 

my grandmother’s potato latkes and Danish pastries. Unlike, for example, Gloria Anzaldúa, who 

writes beautifully about the memory of cooking tortillas with her grandmother and sister Hilda, I 

do not share such culturally-bound associations. These memories allow Anzaldúa to connect 

with her Chicano community and her Mexican roots in a way that allows her access and 

belonging to her past, but when I think of my childhood, I think of chocolate-chip pancakes and 

sausage links on a Sunday morning, turkey sandwiches and apple slices for lunch, casseroles and 

homemade lasagna for dinner. I am not sure who these foods belong to, or from where they 

came. And besides, how dull would sticking only to this supposedly ethical diet be? 

 A third argument for avoiding food colonizing is to tout the diet of the so-called locovore 

by eating only locally-sourced products and food that can grow in our backyards. While this is a 

proposal I generally admire, Duruz reminds us that even movements like this can reinscribe 

colonizing behaviors by nostalgically rendering the life of the farmer or the experience of tilling 
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the land. As Mark Bittman writes in a recent New York Times editorial, there is a cultural crisis in 

uses of the words “foodie,” “sustainable,” “green,” “fair,” and even, in many ways, “affordable,” 

leading to an overuse of words without paying attention to labor issues and a lack of 

understanding about where food comes from and how it is subsidized. While it is true that for 

travelers in transit, especially those who might be experiencing language and cultural barriers, 

knowing the origins of every food item we consume is sometimes impossible. Though inquiring 

about food production, paying attention to who is serving the food and who is preparing it, and 

learning to avoid decontextualizing food is certainly admirable, it is unrealistic to assume that all 

communities everywhere we travel can kowtow to travelers who only wish to eat locally-sourced 

food items.  

 So, then, what can Western travelers like me do? 

 

The Art of Eating: Developing a Feminist Food Gaze 

In recent years, plenty of feminist food writers and scholars have opened up 

conversations about more ethical ways to engage with food, leading to a kind of renaissance in 

food writing circles. In addition to some of the work discussed here, Ms. Magazine blogger 

Avital Norman Nathman reminds us in a round-up of her favorite feminist food blogs that food is 

an inherently feminist topic, one not only worthy of but crucial to feminist conversations about 

domesticity, gender roles, power dynamics, and other identity markers. Breeze Harper, a popular 

feminist food writer who prefers the moniker Sistah Vegan, writes on her blog of the same name, 

Sistah Vegan, about the need to educate consumers about food through the lens of black 

feminism, decolonial theory, and critical race theory in order to bring to light the fact that food is 

not an everyday mundane object but one charged with incredible political power aimed to 
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legitimize some and delegitimize others. Addie Broyles, a writer for The Feminist Kitchen, 

argues that we should “always be thinking about how gender plays into how food is produced, 

consumed, marketed, and shared,” and Megan Kearns, a vegan activist, claims on her blog, The 

Opinionness of the World, that food discourse needs to include more discussion on exploited 

women laborers, GMOs, and toxic factory farming practices. However, while these women are 

posing incredibly important issues for food writers at home and abroad to grapple with, there is 

little here by way of reconceptualizing travelers’ relationships to the joyful and often life-

changing act of eating.  

Therefore, I wish to use my own experience and the words of M.F.K. Fisher to step 

forward and consider how travelers and eaters can avoid falling into traps of colonizing discourse 

when they share their food stories. I realize that transformative work is not easy, because for all 

its messiness and inconsistency, colonialism is pervasive, resilient, and malleable—it leaks into 

well-intentioned exchanges, it inhabits our travels, and it benefits the privileged in ways they 

might not even be aware of. However, while I recognize that imagining travel stories differently 

does not inherently change the power dynamics inherent in these exchanges, I worry that by not 

examining new ways of seeing the relationship of Western travelers to their Other-eating, we run 

the risk of perpetuating a hopelessly superficial, non-reflective, inadvertently ignorant 

perspective. I believe that food stories, however they are told, can become intentional; that 

travelers can learn to refuse the us/them framework and upset the packaged idea that the world’s 

foods are there for them to consume as they desire.  

From a theoretical perspective, my primary dissatisfaction with using cosmopolitanism, 

decontextualization, devourism, and escapism to further colonizing attitudes towards Others and 

their food is that they often ideologically and discursively pit—often unintentionally—the 
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“West” against the “Rest.” As I argue in Chapter Two and reiterate here, tourism studies has 

generally come to the consensus that we live in an era in which we must reconceptualize the 

host/tourist binary and consider how tourist spaces are “ambiguous spaces” that can “enable a 

more socially conscious politics to prevail and stretch the practice of tourism beyond the 

traditional model of empowered tourist/disempowered host” (Muchazondida 265). To do this, 

Heldke and others have argued for active self-questioning, a tactic I see as intrinsically 

connected to Ratcliffe’s heuristic for rhetorical listening that disrupts that “us-talking-with-them-

about-them” discourse and invokes Trinh T. Minh-Ha’s argument that we must bring to light the 

fact that power always rests in those who decide the boundaries between the self/Other. In many 

ways, food becomes especially relevant here, given the power structures inherent in the nation-

building, body-policing rhetoric of food generally, so any anti-colonizing approach must begin 

with a radical reimagining of our relationships to the cuisines we eat. 

In the 20th century, M.F.K. Fisher became a highly respected advocate for healthier and 

more passionate interactions with food, writing more than twenty books and a number of essays 

on food that both transcended genre and experimented with the boundaries of literature, food 

writing, and memoir. Her work consistently grapples with the nature of hunger as both an 

emotional and physical part of being human, and I believe that her insightful work can lead 

toward thinking about a feminist food gaze. In The Art of Eating, which Fisher published nearly 

sixty years ago, she writes about the need for intentional exchange in food writing, for a 

passionate, civil engagement with food that is opposed to the uninformed, automatic behavior 

created and maintained through dominant power systems. As she writes, 

[G]astronomical writing at its best is almost as much touched with the spirit as the bread 

and meat and wine with which it deals. There are no gross foods, only gross feeders; and 
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by the same token even the homeliest prose about food, provided it be honest, can 

penetrate to the heart as do all words that deal with real things. A lordly dish of 

terrapin—or good bread and cheese—can be as uplifting as any landscape, and more so 

than many works of art at which we are to bid to “Oh!” and “Ah!” (xiv). 

Fisher’s shameless passion for eating and love for sharing food stories is, at best, infectious. 

While I realize, of course, that not all relationships to food are positive and that many food 

stories are fraught with the residue of colonization, rape, political turmoil, and imperialism, I 

believe that Fisher’s perspective can lead us toward a more self-reflective, careful, and 

compassionate relationship to food both at home in our own kitchens or abroad in someone 

else’s. 

 In working toward a feminist food gaze, we must first recognize the way that food and 

stories about food make meaning, and we must acknowledge that food discourse rhetorically 

transmits attitudes that are often deeply tied to ideologies about gender, race, class, and other 

identity markers. Because of this, a feminist food gaze must actively oppose the uninformed, 

automatic behavior created and maintained through beliefs that reinforce dominant powers and 

promote lack of unintentionality. With Fisher’s reminder that there “are no gross foods, only 

gross feeders,” it is my hope that cosmopolitans writing about their exploits eating bugs, 

devourists clambering through cities gobbling up noodles, and escapists complaining about their 

boring home palates will come to recognize that by putting food into context and being 

inquisitive and mindful about the choices they make, travel—and eating—become all the more 

joyful. By actively decontextualizing food and placing it directly in front of us, remedying 

cultural amnesia and embracing what T. S. Wagner calls “alimentary assemblages,” or food 
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narratives that are entangled with many histories, we will not only be able to encounter 

alternative stories but immerse ourselves more fully in our own lives and the lives of others. 

In her work on geopolitics and feminist rhetorics, Wendy Hesford argues for a shift from 

consumptive feminist cosmopolitanism to a critical transnational feminism, asking travelers and 

rhetoricians alike to focus on the local with an awareness of overlapping localities and 

interarticulations of both the local and the global. As she writes, by shifting uncritical 

cosmopolitan practices and dismantling the idea that “travel produces the self, makes the subject 

through spectatorship and comparison with otherness,” we can move from nationalism to 

transnationalism, acknowledging “different aces of domination” and shifting relations between 

community members and foreigners (68). Therefore, if we rethink culinary tourism as less of a 

performative, consumptive act and more as an opportunity to examine the asymmetry of tourism 

by placing it, as Heldke posits, “in the center of the dining table,” traveling and eating can 

become less of a shameful act and more of a place for possibility (182). By refusing to accept the 

idea that Western tourists are inherently patriarchal consumers who believe their hosts are 

passive recipients of their culinary conquests, it might be possible to return to the very human act 

of gathering, preparing, eating, and sharing food with others. By engaging in this kind of 

rhetorical listening, as Ratcliffe suggests, and examining our differences, considering our 

alimentary assemblages, recognizing the entangled histories and subject positions behind our 

food experiences, and listening carefully to the stories of others, can travel discourse begin to 

change. It is possible that by embracing the messiness, we can begin to see that our lives—

Western or otherwise—are always already imbued with entanglements of food colonialism and 

anti-colonialism, and that we are all products of globalization and conquest. 
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The difficulty with reimagining food and travel is that the categories I have presented are 

not always negative, and I wish to end this chapter by revisiting a later portion of Jodi 

Ettenberg’s introduction to her e-book, The Food Traveler’s Handbook, in which she begins 

investigating the intersections between food, history, and the people(s) who harvest, cook, 

prepare, and sell the products she has fallen in love with. As she tells the story of her journey, 

she writes that 

Many of these impromptu street meals turned into conversations, often with enthusiastic 

hand gestures, and then an invitation to eat in someone’s home. Frequently these 

invitations stemmed from my appreciation of the food I was eating. Complimentary 

words from me led to a response in the form of a challenge: “Oh, you think this is good 

food? You should try my cooking instead.” A casual shopping excursion for spices in 

Meknes, Morocco led to a discussion with a woman about which of the spice blends was 

best for cooking inside traditional clay tagines, and then an effusive invite to dine at her 

house later that week…. 

Precisely because Ettenberg attempts to contextualize her food adventuring, highlighting and 

giving voice to the people she meets and learning about the histories and politics behind the 

foods she eats, her approach is foundational for developing a feminist food gaze. In addition to 

being acutely aware of her positionality as a white, Western woman, many of her blog posts 

feature the relationships she has developed with those who have been kind enough to teach her 

their culinary expertise, highlighting the women behind the pots, pans, and stoves in ways that 

are removed from the patriarchal, one-way gaze. Instead, her focus gives attention to something 

domestic and daily without exoticizing it, which is in contrast to the way women and their roles 

within communities are often preserved in museums, cultural reenactments done for tourists, or 
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as secondary or a domestic counterpart to many of the world’s prized chefs (most of whom are, 

not surprisingly, male). Instead of embracing a kind of blanket multiculturalism, Ettenberg 

recognizes and writes about both the solidarity and acknowledged differences she identifies in 

these women and herself. In some ways, she puts into practice Audre Lorde’s belief that we 

should not be reluctant to recognize difference in our desire to build communities but instead 

build on those differences. As she writes, we must “devise ways to use each other’s difference to 

enrich our visions and our joint struggles” (122). Instead of perceiving humans and their food 

practices as dominant/subordinate, good/bad, superior/inferior, what we should strive to 

cultivate—as privileged travelers with the power to choose to quench our thirsts and tame our 

appetites, that is—is “an adventurous set of taste buds, a mind open to connecting and learning 

with and from others, and, of course, a good appetite” (Ettenberg, Food). By viewing eating and 

our international foodways more critically, perhaps it is one step toward the feminist work of 

eradicating colonizing patterns of thought and consumption and start, as Lorde writes, to rid 

those “old blueprints of expectation and response” (123).  

 

3.8 (Re)visiting Mondongo 

Many pages later, here I am: back to mondongo. Nearly ten years ago, I wrote about a 

food story in my journal that positioned myself as both a cosmopolitan and an escapist, a young 

woman who could barely wait to “eat her way” around the world and write home about falling in 

love with all of the world’s cuisines. Would I have done anything differently? 

 Yes, and no. It would depend, I think, on the context. For one, there is a joyful innocence 

in discovery, in finding out that the world is far more complex than we ever imagined and that 

foods we never considered eating can literally change the way we experience a place, its people, 
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and our interactions and experiences with them. However, I do realize that my original gaze 

suffered from the kinds of colonialism I suggest in this chapter: I used the backdrop of my plain, 

white plate to ruminate on the queasiness I felt eating raw cow stomach, a food we would never 

entertain back home in our plain, white kitchen, to emphasize my whiteness and my Western 

subject position. It has not been an easy path toward understanding my whiteness, my lack of 

knowledge about my own heritage, and my subject position as a privileged woman for whom 

travel has become her creative muse, her scholarly inspiration, her first love. But I believe that 

change can occur from within, that there are countless blog posts, Tweets, and photographs to 

tell, listen to, and share and that there are beautiful lessons to be learned from eating the food of 

others.  

On the other hand, if I met mondongo today, putting that rubbery stomach lining in my 

mouth for the first time, I would like to think that I would recount the experience differently. I 

would look up from my bowl, at the women and their young children preparing the soups, and I 

would think about the fact that I was the only white person in the restaurant that day. I would 

think about why a food like raw stomach lining is such a delicacy in Colombia, and I would 

think about the fact that eating meat is not a daily reality for many people. I would ask my host 

family to tell me stories about their memories of mondongo and what special occasions they 

associate with it. I would see the experience for what it was, as a night out with a family who 

was helping me, a new English teacher, acclimate to my new surroundings, instead of making it 

out to be an emancipatory moment in which I, the foreigner, conquered a bowl of cow stomach 

and wrote about it bravely. If I had a writing assignment to fulfill—regardless if it were a blog 

post, a photo essay, a feature spread in a digital magazine—I would write about the night with 

care and intentionality. I would write about it, I think, as Fisher would, focusing not on the fact 
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that I “ate like a native” but rather focusing on the sometimes fearful, sometimes joyful 

encounters people have with foods that introduce them to cultures in ways they might not ever 

have imagined. I would take pictures. I would ask how it is prepared, and by whom. I would 

write about the fact that I was openly disobeying my home culture’s dominant attitudes toward 

acceptable and non-acceptable cow parts. I would think about what a rare privilege it was for me 

to be there in that moment, how I had fulfilled my dream of living and teaching English in South 

America, and I would write about it openly and honestly (after all, my gastronomical gut reaction 

can’t be entirely tamed). I would use the moment to reflect, connect, (dis)connect, and, 

ultimately, fall in love with experiences like this, experiences that echo in our memories and 

hearts and become part of the digital tapestries of our lives’ food stories. 
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INTERLUDE: HOW DO YOU TIE YOUR SCARF?: DATING, CLOTHING TIPS, AND 

SEX MENUS 

 

 

Everyone had been asking me for months why I hadn’t yet dyed my hair. Here’s an 

example of why: On an otherwise very ordinary Tuesday morning, I am walking down Plaza de 

la Bolivar, a colonial tree-lined street lined with shaded outdoor cafes, the 16th-century dome-

shaped cathedral with the large brass bell inside the tower, the government palaces, and a lot of 

souvenir shops with their doorways filled with hand-woven sombreros, knit bags, and 

Colombian-style trinkets. Though it’s the start to the rainy season and there are ominous clouds 

overhead, I am wearing over-sized sunglasses because I am trying to avoid the dreaded 

comments I know are coming. The rubias. 

My attempts at anonymity are soon thwarted. Like any other day, young men who are 

paid to stand outside of restaurants and lure in potential customers are hard at work, and one of 

them steps out of an upscale Italian restaurant and stands directly in front of me, slurring out a 

string of pet names at me in English. When he gets to blondie, I can’t help it: my eyes well up 

and I launch into an angry diatribe explaining all the reasons why it is entirely inappropriate to 

call me such a disrespectful name. The young man, of course, has absolutely no idea why calling 

me by my hair color is disrespectful (rubia doesn’t have quite the same connotation in Spanish as 

blondie does in English), but in this moment, I just can’t explain it to him: I’m late for the bus 

(what’s new?), I’m tired of boys and girls asking to touch my hair to find out if I’m a ghost, and 

I’m tired of people telling me I look like every white, blonde, female celebrity they’ve ever seen 

on the television.  
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Unlike the story I told of mondongo in the last chapter, I have now lived in this 

magnificent and difficult Spanish colonial city on the Caribbean Sea for more than six months, 

and I had never in my life been more aware of just how very different my body looks from the 

bodies of the darker-skinned women of Cartagena. Though there are over 85 recognized ethnic 

groups in Colombia, I feel the weight of color here more profoundly than anywhere else I’ve 

ever been: everyone is categorized by the color of their skin, and, among my friends who call 

each other la cafecita, la trigueñita, la canela, I am la fantasma, la rubia, la blanquecina, la 

blanca. They are the coffee, the olive-colored, the cinnamon, and I am the ghost, the blonde, the 

pallid/pasty one (this was definitely not my favorite), the white one. In every photo where we’re 

all posing together, I wonder if I am inadvertently perpetuating the kind of visual binary 

opposition that Marita Sturken and Lisa Cartwright explore in their Practices of Looking, 

upholding what they call “visual codes of difference” in which I, the white foreigner, has 

traveled to a “faraway” place in order to “find” myself, but I don’t know how else to take 

pictures with my friends (102). I often feel like Minnie Bruce Pratt in her compelling personal 

narrative “Identity: Skin, Blood, Heart” when she asks herself how to live, to act so as to “change 

the unjust circumstances that keep us from being able to speak to each other” without fear or 

inequality (30). Are all of my photos producing, as they claim travel photography inherently 

does, discourses of race, gender, and colonialism? 

Let me share another story. On another otherwise ordinary Tuesday afternoon a few years 

later, I am hiking up what seems to be a million steps toward an enormous golden Hindu shrine 

outside the outskirts of Kuala Lumpur. I am doing the hike with Irni, a lovely young Muslim 

woman I met the day before who works for Tourism Malaysia and who will be doing an 

internship in the New York office in just a few months. As I’m one of the only writers from the 



Winet 155 

 

United States on this media trip, Irni has put together a list of questions she wants to ask me 

about my home country so she’ll be as prepared as possible. Jarringly, her first question to me is 

whether or not people in the United States are really afraid of the hijab. A wiry macaque monkey 

jumps in front of us, a half-eaten banana hanging out of his mouth, and I realize that I have no 

ready answer for her. Though I wish I could tell her that all of the hundreds of millions of people 

who live in my country are tolerant and respectful of difference, I know this isn’t the case. 

As we hike, and hike, and hike, the sun bright in a cloudless sky, our conversation turns 

from questions of fear to open-minded curiosity to the ways we perform our gendered identities. 

I have very little experience talking with women who wear the headscarf, so, even though I’m 

nervous to ask, I finally muster up the courage to ask her if she wouldn’t mind sharing with me 

some of the ways she likes to tie her scarf. She points to different places where women can 

fasten the clip, how to match the colorful, intricate patterns with their otherwise more modestly-

printed clothes, and how to choose different fabrics based on the weather. Today Irni is wearing 

a rose-colored chiffon scarf with a scalloped edge fastened with a clip studded with diamonds. 

“Chiffon is super trendy right now,” she says, patting the top of her head. “It’s so much cooler 

than cotton or jersey or even silk. We’re all wearing them.” I look around me at the hundreds of 

covered heads walking up and down the steep staircase, and I see what she means. Many of the 

women are wearing brilliantly colored chiffon scarves. The outfits create a stunning spectrum 

traveling up and down the vertical staircase, and I’m inspired to take a photo that emphasizes the 

trails of color and pattern up and down the steps. But I don’t—at first. Is that even ethical? 

“Honestly,” Irni continues, “I’m glad you asked, because I hardly ever think about my 

hijab as an object of curiosity. For me, it’s about as ordinary as putting on a bra in the morning—

it’s just something I do. It’s like a really important accessory or something.” Then, she tells me if 



Winet 156 

 

I’m still curious, I should check out Muslima, an Islamic feminist exhibition online that features 

the art, voices, and stories of global Muslim women. She tells me it might help me learn a little 

bit more about the headscarf and its political, religious, and gendered implications. More 

mischievous monkeys bat at our purses and one reaches out to grab my ponytail, and we 

continue our walk. She asks me about Western style and asks me what I wear when I go on a 

first date, when I go to work, when I go dancing. Three thousand steps later, we turn around and 

see all of Kuala Lumpur stretched out before us, she in her hijab and sneakers, and me in my 

sundress and sandals. She wants to take a picture of the two of us, so the camera comes out and 

we take a picture of two women performing their gender identities—one in a flowered hijab, one 

in a spaghetti-strap sun dress. 

And one last story: On another otherwise ordinary Tuesday evening later that year, 

Young, a Thai woman from Los Angeles with whom I’ve traveled to Thailand on a media trip, 

begs me to sneak out with her on our last night to go shopping at NaRaYa, a purse, bag, home 

décor, kitchenware, and accessory company that makes all of their products out of sustainable 

materials and that sources from over 3,000 local villagers across the country. The only caveat to 

an otherwise very normal excursion is this: NaRaYa is in the middle of one of the busiest 

commercial streets in Pat Pong, Bangkok’s notorious—and often dangerous to women—red-

light district. 

Young and I hail a tuk-tuk from the street near our hotel in downtown Bangkok and take 

the 10-minute drive to the district. Dashing between cars, motorcycles, smog, and dust as we 

careen toward Pat Pong, I can’t help but think about the complicated spaces of red light districts: 

how in Amsterdam, for instance, the women were overwhelmingly Eastern European 

immigrants, plastering their nearly naked bodies in storefront windows to be purchased as easily 
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as a hand-stitched bag or oven mitts, and how American men were swarming to the windows like 

bees secreting the trappings of honey. How in Las Vegas, men stand on the strip and hand out 

what look like business cards with the names and phone numbers of available prostitutes. How in 

Taiwan, women dress up in erotic Halloween costumes and dance in glass boxes on the side of 

the road for lonely motorists to see. 

The tuk-tuk driver drops us off by a large sign indicating that we have arrived in Pat 

Pong, although, to be perfectly honest, there is no need whatsoever to alert visitors that they have 

arrived: on every street corner, above every store front, in every window, are flashy neon-lit 

signs (primarily in English) with names like Sex Kitten, Ladies, Ladies, Ladies, and The Red 

Garter. Hordes of men, mostly white, mostly upper-class, mostly European, strut down the dark 

streets and shop for the perfect Thai women standing in the doorways, women who are 

disinterestedly picking their fingernails, patting their hair, re-applying their lipstick, and waiting 

for their business. NaRaYa is tucked away, and to get to it, we have to walk through an outdoor 

market under large white tents where salesmen are selling everything from battery-operated sex 

toys to Viagra to lingerie and where shoppers are haggling over a few baht. A man hands me a 

laminated menu, asking me which kind of experience I would like to purchase and telling me 

that because we’re beautiful ladies we will get a discount. One glance at the menu and I’m 

visibly uncomfortable, as most of the options involve women in compromising positions doing 

painful and unusual contortionist moves with their bodies. Other men try to sell me lingerie, ask 

me if I’m a lesbian or a bisexual, tell me that even if I’m straight it’s a small technicality, grab 

my arm and try to pull me into their darkly-lit establishments. Part of me wishes I could 

document this place because signals of relationships of power are everywhere, but I hide my 

camera and my journal deep inside my bag. This is definitely not the time for snapping or 
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scribbling. Plus, if I take a photo of any of these women, I would feel as if I am violating their 

privacy, even though, in some ways, the very essence of their job is to be a spectacle. 

