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HOW FAR W LL YOU GO?

Travel and travel media work together in a circular,
redundant and reinforcing way. On a trip, | take pictures or
col | ect postcards, and al so have a prerecorded version of that
place in ny mnd. When | go to a place | renmenber novi es which
depicted the same spot, and tourist clichés inflect the imges |
collect so that objects in ny pictures function nmetonymcally as
signs for what | expected or wanted froma fanous place. On the
road, vistas and broad | andscapes have been signposted for nme by
state and conmercial planners so | can stop and gaze at scenic
views. And by their very appellation, these scenic views indicate
a fullness and conpl etion that depends on ny distance, |ack of
responsi bility, and voyeurism Pictures becone a way of
organi zing the travel experience. Before a trip, | seek out
i mges of a place and want the experiences they pronise; after
the trip, ny snapshots | ead to conversations about where | went.
M ke Crang calls this relation between picture taking and travel,
future-perfect picture taking since we travel with an eye to the
phot o al bum and the pl easure of conversations to cone. In this
way, taking pictures during travel gives us an infantile pleasure

of omi pot ence, power, and control.

As soneone studying travel nedia, | need to know how pl aces
construct thensel ves as objects of the tourist gaze and then
appear that way in travel docunentaries or on the Internet.
Furthernore, | need to study the relation of marketing to our
patterns of cultural consunption, especially to our taking

pi ctures and readi ng about travel as if froman Q ynpi an,
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det ached spectatorial position. Today | want to tal k about how
travel and travel nedia, and possibly also nuch of television and
the Internet wit large, provide us with an infantile heaven of
freedomin offering us a world seemingly without limts,
constraints, or consequence. W seek that experience to escape

t he demands of necessity, especially the demands inposed by work

and daily routine.

To understand how and why we constantly use the cul tural
products around us to reproduce an infantile heaven of freedom
turn her to the work of psychoanal ysts M chael and Enid Balint
who in the fifties wote on the pleasures of funfairs, in a book
called Thrills and Regressions with an anal ysis that can be
applied to travel, both physical travel and its representations.
There is a three act drama in travel which entails exposing
oneself to a “safe” threat and consequent fear, mastering it, and
returning unharmed to safety. Such a trajectory, often repeated,
relies on our having a concept of hone, a matrix -- in the
mat ernal sense -- to which we can return. Psychoanal ytically
speaking, in the wonb and in our earliest days, we experienced a
merging with our surround. It gave us pleasurable feelings from
warm h, rhythm c noving, taste, snell, and close body contact. W
grasped at it and thought it was the sanme as self. Later, and
this is the general thesis of object-relations psychoanal ysis, we
were inevitably frustrated, especially in being fed or held, and
so we cane to know others as separate from oursel ves. As Susan
| saacs put it, the origin of fantasy and of our nental lives is

frustration. According to the Balints, our early anxieties about
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not being nurtured or fed, about |osing our bal ance or being
dropped, and about getting perplexed in our orientation to the
world led us to formone of two basic attitudes toward the
expanses outsi de ourselves. W coul d devel op the strategy of
clinging to reliable, nurturing objects and fear enpty spaces. O
we coul d becone instunmentalists, finding tools to negoti ate space

in a spirit of adventure.

As an adult, the instrunmentalist is seen in TV travel shows
i ke SURVIVOR She relies on no one for long, but nostly on her
own resources. Culturally this type was nore traditionally
defined as a man, the explorer, adventurer, or gentlenman
travel er. He seened adaptabl e and cl ear sighted about the world,
and in its enpty spaces he discovered a plenitude simlar to that
of the original matrix. However, a person |like that could over-
idealize his tools, insisting they be totally under his control
The Balints say this kind of approach demands possessing the
utnmost skill to negotiate threatening objects, so the
instrumental ist “nmust submt his performance to incessant,
exacting reality testing, and to searching self criticism” In a
panopti c way, he needs to view the whol e space to spot unfriendly
or uncaring objects appearing out of nowhere, and furthernore he
assumes these objects may shift, may be hel pers or adversaries
and may suddenly change fromone to the other. The
instrumentalist may regularly drop the old for the new, since
freedommatters nore than being |oved. So this hypothetical
fellow, the instrunmentalist, often has a hard tinme building | ong-

term intinmate rel ationships. He may even be a seducer because he
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sees Wi nning over others as a challenge to his skill. And nyths
all over the world have prom sed this kind of hero that he wll
marry the fair nmaiden after his quest, that he will return to the

matri x when he nust cone back home, down to earth

In contrast, the clinger’s world, according to the Balints,
“consi sts of objects, separated by horrid enpty spaces. He lives
fromobject to object, cutting his sojourns in enpty spaces as
short as possible. Fear is provoked by |eaving the objects and
allayed by rejoining them” In thrill rides, which the Balints
wrote about, this strategy usually entails clutching, pressing
one’s whol e body against a firmand safe object. The clinger
feels let down if alone, and has a constant need to be in touch
with famliar people, ideas, beliefs, and accustonmed ways. In
terms of traveling, freedommay be too nuch for clingers, naking
them feel insure or clunsy, inhibited, ineffective. They feel
l[imted both by fear and by not enough skill. The Balints
ruefully thought this appellation mght apply nostly to wonen,
al t hough we can also read into it conservative politics or, in
contrast, legitinmate social fears about |eaving one’s own nlieu,
as Bl acks have felt about segregated spaces in the Deep South or

inlarge cities in the north in the United States.