 When we enter NaRaYa, which is one of the shops on the same street as the open night 

market, we are greeted by a friendly saleswoman with her hair tied in a bun and wearing a 

kitchen apron and slippers. The walls are a pretty shade of unobtrusive pink, cheery yet modest, 

feminine and gentle. As if walking through the door left behind one world and took us into 

another, Young and I are now inside the most domestic, homely, feminized space I could ever 

imagine: on carefully manicured displays we see hand-stitched kitchen oven mitts, dish cloths, 

makeup bags, place mats, purses, and overnight bags in floral and pastel designs. Outside, the 

comfort of domesticity seems ludicrous; inside, lust, sex, sweat, and hunger seem animalistic, 

like an untamed cheetah devouring his mate. I get in line with my hands full of pretty handmade 

gifts that I plan to give the women in my family for Christmas. 

These are just some of the kinds of experiences that contemporary women travelers, no 

matter their gender or color, often find themselves in when they travel: stories of negotiation, of 

finding a balance between being a raced, gendered, sexed body, of being confronted with what it 

means to be an individual body—an often precarious body—in a world of billions of bodies. The 

choices we make after those experiences—how much of our body to emphasize, how much of 

others’ bodies—reveal a marked difference from colonial travel writing, which is, as Mary 

Louise Pratt reminds us, often disembodied, a “gaze” with no personal stake in the situation. I 

have started this chapter with three of my own “body stories,” stories about my raced body, my 

gendered body, and my sexed body, stories that have occurred in three extremely different 

contexts, because I wish to emphasize the locality of the body in nearly every travel story I tell. I 

also do this because I wish to draw attention to the challenges that we face when we try to 
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eliminate the body from our subjective “gaze,” and I wish to invoke Elizabeth Grosz’ theory that 

listening to others’ stories—especially those of women—are critical because “[w]omen are 

somehow more biological, more corporeal, and more natural than men” in ways that elucidate 

different experiences and worldviews (14). I will unpack Grosz’ statement in this chapter. 

In travel—as far as across oceans, as close as our backyards—the female body becomes a 

site of interrogation, of reflection, of re-thinking what it means to be a woman (in the many 

fragmented and multiple ways we understand ourselves). Like Trinh T. Minh-Ha reminds me, 

“[t]he seer is seen while s/he sees” (23). The attention to my race in Cartagena was a daily 

reminder of whiteness, and it drew attention to the fact that wherever I traveled, I would have to 

negotiate that difference in ways that complicated every experience I would have. Irni’s and my 

curiosity about each other’s worlds of fashion might at first seem frivolous and feminized, but 

our conversation demonstrated how openly and transparently our gender identities are performed 

via what our cultures and religions transmit to us. It is primarily a female discomfort, as men are 

not sold in this way. My discomfort in Pat Pong and the clear dichotomy between the rawness of 

the red-light district and the coziness of NaRaYa reminded me just how much shopping—no 

matter the product being sought—is as interrelated in conversations about tourism as any social, 

political, economic, environmental, or cultural aspect of society. 

I should mention that I realize that many people of color experience these same kinds of 

negotiations on a daily basis in their home communities. However, I don’t open this chapter this 

way because I wish to elicit sympathy for being the white woman abroad on a South American 

street or in an Asian red light district; and I certainly don’t tell it as a kind of “coming into 

whiteness” narrative. I tell it because I wish to emphasize the obviousness of my body in a space 

of Otherness, and how whenever I go to write, photograph, or talk about myself and my 
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experiences, I feel the weight of trying to negotiate my body among the bodies of Others. 

Ignoring the politics of my body and the bodies of others in the stories I write is not only 

difficult, but often impossible, because my life is so inextricably tied to how I am perceived by 

others, how I perceive them, and how we are perceived by the cultures and systems of power in 

which we travel. 

But, as a writer, how do I weave these stories into my narratives? How do they affect 

what I write or the bodies I choose to include/exclude in my work? Obviously, I am mindful not 

to use phrases like “natives” or “exotic” or “friendly” when I write about the many fascinating 

people I have had the privilege of getting to know in my travels; however, when it comes to 

photography, I am still working on developing a framework for ethical representation. I am also 

mindful and vigilant of what Chandra T. Mohanty writes in her work on women and 

imperialism: that power is articulated to women in multiple ways, and we must take into account 

factors such as “imperialism, militarization, and globalization [which] all traffic in women’s 

bodies, women’s labor, and ideologies of masculinity/femininity, heteronormativity, racism, and 

nationalism, to consolidate and reproduce power and domination” (9). Problematizing the body 

in tourism is a critical first step in reclaiming the body, often used as topos for travel, as an active 

site for interpretation and cultural investigation. 

Therefore, I begin this chapter with more questions than answers. Why, for instance, is 

embodiment suddenly such a “new” and trendy topic in tourism studies? What does it mean to 

have a politics of location in digital travel texts? Why is it difficult to “write our bodies” and 

others’ bodies into travel? And who is problematizing the body in digital travel texts, and what 

can this problematizing help us understand about contact zones and spaces of Otherness? I don’t 

promise to answer all of these questions, but my attempt in writing this chapter is to bring them 
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into the conversation—front and center—and to illuminate some of the ways we might handle 

complex themes of representation and bring diverse voices to bear on the grand narrative of 

traveling without a body and gazing only upon the bodies of Others. 
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CHAPTER 4: ON BORDERS AND BODIES: A FEMINIST RESPONSE TO THE 

DISEMBODIED TOURIST “GAZE” IN PERSONAL TRAVEL PHOTOGRAPHY 

 

 “To travel….can consist in operating a profoundly unsettling inversion of one’s 

identity….depending on who is looking, the exotic is the other, or it is me.” 

–Trinh T. Minh-Ha, “Other than myself/my other self” 

 

4.1 Bodies Here, There, and Everywhere 

 Across much of her scholarship and creative work, Trinh T. Minh-Ha questions the 

intersections between migrations, identity, self-hood, and perspective in postmodern culture. 

Though not a travel writer in the traditional sense, a great deal of Trinh’s work interrogates the 

complex grappling with understanding the Self and Other across diasporas, languages, cultures, 

and subject positions. In terms of “traveling” to understand these connections more wholly, she 

writes that “[e]very voyage can be said to involve a re-siting of boundaries,” suggesting that the 

“journeying practice” is comprised of both a body moving physically through space and a 

conscious self that is in constant negotiation with home and abroad, native and adopted culture, 

and, perhaps more intimately, “a here, a there, and an everywhere” (8). By calling on Edward 

Said’s theory that colonized and marginalized people are socialized to see the world from more 

than one perspective (a point of view that María Lugones calls “world-travelling”), Trinh 

demonstrates, through her own hybridized experience, that the poetry of marginalized peoples is 

always transient, always crossbred, always wearing different skins; and in doing so, reveals a 

“fabulous irregularity” in the experiences they—and she—share (16). What she means here, I 

believe, is that regardless of whether or not we are here, there, or any/everywhere, our lives are 

constructed by the ways in which we “see” (literally or figuratively, depending on the context) 

the complex connections between our life experiences and how our identities shift in relation to 

them. 
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 I begin with Trinh here because her belief in the messiness of identity, the awareness and 

acknowledgment of peoples’ situatedness and the reality that marginalized groups live in a 

“hyphenated reality” is at the heart of this chapter. As Lynda Johnston argues in her work 

“(Other) Bodies and Tourism Studies,” sexually embodied tourism challenges Western 

constructions of disembodied masculinist knowledge. In other words, tourism studies have 

tended to render the bodies of the tourist gaze as exotic Others, focusing often on the bodies of 

dark-skinned women of color from less-industrialized nations. Because tourism studies, much 

like other social science disciplines, has been built upon the notion of hierarchical dualisms, 

analyzing these dualisms offers one way to explore the complexities and power relations 

involved in tourist practices—and hopefully opens up opportunities to challenge existing 

conceptions of the Self/Other dichotomy that is often privileged (196). “Writing from one’s 

located and embodied position is one that that may unsettle positivist, rational, and masculininst 

constructions of tourism,” she writes, emphasizing that in order to unsettle the dualistic thinking 

that has dominated Western philosophy since the time of Plato, researchers need to first 

recognize the dichotomies and then bring the gendered/sexed body into tourism by focusing on 

the practices of marginalized groups (196). To do this, she writes, there must be an 

acknowledgment that bodies—both of hosts and tourists—become (re)sexualized through 

touristic events and that attention must be paid to the sexed, sexualized, raced, and (dis)abled 

embodied processes in tourism. From there, spaces open up to respond to Viejola and Jokinen’s 

call to theorize “embodiment, radical Otherness, multiplicity of differences, sex and sexuality in 

tourism” in ways that consider power relationships among and within the Self/Other (129). 

 Therefore, to form my own response to their call, I use this chapter to argue for including 

digital media practices in our understanding of how bodies are—for some travelers—intimately 
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present in contemporary tourism and can create alternative “gazes.” It is critical to look past 

long-form narrative and official tourism discourse (genres that have been more extensively 

studied) to understand the ways in which modern Western tourists are conceptualizing their 

bodies as they compose texts in digital media because, as Maria Månsson and others have 

argued, the ongoing convergence of tourism and media consumption is expected to continue to 

grow (1647). Additionally, a recent empirical study on tourism and online photography 

conducted in Hong Kong reveals that 89% of travelers take photos and 41% post their photos 

online on some social media or sharing platform (Lo et. al. 727). The reason for my interest in 

digital media and visual culture is somewhat obvious: textual and visual culture online can shed 

a great deal of light on how people are grappling with, understanding, and communicating the 

ways their bodies influence, alter, and affect their travels. Plus, there have been numerous studies 

on tourism advertising already, including David Robinson’s study on New Zealand’s official 

tourism website and the way it uses the body to promote a lifestyle of sophistication, and Carmen 

Rosa Caldas-Coulthard’s insightful “Body Branded,” in which she investigates how the human 

body—particularly the female body—is used as a semiotic resource and branding strategy in 

tourism advertising, often at the expense of the Other (by exoticizing the third-world female 

body and by presenting the white body in luxury or relaxation). My concerns are not with these 

rhetorical constructions; rather, I am concerned with everyday discourse. 

 In this chapter, I extend my analysis to examining the ways in which visual 

representations of travelers’ bodies offer the potential for rupturing the disembodied tourist 

“gaze” and replacing it with a gaze that critically considers and observes the ways our gendered, 

raced, sexed, and ethnic bodies are noticed and represented. I open up this chapter by tracing 

some of the interdisciplinary concerns over gender and the body in tourism (Veijola and Jokinen, 
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Swain, Pritchard and Morgan, Johnston, among others) and consider how we might apply these 

discussions to online discourse. Then, I isolate particular instances of references to and about the 

touring body in the online spaces of two practicing travel bloggers/social media users, focusing 

primarily on recognizing the politicized body as a “site” for intervention and interpretation. I do 

this through a feminist visual rhetorical analysis, focusing specifically on the use and 

appropriation of multiple bodies (host/tourist/Self/Other) in these travel writers’ photography 

choices. Ultimately, I support Johnson’s argument that rethinking the body in tourism through a 

feminist travel gaze—whether the object of the gaze is the traveler’s body or the bodies being 

examined—is not only necessary, but is already possible, and that it can begin the difficult work 

of forming anti-racist and anti-sexist alliances across borders. 

 

4.2 Embodiment in Tourism Studies 

Acknowledging Dualisms in Tourism Studies  

Somewhat surprisingly, given the fact that the opportunities and challenges presented by 

physical mobility are at the heart of traveling, the body is a relatively recent area of focus within 

tourism studies and, in turn, the related fields of communication and rhetoric. As Pritchard and 

Morgan write, “[f]or some contemporary commentators, academic and activist discussions about 

gender are so ‘last century,’ a debate out of place in today’s postmodern world where relativity, 

fluidity and imagination have replaced universality, fixity and objectivity, where identities are 

conceived as performances—mutable, represented, relative and constructed,” but that this turn 

has yet to occur in tourism studies (1). Despite the discursive turn in the field, a phenomenon I 

discuss in Chapter 1, dismantling the dualistic thinking that has penetrated much of Western 

philosophy is no easy task. Because of the way it has affected previous approaches to tourism, 
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however, it is critical to at least consider the ways it has influenced thinking about leisure—and 

of the tendency to pit the Self against the Other so unproblematically. As social/cultural 

geographer Lynda Johnston has noted, though social sciences have been built on the assumption 

that the mind/body is irreconcilable, “[f]eminist writing on the body has thrown the Cartesian 

separation of the two into question. Explicit inclusion of gendered/sexed and sexualized bodies 

in tourism research problematizes this dualism, thereby subverting the masculinism of tourism 

discourse” (180). This separation, which is clearly based on hierarchy, must be brought back into 

focus in order to fully turn the academy’s attention to how bodies are understood in acts of 

tourism. 

Reconstituting binaries is a central argument in this project. In terms of thinking more 

critically about bodies, and as Holland and Huggan have suggested, the tourist/host (i.e. the 

Self/Other) binary needs to be troubled: “the traveling subject—a composite of the variety of 

rhetorical positions available to traveler-writers—is irreducibly complex” and is “always 

gendered, always embodied, and always active” in ways that inspire “critical explorations of 

both the potential for limitations of female agency in the contemporary world” (132). 

Transnational feminist writer Inderpal Grewel writes in Scattered Hegemonies that “[t]here is 

much in the culture of travel that needs examination…. Particularly in the area of sexuality, more 

texts that attempt to decolonize cultural and national forms are necessary, creating narratives of 

the travel of sexualities that would, once again, fracture disciplinary practices that were part of a 

European modernity and colonial modernities (232). As discussed by Justin D. Edwards and 

Rune Graulund in their work on postcolonial travel writing, Grewal further argues that travel 

writing can unsettle assumptions about the “consolidation of stable unitary identities of nation, 

class, sexuality or gender, and suggest forms of Selfhood that evade such consolidations” (qtd. in 
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Edwards and Graulund 2). As the write, other theorists, such as Stephen Clark, discuss how 

“postcolonial travel texts resist the gravitational pull of metropolitan centrality and 

cosmopolitanism by articulating experiences and ontologies that are often removed from 

dominant European or North American productions of knowledge” (qtd. in Edwards and 

Graulund 3). However, are these hypotheses true? Where do the potentials lie for broadening our 

understanding of contemporary traveling bodies? 

 

Bringing the Body Back: From the 1990s to Today 

According to Cohen and Cohen, one of the most important shifts in contemporary 

tourism studies over the past twenty years—since the topic began to be taken seriously in the 

academy—are the theoretical insights of embodiment and affect. This chapter, naturally, is more 

concerned with embodiment than affect, which concerns itself primary with emotions and 

emotional reactions to events and experiences. As many tourism scholars have argued, the shift 

toward embodiment is the product of contemporary feminist and critical social theory, aims to 

deconstruct the absent body in tourism studies and place the body more fully in its center, and 

attempts to overcome understandings of tourism built on Western hierarchical dualisms that, as 

Lynda Johnston argues, tend “to produce hegemonic, disembodied, and masculinist knowledge” 

(181). From this perspective, the body can no longer be regarded as purely a social, cultural, and 

signifying object that lacks its own materiality: the body is not simply there, ready and waiting 

for examination, but is instead culturally constructed and must be viewed as such. 

As far back as 1994, sociologists Soile Veijola and Eeva Jokinen asked in their now-

seminal work “The Body in Tourism” how it would be possible to theorize “embodiment, radical 

Otherness, multiplicity of differences, sex and sexuality in tourism” (129). Ultimately, Veijola 
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and Jokinen’s argument, that the absence of the body from sociological studies on tourism has 

drastically limited the scholarship the field is capable of producing: as they write, “the tourist has 

lacked a body because the analyses have tended to concentrate on the gaze and/or structures and 

dynamics of waged labour societies” (149). In an attempt to take stock of what has been said 

before them, they begin their oft-cited essay by taking the reader on a “tour” of all the voices that 

have contributed to contemporary tourism through an imagined conference at a poolside 

beachfront resort in Mallorca. Through a series of imagined “meetings,” in which they vocalize 

the bodies of those they meet through the words they use in their scholarship, they demonstrate 

how the body has been mostly absent from conversations about tourism, mirroring the 

disciplines’ foundation in structuralist thought. On their imagined week in Mallorca, they meet—

temporally and spatially—a host of characters, their first encounter being with Jost Krippendorf, 

who argues, in similar fashion to Dean MacCannell, that because everyday life is monotonous, 

stressful, and depressing, tourists’ primary motivation is to escape the routine (126). Veijola and 

Jokinen respond to this by speculating that Krippendorf had not thought of washing dishes or 

caring for children when he made this argument; instead, they venture that “[h]e has probably 

had paid work, on a production line or in an office, on his mind,” and that these gendered spaces 

are critical for conceptualizing travel destinations as different spaces but not counter-spaces 

(127). From there, they encounter Dean MacCannell, who professes that tourism is no more 

complicated than pure middle-class sightseeing; they run in to John Urry, who continues to 

privilege the visual in an attempt to “engage with a set of stimuli that contrasts with the everyday 

and mundane” (133). On day four, they meet more contemporary voices who are still focused on 

gazing: Orvar Lofgren, an ethnologist who has studied tourists’ observations (i.e. “gazing at”) 

about class-bodies, vulgar bodies, beach bodies, spiritual bodies, and bodies in landscape, and 
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Chris Rojek, a sociologist, who echoes Lofgren and cites one of his studies which argued that the 

beach is a place of bodily disclosure that represents male triumphalism because “women are 

incontrovertibly the paramount objects of display” (137).  

That being said, the question still remains as to how bodies that are not coded as female 

fit into these paradigms. What about, for instance, the gaze turned inward? The awareness of and 

interest in the traveler’s own body? “Is the gaze really detachable from the eye, the eye from the 

body, the body from the situation?” (126) What about the eyes that cannot see? What about the 

influence of disability studies? Bodies that don’t fit norms? Lesbian/gay bodies? Trans bodies? 

Bodies of others who dress differently? Toward the end of their trip, Veijola and Jokinen meet 

with Ann Game, who has just been surfing and who tells them about her work, which aims to, as 

she says, write the body into materialist semiotics. To do this, she claims, we must turn to the 

“sensual experience that escapes tourist discourse” by looking at the desires of humans to put 

their feet or body into the sand; to consider how people understand their own body amongst a 

crowd of bodies; to study how people eat, drink, and “to acknowledge the ways in which we are 

implicated in representation” (140).  

However, Veijola and Jokinen—much like me—find themselves wondering what to do 

with these conversations. As they ponder, refuting both MacCannell and Urry, “[i]sn’t it rather 

the tourist body that breaks with the established routines and practices?” Isn’t it, they ask, the act 

of travel to help us “share the feeling of being together in this big, wild, incomprehensible world, 

full of strangers whose words and gestures don’t say anything” in our own languages? (133) 

Considering Lofgren’s argument, they ask why everything must be derived from the gaze—

people watching people. Even Game’s contribution, which seeks to turn the gaze inward, leaves 

an uncomfortable gap between the Self and Other—how do bodies interpret, react to, and 
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understand themselves and each other? What about Foucault’s view that bodies are ideological, 

discursive, surveyed, even punished? What about taking Butler’s point that the body is an Other, 

a means of expression, a signified? Though they do mention Quetzil Castaneda’s thesis—that 

tourists redefine their bodies in contrast to Other bodies and that they can only “see” and “be 

seen” through reflective play with the Other “as both category and as Body,” they are unsure 

how to envision this as more than an abstraction (147). The authors cannot yet speak to the 

politics of the body in tourism, knowing that the field must change its research practices but 

leaving the questions open for future answers. 

Since Veijola and Jokinen’s article, other researchers, too, have brought their own 

perspectives to bear on the lack of attention paid to the body in tourism. Cohen and Cohen’s 

round-up of scholarly voices is a fairly comprehensive overview: they first mention Nigel 

Thrift’s non-representational theory, an approach to studying tourism that focuses on practices—

how human formations are expressed, performed, and enacted, rather than on the practice itself. 

In his work on embodiment and dance, published in the late 1990s, he writes that embodiment is 

an expressive ongoing relationship with the world that bridges the dualistic divide between 

subject and object—or, in this case, the Self and Other, and that this negotiation can be fruitful. 

A few years later, Obrador Pons argues that an embodied perspective of tourism is 

fundamentally necessary to poststructural thought and to apprehending the “everyday ordinary 

practices of tourists, rather than focusing on the exotic and extraordinary, such as sightseeing;” 

instead, tourism should be understood through “multiple corporeal and sensual practices” (57). 

These researchers, among others, have all contributed to the critique of Urry’s tourist gaze 

“based on a masculine, middle-class, and imperialistic imaginary made dangerously universal,” a 
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gaze that focuses primarily on seeing and not on the rest of the body, its opportunities, its 

limitations, its triumphs, and its disabilities (Pons 57). 

This trend, which attempted to critique the dominance of the visual and the masculine 

“gaze” in tourism studies, resulted in a number of noteworthy studies at the turn of the 21st 

century that considered how tourists understood their bodies—and the bodies of Others—

through a recognition of their senses. As Cohen and Cohen note throughout their work, some of 

these studies broke immense ground: as they write, Waitt and Duffy’s work on vocals and 

listening at music festivals, Pons’ work on the tactile sensuality of sunbathing and building 

sandcastles, and Everett’s work on the multisensory experience in food tourism, have all 

contributed to a more nuanced understanding of the body—both abled and disabled, as the case 

may be—in transit (“Current”). Other studies, too, have contributed to a broader understanding 

of the tourist’s body in space and time, such as Hazel Andrews’ ethnographic work following 

British tourists as they traverse resorts in Spain, interpreting the “smellscapes” (such as vomit in 

discos, body odor on the beach, streets versus natural landscape) and “soundscapes” (the sound 

of nightclubs, musicians, football games) they encounter while on holiday. She uses their 

perceptions to argue that tourists often use olfactory reminders to organize and mobilize their 

feelings about particular places (256). Andrews, as others, believes that these other senses 

contribute just as profoundly to tourist experiences as does sight and that by drawing attention to 

them, researchers do not underplay the role that sight holds but instead bring an enhanced 

understanding to multisensual embodied experiences. 
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4.3 A Politics of Location in Digital Travel Texts 

Developments in/Theories of the Photographic Gaze 

Sturken and Cartwright’s work on visual culture offers some theoretical backing that is 

critical to this chapter in terms of understanding how modernity and tourism fit with critiques of 

photography and the visual tourist “gaze” by the creator/implied viewer. By tracing theories of 

the “gaze” back to the Lacanian psychoanalytic theory of the mirror phase5, in which children 

around 18 months begin to establish their sense of self through a growing understanding of their 

own body, the body of their mother, and the bodies of others, Sturken and Cartwright believe 

that photography often functions “to establish difference, through which that which is defined as 

other is posited as that which is not the norm or the primary subject” (95). By taking this 

position, they come to privilege the notion of spectatorship, surveillance, and categorization over 

changing concepts of the gaze which replace the disembodied set of eyes with a fully-embodied 

human being. As they write, this recognition of the self as an individual entity is crucial to 

understanding spectatorship, or the process of what Lacan calls le regard (the “gaze”), which 

concerns itself with the viewing relationship characteristic of a particular set of social 

circumstances and not necessarily just the act of “looking” or “staring” (qtd. in Sturken and 

Cartwright 76). In many ways, the kind of “gaze” they discuss is fundamentally voyeuristic, “the 

pleasure in looking while not being seen,” and related to the camera, which is “used as a tool of 

voyeurism and sadism, disempowering those before its gaze” (qtd. in Sturken and Cartwright 

76). Naturally, this kind of gaze is inextricably tied to the masculine gaze and connotes a kind of 

violence, visual weaponry that is inflicted upon the subjects of the gaze. Their examples, from 

                                                 
5 See Ecrits: A Selection, edited by Bruce Fink, for a very accessible introduction to Jacques Lacan’s concept of the 

mirror phase. 
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Hitchcock’s Rear Window to classic Western depictions of women as objects in paintings and 

exotic peoples as non-normative others in early anthropological photographs, support this.  

Though they do suggest that the theoretical concept of the male gaze has been rethought 

in light of changing image conventions and ease of reproduction, Sturken and Cartwright’s 

suggestion that photographers and viewers might occupy “wrong” gender positions by inverting 

spectatorial relationships (women identifying with voyeurism, men becoming the object of the 

camera) simply seems to reinforce the rigidity and impossibility of getting out from under the 

framework of the existing gaze. In light of rethinking the gaze entirely, they instead suggest 

“transgressive female looking,” in which lesbians and other minoritized subjects might 

appropriate the male gaze in order to critique it, and tangential offshoots of the gaze, in which 

the gaze might be universalized to include all kinds of spectators. However, because this chapter 

is concerned with more than aesthetic conventions and appropriation of an existing and 

standardized “gaze,” I use Sturken and Cartwright’s analysis as a foundation and as evidence that 

the male gaze is intimately connected to developments in visual technology—and that their work 

is not a heuristic for change. 

Though people have been illustrating their travels for centuries, rapid developments in 

image technology have contributed to the transference of the male gaze (which has been around 

for thousands of years) into contemporary travel photography. As Sturken and Cartwright, 

among others, have written, photography as a medium has been a central factor in the 

functioning of discourses since the 19th century. As a technology developing alongside the rise of 

modern political states as well as a growing interest in realism, or showing the world “as it is,” 

photography was widely used as a method for surveillance, regulation, and categorization and as 

a way to document the “normal” and “abnormal” (95). In tandem with Foucault’s theory of the 
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panopticon and implied gazes, then, they argue that the camera—and hence the photographic 

gaze—can be viewed as a form of intrusion whether the object is a prisoner or a person from 

another culture. “All function to varying degrees to represent codes of dominance and 

subjugation, difference and otherness,” they write (100). In this way, the photographic gaze 

when applied to travel is merely a manifestation of dominance, a way to continue exerting power 

over and producing non-Western citizens and subjects through visual discourse. 

A common critique of travel photography as a genre is that it thrives on establishing 

divisions between the “normal” and the “exotic” and that it does not allow the Other to speak in 

its defense. As Sturken and Cartwright discuss, magazines such as National Geographic have 

primarily been used to “provide visual codes of difference between the anthropologists and their 

subjects” and uphold the idea of white/dark, European/native, civilized/primitive (categories that 

Jacques Derrida and others have stated are always coded with power) (103). From local people 

photographed in native dress to positioning tall white men over shorter islanders, these images 

take on different cultural meanings when taken out of the context of the local village or family: 

i.e., that the subjects are not individuals but rather a substitute for a specific category of people 

who cannot speak or control their presentation (103). In this way, photographs are seen as central 

to the production of what Edward Said calls Orientalism, or, the ways in which Western cultures 

attribute to other cultures qualities of primitiveness and foreignness in order to position them as 

inferior. While I don’t disagree that quite a lot of tourism discourse does just this, I take issue 

with the sweeping generalizations these discussions implicitly make. The next section will 

demonstrate, to the best of my knowledge, how this idea has been grappled with by tourism 

researchers and how I will address this in my analysis. 
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Tracing the Mediatization of Tourism Practice & Convergence Culture 

As I mentioned in Chapter 1, the mediatization of the tourist experience has had a great 

deal of influence on the relationship between travelers and their use of digital media, particularly 

in regards to the ways in which tourists prepare, embody, and narrate their travel experiences 

online. As Cohen and Cohen argue, this mediatization, which was initially brought into the study 

of tourism by Scandinavian researchers in communication, has also given rise to three principal 

areas of investigation: one, the way tourists navigate through an entanglement of media images 

and actual tourist destinations; two, the blurring of boundaries between simulations and real 

experiences; and three, the rise of tourist agency in creating and disseminating media images. 

Though media saturation and simulacra are critical to the study of tourism and digital media, 

most relevant to this particular chapter is the shift from travelers as “passive media consumers” 

to active media creators and the way that “the tourist gaze becomes intertwined with the general 

consumption of media images as tourists consume mediated images of places” (Månnson 169). 

Applying Olivia H. Jenkins’ theory of convergence to tourism studies easily enhances the 

way in which we understand the complicated network that makes up tourist discourse online. 

Some tourism scholars, such as Jenkins, have written specifically about the ways in which the 

“circle of representation” (or what Urry identifies as the “hermeneutic cycle” of representation) 

has transferred from official discourse to everyday travelers (and vice versa). Her conclusions, 

which are based on an auto-photography study she did in which she presented Australian 

backpackers with cameras to use as they normally would and analyzed what they photographed 

and how, are two-fold: that backpackers, who tend to view themselves as less “touristic” than 

other groups, do in fact support the hermeneutic circle but that we might think about the circuit 

as less of a circle and more as an outward spiral where “each successive whirl of the spiral 

increases the audience for a tourist destination image and adds another layer of symbolic 



Winet 176 

 

meaning to the image” (324). She gives the example of a woman who submitted a photograph of 

herself on the beach with her back to the camera to a local tourism operator, who later used the 

photograph in their advertising brochure. Therefore, what Jenkins means by this “outward spiral” 

is that the notion that the oft-cited cyclic metaphor (of tourist image – recipient – new image 

back to original sender) is limited in terms of how it actually captures the projection, perception, 

and perpetuation of iconic images in tourism brochures. 

While Jenkins’ claim that tourists simply reproduce iconic images of destinations in their 

personal photographs is a popular claim, there is dissidence. Månnson, for instance, analyzes 

how the discourse around Rosslyn Chapel in Edinburgh was depicted after the release of The Da 

Vinci Code by looking at a blog, a video clip on YouTube, a Facebook group’s comments, and a 

Twitter post in order to reveal that multiple levels of convergence take place concurrently in 

mediatized tourism. Tourists often use a number of media platforms to inform, participate in, and 

reflect on their own travels. All of these platforms reveal different conversations concerning the 

influence of the popular novel on the tourist site: comments on the video clip about the chapel, a 

key site in the novel, show that viewers were influenced by the video to become tourists there 

themselves (“Almost felt as though I was there…”) whereas the blog post, by a couple calling 

themselves “Frankiediane,” shares personal photos and highlights an experience walking through 

the chapel and thinking about The Da Vinci Code. By showing these and other fragments of 

discourse, Jenkins demonstrates how this intertextuality has the potential to rupture Jenkins’ 

“circle of representation,” the passive process that assumes tourists purely search for and repeat 

consumed images as they travel, but that more research is needed in this area (1649). As media 

consumers become producers of discourse just as readily and perhaps even more influentially 

than official tourism discourse and national and regional tourism websites, Månnson argues for 
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more sustained studies that look at intertextuality and the way in which discourse can—and 

does—fragment and provide access to more voices across platforms. 

Moving away from the systematic devaluing of snapshot photography is a topic Haldrup 

and Larson cover as a response to the existing literature, which they write is often speculative 

and negative, portraying personal photographs as “a wasteland of pre-programmed shooting of 

image-driven attractions.” These previous studies, they argue, have rhetorically constructed 

photography as negative and already “framed” by the hegemonic position that tourists are 

essentially occupied with consuming places (24). For Haldrup and Larson, a “re-framing” of our 

assumptions about photography is essential, particularly within the context of the mediatization 

of the tourist experience. They write that photography is not full of replication and mimicry but 

rather a “theater of life” where tourists perform various places, scripts, and roles, and should be 

contextualized as such—as a process that actively produces social relations rather than consumes 

them (24, emphasis theirs). In their analysis of nearly a thousand photos, they conclude that 

personal travel photographs more often than not produce familial relationships and new 

friendships and intimate “bodyscapes,” or landscapes composed of different bodies, both familiar 

and new. 

In “Revealing the Unseen: Tourism, Art and Photography,” Steve Garlick extends 

Haldrup and Larson’s work in order to form what he calls a Heideggerian approach to reframing 

photographs not as copies or “unmediated slices of the world” but rather as a producers of art 

that can continually be reinterpreted (299). He believes, above all, that the camera can reveal our 

subjective worlds to us in ways that are not, as Heidegger calls, enframing, or aggressive acts 

that objectify the Other through the ocularcentric Western “gaze.” Writing a theoretical piece, he 

takes up the idea that modernity and photography evolved symbiotically and seeks to argue that 
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contemporary tourist photography can go beyond conventional critiques of its objectifying 

character and tendency to conform to the circle of representation. As he writes, “If we think of 

the camera as primarily a producer of art, of photography as making or creating pictures rather 

than taking them, then I think we are on the way towards avoiding the notion that tourist 

photography must necessarily be bad” (300). In order to do this, though, Garlick writes that we 

must adopt a new way of thinking about the role and purpose of tourist photography; in this case, 

he suggests adopting Foucault’s idea that the creation of one’s life as a work of “art,” or, a 

subjective fashioning, personal world-making effort (299). To show his readers what he means, 

he demonstrates how recognizing the ways in which images of the Taj Mahal, for instance, 

should not aim to copy or reproduce stock images but rather should embrace the fact that it is, in 

fact, an “unphotographable sight.” In these spaces, Garlick argues, we see the potential for 

understanding how photography can be a performance art in itself as not as a copy of a reality. (I 

can’t help but think of the common travel photographer’s hashtag, #nofilter, used often to show 

how they captured the “essence” of a place without needing manipulative software or Instagram 

filters to show its “true” beauty, or the use of Facebook to present a particular notion of 

“family”). Though Garlick’s argument is highly theoretical, it does pose interesting critiques 

toward establishing a new paradigm for thinking about the way travelers present—and how they 

could present—their stories in photos. 

For purposes of the next section of this chapter, I wish to argue that the mediatization of 

tourism does hold immense possibilities for sharing and disseminating photographs that tell 

stories outside of the cycle of representation. Of course, no discourse exists without context, so it 

is important to remember that even with the opportunities provided by digital media, “[t]he 

affordances of electronic media are expanding the possibilities of location branding and in a 
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sense camouflaging persuasive discourses” (Caldas-Coulthard 453). Because people and their 

bodies are “recontextualised and resemiotised” on the web, as characters in visual narratives do 

“things” in specific “contexts,” these acts must be read and viewed as persuasive texts involving 

a number of bodies: the sender/recipient, describer/described, traveler/host (Caldas-Coulthard 

455). I plan to do this—to examine the bodies of the subjects and their subjects—as mindfully as 

I can. While I hope to speak back to Caldas-Coulthard’s claim that because of this all tourism 

communication pits the “Self” against the “Other” and a “here” against a “there” (455), I believe 

her acknowledgment that our bodies are part of our constructed identities as well as our 

rhetorical strategies is paramount here. 

 

4.4 Case Studies from a Feminist Rhetorical Lens 

Opportunities for New Conversations 

In her work on “body stories” in travel blogs, sociologist Jennie Germann Molz writes 

that very few writers have directly addressed the way contemporary tourists—particularly the 

group whom she calls cosmopolitans—orient themselves and how that orientation might be 

literally embodied (4). She asks, after admitting the obvious omission of the body from academic 

conversations, that we must better understand cosmopolitan travelers as embodied subjects with 

corporeal dispositions toward the world as a whole because of the sheer number of “body 

stories,” or stories that overtly concern issues with or realizations about the human body, written 

by travelers on the internet. Her interest in materializing the body stems from a dissatisfaction 

with the traveler as a “detached, de-situated and disembodied idealization of the global citizen,” 

a person with unfettered mobility and who is generally appreciative of cultures (2). Though I 

discussed the idea of cosmopolitanism in the last chapter in much more detail, I remind us of it 
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here to emphasize the ways in which cosmopolitanness crosses my case studies and informs 

discussions on travel. In this particular study, Molz looks at the concept of “fit,” or, how 

travelers write about their physical conditions as they travel around the world, and after 

considering a number of bloggers’ stories, ranging from Myrna, a white female blogger, to Stu, 

an Australian-born Chinese blogger, to Chris, a black blogger who calls himself the “Chocolate 

Nomad,” argues that there needs to be a better awareness of how bodies are essentialized in 

spaces of Otherness and of how mobility is positioned for different genders, races, ethnicities, 

ages, sexualities, and even socio-economic classes. All in all, I appreciate Molz’ inclusion of 

“body stories” in her study, these stories that tell vivid accounts of intestinal illness, crowded 

buses, dirty toilets, suffocating humidity, decadent food, pristine views, and “fitting in” (or not) 

as a local because her work represents a step toward bringing the body “back” into tourism. I 

recognize, too, that one of the dangers in focusing on the body here is that it can be either 

marginalized or made universal through analysis (137). However, keeping this in mind, I come 

to this section with the recognition that, as Jasbir K. Puar writes, “the body is always attempting 

translation, trying to reconcile the multiple and discrepant demands upon it,” and that my 

interpretation is just one of potentially many (93).  My selection of these websites was based 

on the idea that their position on the margins of travel journalism might provide some space for 

experimentation and exploration that more mainstream sites do not offer. My goal is to use these 

sites to illustrate a theoretical argument and not to provide an in-depth close reading of their 

entire media presence online.  

With much relief, conversations within tourism and the travel industry are beginning to 

publicly recognize these theoretical shifts, though the shift has been unsurprisingly slow. For 

one, major industry conferences such as the Women in Travel Summit (WITS) and Travel 
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Bloggers Exchange (TBEX) are now featuring voices previously silenced in travel discourse, 

voices such as Carol Cain’s, a Dominican-American woman from an underserved immigrant 

family who, through the popularity of her blog Girl Gone Travel, has become an active voice in 

the travel industry and an advocate for promoting the impact and importance of marginalized and 

people of color in travel. As she wrote in an informal interview with me last year, her advocacy 

work for including diverse voices in travel stems from the fact that “[i]t’s impossible to see the 

world as black and white when you grow up as I did and you can’t ever accept things as told by 

one source, because the way I grew up proved to me that stories are always different depending 

on who is telling it” (Winet). In 2014, she was invited to present at TBEX, an experience that 

brought her to tears because, as she writes on her blog, “it isn’t often that a person of color is 

asked to present at a conference not solely dedicated to people of color and as huge as TBEX.” 

She was incredibly moved by the experience. On her blog, she includes a summary of the session 

she gave, “Multicultural Blogging,” in an ongoing effort to go public with her expertise and 

knowledge to offer an alternative way of knowing and being in the world—even, in the brief 

example I am about to present, through the use of stereotypical tourist images. In her conference 

presentation, she discussed the following picture (see Picture 1), taken during a family trip to 

Costa Rica and then posted to her Instagram account by asking her audience to think about what 

story is/isn’t being told: 
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Figure 4: Carol Cain’s Instagram Post 

Reprinted with permission by Carol Cain. 

 

At first glance, Cain’s photograph looks no different from an obvious, perhaps even 

stereotypical, medium close-up shot of a smiling woman holding a recently chopped coconut 

with a straw stuck in it. There is no other context in the photograph other than the fact that the 

lime green straps of her backpack are exposed (she could either be hiking or backpacking) and 

that she is standing in front of a tree. The backs of two Jeeps can be seen in the far left, 

suggesting that she is not entirely removed from civilization but perhaps far enough away to 

enjoy the seductive taste of a fresh coconut without too much interference. We cannot see the 

person who chopped the coconut (is it, as is common, likely to be a male from the local 

community?) or the person taking the photograph (her partner? A friend? A stranger?), but we 

can see Cain—a woman of color with a large frame and large breasts, looking directly into the 

camera’s gaze and suggesting that she is enjoying (or will soon enjoy) the experience of sipping 

the fresh juice from the coconut. As an isolated image, this photo brings up the usual set of 

questions—Who is this woman? Where is she? Why is she there?—while simultaneously 
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reinforcing an image often connected to developing or so-called Third-World tropical countries 

that viewers constantly see in tourism advertising, brochures, and on websites. 

 However, in her session at TBEX—which she later summarizes in the blog post about her 

session—she writes that she used this image as a challenge to her audience, one intended to 

encourage them to question the status quo of who is—and who is not—allowed to eat a coconut 

chopped by a local’s hand in a foreign country. Her argument, that industry professionals must 

look to their “multilayers” as raced, ethnic, gendered, sexed, and classed individuals in order to 

develop more meaningful travel stories, reinforces the point she makes in much of her work: that 

contemporary travelers must use digital media to break the ideology of what the tourism industry 

thinks is “relatable.” Using this small square photograph as a starting point, she then moved into 

discussing how posting the image to Instagram made her think critically about her own heritage 

as a Dominican woman and her family’s migration to New York, a place where coconuts are not 

endemic and where they are commonly coded as exotic and belonging to people of color. As a 

traveler of color who also has been called “la gordita” by Spanish-speaking women who assumed 

she did not know their language, she argued that this image, so seemingly innocuous in its 

composition, makes a clear statement about race, gender, size, access, and migration, concepts 

that seem entirely unfamiliar to her white husband. Though she recognizes the promotional merit 

of a photograph like this one, she then encouraged her audience members to move away from 

what they think readers want, let go of the obsession with “getting clicks and hits,” and instead 

use their privilege as public voices to “change the course of things and represent the people and 

voices often ignored, overlooked, and not seen in this space.” By taking her photo public, Cain 

claims that she was able to grapple with what she calls her “multilayers” and start thinking 

beyond the conventional image of a female tourist holding a tropical fruit. Much to her surprise, 
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her presentation at TBEX was one of the most well-attended and talked-about sessions of the 

conference, an indication that industry professionals and writers alike are responding to these 

critical questions with interest, curiosity, and engagement. 

 Of course, it is worth noting that Cain, like many other voices in digital discourse who 

have brought their own perspectives to bear on contemporary tourist practice, is a practicing 

travel blogger, one whose livelihood depends on her ability to present pleasing images to viewers 

and create meaningful travel stories that engage readers. However, despite the fact that she is a 

former public relations professional who understands these realities, she is not beholden to 

them—rather, she, like the two women I highlight below, are using their positions to bring to 

light alternative ways of thinking about their bodies—and the bodies of others—in transit. While 

the line between personal conviction and destination marketing does, in plenty of instances, 

directly affect the messages and images being produced, these travelers are actively working to 

break—or at least question—the cycle of representation through the power of their own—and 

their ability to gaze upon others’—bodies. It is in this blurring of boundaries between official 

tourism discourse and personal story that the potential for change lies. 

To finish up my discussion, I turn to analyzing—from a feminist rhetorical perspective—

a number of photographs and the text that accompanies each from two other influential voices in 

the travel industry, Heather Greenwood Davis and Kate McCulley, in order to demonstrate how 

keeping an open mind to the diversity of traveling bodies and by gazing as a feminist might 

reveal and illuminate some of the ways in which contemporary feminisms have entered the 

practice of tourism. As I believe that visual rhetorical analysis is an excellent methodology for 

considering the ways in which representations of women, their families, and the objects of their 

gazes are represented, I first examine the photographs I have chosen by looking at inclusion, 
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exclusion, visual strategies, and the photographer’s intended message and perceived message. 

Then, I consider the impact their text has on the images, because I believe, as Sturken and 

Cartwright do, that when text, or “language practices,” are combined with image, it asks the 

viewer to read the image differently. These examples, which are just two of many, demonstrate a 

shift away from ocularcentric discourse and toward, as Garlick hopes for, tourist photos as art, or 

the creation of one’s life as a work of art in order to develop new ways of seeing.  

 

Case Study #1: Globetrotting Mama 

 Heather Greenwood Davis, a black Canadian travel writer and blogger known 

professionally by her moniker and blog of the same name, Globetrotting Mama, merits 

exploration because she frequently brings up her and her family’s racialized bodies in travel and 

works to change the stereotypes that black American families do not travel or are silenced in the 

tourism industry. Though she most often writes for her blog, Globetrotting Mama, focusing on 

the travels she takes with her husband and two young sons, she also contributes to National 

Geographic’s Intelligent Travel Blog, the site I have chosen for analysis here primarily because 

of the magazine’s longstanding association with colonialism and the promotion of third-

worldism through its overt exoticization and racialization of bodies of difference. As a 

publication, National Geographic has received critiques of perpetuating a masculine gaze, the 

exoticization of third-world nations, and the objectification of the Other, particularly women. 

Studies such as Catherine A. Lutz and Jane L. Collins’ part-anthropological part-sociological 

Reading National Geographic offers one such account, analyzing the ways in which it uses 

photography to perpetuate “seductive representations of the third-world” (xi). Though both grew 

up reading the magazine, after analyzing over 600 photographs, they conclude, albeit not that 
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surprisingly, that it is an ethnocentric, racist, and sexist portrait of other societies. In fact, their 

close reading seems to suggest that the magazine simply serves to reinforce and validate middle-

class American values by pitting what is perceived as “normal” with what is perceived as 

“exotic.” Through analyzing the use of color, pose, framing, bodies (often of women with their 

breasts exposed), and vantage point, Lutz and Collins argue that National Geographic serves the 

American desire for both celebrating diversity and validating a middle-class lifestyle by 

relegating non-Western peoples to inferior, less progressive positions. 

 However, while I don’t deny that publications like National Geographic are without 

problems of representation, I respectfully argue that Lutz and Collins have not captured the 

entire picture, so to speak. Though the Intelligent Travel Blog’s mission statement reads that they 

are “on the front lines of travel that illuminates, celebrates, and preserves irreplaceable places--

and [they’re] taking you along for the ride,” suggesting a kind of colonizing in itself, Greenwood 

Davis’ contributions to the blog more often than not recognize the body as a site for intervention 

and interpretation. As a semiotic resource, if we are to take Kress and Van Leeuwen’s 

perspective—that all signs are rhetorical—the following two images, provided by Greenwood 

Davis in a recent blog post, “Being Black in China,” take small steps toward disrupting the 

binary between Western/non-Western, racial distinctions, and the disembodied gaze because they 

focus simultaneously on the family and notions of race and difference. In a way, she 

demonstrates what Haldrup and Larson call the “family gaze” in innovative and unpredictable 

ways, moving away from the circle of representation and instead taking pictures focused on 

bodies in or near tourist attractions—however, in this case, the tourist attraction is her young 

child. The first photograph in the post is this: 
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Figure 5: Heather Greenwood Davis’ Personal Photograph 1 

Reprinted with permission by Heather Greenwood Davis. 

 

On the whole, this photo appears to be a close-up photograph of Davis’ nine-year-old son, Ethan, 

whose hair and skin are being touched and examined by at least three sets of disembodied hands. 

All three bodies surrounding him appear to be women’s bodies, but most of the evidence we 

have of that are performative ones: the beaded bracelets one of the wears on her wrist, a set of 

what look like breasts on the left, flowered and patterned shirts, and lengthy, slender fingers with 

manicured nails. Part of one of the women’s faces is showing, although she is violently cropped 

out: we only see one eye, a nose, and part of her mouth, which is open in what appears to be 

excitement or awe. Ethan’s eyes are not looking directly at the camera, but rather are turned 

toward one of the women who is touching him. His expression is one between complacency and 

curiosity, but he is not smiling. The paleness of the women’s skin creates a circle around his face 

and coarse, curly hair—the darker part of the image. There is a tactile, embodied quality to this 

image, from the child’s head placed directly in the center, to the visual emphasis on the hands 
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and fingers, to the (mostly) dismembered female arms reaching for the child’s smooth skin and 

curly hair. Taking into consideration Urry’s theory that the tourist gaze is often one-way, 

hierarchical, disembodied, and masculine, we can reinterpret this image as three sets of “gazes” 

all attempting to make sense of each other—first, Greenwood Davis’ gaze (the eyes behind the 

camera, the mother looking down onto her child); second, Ethan’s gaze, as he looks toward the 

bodies that belong to the hands that are touching him; and third, the gazes of the Chinese women 

who are clearly fascinated with his race, age, and perhaps even his gender. Readers of the blog 

might assume, given the title, that Greenwood Davis is peering down at her child, watching him 

be stroked and touched by curious women who may or may not have ever seen a child of color 

like him before, but as Caldas-Coulthard argues, what seems to be “just a photograph of a 

beautiful body” has immense social implications. 

 The text, which appears below the article, begins with a paragraph of a single sentence: 

“Of all the countries we’ve visited as a family, the hardest, by far, was China.” Statements of 

risk, hardship, and adaptation—especially for Western tourists traveling to rural parts of 

countries like China—aren’t uncommon in travel narratives (see Molz’ “Cosmopolitan Bodies” 

for an interesting discussion of risk and inoculation narratives), but Greenwood Davis continues 

by adding that upon arriving at the Forbidden City, as many as twenty people lined up to get 

their photo taken with them. She realizes, then, that her family’s blackness is exceptionally rare 

(they didn’t see another black person for a whole month after that), that their tallness (her 

husband’s height invited many locals to use hand gestures to point out his tall stature), and that 

her “boys’ mini Afros might as well have been unicorn horns” because people incessantly 

reached out to touch them. As a mother, Greenwood Davis has both upheld and ruptured the 

masculine gaze: On the one hand, she supports Michael Haldrup and Jonas Larson’s claim that 
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when families are involved, tourist photography is made less visual and more embodied, less 

concerned with “consuming” places than with producing social relationships, such as family life 

(416); on the other, as a Western tourist in a non-Western space, she has inadvertently sliced off 

the identities of the Chinese women surrounding her son, depicting them as the inverse negative 

of her, with short bodies, straight, dark hair, and pale skin.   

Reflecting on the experience toward the end of her article, Greenwood Davis then admits 

that although pale-skinned people often receive this kind of attention while abroad and that dark-

skinned people often receive this attention while home (in the United States), her family had 

never felt so marginalized as they did in that moment. As she writes, “[w]hat we looked like was 

ruining our chance to enjoy where we were,” and she confesses that while the attention was 

tiring, her family was able to take away five critical lessons as both travelers and people of color, 

the two most important being that they began to think twice about photographing locals just 

because they could and that, with a few Mandarin lessons, they had the ability—and the right—

to say “no” to having their bodies captured on film. But, she also realizes the humor in situations 

like this, situations that bring to light the idea that tolerance, flexibility, and an attention to 

difference can challenge the exoticization that happens between travelers and travelees. 

She includes this image to emphasize her point: 
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Figure 6: Heather Greenwood Davis’ Personal Photograph 2 

Reprinted with permission by Heather Greenwood Davis. 

 

 This image is a curious contrast to the first image of Ethan because it provides an added 

level of context to the situation they experienced both in China and at the Forbidden City. 

Although both bodies—the anonymous Chinese male body and the black American body of her 

husband—are positioned in relative symmetry, the bodies are presented in a kind of “standoff” to 

each other, suggesting that perhaps neither “gaze” is an appropriate one. The caption, of course, 

attempts to neutralize the staring contest and infuse the situation with humor, focusing on naïve 

curiosity as the perpetrator rather than ogling at difference. Because Greenwood Davis’ wanted 

to depict the idea of her husband giving the local man “a taste of what it felt like” to be 

objectified based on his appearance and foreignness alone, she shows both recording each other, 

mediated by their technological devices: one holds a video camera and the other a smartphone. 

As Molz reminds us and as I argue here, this post reminds us that “travelers are not just traveling 
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as bodies, but as racially marked bodies for whom relating to and belonging to the world as a 

whole can take on different meanings” (16). Because our bodies are often essentialized and our 

mobility positioned within assumptions related to diaspora and ethnicity, Greenwood Davis’ 

experience resonates with Puar’s observation that “[s]ome bodies, bodies read as brown, black, 

yellow, female, differently abled, queer, and so on, by necessity must always negotiate the 

discursive systems that render these bodies Other….[t]he body is always attempting translation, 

trying to reconcile the multiple and discrepant demands upon it” (93). All bodies are 

negotiations, complex visual arguments that involve differentiation and embodiment in 

exceptionally diverse ways, and recognizing this is a critical first step toward exemplifying a 

feminist travel gaze. 

More than perhaps anything else, the reason I included Greenwood Davis’ pair of photos 

here is not to demonstrate that she is the epitome of what a feminist traveler should do, but rather 

to speak to the reality that in much of the literature on tourism and photography, the camera work 

of tourists is too easily and too quickly seen as passive, superficial, and disembodied, a 

discursively prefigured activity of “quotation” (Haldrup and Larson 417). In her images, 

photographs in which she focuses on the experiences of both her son and her husband, the tourist 

is actively framing and moving—not merely, as the critique of much personal travel photos goes, 

framed and moved. 

Case Study #2: Adventurous Kate 

 If I had to characterize Adventurous Kate, the term “the Victorian woman traveler of the 

21st century” might come to mind. As many studies have shown, Western women began to travel 

in the 19th century for both personal and political reasons, including missionary work, personal 

curiosities, and to escape gender oppression in their home communities. In their diaries, letters, 
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and travel journals, white women such as aristocratic Mary Whortley Montague and Mary 

Kingsley wrote of their adventures in the Turkish and African worlds and worked tirelessly to 

upend the status quo that living a single life and traveling alone as a female was not tolerable. 

Women like Gertrude Bell, who traveled extensively through the Middle East, wrote fearlessly 

about her unmarried life as her journeys through places like Syria and Israel; Annie Taylor, who 

is credited with being the first European woman to enter Tibet, wrote passionately about the 

freedom and fearlessness that travel inspired in her (“Women”). Indeed, industrialization, 

technology, and the Imperialist world of the 19th century made travel easier for white women—

and many of them wrote prolifically and profusely about their relief from the strictures of family 

life, domesticity, boredom, and stringent gender standards. In the 21st century, the conversations 

are not so different: single women travelers still grapple with their bodies, gender, sexuality, and 

safety in much the same way as the Victorian women of the 19th century did. 

There are, of course, plenty of intrepid modern women who fit into the vastly large 

market “solo female travel” and who tell their travel stories online through blogs and social 

media: blogs such as Evelyn Hannon’s Journeywoman, Christine Ka’aloa’s Grrl Traveler, and 

Janice Waugh’s Solo Traveler are just a few who feature “solo” in the descriptions of who they 

are6. (Note that “solo” is often used more frequently than “single” or “independent” with 

women’s blogs; there is not one blog or website I can think of written by a male with the word 

“solo” in its title). The similarities these women share with their traveling foremothers, however, 

perhaps end there: they are twenty-somethings, women of complicated ethnic heritage, women 

who identify as straight, lesbian, trans, and queer, women who are retired, widowed, and 

divorced. 

                                                 
6 These blogs are all easily searchable online if you are interested in seeing more of them. 
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Blending levity with serious issues and mixing text with her own photography, Kate 

McCulley, the blogger behind the Adventurous Kate moniker and blog, writes to women with the 

idea in mind that “solo female travel” is still possible for any woman with certain precautions 

and a 21st-century street-savviness. From posts detailing the toiletries she is bringing with her on 

a seven-month long trip to Asia (including such items as “Diva cup (guys, don’t ask), backup 

tampons”) to answering readers’ emails about what sex is like on the backpacking trail and how 

to find emergency birth control while on the road, McCulley is particularly aware of the “gazes” 

upon her body and the unique needs it has (“Packing”). However, instead of simply ignoring 

them or trying to pass as a local, she engages in a process of “allowing the local place(s) to 

inscribe themselves temporarily on the surface of her body, marking her” by, for example, 

deciding to dress more appropriately in certain places (Molz 13). This makes her distinct from 

much tourism discourse that either renders differences invisible or focuses on exploiting them, as 

is often the case with pretending that feminist issues do not exist or by using exoticized female 

bodies for male pleasure. 

 In an informal interview with me last year, McCulley mentioned that targeting female 

readers wasn’t initially her intention, but that she soon realized that she had “a lot of readers with 

a deep thirst for information about what it’s like to travel the world as a woman, and particularly 

as a solo woman.” McCulley’s venture into travel blogging fills an unusual gap in the tourism 

industry, I believe, specifically because she continues to speak to the needs and interests of 

women (Western and non-Western) by bringing up issues that were previously understated or 

glossed over. Though she is a quintessential white cosmopolitanist, introducing herself as a 30-

year-old woman who quit her online marketing job at the age of 26 to travel to Southeast Asia 

for six months—a trip, she writes, that turned into more than four years across fifty countries—
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she is aware of her privilege and not afraid to disclose how she makes money through her writing 

and blogging. Her mission, she writes, is to inspire women to travel independently and safely, 

and through that, “clear up those myths” that women should not travel by themselves.  

 Of course, McCulley is not, by any means, the first woman travel blogger on the Internet, 

but because she has actively maintained her blog and social media presence for the past six years 

and has an immense following, I use her here as an example of how diary-style writing, coupled 

with her amateur photography skills, can tell a different story of how liberated, Western women 

craving adventure negotiate their bodies—and their identities as women—in the world. Though 

McCulley is not specifically known for problematizing such markers as race, sexual orientation, 

class, or ethnicity, her voice has contributed to a growing number of digital travel stories that 

make the body explicit and recognize tensions that exist in a complex web of safety, risk, 

limitations, and celebrations of the female body in tourism. The body issues McCulley brings to 

light on her blog—everything from how to buy tampons in foreign countries to how to safely 

prepare for a potential one-night stand while abroad to how to dress in more conservative 

countries—explore the female, sexed body through the ways she defines physical differences 

between sexes and understands cultural representations of women.    

Though McCulley often uses photographs of herself in action—hiking, drinking, 

partying, dating, eating, swimming, and has moved increasingly toward posting selfies—she also 

frequently “pauses” to write about feminist issues that concern her. In one of her recent blog 

posts, “Why Travel Safety is Different for Women,” written in response to a Buzzfeed list post 

entitled “29 Things Women Avoid Doing Because We Fear For Our Safety,” McCulley stops to 

critique the inflammatory, controversial content in the post. Though she breezily dismisses some 

of the insulting points in the Buzzfeed post, such as “Wear a ponytail, because it will make it 
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easier for an attacker to grab our hair,” she finds herself nodding in agreement with #23, which is 

“[w]alk around late at night with headphones on and blasting music, because we’re afraid 

attackers might come up behind us.” She confesses, at this point, that she got mugged that way in 

Boston, her hometown, in 2009. Then, she continues by admitting the many “micro-decisions” 

she makes every day, decisions that sometimes male travelers cannot believe she must make: 

I walk home with my keys between my fingers, ready to use them as a weapon if 

necessary. I check to see if anyone’s hiding in the backseat before I get into my car. I 

reject drinks offered to me by anyone other than the bartender. I don’t cut through parks 

after sunset. When I move into a new place, I practice opening the door with my key as 

quickly as possible and memorizing the angle at which to hold my key, just in case I need 

to run from someone….Until you’ve spent time scrutinizing your outfit in the mirror and 

wondering if the length of your skirt, the height of your heels, or the brightness of your 

red lipstick will result in you getting harassed on the street, no, you don’t know what it’s 

like. 

She is speaking, of course, from the confines of fear, an emotion often associated with bodies of 

lesser-strength or bodies that code female. She discusses rape, violence, and decision-making 

(clothing choices, makeup, etc.) in order to demonstrate to her audience that she understands the 

gravity of taking safety precautions while traveling. Furthermore, she upends the assumption that 

traveling to places that stereotypically “necessitate greater caution” (such as India) is often a 

misconception, sharing a story of how she was groped and catcalled along the streets of 

Florence, Italy for wearing a skirt and tank top. Towards the end of the post, she switches to the 

inclusive “we” and asks “What can we do?” in addition to sharing a few of her own tips for 

keeping “our” bodies safe while traveling. As she looks, she is forever looked upon. 
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 However, as much as McCulley’s work has inspired countless women to travel (simply 

read the hundreds upon hundreds of comments she receives on every post she writes), it is 

important to also note that her work is inextricably linked to her social media personae—a shift 

that her 19th century foremothers could not have imagined. As she writes in one post about 

makeup she uses when she travels, she confesses that she never travels without it not because she 

has been conditioned to wear makeup but because she looks better in photographs with it. Her 

blog is literally riddled with photos of herself—she is, in a sense, her brand. While this 

complicates a feminist reading of her work, it does imply that the “solo female traveler” is as 

much a constructed image as it is a marketing strategy that keeps her desirable to both her 

readers and her sponsors. In the photo below (which isn’t quite a selfie but is a photo of 

McCulley standing alone in a crowd), we can see this kind of constructed self at work: 

 

Figure 7: Kate McCulley’s Personal Photograph 1 

Reprinted with permission by Kate McCulley. 
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 Because her digital self is always at work, she has a certain commitment to her body 

because it is always on display: though she ultimately chooses the images she publishes, her 

social status is constantly determined by the rhetorical power her personal photographs hold for 

her audiences. However, unlike many of her white, male counterparts whose bodies litter their 

sites as well, McCulley’s body represents far more than her physiology: she is, as Baudrillard 

writes, a kind of cultural mystique, an example of the ultimate and most desirable selfie (Arda 

864). In other words, when we place McCulley’s daily life in tandem with her digital life, she is 

simultaneously “tethered” (always connected because she has a responsibility to her readers to 

continue telling her story) and “disconnected” (travel is a constant display of her privilege and 

her conspicuous consumption). In this way, McCulley’s constant use of digital media both ties 

her to her readers as a friend and confidant while it simultaneously communicates her as the 

constantly evolving embodied subject of her photographs.  

 She ends the post with an image of her and five other young women without explaining 

where they are, who they are, or why they are together. All are dressed in semi-casual Western 

wear and one holds a beer, so we are to assume that it is evening and that the women are 

experiencing a city’s nightlife somewhere. The close corporeal proximity of the girls draws them 

together symbolically as well as corporeally, and none is more prominent than the other. As the 

women are both anonymous but from a range of ethnic backgrounds, this choice seems to be 

McCulley’s way of showing a solidarity with women across borders after feeling unafraid to 

share her thoughts on the subject of safety and the realities of having a woman’s body at home 

and abroad. In the 131 comments that follow the post, the conversation continues with anecdote 

after anecdote of cat-calling, body part grabbing, and public harassing: travel is still very 

different for women. 
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Figure 8: Kate McCulley’s Personal Photograph 2 

Reprinted with permission by Kate McCulley. 

 

4.5 Implications: More to Think About 

 In her work on global journalism, scholar Elfriede Fürsich writes that the solution to the 

epistemological crisis writers and journalists face when covering others in contact zones is to 

turn to visual anthropology, which was established as a discipline after World War II in tandem 

with Margaret Mead’s work, and centers its concerns on the study of visual systems and visual 

culture. The visual logic of postmodern documentary work, she writes, permits “self-reflective, 

open and critical approaches towards traditional-ritualistic reporting and production strategies 

[that] can help to disentangle problematic media representation” because it relies on making 

power relations explicit, emphasizes that culture should be seen as dynamic rather than static, 

allows the Other to actively create and counter representation, and admits that “reality” on film is 

constructed (57). Though her research primarily focuses on the outward “gaze,” rather than an 

inward one, as I have advocated for here, this postmodern approach to studying visual culture is 
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helpful as a concluding point. For one, it decenters the privileged eye and seeks to be more 

inclusive and understanding of other cultures and peoples, and it resists the temptation to pass 

judgment and create hierarchical binaries between host/tourist (Fürsich and others have written 

that making the dichotomy into a “we” because it therefore becomes more unpredictable of a 

category) (60). Furthermore, its focus on the visual helps us to question the epistemological 

premises of knowledge production, and important area for enacting the kind of travel 

discourse—one that moves away from “realism” and instead embraces subjectivities—that 

Garlick calls us to acknowledge and celebrate. Fürsich’s solution to the crisis of representation is 

primarily aesthetic, inviting travel journalists to alter journalistic practice to more thoroughly 

engage with production conditions of the program as its being filmed (her focus is on television) 

and embrace the German theory of “alienation” in theatre, the Verfremdungseffekt, provide a 

plurality of voices, and work toward a fluid media logic (73). Breaking with readers’ 

expectations by embracing awkward moments, unscripted dialogue, and interactions between 

local people and journalists, Fürsich writes, allows others to be framed differently and moves 

away from the idea of the exotic bystander on a quest for Western self-fulfillment (75). What this 

means for this chapter, though, extends beyond ethical representation of the Other, as I have 

argued that the development of a feminist gaze is crucial toward more ethical encounters and an 

awareness of the power relations brought to light through the practice of tourism. I also wish to 

emphasize that this gaze is happening, and I hope the two small case studies I have included 

reveal the opportunities inherent in studying the digital stories composed by independent 

travelers that break—or at least interrogate—the circle of representation. 

 As we move toward the development of a feminist travel gaze, one that focuses more on 

sociality, networks, reflexivity, and performance and less on the disembodied and passive 
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spectator, I would like to mention that there are so many other voices I could have included here, 

voices that champion for a more ethical stance on bodies in tourism and that are not often 

included in analyses of tourism discourse online. I believe in the work of the travelers who have 

taken their work public: Janice Waugh, who began writing as the Solo Traveler after suffering 

from empty-nest syndrome and losing her husband in retirement and who now has over 70,000 

followers on Facebook; Kirsten Kester, a Scandinavian writer who shares her experiences as a 

world traveler in a disabled body on Globetrotter in a Wheelchair; Erick Prince-Heaggans, who 

writes to dispel myths about racism across countries and to inspire black inner-city kids like 

himself to “see the world they are being denied” on Minority Nomad; Dani and Jess, the lesbian 

couple who grapples with being LGBTQ travelers on Globetrotter Girls; Tony Giles, the blind 

and nearly deaf British man who chronicles his travels without vision on Tony the Traveler; and 

the many other voices who are composing their stories and publishing them online in the hopes 

that their work will be discovered7. Though these sites all deserve their own analysis, I mention 

them here just to reiterate that the mediatization of the tourist experience is both reproducing the 

gaze as well as breaking it and creating alternative “gazes.” By recognizing the politicized body 

as a “site” for intervention/interpretation, travel discourse can shift the gaze from a disembodied 

patriarch to a more critical and feminist discussion on the role of the body in transit as well as the 

body standing still in place. It has also added a great deal of depth to the homes of those who 

read and subscribe to these blogs and websites, which has, in many ways, created a profound 

shift in the kinds of stories travelers and armchair travelers tell. 

 A large part of having a feminist way of knowing toward the body in travel is simply 

being aware of the realities I have covered in this chapter, and how our senses contribute to our 

understandings of the world. I’ll end, then, with a story of my own: After a trip to Taiwan in 

                                                 
7 As before, these blogs are easily searchable online by using either the author’s name or the blog’s name. 
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which I went to a small island called Xiao Liuqiu to do a story on a bungalow-style resort that 

previously had no website or information in English, I had a very similar experience to Heather 

Greenwood Davis. One afternoon, while taking snorkeling lessons, I met a group of graduating 

high school seniors from a rural village who were on their senior trip to the beach. Every single 

one—all twenty of them—wanted to take a picture with me on their phones and cameras, so I 

made them promise to send me the pictures for my photo album and gave them my email 

address. We exchanged stories—as best we could—of our favorite local foods, where the best 

places to visit in our countries were, and what university life might be like in the U.S. versus 

Taiwan—and they showed me sea urchins in the shallow waters. What I didn’t expect, though, 

was that when I came home, I logged onto Facebook to see post upon post of my face tagged in a 

lot of Mandarin newsfeeds: all of the graduating seniors had uploaded my photo with them! The 

photo below, which features me with a young girl who uses the English name Emily, is 

particularly special, as Emily has stayed in touch with me over social media for the past three 

years and is now about to graduate from a Taiwanese university. 
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Figure 9: Photograph of Author in Taiwan 

 

Of course, what I haven’t mentioned yet is how uncomfortable I felt about the 

glorification of my whiteness in that moment, something I have experienced, to my dismay, in a 

number of places around the world. The young girls kept telling me how beautiful my skin and 

hair were, and I, in response, reminded them how beautiful each one of them were. I did not want 

to perpetuate the stereotype of the foreign white girl with porcelain skin and delicate features, 

and yet, I felt somewhat helpless and clumsy in my response to their cooing over my color, my 

Westernness. Writing this chapter has helped me cope with that helplessness and reminded me, 

on a daily basis, that racism and exploitation are very real, tangible issues facing the future of 

travel discourse. It is my hope that if we keep the conversation open, listen to the voices who are 

speaking through their digital stories, and remain vigilant of the issues our bodies create/have 
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created for us, we might find ourselves telling more ethical stories about ourselves and about 

others. 
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INTERLUDE: LIFE ON THE FARM: A LESSON IN RELATIONSHIPS 

 

At Rancho Heliconia in the cloud forests of Costa Rica, Roxana pours a cup of coffee for 

both of us from her homemade chorreador and tells me that getting divorced was the best thing 

that ever happened to her. She surprises me when she says this—did she really say mi divorcio 

fue lo mejor desde la invención de la rueda?—but instead of asking for clarification, I wait to let 

her tell me the rest of the story. Roxana’s life has been no small feat: the daughter of a poor 

farming family, she met, fell in love with, and married a man from one of the richest families in 

Monteverde (the one who owns most of the resorts, she tells me), and when they divorced, she 

emphasizes it: it really was the best thing that’s happened since the invention of the wheel. 

(Wheel? Sliced bread? We all have our cultural objects of comparisons). She had enough money 

from the settlement to buy her very own farm and to dedicate her life to preserving this little plot 

of land in her beloved cloud forest. 

As we walk through the rows of ripening coffee beans and talk about her decision to buy 

the farm, her devotion to preserving local Costa Rican heritage and culture, and her dedication to 

educating tourists about the many labors of love related to coffee production, I realize the irony 

in the fact that I’m here, with my brand-new husband, on our honeymoon and on a writing 

assignment, in a place that has been made possible for a woman because of her divorce. Roxana 

is a quirky woman, no doubt, with her wild head of curly hair, Bella, her pet goat who wears a 

pink collar and trots behind her wherever she goes, and the candid way with which she talks 

about slaughtering cows when it’s time, but I’m fascinated by her and her story and her devotion 

to—and connection with—her landscape. We pause and she shows us how to tell the difference 

between a ripe, ready-to-pick coffee bean and an unripe one: the more plump and red it is, the 

more ready it is. But you can’t wait too long, she tells us, stripping a few red cherries off the 
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vine; there’s only a breath of a moment between the absolute ripest moment and the moment at 

which the fruit begins to break down and deteriorate. 

As a new business woman, Roxana does not sell her coffee to corporate buyers, does not 

export internationally, and does not have plans to turn a healthy profit on her farm. She does not 

allow people to fetishize her farm life, extol the farmers for simply doing their jobs, or bring 

tourists down to till her land for free under the guise of “voluntourism.” She offers local 

schoolchildren living wages to come after school and basket ripe berries from the branches, and 

in her spare time, she teaches Costa Rican dance classes to them for free. In the hopes of 

bridging her difficult childhood as a farm girl to her more blessed life as a recently-divorced 

farm owner, she brews fresh pots of coffee for her employees when she wakes up and takes 

Caramel, her chestnut-colored mare, on a ride through the misty forests every morning to greet 

the goats, cows, and horses.  

Though Rancho Heliconia is her business venture, she wants nothing more than for her 

visitors to realize that coffee is as much a part of experiencing Costa Rica’s landscapes as 

ziplining through the forest or laying out on a white sand beach. She wants her visitors to 

remember that cultivating the products they consume is both joyful and fulfilling, arduous and 

difficult, and that land shapes everything. She wants her visitors to leave, she tells me, with a 

renewed appreciation for the delicate balance of life in this extraordinary little place in the 

northeast corner of her tiny, peaceful, lovely Central American country. I think about the crisp 

mountain air, the dried coconut husks in our paths, the dried coffee bean hollow like a wooden 

maraca, the simultaneously sweet and bitter scent of cooked beans wafting from the kitchen, the 

dark brown residue from ground beans on our hands, and I think I can see what she means. 
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Though I’ve been on many journeys—from the mountains in the harsh but lush Sonoran 

Desert to the wet tropical rainforests of Malaysian Borneo—this is eco-tourism in a way I’ve 

never truly experienced it before. I have, unfortunately, seen what tourism can do to natural 

landscapes, and I have heard horror stories: of cruise ship companies plowing through and 

destroying delicate coral reefs in the Bahamas to make room for larger ships to get through to the 

ports, of high-rise resorts permanently altering access to local beaches and ruining the birthing 

cycle of turtles, of elephants being abused in Thailand so that tourists can ride them through the 

mountains of Chiang Mai. I am not ignorant of these things, and though important conversations 

regarding the promotion of sustainable tourist practices are happening in the field, a part of me 

knows that it is not enough. How has landscape become such a commodity to be consumed, I 

wonder, and why? What set off this imbalance? Why does tourism tend to value what Mary 

Louise Pratt coins the “monarch –of-all-I-survey” gaze, a perspective toward landscape that 

subordinizes, possesses, and articulates landscapes through discourses of propaganda? How can 

we shift the gaze so that these experiences are no longer glorified but instead critically examined 

and refused? What are the alternatives to what Pritchard and Morgan refer to as landscape 

shaped by “discourses of patriarchy and (hetero)sexuality?”  

After Roxana prepares my husband and me a fantastic lunch of fresh mozzarella cheese, 

stewed lamb, and grilled chayote, I know I need a few minutes alone with this place before we 

return to the city of Monteverde. Sitting on a bench outside next to the blood red ripening coffee 

bean plants, I take out my notebook and write that tasting Costa Rican coffee in context like this, 

in this space, is not only a new relationship to coffee, but rather an entirely new relationship to 

place; to the intricate balance of the land, animals, plants, and humans that connect to make what 

I’m drinking (and what I will soon be eating) in that moment possible. I think about the stories I 
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might write about this place, and I secretly hope that whatever I write won’t create a massive 

influx of tourists to her farm, but will rather help boost her coffee sales and perhaps attract a few 

curious visitors to her land to witness its beauty on the ground, as it is. As I sip the slow-roasted, 

black coffee with just a dash of fresh cow’s milk, I can’t help but wonder: is it possible that a 

feminist gaze toward landscapes, perhaps one like Roxana’s, can produce critical understanding 

of place and create social change? That question has remained with me ever since that moment, 

and resurfaces here with prominence and as a guiding research question. 

As I write my way into this chapter, I think about the work of Nedra Reynolds, one of the 

first feminist theorists I encountered as I began my coursework in Rhetoric and Composition at 

the University of Arizona. I remember the questions she asks at the beginning of her book, 

Geographies of Writing, with a certain fondness as both a rhetorician and a writer: 

How do people experience space, and what might that tell us about how they experience 

other forms of the social world? How do students, writers, or learners experience spaces 

and places in the everyday, and how might this inform cultural and material theories of 

discourse? What do “sense of place,” pathways, habits, or dwelling have to do with 

learning? (2) 

Reynolds’ work, which speaks to me on many levels, finds its way through the heart of 

this chapter, particularly in terms of our shared belief that “geography [is] a lived event” and that 

“our experiences in spaces of the everyday impact upon our identities, our confidence, our senses 

of self” in sometimes unpredictable ways (10). Though I don’t wish to necessarily respond to her 

question about learning, per se, I believe that any traveling is a kind of learning—a felicitous 

moment for travelers to experience and re-experience the world in surprising ways, and that by 

examining others’ travel stories, we might gain insight “into the social production of space, 
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embodied in the moves a writer makes and the products of a writer’s work” (177). In the spirit of 

Reynolds’ work and the traveling of many women across and throughout history, then, I will 

argue in this chapter that taking a feminist approach to venturing and actively working to 

dismantle patriarchal understandings of place is critical if we wish to listen to gazes that 

experience landscapes that escape the white, masculine eye of mainstream tourism. 

I dedicate this chapter to the many intersecting lives at Rancho Heliconia. 
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CHAPTER 5: RUSTY RAILINGS AND IMPERFECT LANDSCAPES: CHALLENGING 

THE GENDERED GAZE IN TRAVEL 

 

“Power, but not necessarily the balance of power, is the key to looking at almost every ‘natural’ 

landscape, and power is always a feminist issue.” 

--Diane Neumaier, Reframings: New American Feminist Photographies 

 

5.1 Disassembling the “Seeing-Man” on His Balcony 

I remember a time when, unlike my experience on the farm with Roxana, I stood out on a 

little glass balcony and gazed down on a landscape. It wasn’t quite a landscape per se, at least as 

that label is typically applied. I was high up on the 42nd floor, and I was looking down onto a 

sprawling city. Our plane had touched down in Bangkok not six hours before, and because the 

sun was just beginning to rise and my jet lag had me up and stirring at 4:00 in the morning, I was 

eagerly awaiting the sunrise on my hotel room’s balcony. As the sun peeped over the horizon, 

washing its lemon yellow light over everything beneath me, I could see the lazy, haunting Chao 

Phraya River come into view, peppered with early-morning fishermen preparing their nets and 

boats easing into the murky green waters. I could see a few cars, tiny as specks, zooming by on 

the criss-crossed highways, and I could see other high-rise buildings, their tips still shrouded in 

early-morning fog and light. 

I also remember reflecting on the experience for a long time that day. I had just read 

Mary Louise Pratt’s thought-provoking chapter in Imperial Eyes in which she writes that looking 

outside of a window of a hotel and “beholding” the view is reenacting the process of 

commodifying place in all its multi-varied components into a consumable, touristic object. She 

writes that this “monarch-of-all-I” adventurer looks down upon that which he possesses, passes 

judgment, and makes claims about the place without really understanding it at all as a complex 
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negotiation of networks, power, and bodies. This distancing allows the “seeing-man” to remain 

the conqueror, the metaphorical cartographer, the self-proclaimed monarch, of his own world. As 

she writes, people who behold views from balconies are simply “still up there, commanding the 

view, assigning it value, oblivious to limitations on their perceptual capacities, their relations of 

privilege perfectly naturalized” (200). It doesn’t have to be balconies, either—it can be from a 

mountaintop, on a roof, or from a window as a car drives over a highway. From wherever the 

person stands, Pratt believes that this perspective is undeniably white, male, and supremacist in 

ways that are so embedded that her students often miss the underlying patriarchal overtones. 

Standing on the balcony, feeling the rush of humidity start to crowd the air, I wondered if 

Pratt had ever experienced the bliss I was feeling in that moment, musing about this new place, 

thinking about how many years of hard work I’d poured into and the many rejections I’d faced to 

get to this place, imagining how Thailand and I might connect over the next two weeks on this 

irresistible journey. Of course, someone who stands atop a balcony and limits a view to 

something despicable, gross, or “third-world” can, certainly, be lumped into the category of the 

“seeing-man,” but what about someone who simply wakes up, pulls open the blinds, thrusts open 

the door to the balcony, and sees, for the first time, a magical new place to him/her? It’s not a 

magical new place to the inhabitants who live there, and I imagine that the fishermen who had 

been standing below me that day didn’t feel too magical about getting their nets untangled, but it 

can be magical to the person lucky enough to see that view for the first time–and feel blessed, 

excited, and flushed in the cheeks. Besides, it wasn’t as if I were Paul Theroux, writing 

disparagingly about Guatemala City in all its “ugliness,” lying on its back in defeat as he passes 

it in a rail car, or Alberto Moravia writing about Accra and calling it “a huge pan of thick, dark 

cabbage soup in which numerous pieces of white pasta were on the boil” (qtd. in Pratt 212). 
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These “monarchs-of-all-I” condemn what they see, trivialize it, and disassociate themselves from 

it, leaving the landscapes destroyed in the wake of their words. Even further, these imaginings 

eliminate history, people, relationships, and the nuance of place. 

Of course, standing up on that glass balcony, I didn’t perceive what I was seeing as ugly 

or soupy, and I also don’t think that everyone should experience every place they ever visit as 

positive—the problem, rather, is that the power lies in the rhetorical moves authors like Theroux 

and Moravia make, the authoritativeness with which they write their encounters with place. In 

their minds, there is no other alternative; there is, as Pratt writes, “[n]o sense of limitation on 

their interpretive powers,” and both men position the places they gaze upon as subordinate and 

inferior: Guatemala City is on its back, threatened like a hunted animal as Theroux passes by it, 

and Accra is a bowl of soup that has been prepared for Moravia’s consumption (213). Is there 

another way? I wondered. Are there “seeing-men” who don’t impose their superiority over 

landscapes, who get to know places as and where they are? Can a “seeing-woman” see things 

differently? As I stood there, realizing I should probably start getting dressed and heading down 

to breakfast, I decided I wasn’t going to feel guilty about being the “seeing-woman” I so clearly 

was: I was going to embrace it, with my eyes, my heart, and my spirit, inherent rights, privileges, 

and able-bodiedness front and center, and constantly acknowledge the limits of my capacities to 

“gaze” upon anywhere with any sense of imagined authority. I certainly wasn’t planning on 

staying up on the space of that balcony forever—I had a place to get to know. 

For purposes of this chapter, I should first clarify my use of the terms “space” and 

“place,” particularly because they are so often conflated and because they play such a critical 

role in this investigation due to their proximity to lived experience. Though sometimes contested, 

I choose to evoke these words as Yi-fun Tuan does in his excellent work on cultural geography. 
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At its essence, his theory is that the terms boil down to little more than experience: if we exist in 

space, he writes, we experience place. In his eloquent book-length project on the terms, Space 

and Place: The Perspectives of Experience, published on the cusp of postmodernism, cultural 

geographer Yi-fun Tuan writes about humans’ relationships to both concepts, arguing that 

“[p]lace is security, space is freedom” (3). In his work, he argues for bringing experiential 

perspective into our understandings of place, imbuing what could be conceived of as static 

spaces with the sensations, perceptions, and conceptions that individual humans bring to bear on 

their movement through the world. As he writes, “if we think of space as that which allows 

movement, then place is pause; each pause in movement makes it possible for location to be 

transformed into place” (6). This is a critical distinction, because it underlies my argument in this 

chapter: that diverse subject positions know and construct reality differently and that once we 

move away from the patriarchal gaze, other interpretations of landscape begin to emerge. It also 

reminds us that landscape is never static—instead, it is an active, breathing participant in which 

we actively (and sometimes passively) participate. 

In her work on living and traveling in Vietnam, rhetoric scholar Ilene Whitney Crawford 

reconstructs the country as topos in popular media representations and then proceeds to 

deconstruct it using her own experiences there. Her starting place is a refutation of both 

Aristotle’s and Roland Barthes’ understanding of place: both believe that “place is an association 

of ideas, a conditioning, a training, a mneumonics; places are not arguments themselves but the 

way in which they are arranged are” (qtd. in Crawford 72). To complicate this notion—that place 

is merely associational, conditioned, and trained by outside forces—Crawford turns to the 

agency of the individual instead, claiming that places must be actively built by us and eschew 

predictable memories and widespread, as she calls them, “cultural traumas.” In doing so, 
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travelers must first call attention to their “exoticizing gaze,” value their own private and 

developing relationships to place and landscape, and pay particular attention to collective 

meaning-making artifacts that have frozen place in time (in her case, books, movies, and 

photographs that have frozen Vietnam as a victim or a victor in a post-war aftermath) (78). To 

that end, she decides that when she is asked about that which she is writing, she will say “I am 

writing Vietnam” rather than “I am writing about Vietnam” because she has come to realize 

James Cliffords’ “paradoxical nature of ethnographic knowledge:” that we must believe in 

human connectedness while also questioning or destabilizing any misbeliefs about human 

similarity and that place is actively constructed, not passively understood (84). Essentially, I 

think what Crawford is suggesting is that we must move in “space” to move past the 

essentializing gaze and develop personal interpretations of “place.” 

I appreciate Crawford’s approach, and I of course realize that ideology sometimes runs 

much deeper than she allows for in her piece and that some scholars would argue that change at 

the individual level is impossible. Some scholars, like Lisa M. Heldke, have written about this, 

arguing that employing, for instance, Wittgenstein’s notion of the “background” as a set of 

beliefs and practices that underlie and shape our “foreground’ activities is useful only insofar as 

helping us understand the backdrop—or, the ideology—against which we act. She does not 

subscribe to the belief that this narrowsightedness leaves no room for agency and that 

transformative action does take place every day “in the wrinkles and gaps of the background” 

(170). Peg O’Conner, too, uses the example of “coming out” narratives to support this point, 

claiming that the individual people’s stories (or, one might say their actions) did not exist 

publicly until members of those groups entered the messiness of existing beliefs about LGBTQ 

identities and made their perspectives known. Though transformative work within existing 
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ideological frames isn’t easy, I wouldn’t be a feminist if I didn’t believe that the work is indeed 

possible, and that structures can be chipped away at systematically. 

As I briefly mentioned before, the ideological—some might say hegemonic—framework 

for connecting to landscape has long been linked to what Mary Louise Pratt calls the “monarch-

of-all-I” surveying technique, a method of interpreting spaces from a colonial perspective by 

gazing down from a prospect and evaluating the view as the superior force above it. According 

to Pratt, much travel writing about landscape and place still comes from the perspective of a 

colonial male figure “still up there, commanding the view, assigning it value, oblivious to 

limitations on their perceptual capacities, their relations of privilege perfectly naturalized” (200). 

Due to this colonizing gaze, gender and landscape have long been aligned, with seductive female 

landscapes and hardy masculine landscapes dominating the discourse on travel and land. Anne 

Pritchard and Nigel Morgan argue, too, that although “landscapes are shaped by the discourses of 

patriarchy and (hetero)sexuality and that the language of tourism promotion is scripted for a male 

heterosexual audience,” tourism rhetoric on space and place must be reconceptualized to 

disaffirm the power dynamics that are systematically ignored (886). In this chapter, I argue for a 

rupturing—or at least an addition to—this scripting, suggesting that 19th century associations 

between landscape, beauty, and gender set the framework for this consumerist response that 

informs much of today’s tourism rhetoric and that if we are to depart from this construct, we 

should look to feminist theories of space and place, many of which are represented in digital 

spaces, and re-posit new imaginings for encountering the lands upon which we traverse. 

Conceptually, this chapter analyzes the ways in which this limiting subject position can 

be problematized in digital discourse by focusing on the plurality of “gazes” digital media has 

rendered possible—and disseminated broadly. Ultimately, my overall claim is that place is a 
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social discursive construction, closely linked with attitudes about beauty, gender, and landscape 

in the 18th century, and that contemporary consumerist responses that inform tourist writing 

about place stem from those developments—developments that I believe have healthy, feminist 

alternatives and restore, in a sense, the “place” to “landscape” in travel discourse. To unravel 

this, I explore the ways in which notions of the “gaze” have evolved in tandem with Western 

understandings of landscape, taxonomies, and theories of photographic subjectivity and consider 

how these connotations have translated into what visual rhetoric scholars have called the “circle 

of representation” in tourism, or, the theory that photos travelers take often mimic professional 

advertising photos and never reveal anything less than “euphoria” (Azariah 282). From there, I 

suggest that her and other feminist critiques of landscape can help develop an intervention that 

de-links it with masculine consumption and instead promotes multiple ways of looking and 

experiencing. Then, I move into a discussion of the ways in which digital spaces are responding 

to this interest in re-thinking landscape: from national tourism websites opening up their photo 

albums to both hosts and tourists to the proliferation of digital stories by adventurous women and 

people of color, to the eco-feminist movement in postmodern landscape photography, 

understandings of landscape are beginning to focus on sociality, networks, power, reflexivity, 

and the limits of the human body. At the end of this chapter, I posit that taking a feminist 

approach to venturing and actively working to dismantle patriarchal understandings of place is 

critical if we wish to listen, as Pritchard and Morgan hope, to the feminine, the gay, the trans, 

and the ethnic gaze—gazes that hear and see landscapes “that escape the white, masculine eye” 

of mainstream tourism, the eye so often represented by a male dominating a landscape and 

peering down upon it, passing judgments and homogenizing the place(s), as in Figure 10, below 

him (901).  
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Figure 10: Image from the Lake District National Park Homepage 

 

5.2 Coming to Landscapes: Just One History 

Historical Precedence for Understanding Landscape 

 Since this chapter deals with reimagining travelers’ relationships to landscape, it seems 

fitting to explore the ways in which landscape has been previously discursively constructed since 

the Italian Renaissance, a moment in Western history marked by the intersections of several 

critical social developments, before critiquing it. According to Denis Cosgrove, a prominent 

cultural and historical geographer, these intersections were: the invention of perspective as an 

artistic device, the unique application of Medieval understandings of rhetoric and logic, new 

ideological responses to unprecedented “realism” in paintings, and the emergence of modern 

accounting practices. These phenomena—when taken together—contributed to a radical way of 

seeing places as landscapes, naturally-formed areas that could be perceived as if they were 
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artificially created by an unknown artist for the sake of being “gazed upon” as a spectator. As 

Cosgrove has written, this process, what he calls the “aetheticization” of landscape, follows the 

trajectory of debates in artistic circles beginning in the middle of the 18th century, and was taken 

up by philosophers like Edmund Burke and his contributions toward our modern understandings 

of beauty, the picturesque, and the sublime, later appropriated by poets such as Wordsworth and 

Coleridge, and underlies the modern tourist practice of rendering places—and fully 

understanding and experiencing them—as commodified experiences. 

 Of course, fully tracing the history of the development of landscape as a primarily 

patriarchal construct is perhaps beyond the scope of this chapter; therefore, it seems useful to 

mention just a few touchstones from which I draw this foundation. As I claim in Chapter 4, the 

privileging of the visual (one might say the ocularcentric perspective, a perspective that is often 

aligned rhetorically with the male “gaze”) has dominated the modern era, beginning with the 

Renaissance and the scientific revolution and continuing into philosophical thought today. A few 

reasons why: as Martin Jay (whose work I draw on in Chapter 4 as well) writes in his seminal 

work “Scopic Regimes of Modernity,” the development of the printing press (in addition to a 

number of other visually-centered technologies such as the telescope and the microscope) led to 

the notion that “the perceptual field” as we understand it, is “fundamentally nonreflexive, visual 

and quantitative” (3). This claim is well-supported, from Michel Foucault’s work on the 

prevalence of surveillance to Guy Debord’s bemoaning the society of the spectacle; essentially, 

that our saturated visual culture has ramifications that are far-reaching and that influence tourism 

discourse on place and our involvement in it (and from a safe distance, one might argue, of it). 

Therefore, “sites” become objects to be consumed, especially as a supposedly universal object 

that obfuscates labor practices, gender and power issues, and moments of historical importance, 
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 As a concept, landscape would be impossible without tracing how two kinds of 

perspective developed in tandem with these technologies; the first, a mathematical schema that 

enables painters and photographers to imitate three-dimensional depth on a two-dimensional 

surface, and second, the understanding that an interpretation of a lived moment and a person’s 

situatedness towards an experience varies significantly. The first—the mathematical schema—

comes from arranging points on a horizon line and then using a series of converging lines to 

cross through these points, giving a piece of art a kind of depth. In Renaissance paintings, artists 

typically rendered landscapes from single- or double-point perspective, meaning that there were 

either one or two centering points put down on the horizon line by the artist. As Cosgrove 

elaborates, 

 Realist representation of three-dimensional space on a two-dimensional surface through 

linear perspective directs the external world towards the individual located outside that 

space. It gives the eye absolute mastery over space….In this respect, perspective may be 

regarded as one of a number of techniques which allowed for the visual representation of 

a bourgeois, rationalist conception of the world (48-9). 

Of course, three-point perspective (which are well-known as bird’s eye shots in film and other 

visual arts), wasn’t really understood until the 20th century, when the availability to view cities 

from above them (or, in the case I cited in the beginning of this chapter, from a balcony in a 

high-rise hotel) became a technological possibility. However, the development and widespread 

appreciation of single- and double-point perspective led to another interesting development: that 

of taking landscapes and putting artistic renderings of them into frames and hanging them on the 

walls. For a rising class of citizens earning their living primarily through industry and labor, the 

idea of landscape began to emerge as a phenomenon to be conquered, framed, and appreciated 
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from inside spaces. Increasingly, too, landscapes were more and more devoid of people and 

animals, creatures that, in a sense, marred the bliss of a perfect image. 

 Hence, there is a direct correlation between a burgeoning European urban merchant class 

and the development of modern conceptions of landscape. As Cosgrove suggests, this 

dominating attitude toward a more feminized landscape was no more apparent than in the way 

men chose to display them. Quoting Leon Battista Alberti’s 1435 Della Pittura, in terms of 

paintings and poetry about landscapes, Alberti writes that “[t]he type that portrays the deeds of 

great men, worthy of memory, differs from that which describes the habits of private citizens and 

the lives of peasants. The first, which is majestic in character, should be used for public buildings 

and the dwellings of the great, while the last mentioned would be suitable for gardens” (qtd. in 

Cosgrove 23). As this characterization so clearly suggests, landscape quickly became a series of 

“scenes” ready to decorate the lives of the great men who could afford to own them. 

Similarly, around the time that the male aristocratic classes in Western Europe were 

beginning to engage in the practice that came to be known as the Grand Tour, concepts of 

landscape as beautiful, picturesque, and sublime became solidified in the public consciousness. 

Though I’ve discussed the Grand Tours before, I mention them again here because of their 

explicit relationship to traveling through landscapes. Though this kind of aristocratic education 

was not new to Western Europeans (accounts as far back as Chaucer tell stories of pilgrimage), 

what was new at this time was the comparative ease of it. From political changes in continental 

Europe to new technologies that facilitated easier traveling experiences, pleasure became as 

increasingly connected to discourse about the Grand Tour as education used to be. Though Brian 

Dolan has written about and analyzed the journals, letters, and diaries of the few women who, in 
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the late 18th century, distinctly took up the male privilege of traveling the European continent, 

the pursuit was primarily undertaken by men of great means. 

It is in these changes that we see so much of contemporary travel discourse. Consider, for 

instance, the binary set up when a traveler enters a foreign country (“business or pleasure?”) 

suggests that the genealogical origins of modern travel harken back to the 18th century and the 

aristocratic, male-centered Grand Tours. Though traveling has become more democratic, the 

notion that travel should be associated with pleasure has not decreased; in fact, some would 

argue that it has only increased with technologies such as airplanes, air conditioning, and faster, 

more reliable internet connections. Therefore, and as I have argued in Chapter 2, we need to 

revisit our concepts of why people travel. As bell hooks has so passionately argued in Teaching 

to Transgress, sites of traditional repression are double-edged, and sites of tourism are certainly 

not excluded from this category. Though hooks’ text is primarily focused on classrooms in the 

United States, I believe we can certainly expand upon her encouragements to transgress in the 

culturally contested site of tourist activities and in the promotion of certain kinds of tourism 

discourse. A renewed attention to education-as-transgression might help to shake loose the bonds 

between traveling to place and the limitations of seeking only pleasure, and perhaps even 

encourage travelers to consider that the places they visit are not just sites of pleasure waiting to 

serve them: instead, they are often places—in space—that are complex articulations of 

ecological changes, exploitation, inequality, and cultural and political shifts. I explore this idea 

more fully in the next section. 
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5.3 Feminist Approaches to Space, Place, and Landscape  

Challenging the “Monarch-of-all-I” 

 As Virginia Woolf and others have eloquently argued in their work on gender and space, 

human beings imagine—and express—our worlds differently because of the economic and social 

conditions imposed upon us from birth. In many contemporary Western environments, these 

roles are systematically played out, beginning in childhood, and become part of the framework 

under which we view the rest of our lives. This is nowhere near as clear as it was in Erik 

Erikson’s now famous 1940s experiment in which he asked 300 children between the ages of 10 

and 12 to take toys and building blocks and build a scene in a movie. Overwhelmingly, the boys 

constructed high, elaborate towers and skyscrapers, many times with characters themselves high 

up, looking down on scenes with lots of action and movement; on the other hand, the girls 

reversed the scenes, constructing instead static, domestic spaces with figures grouped around 

objects like stoves, kitchen tables, and pianos (Fryer 6). Though there are more implications to 

this experiment than just the conditioning of genders, what Erikson’s work does reveal is that, as 

Nedra Reynolds writes, we dwell “as a set of practices as well as a sense of place” and that our 

“habits and patterns go with us as we navigate public space” and our own imaginations (140). 

 Reynolds is not alone in this line of thinking. At least in both rhetoric and composition 

studies and feminist geography, the notion that our ideas of place and space “‘go with us’ as part 

of our bodies and minds” is not new; in fact, our abilities to “map” ourselves into new locations 

(or our inability or fear of doing so) speaks to the connection between our lived experiences and 

our future relationships to new terrain. In Geographies of Writing, Reynolds focuses on three 

spatial practices connected to what she calls the “socio-spatial world of learning and writing” 

(177), all of which I believe can steer us toward a feminist travel gaze on place. These three 
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practices are spatial practice (perceived), representations of space (conceived), and 

representational space (lived); for purposes of my argument here, Reynolds supports Edward 

Soja’s claim that, when put together, these three practices create what he calls “thirdspaces,” 

spaces in which individual knowledge and experience is stored (Postmodern). In terms of 

challenging the “monarch-of-all-I” and the “seeing-man,” we must not only acknowledge but 

celebrate these spaces, where perception, conception, and living occur in all their messiness and 

unpredictability. 

 

Toward a More Felicitous Space? 

In contemporary feminist terms, redefining our relationship to landscape by defocusing 

on the visual and embracing the concept of space as being vast and limitless is one step toward 

decentering the ocularcentric—and therefore the “monarch-of-all-I”—gaze. Embracing the 

concept of felicitous space, a term originally coined by Gaston Bachelard as “intimate 

immensity,” or, as that which concentrates being within limits as well as that which is vast and 

unlimited and taken up again by Judith Fryer in her work of the same name, is one way forward 

(383). As Fryer writes, from Georgia O’Keefe to the Hopi tribes, we can understand the 

immensity and intimacy of space as “[a] circle of bone containing a piece of the sky, a trail 

cutting through a space that is vast—both are physical and spiritual experiences of felicitous 

space; both perceptions rely upon body and memory to understand or create form” (290). In 

order to achieve this interconnected relationship to the world, which in turn could promote more 

ethical understandings of place and landscape, Fryer suggests a freeing from the visual: 

Visual perception limits understanding to background/foreground and perspective; 

relying on other senses frees the mind and the body from the geometric fixedness of 
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visual structures and makes possible the perception of a world in flux, of connectedness 

(290). 

This “freeing” evokes a sense of unity with self and land—a kind of harmoniousness between the 

mathematical schema of perspective and the more emotional side of it that gives meaning to our 

lived experiences. Let me try an example here, to demonstrate exactly what I think Fryer means: 

Instead of tourist writing that simply describes the place, which might evoke the kinds of 

judgments rendered famous by Moravia and Theroux, a feminist re-imagining of landscape 

might give place to the space by considering the multiple overlaps and layers that the natural 

world and human experience offer. Instead of writing about the Grand Canyon as having 

“[u]nique combinations of geologic color and erosional forms decorat[ing] a canyon that is 277 

river miles long, up to 18 miles wide, and a mile deep,” as it is written on the Grand Canyon 

National Park website, we might instead look at how, as Judith Fryer argues, Willa Cather’s 

character Frea approaches it in her novel Death Comes for the Archbishop: as a felicitous space, 

as a space inhabited in the moment and simultaneously inhabited by memories, pasts, histories, 

and complex negotiations between cultures, languages, and histories. According to Fryer, the 

Arizonan landscape awakens a “physical acuteness and a sense of human connectedness [that] 

have never been more vivid,” drawing on such elements such as picking flakes of carbon from 

cliff dwellings, imagining the smell of smoke of ancient peoples, walking a path many have 

walked before, revisiting a childhood long forgotten, finding intense “ceremonial gravity” in the 

experience of meeting the American Southwest (293).  
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5.4 Digital Discontents: Potentials for Rupturing the Landscape Gaze 

It comes as no surprise that the same trends that have inflicted Western conceptions of 

landscape in artistic and aesthetic circles are similarly prevalent in tourism discourse, particularly 

in the areas of promoting areas as “gendered” and “consumable.” As tourism scholars Annette 

Pritchard and Nigel Morgan attest, the landscape of tourism promotion is more often than not 

scripted for a male heterosexual audience to inspire both pleasure and a need to conquer. This 

masculine tourist gaze consistently upholds the notion that the North/West is superior and the 

South/East is subjugated; that the North/West hemisphere is masculine, hardy, adventurous, and 

untamed (all masculine attributes), and the South/East as feminine, submissive, sensuous, tamed, 

and exotic (all adjectives that derive from the founding myth of patriarchy). Canada versus 

Cambodia, France versus Cameroon: the “master subject,” as Pritchard and Morgan write, allies 

himself with the superior and enacts the masculine gaze on those places deemed both steeped in 

pleasure and consumption. 

However, Pritchard and Morgan do note that feminist geography—a major contributing 

discipline to the development of modern feminist tourism studies—has begun to shift the 

steadiness of the ground on which these theories lie. Increasingly, space and place are recognized 

as sociocultural constructions rather than physical locations and are considered “intersubjective 

realities” (885). This had led to an emphasis on emotional geography, detailing sites not as 

spaces but as places through which “power, identity, meaning, and behavior are constructed, 

negotiated, and renegotiated according to socio-cultural dynamics” (885). This geographical 

stance, which seems to significantly resemble the idea of felicitous space that I outlined in the 

previous section, find their roots in the idea that men and women occupy distinct discursive 

positions. From Flora Tristan and Martha Graham, 19th century European travel writers who 

deployed an “interactive” rather than an “objectivist” rhetoric in their work, to many of today’s 
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travel bloggers like Jodi Ettenberg who emphasize storytelling rather than packing their posts 

with SEO keywords, this rhetorical stance is circuitous rather than goal-oriented (Beezer 122). 

Though these perspectives are still undeniably mired in privilege and able-bodiedness, they help 

us understand how feminist geography can—metaphorically and literally—alter the bumpy 

landscape of travel discourse. 

So, how does digital discourse fit into all of this? As one of the commonplaces of travel 

discourse, landscape figures prominently as either a backdrop to events in a foreign place or as 

the principal subject. As such, landscape has been conceived as a category that is especially 

educational, pleasurable, or dangerous—all consumable by the dominant tourists. It is in these 

moments where a feminist travel gaze might intervene, and to continue, I will share a few 

examples of how this might be possible, first by sharing some of the places where women 

travelers are intervening in this discourse; second, by exploring the potentials for eco-feminist 

landscape photography to shift the gaze; and third, by considering how crowd-sourcing might 

allow for further rupturing. 

 

Adventurous Women, Diva Cups, and Hammans 

 At the recent Women in Travel Summit in Boston, Massachusetts, Kate McCulley, 

keynote speaker, spoke eloquently in her speech about the fact that digital media is not the great 

equalizer between genders and races, particularly in the way Google and other search engines 

index sites. This “gendered” method of organizing, McCulley argues, privileges rote descriptions 

and the kind of patriarchal perspective on place I discussed above. Blogs and websites grounded 

in storytelling, rather than those focused more intently on building resources and offering travel 

tips, do not fare as well in Search Engine Optimization (SEO) wars between blogs, and that 
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because women tend to employ more storytelling in their posts, their travel is often relegated as 

not as influential numbers-wise within the industry. According to recent studies tracking the 

financial success of travel writers who work exclusively online (and make their income through 

such means as direct/indirect advertising or sponsorship, affiliate marketing, freelance writing or 

consulting related to travel, blogging, or social media promotion), not one person earning more 

than $100,000 a year is a woman: all are either single men or heterosexual couples in which the 

man is the more well-known of the two (“Gender”). Though my particular study is not 

necessarily related to financial success, I include McCulley’s numbers here to emphasize that 

even where analytics and job opportunities are concerned, we still exist largely under a 

framework that overwhelmingly privileges masculine discourse. 

 McCulley is just one of the many self-proclaimed “solo female adventure travelers,” 

whose brand and vision entirely depends on constructing herself as a daring, fearless, unattached 

woman. She is not, of course, one of the “foremothers” of adventurous traveling women from the 

Western world by any stretch, but she has, in a relatively short amount of time, become a kind of 

spokesperson for this segment of the population. Though women writing about adventurous 

travel has been a common theme for independent, Western women since Amelia Edwards, Mary 

Kingsley, and others in the 19th century, McCulley and others actively work to position women 

as creators of their own stories and destinies, writing about everything from Diva Cups, plastic 

reusable menstrual cup, to being ever-aware as a woman on her own, to how to most safely have 

sex with strangers. As an online movement, voices like hers are beginning to shape the context 

by which the tourism industry understands and responds to its markets. As McCulley suggested 

in her presentation, women—and particularly women of color—need to take on more leadership 

positions, vote in elections, participate and present at tourism and travel-related conferences, be 
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active in online communities, and write stories that matter to them as women if they wish to be 

taken seriously as both content producers and worthy storytellers. The role that female tourism 

consumers play in an already-gendered landscape, therefore, is still largely developing, but, as 

both Pritchard and Morgan admit, research largely shows that women and other marginalized 

groups still work through tourism experiences by relying on their personal experiences and 

processing their interactions with others, and that men most often cite it by sharing the activities 

they did and the tips they gained (901). If we are to locate pluralism in a cluttered digital 

landscape, it is critical for diverse voices to emerge and be recognized as valid. 

An example might be the best way to demonstrate some of these perspectival differences. 

Here is an excerpt from Migrationology, a food and travel blog written by Mark Weins, in which 

he introduces his readers to the city of Sagada in the Philippines: 

 Sagada immediately struck me as a magical fantasy land in the Philippines. Everything 

about the town, from the available guest house options to the coffee shops, to the 

inhabitants who were charming and homely. Every woman in the town who served me 

food, or sold me something, seemed to immediately act like a motherly figure with a 

display of genuine kindness and love towards me (Weins).  

Clearly, Weins has (either implicitly or explicitly) been influenced by the discursive patterns of 

his venturing forefathers: he might not be likening the area to a box of kitty litter, but there is a lot 

of patriarchy in these words. From his initial judgment of the city as a “magical fantasy land” to 

his immediate assessment that Sagada is populated with similarly magical guest house options, 

coffee shops, and women (all ostensibly waiting for his illustrious arrival), Weins situates himself 

as the hegemonic force entering this exotic Philippine land. Additionally, the entire paragraph 

reads like a poorly-written tourism brochure, beckoning potential customers to shell out money 
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for the chance to be “served” or “mothered” on their own “genuine” Philippine experience, which 

will, no doubt, be filled with “kindness” and “love.” His gaze is not only superficial and surface-

level, but it renders the women he does mention to a level no higher than the rest of the fantastical 

elements he sees that make up his first impressions of this new landscape. 

Conversely, read how Flora Baker introduces her readers to the city of Fez in Morocco by 

sharing her experience visiting a hamman on her blog Flora the Explorer: 

At first, entering the hammam was like stepping inside some kind of ethereal painting, 

bare female bodies moving slowly through the billowing mist – although just when I was 

overcome by the romance of it all, I saw a small boy start wailing miserably because his 

sister had poured water directly into his eyes while trying to rinse out the soap. 

 

When my own eyes had cleared, I realised it actually felt very normal: like a community 

of women from every walk of life were in the room together, all soaking up the soporific 

effects of hot steam and warm water. 

 

From my floor-based vantage point I could see all the little stories unfolding in the 

hammam (Baker). 

Perhaps the most obvious difference here is the emphasis on Baker’s entrance into a private 

domestic-like space, rather than a gallant entrance into an entire city just waiting to “mother” her 

and feed her. Unlike Weins, who writes and photographs as if Sagada, whose land is a mere 

“magical fantasy” to him, is waiting to service him with limitless guest houses, coffee shops, 

women, and food, Baker enters the hamman timidly and uncertainly. Where Weins focuses on 

movement and public displays, Baker focuses on stillness and private moments. She likens it to 
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an “ethereal painting,” which does in some ways solidify the place as an image to be hung on the 

wall, but instead of ending there, she turns her focus to the naked female bodies drifting through 

the mist and then to an interaction between a little sister and brother. She closes her eyes (thus 

eliminating her ability to gaze) and allows herself to be still and silent in this very closed-off 

space reserved only for the female body and young children. She imagines communities of 

Moroccan women from many socio-economic backgrounds gathering here, and from her worm’s 

eye view (which is in direct contrast to the bird’s eye view so typical of the “monarch-of-all-I” 

stance), she opens her eyes and gazes at the other nude women in the room, thinking about their 

life stories and realizing that here, in this sacred woman-only space, is where women can both 

bear their bodies as well as their freedom.  

 

Eco-Feminist Photography Online & Explorations of Power 

 In his work Ecology Without Nature, a seminal work in ecological criticism, Timothy 

Morton develops the idea of a “dark ecology” as he attempts to demonstrate that in order to have 

a properly ecological view, we must relinquish the idea of nature (and more importantly, 

landscape). Convinced that the historical precedence of the flaneur has deeply affected our 

contemporary understandings of place and consumerism, Morton argues that the only way to 

challenge this connection is through critical choice, a concept that I will be arguing is inherent to 

a feminist approach to connecting with place in all its complexity. For Morton, critical choice 

often resembles an ethics that resembled what Henry David Thoreau in Walden calls “living 

deliberately,” a choice that strikes us initially as counter-intuitive or shocking but which actually 

inspires more ethical behavior in the future (183). Morton suggests that one form that such 

perverse critical choices take is to “stay with” the very problems that have appeared in critical 
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inquiry, acknowledging his own debt to Slavoj Zizek’s own injunction to acknowledge the 

evidence of human interaction with place by looking at the garbage, oil slicks, radiation, and 

poisons that are daily produced by modern economies as so-called negative externalities. A dark 

ecology, in this reading, is therefore also a feminist ecology because it accounts for the 

aggressions and restores the erasures that are so often suppressed by a reigning, hierarchal 

cultural logic. Ghanian artist El Anatsui’s hanging installations, composed from recovered 

garbage and sometimes made into the shapes of continents or maps, indicates this kind of dark 

ecology, of “staying with” the consequences of our social choices, an aesthetic of the troubling, 

perverse, or even hideous.   

 My own intervention in this critical conversation posits the feminist gaze as a peer to 

these parallel developments in other fields. Like dark ecology, the feminist gaze challenges us to 

employ compositional choices so that we “stay with” the very realities Western travelers are 

faced with in our travels. The feminist gaze—as a metaphorical construct—fixes upon the very 

sorts of problems or inconveniences that the tourist gaze would rather edit out. These fixations 

are as diverse as they are effective: a photographer who decides to “stay with” the foggy cloud 

coverage over a major city instead of Photoshopping in clear skies; a writer who decides to 

include detailed descriptions of the sorts of military vehicles that patrol a major highway in 

Nicaragua in order to “stay with” the troubled history of the country and its current varieties of 

development; a sculptor who uses the plastic from bottles that have washed up in a Southern 

California beach. The feminist gaze therefore promotes a more ethical approach to traveling 

because it allows for nuance and complexity to prevail, discoveries that are likely impossible in 

an ideological framework that construes travel narrowly as a series of pleasure, beauty, and 

leisure.  
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 Such a proposal for new ways of seeing—and I think of landscapes as corollary here—

runs against the grain of much contemporary travel practice, especially in the first world. Billions 

of dollars are on the line for people and organizations who can promise consumers a brand of 

their choosing: tropical paradise, ski resort, etc. And those who work so hard for these trips 

(Americans, especially, are notorious among first-world travelers as having a uniquely small 

number of vacation days, many of which go unused every year) want these kinds of escapes. The 

feminist gaze, dark ecology, and alternative scopic programs are always going to find challenges 

in this kind of environment because they bring, like awful baggage, the very sorts of problems 

that travelers are flying away from: social issues, environmental issues, historical issues, 

violence, gender inequality, and other feminist concerns. 

 In conversation with Morton’s discussion, I am suggesting here a more holistic approach 

to looking at ecologies, focusing not just on the negative with regards to environmentalism (such 

as pollution) but also on the human issues that concern contemporary feminism and the ways in 

which feminist travelers have actively expressed and brought to light these issues in their work. 

Nowhere is this more apparent than in feminist landscape photography, a movement outlined in 

Diane Neumaier’s collection Reframings: New American Feminist Photographies, in which she 

and her contributors grapple with such issues as the representation of women, gender, race, class, 

and socioeconomics. Though all the essays in the collection are worth reading, Lucy R. 

Lippard’s essay “Undertones: Ten Cultural Landscapes,” which deals explicitly with feminist 

landscapes and photography, is perhaps most relevant here. In her work, she suggests that a more 

“intimate approach” to nature and place-based photography (as opposed to the “virgin” 

landscapes captured by adventurous men, the “banal beauties” frozen in the pages of National 

Geographic, or the glamorous sunsets features on the pages of Arizona Highways), precludes it 
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from being as celebrated in the public eye (38). Though she spends a bit of time teasing out the 

definition of what a “feminist landscape” ought to be (The opposite of the Marlboro man’s? 

Postcolonial vignettes? Dismissal of the connotation that landscapes are gendered altogether? 

“Or just the stuff men aren’t doing?”), she ultimately comes to the definition that feminist 

landscape is “an acculturated landscape….where culture and nature meet” in a way that allows 

photographers to work with the “whole rather than the parts” (38-39). In this way, we 

reintroduce the idea that landscape must include the ways that land is formed by social relations 

and the ways social relations are formed by the land, requiring an awareness of power relations 

as the primary agent of spatial production. 

 To put it simply, to turn landscape into place. 

 Lippard goes on to mention a few women who have “acculturated” their landscape 

photography, naming Carrie Mae Weems as just one of many who have infused landscapes, 

folklore, and culture; in Weems’ case, she is particularly mindful of respecting the history of 

colonization and contact zones. As Lippard writes, “the culture is the landscape in these 

photographs, even when the landscape itself is a very real presence, an integral part of the 

enterprise” (44). Though Weems is more of an installation and gallery artist and not a part of my 

study per se, I include her as an introduction the illustration I provide here: the photographic 

works of Nigerian-born, Swedish travel photographer and mother of two Lola Akinmade 

Åkerström. Her work, which she self-characterizes as being full of vibrancy and hope, is 

represented by National Geographic Creative and a host of other travel publication powerhouses 

(Travel + Leisure, Conde Nast Traveller, among others), but is not her raw talent as a place-

based photographer that I invoke her work now. I invoke it because of her vocal commitment to 

ethical tourist practices, her outward declarations of feminism and respect towards peoples and 
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cultures, and her outward exploration of the tensions between her lust for travel and her pull 

toward domesticity and a grounded home life. 

 There are many excellent works of hers I could share here, but the following illustration 

strikes me as particularly relevant because of its connection to landscape, place, and a feminist 

scopic program. Though she most regularly works as a freelance artist, Åkerström often posts on 

her personal blog, Geotraveler’s Niche, about her approach to travel, motherhood, life, and 

photography. One of her common series, which focuses on photo composition tips, illuminates 

some of her unique approaches to landscape travel photography, from relegating famous 

landmarks to the background to ideas for truly capturing a sense of place as you experience it 

(and not as it’s packaged). Her post on decentering famous landmarks is interesting, because it 

brings to the forefront the power that manmade landmarks typically have in the Western 

imagination. A short post, she simply recommends that budding photographers resist the 

temptation to put the world-renowned attractions in the background and bring local life into the 

forefront. As she writes, “[a]lthough popular sights are visually striking and are after all major 

landmarks for a reason, remember that locals live with these monuments as part of their everyday 

backdrop. Putting the landmark in the background provides context and tells a story. In fact, the 

resulting image may tell multiple stories about the place” (“Photo Tip”). By breaking down the 

idea that monuments, sculptures, and landmarks are hierarchically more important than everyday 

lives, Åkerström brings to the forefront images of a couple arguing, a woman standing alone in a 

park, a bus full of commuters with only the tip of a cathedral visible in the background. These 

multiple stories are critical for Åkerström and other feminist photographers, because they flip the 

idea that tourists travel to see the Eiffel Tower—it suggests, instead, that we might travel to see 

life around the Eiffel Tower. 
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 Similarly, in an infographic I found circulating online, “The World Through a Lens: Tips 

& hints to get the best shot,” we can see the differences in perspective (both mathematical and 

emotional, I would argue) at work. Commissioned by Fairmont Hotels as part of their marketing 

campaign to inspire more travelers to stay at their properties, the infographic highlights various 

travel writers and bloggers and asks them to give their tips on photographing nature, landmarks, 

and subjects. Featured directly above Dave Bouskill, half of the traveling Canadian pair who call 

themselves The Planet D, Åkerström’s photo advice stands in contrast to Bouskill’s in 

unexpected ways. Here are their three tips side-by-side, which I have put in chart form: 

 

 Åkerström Bouskill 

Landscapes Incorporate a human element into 

landscapes – a person on their 

property – to communicate scale and 

grandeur. 

Shoot early in the morning or as the sun is 

setting to give your image more impact 

with longer shadows and softer light. 

Landmarks Put famous landmarks in the 

background and capture how locals 

live their lives around them. 

Shooting at these times mean you will 

likely be there when no one else is, giving 

you your unique perspective. 

Subjects Shoot at eye level or elevate the 

subject. Avoid shooting down at 

someone. 

Always use a tripod. It will keep your 

photos sharp. 

 

Table 1: Åkerström and Bouskill’s Contributions, text taken from the Fairmont Hotel’s 

Infographic “The World Through a Lens” 

 

Upon first glance, the first noticeable difference is that Åkerström wants to keep the human 

element in everything—from contextualizing spaces by placing people in context to decentering 

famous landmarks to resisting shooting down at someone from a bird’s eye view, thus putting 

them in a victimized position, all of these tips argue for a more explicit recognition of space, 

place, power, and culture. She mentions the importance of “eye level,” suggesting that 
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photographers have a responsibility to respect their subjects and allow them the chance to refuse 

being photographed or to understand the fact that they are being photographed in the first place 

(Åkerström has been vocal about her distaste for travel photographers secretly shooting their 

subjects).8 Bouskill, on the other hand, suggests tips that are more tailored to getting photographs 

that avoid the human element, such as shooting early in the morning before anyone is awake, or 

photographs that freeze the human element through the use of a tripod. Truly, I am unsure how 

shooting at a time when no one else is present allows for a “unique perspective” to come 

through, and though I highly respect Bouskill’s work as a photographer, I cannot help but see the 

very distinct and gendered lines of thought running through this seemingly innocent infographic. 

 

#ThailandOnly: The Crowd-Sourced Gaze? 

Earlier in this chapter, I shared a moment atop a hotel balcony in Thailand. I did this for a 

number of reasons, all of which I hope will bring Mary Louise Pratt’s theory of the “monarch-of-

all-I” survey into the discussion as well as show how conflicted I sometimes feel traveling and 

then reading critical analyses of it. Here, though, I wish to bring it up again to emphasize some 

of the points I am making about ensuring a multiplicity of perspectives in digital tourism 

discourse. First, consider this quote, taken from Travelfish.org, a prominent go-guide for 

Westerners traveling to Asia: 

Rough it while trekking through mist-shrouded mountains; be astounded by teeming 

aquatic life as you plunge into turquoise waters for a dip; or savour a romantic pool villa 

and be served poolside by friendly Thai people on the perfect luxury honeymoon -- you 

can do it all in the Land of Smiles. (“Thailand”) 

                                                 
8 See her post on the Travel Blogger’s Association’s website, http://tbexcon.com/us/2013/05/01/tbex-speaker-post-

want-to-be-a-better-travel-photographer-stop-sneaking-shots/, for one instance of this. 

http://tbexcon.com/us/2013/05/01/tbex-speaker-post-want-to-be-a-better-travel-photographer-stop-sneaking-shots/
http://tbexcon.com/us/2013/05/01/tbex-speaker-post-want-to-be-a-better-travel-photographer-stop-sneaking-shots/
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The sappy rhetoric of tourist propaganda aside, none of this passage really surprises the travel 

writer in me, because I’ve seen it a thousand times. What this writer for Travelfish has done—

and what I see done entirely too much—is attempt to paint a picture devoid of any of the 

particulars of place. Though Travelfish claims to be an unbiased, unsubsidized resource for 

independent travelers, this passage is nothing more than a wash of overused clichés, such as 

“mist-shrouded mountains,” “turquoise waters,” and “romantic pool villas,” and a commingling 

of sea life and faceless “Thai people” who are ready to serve the unidentified you with their 

bright colors and plattered cocktails. Nowhere in this post will a reader read about the immense 

challenges that professionals at these resorts face, about the trash and environmental realities that 

might be lying right outside the confines of the resort, about the emotional and intellectually 

variety that happens behind a land of people who are ostensibly always smiling. Because 

pleasure, in this case, is always at the forefront, readers who stumble upon or navigate to this 

page can easily remain ignorant of the diverse knowledges and perspectives that creates this 

place we know as Thailand. 

 Now, consider the #ThailandOnly initiative, curated by the Tourism Authority of 

Thailand, run by Google+, and populated by anyone with access to a smartphone and a 

knowledge of how to upload a personal photograph. The campaign, which ran in 2013 and 

subsequently broke the Guinness World Record for largest online photography album, was the 

project of Mr. Apichart Inpongpan, the Tourism Authority of Thailand’s deputy governor for 

foreign policy and planning. When he initially announced the collaboration with Google+, he 

spoke to the Thais themselves, encouraging them to participate by “telling their friends, families, 

and foreign visitors that they can create history by taking photos of tourist attractions and 

traditions in Thailand and uploading them to Google+” (TAT). Unlike Travelfish, whose site 
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claims to be unbiased and more of a “resource,” the Tourism Authority of Thailand’s purpose is 

clearly to improve and crowd-source images of its country with the goal of attracting more 

tourists; however, because the site is not curated and anyone with access to the profile page on 

Google+ (http://www.google.com/landing/thailandonly/) can add to the album, there is an 

eccentric mix of both mainstream tourist photos, a mix that is both harmonious and disjointed. 

In the screenshot below, you can see both the iconic tourist image of a man riding an 

elephant and a snippet of empty beach chairs staring off into a clear blue sea; and you can see 

photos of people living their everyday lives, attending weddings, cooking dinner, squirting each 

other with squirt guns at a summer picnic, and pushing through huge crowds in Bangkok’s busy 

streets. To the space—a space that is often rhetorically rendered as being a place to ride 

elephants in the jungle or sleep on the beach—enters place, a mix of human, animal, and flora. 

  

 

Figure 11: Screenshot from #ThailandOnly Google+ Page 

http://www.google.com/landing/thailandonly/
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5.5 How to Venture Forth From Here 

 It was the kind of day that a writer loves. The kind of day where you open your email to 

discover than an editor has accepted your story for publication. It’s such a happy, elated moment, 

and one I recall in moments of despair, frustration, and rejection. Though I try not to subscribe to 

the idea that we should bolster our own self-confidence through the acceptance of others, the 

idea that someone other than you loves your ideas is an adrenaline rush like none other. I was 

going to share one of my stories of a tiny little coral island off the coast of Taiwan with the 

world—and in an in-flight magazine, the only genre of travel print publication that has not 

suffered massive cuts in the past few years, no less! 

 And then, when the editor asks for photographs, which he’ll pay $100 each for, the day 

gets even that much better. Until, of course, it becomes clear very quickly that it is not your 

photographs that he wants to buy—he wants to buy highly-cropped, highly-manipulated versions 

of them. Ones that, as he writes in an email to you, must not have any rusty railings, chickens 

running around, kids with their shirts off, telephone lines, schlepping tourists, or anything that 

casts Taiwan as a “third-world” our tourist-saturated country. 

 Here is a picture I took of the resort, one that was outright rejected for the magazine: 
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Figure 12: Author’s Photograph of 7 Villas Resort 

 

 Of course, I realize that this is not the best picture, either compositionally or aesthetically, 

but I include it to give you an idea of how the resort looked as we drove up to it on our little 

motorcycle. The lighting is abysmal, the sky too dark, the power lines disrupting the sense of this 

place being tucked away on a tiny island, the composition itself uninteresting, the tourists 

walking up to the reception with their bags and children and walking away from me, the 

photographer, not exactly visually captivating. I also had no real experience with photography 

when I took this photo and was simply documenting it with my point-and-shoot while zooming 

in from the backseat of our rented transportation for the weekend. 

 However, it indicated a meaningful moment for me, because in those seconds on our 

short drive up to the lobby, I experienced a number of colliding thoughts. I thought about the size 

of this place—just 4 kilometers long and 2 kilometers wide, very walkable in one short day—and 
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I imagined how magnificent it was that we were riding around on a landmass made entirely of 

coral. I remembered the haunting stories I’d been told of the island, how it has more gravestones 

than it does living residents. As we passed Beauty Cave, I wondered about the desperation that 

the young woman who fled to Taiwan to escape the Manchu forces must have felt when she bit 

her own tongue in half and tossed herself from atop the cave to avoid giving away any of the 

Ming dynasty’s secrets. This cave, minutes from me, is where, in the 20th century, Chinese 

families disposed their unwanted baby girls; now, just a few decades later, it is full of noodle 

stands and artisans selling homemade jewelry. The collision felt almost nauseating. The 

Taiwanese forbid public discussion of ghosts, but in that moment, I could swear the island felt 

somewhat, well, changed. Perhaps this is what Fryer means by a felicitous space, perhaps this is 

what Pritchard and Morgan call my emotional geography. 

And, I could see the little girl inside me, journaling her heart out at five years old and 

following her dad around his workshop in the basement, chronicling the day’s events like a tiny 

journalist; I remembered getting the email a few weeks ago from the Taiwan Tourism Authority, 

inviting me to design my own press trip (which just so happened to be my very first one); I could 

feel the bouquet of fresh succulents that I would soon be carrying down the aisle in just a few 

months; I imagined myself, fifty years from now, looking back and not regretting any of my 

life’s choices. 

 Here is the resort as it appeared in my article: 
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Figure 13: En Voyage Magazine’s Photo of 7 Villas Resort 

Reprinted with permission by Matt Gibson. 

 

 As is easy to see in this worm’s eye view, this is no longer the place I had seen. There are 

no more rusty railings, chipped paint, or fading colors. No more cracked pavement or plants 

spilling out of their landscaped confines. No more power lines. The buildings have magically 

been restored to a vibrant hue, and the railings, once worn in a pleasant, well-loved way, restored 

to a brilliant, uniform white. These plants are a lush, vibrant green, trimmed and at home in their 

terracotta pots; the grass is green and mowed; the buildings seems to exist harmoniously within 

the landscape, nestled beautifully in a lush, tropical environment in their vibrant, cheerful hues. 

The sky, filled with white, fluffy clouds, has been rewritten as a brilliant baby blue, rather than 

the moist cloudiness this tropical island experiences day in and out. There are no people, no 
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animals, and no evidence of a road leading up to the resort. This is how this place is constructed 

in the pages of EVA Air’s in-flight magazine, a publication with a readership of 800,000. 

 The new photograph disrupted my sense of place there—and to the natural beauty of the 

imperfect yet magnificent 7 Villas Resort, up on its hill overlooking the glittering lights across 

the South China Sea. What is so wrong about rusted railings, the very result of a wet, humid 

environment? Why can’t we accept the power of landscape to change, alter, and evoke itself in 

our natural and man-made spaces? I understand the power of pleasure marketing, and I realize 

that tourism relies on selling the idea of luxury and leisure to another person who is seeking it, 

but what I couldn’t understand is why we live in a world where we can’t value the cracks, the 

fissures, and the well-trod. 

 Though there is still much work to be done, I hope this chapter has responded to some of 

these questions. 
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CONCLUSION: TOWARD A PEDAGOGY OF TRAVEL: IMPLICATIONS FOR OUR 

RESEARCH, TEACHING, AND LIVES 

 

“Feminist pedagogy can be seen as a movement against hegemonic educational practices that 

tacitly accept or forcefully reproduce an oppressively gendered, classed, racialized, androcentric 

social order.” –Robbin D. Crabtree, David Alan Sapp, and Adela C. Licona, Introduction to 

Feminist Pedagogy: Looking Back to Look Forward 

 

 

 It’s a quintessential August afternoon in the desert: painfully blue skies, searing heat that 

pricks bare skin like hot needles, white, fluffy clouds that will eventually bring monsoons, 

temperatures tipping 110 degrees. On this particular afternoon, though, my first-year 

composition students and I are not just holed up inside our air-conditioned classroom, discussing 

a text we read or working on paragraph structure while we wait for the sun to go down. Instead, 

we sit nervously and re-read our partners’ autobiographies as a group of 16-year-old local high 

school students line up outside our classroom door. Mrs. Anderson, their teacher, calls roll and 

makes sure that all the students made it from the bus to the campus to our classroom. On both 

sides of the walls, there is anxious chatter, expectant faces, shuffling papers, and the unparalleled 

kind of nervous energy calling that brings me back to this work, day after day, semester after 

semester. This especially happens when we work with our community partners, whether they be 

local high school students from traditionally underserved populations, non-profit organizations 

working with refugees and recently-arrived immigrants, or Arizona’s first no-kill cat shelter and 

animal advocacy group. Today, we’re meeting with our partner high school class, a senior-level 

English class from Marana High School, and I remind myself to take a deep breath, because on 

this particular day I am about to see how a pedagogy of travel, a pedagogical approach to 

teaching that I’ve developed alongside this dissertation, actually works in the classroom. 
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 Mrs. Anderson knocks on the door, and we welcome them into our space. For our lesson 

today, our students have written personal autobiographies, exchanged their writing anonymously 

with a student in the other class, and brought to class a visual representation of their partner’s 

writing that they chose based on how they “envisioned” what was important and meaningful in 

their partner’s life. For the lesson, Mrs. Anderson and I have put together a lesson based on 

theories of intertextuality, ethos, and personae in writing, and we hope that as students find their 

partners and exchange their gifts with each other, they will make organic, real connections 

between how they constructed their writing for someone else and how that someone else traveled 

to their world through their writing. On their desks, I see bountiful acts of creativity: 

topographical maps of places the writer has lived, a poem using the writer’s own words, a CD 

mix-tape and accompanying cover art, a painting with the writer’s word re-written on the canvas, 

and a 3-dimensional soccer game. Though my students don’t realize it yet, what they have 

created are multimodal artifacts with their own sets of arguments, their own rhetorical 

implications, their own translation of a print-based text into a spatial one. 

 Though we’ve never done this kind of exchange before, by the end of the hour, I’m 

convinced: the lesson works. In a wonderfully synergistic way, students thought so, too. In 

response to the question “What was the most useful activity to you as an ENGL102 student?” in 

the anonymous end-of-unit survey I administered, the top answers, at 62% each, were: “Seeing 

how someone else viewed me based on my writing,” and “Seeing how effectively I visualized 

someone else based on her/his writing.” In the high school students’ written reflections, they 

overwhelmingly wrote about how they realized—for perhaps the first time—how important it 

was to share their stories and listen mindfully to the stories of others. 
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As I thought about the implications of this, I recalled Trinh T. Minh-Ha’s important 

words in her work “Other than myself/my Other self,” in which she considers how writers of 

color must negotiate between worlds, much like Gloria Anzaldúa’s concept of a mestiza 

consciousness or María Lugones “world-traveling:” As Trinh writes, “[t]o travel….can consist in 

operating a profoundly unsettling inversion of one’s identity. Depending on who is looking, the 

exotic is the other, or it is me” (“Other” 22). As a first step toward embodying this kind of 

perspective in our classes as we “travel” to others’ worlds and think more deeply about our own, 

I couldn’t have been happier with the ways in which my students reflected on and wrote about 

their experiences as both travelers (the tourists) and those traveled-to (the hosts).9 Through a 

pedagogy of travel, which I define as a a philosophy of teaching that encourages genuine 

interaction and mindful discussions about the realities that happen when we tour/are toured by 

others, I believe that we can work toward instilling in our students a deeper respect for each 

other’s worlds, lives, histories, and subjectivities. 

 As I write the end of this dissertation, I can’t help but sit back and think about the 

trajectory of this project—where I began, how I grappled with these subjects, and where I am 

today. As I have begun to think more seriously about my own future, questions about the 

implications of my research and future directions I might take have become ever paramount, and 

I am left, in some ways, with more questions than answers (as I believe any feminist inquiry 

probably should). As teachers—especially in the field of rhetoric and composition—we have a 

unique commitment to our students to prepare them to enter, as Eileen Schell writes in Teaching 

Rhetorica: Theory, Pedagogy, Practice, our globalized polis as truly self-aware citizen-subjects 

who are able to listen carefully and critically to the perspectives of those around them. Though 

                                                 
9 If you are interested in learning more about this lesson and the work students produced, please see Appendix A, 

which includes the lesson plan, excerpts from student autobiographies, and descriptions of their visual artifacts. 
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many of our students will never go on to travel internationally or write, photograph, or in other 

ways document their travel experiences, I still believe that promoting more responsible, 

rhetorical travel discourse in our classrooms—whether real or imagined—can create the kind of 

citizen we hope for in higher education. 

As I have worked on this project, a number of exigencies both inside the university and 

beyond have made the work seem ever more critical and timely, situating this project in a unique 

kairotic moment in which conversations about globalization, travel, digital media, and influence 

seem ever more pressing. Outside the university, the recent White House Travel Summit, in 

which 100 travel media professionals from the United States were invited to speak with the 

President about using their outlets to inspire more global travel among college-aged students, 

opened up new discourse about the role of digital media on college-aged youth and their 

decisions to study and work abroad. Inside our walls, the Writing Program remains committed to 

global citizenship and writing for cross-cultural audiences, albeit with a still-developing sense of 

what such multicultural achievements mean. Part of the continuing impetus for this work—and 

my interest in promoting feminist travel practices—stems from these exigencies, and I would 

like to briefly consider how this work vacillates between (or perhaps contributes to) both of 

them.  

In December 2014, The White House invited what it deemed “the 100 most influential 

travel bloggers” to attend a summit with the purposes of discussing the realities behind why only 

1.5 percent of the almost 20 million American students enrolled in U.S. higher education 

programs take advantage of the thousands of study abroad programs available to them through 

scholarships, grants, work-abroad, and other initiatives (Green). The idea behind the Summit was 

to discuss how to increase not only the number but the diversity of young people participating in 
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educational, cultural, and professional experiences internationally, as well as to figure out how to 

use travel bloggers and digital media outlets to communicate with diverse Millenials about 

international exploration and to inspire them to consider the many ways they might contribute to 

these conversations. The numbers speak for themselves: over the 2012-2013 academic year, 

black students made up only 5.3% of those who studied abroad, and Latinos made up an only 

slightly larger percentage of 7.6%, signaling that travel is still seen as a privilege available only 

to those who are white and upper-class (“Trends”). Though I am unsure how they chose their 

100 participants (Social media engagement? Public profile? Unique page visits a month? Skills 

in public speaking?), travel media members such as Carol Cain, Heather Greenwood Davis, and 

Kate McCulley (all women whose work I analyze in this dissertation) were among those invited 

by the Administration in the hopes of speaking to diverse audiences with unique circumstances, 

mobility issues, and financial constraints, and the hashtag generated for the event, 

#StudyAbroadBecause, continues to circulate throughout the internet well into 2015. 

As a theoretical investigation, too, this project certainly has larger implications inside our 

own discipline, especially in regards to the ways in which program administrators and instructors 

discourse about the power of writing and the cultural sensitivity it can cultivate in students. Just 

as many travel writers and photographers call themselves “digital nomads” and many travel sites 

promote a “multicultural community” (I think of BeWelcome, a social network for hosts and 

tourists that encourages shared meals, language lessons, sight-seeing outings), the perceived 

dismantling of “travel” and “global citizen” are not so easily de-linked in the academy, either. 

Examining discourses of globalization, community, and representation should not end with this 

study, but rather inspire reflection in terms of much of the work rhetoric and composition 

scholars do in their teaching, scholarship, and administration. In a recent discourse analysis of 
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university websites, Christine M. Tardy reveals that dominant discourses of internationalization 

and diversity as presented on writing program websites is similarly glossed-over and 

unproblematized. Her analysis indicates that many universities remain naively optimistic about 

creating “global citizens,” citing composition as an act students can engage in to “transform 

culture” or “change oneself and the world” without critically understanding how or why this 

transformation can occur through writing. In this flattening of difference and inequality through 

the process of celebrating diversity, a number of problems erupt, especially as students prepare to 

enter what many universities call a “global community.”  

The WPA Outcomes Statement for First-Year Composition still makes no mention of 

writing in cross-cultural environments, yet programs increasingly cite the need to develop 

citizens who can communicate across cultures, borders, and communities: Oberlin College calls 

for topics of inquiry in the first-year writing classroom that “include the challenges of 

representing or appropriating other cultures,” and Purdue explains that writing “empowers U.S. 

students to understand different conventions, genres, groups, societies, and cultures” (Tardy 11). 

In creating global citizens, institutions like these marshal a rhetoric more closely associated with 

a feminist subject position, encouraging listening, collaboration, and mutual understanding. 

However, if teachers, scholars, and administrators in our field continue to unproblematically tout 

a rhetoric of “global citizenship,” I believe they run the risk of actually producing citizens who 

reinforce rather than challenge dominant discourses of tourism. While more research is necessary 

to identify whether or not these intentional branding efforts are cosmetic or deeply valued, 

exploring composition’s relationship to tourism discourse can not only help illuminate the 

discourse of difference promoted on our campuses, but also position writing programs at the 
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helm of investigating deeply-ingrained ideological assumptions regarding the relationship of 

their students to both their local communities and the globalized world. 

Therefore, I have actively responded to these exigencies through both my theoretical and 

practical work, claiming that we can enact a pedagogy of travel that inspires both respect for our 

home communities and respect for the communities of others. This approach, which stems from 

the feminist travel gaze I set up in Chapter 2, rests on four tenets and is applicable in plenty of 

educational contexts. I identify them as: 

 Creative inquiry: Engagement in multimodal composition and the idea that arguments—

as well as discourse—traverse modes 

 Rhetorical awareness: Promotion of voice as being something that is “fashioned” for 

specific audiences for specific purposes, rather than innately discovered or innately tied 

to generic constraints 

 Community engagement: Responds to the idea that students need to be prepared to enter 

the global world 

 Active listening: Emphasizes, as Gentile writes, “commonality in the experience of 

difference without compromising its distinctive realities and effects” (7) 

Together (and even taken separately), these four tenets can help inform the way we teach 

composition and writing, particularly as these two acts relate to and grapple with travel as both a 

physical and metaphorical construct. My hope is that myself and other interested instructors can 

apply this “stance” toward our work as compositionists and teachers, helping students see 

themselves as members of a global ecology (whether at home in their backyards, in the 

community, or in their own study or work abroad contexts). The first example I gave—of the 

student autobiographies and “remixes”—is only one such way to find synergies between these 
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four areas. The applications are actually quite limitless: we might have our students critically 

analyzing spaces and artifacts from contact zones, composing literacy narratives, collaborating 

with community members, engaging in cross-cultural discussions with students from around the 

world, exploring the community with the eyes of a traveler, visiting international centers on 

campus, pairing students with writing classes abroad through digital technologies, working with 

literacy or education non-profits, or partnering with global tourism bureaus, examining the way 

tourism works across borders. We can teach critical travel writing, we can inspire our students to 

look more carefully at the world, and we can inspire them to travel more mindfully and with an 

eye toward the world’s constant flow of differences and inequalities10. These applications, I 

hope, will help our students learn first-hand that there is, as Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie says in 

her recent TED Talk, danger in only hearing “a single story” (more specifically, the colonial 

story). We can participate in global conversations, create our own stories, research those whose 

stories are out there but not always acknowledged, and participate in community outreach, 

service-learning, and cross-cultural communication. All of this, I believe, can work toward 

actually developing global citizens who are ready to face the challenges of a 21st century global 

world, no matter their majors, interests, or experiences. 

Of course, any method has its limitations and challenges. For one, we must always 

recognize that traveling can be a difficult, sometimes painful, process; it often involves loss and 

brutal change as cultures “meet, conquer, mingle, and in other ways interact” (Keating 15). 

Similarly, it is difficult to dismantle hegemonic narratives and listen to those whose voices have 

been long suppressed, and that exoticization can still occur. The concept of “playfulness,” too, 

can be misconstrued as “not-serious,” leaving some students with the belief that cultural 

                                                 
10 Please see Appendix B at the end of this dissertation for a sample syllabus, New Media Approaches to Travel 

Writing, constructed in tandem with this project. 
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interactions are not as fruitful or academically rigorous as other academic pursuits. However, 

like many of the women writers in Teaching Rhetorica, who claim that feminist rhetorical 

research is a process, I do believe that the benefits of developing and enacting new methods far 

outweigh the limitations. As Eileen Schell writes in the book’s Introduction, we must connect 

feminist rhetorical study here at home in the United States “to the important work underway in 

transnational feminist rhetorics” and larger geopolitical contexts because feminist scholars 

develop, question, and modify the world in diverse and multiple ways (3). 

 I also wish to add that this approach is not just an approach to teaching but what I hope 

can be envisioned as a stance toward traveling as an embodied, multisensory, multiperspectival 

stance, in much like the way Krista Ratcliffe’s work on rhetorical listening has been applied to 

both academic and personal contexts. Instead of solely being a work for academic audiences, my 

real hope is that a feminist travel gaze—which can, in many ways, take pedagogical form—is 

something that can be achieved by any willing participant: traveler, teacher, or student. In a 

world where many of us in the Western world see traveling as a given, a mobile privilege 

accessible to anyone who makes it a priority or who has physical access to it, it is critical to 

listen to the voices—often made public by digital media—who go against the colonial narrative 

of travel writing and remember that no experience is universal. Breaking the “cycle of 

representation,” learning to acknowledge the situatedness of our identities and experiences, and 

breaking free from the colonizing rhetoric so pervasive in travel writing are all critical steps 

toward envisioning a more equitable and responsible world. Let me share a few examples that 

illustrate why this education is necessary: 

 On a trip to Thailand last year, I had the unforgettable opportunity to visit the famous 

Golden Buddha statue in Bangkok’s Wat Traimit with a number of journalists, photographers, 
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and tourism representatives from the U.S., South Korea, and Thailand (including the country’s 

highly regarded Minister of Tourism!). However, upon catching her first glimpse of the 

imposing, 5.5 ton solid-gold Buddha, sitting cross-legged with one hand in his lap and the other 

resting on his knee, an elderly graphic-designer-turned-journalist named Ellen took one look and 

said, “Wouldn’t you like to just jump on that thing and take a selfie?” Jump on? That thing? A 

selfie? Everyone in the room—excluding her—was mortified, as the suggestion of touching, let 

alone jumping on, a sacred religious relic, marring it with the sweat and residue of the human 

body and then taking photos with it, was simply horrifying. And this, from a highly respected 

travel journalist, whose jaunts to Asia had been much more extensive than any comment like that 

should allow.  

 A few days later, preparing to make the journey from the sleepy beach town of Hua Hin, 

we heard that young monks would be making their way through the streets before dawn, 

collecting alms before their morning prayers. They came over from their temple across the river, 

it was rumored, on canoes before sunrise. I had never given alms before and wanted to show my 

respect for the young men who had devoted themselves to the spiritual life, so I got up at 4:30 in 

the morning, went downstairs, and asked the morning chefs to help me spoon some sticky rice 

into a bowl, seal it up, and top it with a bundle of fresh lotus flowers. I took the alms down to the 

water where the monks would be arriving in their canoe, but as soon as their saffron-colored 

robes were visible through the mist, tourists swarmed the pier, snapping photos with their 

smartphones, zooming in with the telephoto lenses on their DSLR cameras, taking selfies, talking 

loudly, staring and pointing at their orange robes and crowding around their canoes as they 

steered into the small pier. The saddest part was that they looked unfazed; owing to, I realized 

with a heavy heart, the fact that this probably happens to them every single morning. 
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 Therefore, this conclusion is also my call-to-action, a necessary ending to any feminist 

project. Like the women and men I’ve followed in this journey, re-thinking the ways we 

approach our connections to food, our bodies, and the landscapes around us is a critical step 

toward what I believe can be a more ethical world. Like the scholars I have cited whose work I 

greatly appreciate, those who believe that tourism does not have to be this way (Franklin; 

Jaworski and Pritchard; Aitchison; and others), I have thought mindfully about approaches to 

tourism that do not exploit, conquer, or devour but that instead respect, tread lightly, and interact 

ethically. I call for more of us to travel with a feminist gaze and engage in feminist praxis 

wherever our feet tread, and to interact with the world’s cultures through creative inquiry, 

rhetorical awareness, community engagement, and active listening—not in a way that 

commodifies. That way, we might begin to more readily examine the implications behind 

massive cruise ships, the impact of resorts on the natural environment, the preservation of local 

culture in the wake of globalization, the way that tourism affects women and children, labor, and 

political issues. 

For me, as I look back at what I’ve done and look toward the future, I see now a clearer 

path for my own work and scholarship. In terms of my practical work and teaching, I hope to 

further develop the connections between a feminist tourist gaze and a praxis that attends to these 

issues through syllabi that more explicitly connect the “gaze” to our visual and textual world. I 

plan to study the travel stories produced by student writers, to find out if introducing them to 

texts like Mary Louise Pratt’s Imperial Eyes affects their own gazes and stories, and if not, to 

investigate what else we can do. I want to teach digital storytelling; engage students in their local 

communities; challenge them to re-think their assumptions about the world. One day, I hope to 

coordinate study abroad trips in which students can work as travel journalists first-hand and 
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compose stories that continue to intervene in the colonial discourse to which we are so 

accustomed. In my scholarship, I plan to take the seeds I have planted in this dissertation and 

continue to study the various travel discourse communities online. One future study, for 

example, will examine the ways in which crowd-sourced tourism initiatives during media 

campaigns and events rhetorically construct conceptions of place. I also want to continue 

investigating the potential of digital media to rupture the grand narrative of travel, because even 

though we still face issues of access to both technology and travel, I believe, as does Bani Amor, 

a queer mestiza feminist travel writer, that digital media stands ready as a “a tool for cross-

cultural communication, allowing us to engage in conversation with other disenfranchised 

people, and allowing us to organize across our differences.” 

I hope she’s right. 
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APPENDIX A: LESSON PLAN: AUTOBIOGRAPHIES & ARTIFACTS: PUTTING 

ETHOS INTO PRACTICE 

 

 

Skill Practiced: 

Ethos, audience, rhetoric, storytelling & narrative, analysis of visual/spatial texts and contexts, 

intertextuality, cultural exchange 

 

Overview: 

This assignment, which works well as an introduction to rhetorical analysis in a first-year writing 

course, also serves as a thoughtful icebreaker and a way for students to “travel” to each other’s 

worlds and see/be seen from multiple perspectives. In this lesson, students write a personal 

autobiography, exchange their work anonymously, create a visual or spatial artifact for their 

partner based on the text, and then exchange their artifacts as gifts. It is an excellent gateway for 

discussions of representation and ethos in writing and a fun, low-stakes introduction to 

multimodality. 

 

In Preparation: 

Students can prepare to write their own mini-autobiographies by reading and analyzing the 

construction of ethos in largely autobiographical texts such as the first chapter in Marjane 

Satrapi’s Persepolis or an excerpt from Jimmy Santiago Baca’s A Place to Stand.  

 

Lesson: 
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1. Have students write a 1-2 page autobiography of an aspect of their lives, asking them to 

consider how their language, mode of storytelling, and choice of inclusion/exclusion of 

details and experience might affect the reader’s interpretation. 

2. Collect and re-distribute the autobiographies anonymously. 

3. Ask students to read the autobiography they have received and think about a kind of 

visual or spatial artifact that they could create that might best represent the writer. Ask 

them: How do you perceive this person? If you could describe this person, what words 

would you choose? How might this translate to a visual or an object? 

4. For homework, have students create their artifacts. Then, during the exchange, use both 

the autobiographies and artifacts to discuss such topics as ethos, rhetorical strategies, 

translation, and intertextuality. 

5. As a follow-up, assign a reflective writing assignment in which students think about how 

they felt as they perceived/were perceived by their partners. Use these reflections to 

discuss how they, as writers, constantly construct their ethos across our print and digital 

lives. 

6. Use this lesson as a starting point for further discussions on identity and representation in 

writing and how any act of reading and writing requires a “traveling to” someone else’s 

world. 

 

Excerpts from Student Autobiographies, Spring 2013 

After seeing “The School of Rock” in the fourth-grade, I had the brilliant idea that I could very 

easily become the greatest girl drummer there ever was, if my dad would just buy a drum set for 

me. Being the wise man my father is, I was turned down flat. He convinced me to give up the idea 
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by reminding me that I would need a band to play with eventually. This was a deal breaker for 

me since I didn’t know many up and coming fourth grade rock and rollers like myself. Naturally, 

I settled for the next best thing. I was to become the greatest girl guitarist there ever was.  

–Student A 

 

Living on one of the busiest farms in town, I grew up being very familiar with the outdoors and 

animals.  As a kid, my sister and I would both ride our neighbors’ horses for fun and raise pigs 

for FFA (Future Farmers of America) for work. Growing up in such a rural town, you are raised 

to understand that animals including pigs, steer and heifers are raised to feed America.  

–Student B 

 

My name is Romeo. I am 19 years old, and for a long time, I was known as a terrorist and a 

beaner. I am a Palestinian-Mexican who was born in the United States. I come from a 

Palestinian blood father who was born and raised in Kuwait. He married my mother, who was 

born and raised in Mexico. I have had the rare opportunity to be part of two completely different 

cultures. This is who I am.  

--Student C 

 

Sign language has made me a whole new person. I have opened my eyes and hands to new 

cultures, languages and experiences, stepping out of my comfort zone to do this, was probably 

the best experience I ever had. Just this month, I have completed the interview process for a job 

at the local deaf school and am happy to report that I have a bona fide job offer working in the 

residential program. 
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--Student D 

 

Examples of Visual/Spatial Artifacts, Spring 2013 

Due to copyright issues, I am not able to include photographs of the students with their actual 

projects, so instead I am including here a brief description of some of the more unique and 

original artifacts created by the students (these were created by both high school and college 

students). 

 

Artifact #1: A Live Plant 

For this project, one of my college students bought a small indoor philodendron and planted it in 

a terracotta pot. She decorated the pot by roping it in beads and flower decals and put a 

decorative floral accent on a stick into the soil. Her artifact responded to the metaphor of 

“growth” that her high school partner had emphasized in her autobiography. 

 

Artifact #2: A 3-Dimensional Topographical Map of California 

This project focused on the spatial emphasis of my students’ autobiography. In it, my student 

wrote about the many places she has lived in California and the ways those different cities have 

shaped her understanding about her home state. For this project, the high school student created a 

three-dimensional map of the state of California on a 12X18 inch piece of cardboard. At points 

in the state where my student had lived, she placed small reminders of my students’ experiences 

there. For instance, at the place where my student learned to ride horses, she placed two small 

horse figurines. Further down the coast, where my student was a lifeguard one summer, the 

student put a miniature pool and a round lifesaver. These small “reminders” helped put my 

students’ lived experiences into visual context. 
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Artifact #3: A Painting on Canvas 

For this project, my student took her high school partner’s autobiography and literally transferred 

it to an abstract painting. She first painted the canvas a deep burgundy color and then affixed 

small oval decals in the shape of a flower to the center. Then, using a silver pen, she re-wrote key 

passages from the autobiography all over the canvas to emphasize the visuality of her partner’s 

words. The effect was a stunning piece of art that the student could hang on the wall of her 

bedroom. 

 

Artifact #4: A Mix CD 

This was a fun project as well, because it focused on transferring my student’s autobiography 

into an aural artifact. The high school student picked up on the fact that my student was very 

interested in music—as both a listener and a composer—and so he looked for various “key 

words” throughout her autobiography and used those to find songs that related to those words, 

emotions, or experiences. The result was a mix CD that included a variety of songs from various 

genres and artists that he believed reflected my student’s life and experiences. 
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APPENDIX B: FIRST-YEAR/ADVANCED COMPOSITION SYLLABUS: NEW MEDIA 

APPROACHES TO TRAVEL WRITING 

 

This course proposal, New Media Approaches to Travel Writing, blends together important 

discussions on ethics, representation, and the politics of tourism with practice in travel writing 

across a number of genres. It requires students to engage in both experiential writing and 

consider a number of genres and their rhetorical opportunities/constraints. In this proposal, I 

have briefly sketched out a course description, sample list of texts, potential assignment 

scope/sequence, and a breakdown of each week’s themes. 

 

 

Overview: 

In this course, which blends theories of contemporary tourism with composition and digital 

media, we will become familiar with various genres of nonfiction and media platforms that are 

used to tell digital travel stories. By calling on the work of such theorists as Mary Louise Pratt 

and her work on contact zones, John Urry (the “tourist gaze”), and other critical texts that 

grapple with travel writing and new media (Holland & Huggan), students will critique, celebrate, 

and look for the potentials of travel writing as a critical—and politically important—genre for 

shaping public knowledge about space, cultures, and personal experiences. Through a number of 

guest speakers, critical and creative texts, and the students’ own work, we will grapple with the 

difficulties inherent in writing about place and others as we work to craft our own compelling 

travel stories (print-based and multimodal). We will learn about the state of contemporary travel 

writing and publishing and hear from a number of successful practitioners in the field and 

prepare our own work for publication. 



Winet 261 

 

 

As a writing-intensive course, students will keep journals throughout the semester and participate 

in a number of field trips that will help them document their experiences around the city (and, if 

they wish, beyond). These journals and documents will turn into travel narratives (loosely-

defined; print and/or digital) for the final portfolio. Because the nature of contemporary travel 

writing requires “writers” to wear many hats (writing, photography, video, social media, 

design/layout), the assignments are staged and are designed to introduce students to the media-

rich world of contemporary travel discourse. As such, we will move from imitation exercises to 

long-form narrative to multimodal projects—all of which will be revised as the semester 

progresses in the hopes of submitting for publication.  

 

Throughout, we will engage the production of knowledge via travel writing as a raced, gendered, 

and contested process with material consequences that has served to normalize and legitimize 

some cultures, civilizations, and spaces while de-legitimizing and even dehumanizing others. 

Students will have the opportunity to practice multimodal forms and genres of writing, rhetorical 

analyses, critical and creative thinking, and communication skills.   

 

Required Course Texts: 

All texts will be provided as .pdfs or links on our course management site 

 

Travel writing texts will include such voices as: 

 Susan Orlean, “When Donkeys Deliver” 

 Elizabeth Gilbert, “Long Day’s Journey” (+ clip from Eat, Pray, Love) 

http://www.gq.com/food-travel/travel-features/200907/provence-walking-tour-elizabeth-gilbert-wine
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 David Sedaris, “Tasteless” 

 Sarah Mendekirk, “Love en los tiempos del Spanglish” 

 Jamaica Kincaid, A Small Place 

 Matador’s collection of photo essays 

 New York Time’s Welcome to Thotchke Town photo essay 

 Multimedia travel stories  

 

Excerpts/chapters will include such voices as: 

 Adrian Franklin, Tourism: An Introduction 

 Holland & Huggan, Tourists with Typewriters: Reflections on Contemporary Travel 

Writing 

 Debbie Lisle, The Global Politics of Contemporary Travel Writing 

 Mary Louise Pratt, Imperial Eyes: Travel Writing & Transculturation 

 Edward Said, Orientalism 

 Lisa M. Heldke’s Exotic Appetites: Ruminations from a Food Adventurer 

 María Lugones, Pilgrimages/Peregrinajes: Theorizing Coalition Against Multiple 

Oppressions 

 Roland Barth, Image, Music, Text 

 

Assignment Scope/Sequence: 

Travel Journal (throughout) 

Unit 1: Rhetorical Analysis of a Travel Text 

Unit 2: Imitation Travel Narrative Assignment 

http://velamag.com/love-in-los-tiempos-del-spanglish/
http://matadornetwork.com/topics/photo-film/photo-essay/
http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2013/12/15/magazine/15-look-china-market.html?ref=magazine
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Unit 3: Print and Visual Travel Writing Assignment 

Unit 4: Multimodal Final Project to a Public Audience + Oral Presentation 

Final Exam: The State of 21st Century Travel Writing/Publishing 

Documentation of Site Visits 

 

Guest Speakers: 

Lavinia Spalding, Author, Writing Away, & Series Editor, Best Women’s Travel Writing series 

Stephanie Elizondo Griest, Assistant Professor / Author of Around the Bloc 

Sarah Mendekick, Editor-in-Chief, Vela Magazine  

Shannon O’Donnell, Blogger/Speaker on “global citizenship” and ethical travel 

 

Course Overview: 

 

Week 1: Travel Writing Today: It’s Complicated 

Week 2:  Ethical Documenting & Journaling & Site Visit #1 

Week 3:  Empire, Subjects, and Subjectivity: The Patriarchal Tourist “Gaze” 

Week 4:  Globalization After Empire: The Temptation to Exoticize the “Other” 

Week 5: Counternarrative and Travel Writing: What is Truth? Whose Truth is True? What 

“Truth” Matters?  

Week 6: Considering Gender/Race/Class in the Travel Narrative  

Week 7: Digital Documenting, Metawriting, Hashtagging, & Social Media & Site Visit #2 

Week 8:  Through the Lens of Our Bellies: Travel Writing and Food 

Week 9:  People, Places, and the Photographic Gaze 

Week 10:  What Counts As Culture? 
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Week 11:  Introducing Concepts of a Feminist “Gaze” and Ethical Travel 

Week 12: Immigration, Intersectionality, and the Observable “Other” & Site Visit #3 

Week 13: Digital Storytelling and the Multimodal “Gaze” 

Week 14:  Travel Media 101: Writing, Pitching, and Revising 

Week 15:  Travel Writing, Blogging, and Social Media Outreach in the 21st Century 

Week 16: Presentations of Final Projects 

 

Weekly Journal: 

Due at the beginning of each week, this weekly writing exercise will document your experiences 

and observations at the conclusion of each day (at least 10 pages a week). There is no particular 

format or objective for this assignment, beyond documenting and reflecting on your day-to-day 

happenings. You may handwrite (recommended) or type your entries, and all entries must be 

stored and submitted as hardcopies in a book or folder. Think like a traveler—be observant, 

notice interesting cultural realities, document when/where it’s ethical, become a food critic (it’s 

entirely up to you). Entries that reflect or incorporate course themes and discussion are a plus, 

and although these are your personal journals, please still consider your audience. 

 

Questions and Quotes (Q & Q’s): 

Each week, you will submit 1 typed question and 2-4 typed quotes from the assigned readings to 

help stimulate class discussion. You should pose open-ended questions that generate 

conversation and cannot be answered with a “yes” or “no.” Your question should address a 

specific reading or a theme running through several readings. Quotes may be anything from the 

readings that resonate with you. Along with the quote, write a paragraph or two explaining why 
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you find the quote significant. Personal reflections that are connected with the 

readings/discussions are perfectly appropriate for this assignment. 

 

Documentation of Site Visits: 

At the end of the semester, you will submit documentation and analysis of your site visits 

through a medium of your choice: a short essay (3-5 pages), a zine, a blog, or another format that 

you may propose. Think about this exercise as a way to examine what it’s like to “think” like a 

travel writer and include all of your site notes and story ideas.  
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APPENDIX C: ASSIGNMENT SHEET: CRITICAL MULITMODAL ANALYSIS OF A 

TRIP OR EVENT 

 

 

In this assignment, your goal is to figure out how a certain theme (of your choosing) related to 

travel writing in the 21st century can work as a frame for analyzing a recent trip or event. Your 

basic task is to identify the concepts involved in a particular class thematic focus and explain 

how this is present or represented in your travel experiences.  

 

Your starting place will be with the selection of a thematic focus as put forth by any of the 

authors and texts we have surveyed in class (or another of your choosing—be sure to get my 

authorization before beginning your project). Some possible examples include: 

 Travel Writing & Blogging in the 21st Century 

 Empire, Subjects, and Subjectivity 

 Museums and the Politics of Exhibiting 

 Masculinity, Representation, and the Monarchy 

 Travel Writing and Food 

 

After choosing your thematic focus, you will begin a critical analysis with these five steps:  

1. Construct a brief and contextualizing review of your chosen thematic focus. 

2. Select a trip or event to analyze. 

3. Analyze the trip or event using the specific thematic focus you have chosen 

(remember analysis goes beyond mere description and aim to dig beneath the 

surface of observation into questions of purpose and meaning making). 
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4. Formulate a research question for which the analysis you have just completed is 

the answer. Remember to avoid being too broad or generic with your question, do 

not ask a yes-or-no question. 

5. Complete your analysis project. 

 

After you have selected and analyzed your event or trip, you will be ready to begin your project 

that includes five necessary qualities (not necessarily in this order): 

1. An introduction, in which you discuss the research question and introduce your 

chosen thematic focus. 

2. A more detailed description of your chosen thematic focus with reference to 

authors and texts that contribute to this discussion. 

3. A description of your trip or event and its context. 

4. A critical analysis of your trip or event with your chosen thematic focus as the 

framework. 

5. A discussion of the contribution your analysis makes toward better understanding 

how this theme functions in travel and travel writing experiences.  

 

Assignment Parameters: 

 You will have the option to compose this analysis as a short essay (3-5 pages), a zine, a 

blog page, short film, a photography narrative portfolio or another format that you may 

propose.  

 MLA format, including citations and a Works Cited page 
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PERMISSIONS 

 

Though not all the photographs and images I use in this dissertation require written permissions, 

I have obtained written permission from the authors whose personal photographs I use and 

analyze. Please see the screenshots below from my email for verification of their permission. 
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Martin Parr’s Permission for Figure 1: 
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Carol Cain’s Permission for Figure 4: 
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Heather Greenwood Davis’ Permission for Figures 5-6: 
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Kate McCulley’s Permission for Figures 7-8: 
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Matt Gibson’s Permission for Figure 13: 
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