The tourismindustry and travel professionals understand
these two very primtive tendencies or attitudes in travelers
confronting the world. And the corporate structuring of travel
sites on the Internet and travel programm ng on television cater
to both tendencies at once, wth varying m xes of appeal to

clingers and to instrunentalists, often to both at the sane tine.
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| aminterested in this kind of object-relations psychoanal ytic

t heory because | think it tells use sonething about how peopl e
travel, how they prepare for travel, and how they incorporate the
outside world into their matrix back honme both. This kind of
theory m ght al so have wi der inplications about Internet and TV

use.

To take a case study, | will look today at three points of
production of travel nmedia: The Travel Channel, Pil ot
Productions, and the Lonely Planet web site and its |inks. The
Travel Channel used to be nore adventurous, but now the livelier
progranms about travel appear on other venues, especially PBS, the
Cooki ng Channel, and the Di scovery Channel. The nore
advent ur esonme prograns obviously appeal to or depict the
instrunentalist traveler who has to tools to turn the world into
an unlimted prospect of friendly expanses. Some of the prograns
| liked on the Travel Channel when it was good were Lonely
Pl anet, especially with Justine Shapiro. She is the hardy and
advent ur esone backpacker, dependent on phrase book as the only
linguistic tool available to her, may find sonme databl e person
who speaks sone English, and has a great trip through a | ot of
hard work. American Journey showed culinary archeol ogi st Ni ck
Pai ne doi ng research in Louisiana on Cajun food and at the show s
end eating alligator and gunbo with a Cajun famly by lantern
light. Geat Witers Geat Cties showed us nystery witers
presenting the unknown face of nmjor capitals. And on other
net wor ks, the Food Channel in particular has always featured

et hni ¢ cooking and the depiction of fanpbus chefs cooking in their
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restaurants around worl d.

What mekes a travel TV program good? One key elenment is that
the presenter or explorer have a great personality and spunky
character and show a lively interest in neeting |ocal people, and
sharing their nores and festivities. Less successful presenters,
especially on Lonely Planet, just followed the guide books.
Viewers interested in instrunentalist depictions want to see how
the traveler presenter finds econom cal accomrpdati on and
transport and the doing of the trip, with explanations of food,
exertion, and | ocal shopping. For the cinematographer and
director, travel television offers an occasion to present an
interesting m se-en-scene with details of the social mlieu,
especially of ordinary people’s social |life, perhaps drawing from
the cinema verite tradition to show the unpredictabl e aspects of
pl ace at a given nonment and people’ s visual aspects seem ngly

reveal ing their personalities.

Interestingly, and this relates to ny thesis about basic
needs when confronting enpty spaces, there is always wapping up
that occurs in the travel show. And this sane kind of wrapping up
occurs in any howto show on tel evision: hone renodeling,
cooking, sewing and crafts, or even shrink shows. Megan Mullen in
a talk, “The Rise and Fall of Cable Narrowcasting,” describes
what she called the “new narrowcasting which creates interest
groups out of a target audience that seens to have di sposable
income. It creates a feeling of community pre-established by
marketing. It also creates a sense of personal enpowernent in

that the shows | et us fantasize that we could actually take on a
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| arge project. The shows feed acquisitive desire. In this way,
the overall structure of the travel show, or any howto show,
appeals to the needs of the clinger. The showitself is the
friendly object that reassures us that the potentially chaotic
spaces outside are under our control while the things the people
do in the show give us a sense of our instrumentality, of being
able to use skills and tools to nake the world around us a great

pl ace to be.

Interestingly, travel nedia, including the Travel Channel,
have turned nore to the Internet than to television for their
creative endeavors, as have the original makers of the Lonely
Pl anet show, Pilot Productions. And what all these groups are
doing is imtating the nother of travel web sites, the Lonely
Pl anet site. Let ne show you sone of these sites, their
hi storical shifts, and their appeal to the primtive instincts of

clinging and instrunentality.

Lonely Planet site. Travel Channel site. Pilot Productions

site. [transparencies]

Too often our own identity needs |lead us to recuperate and
col oni ze the site of the other by incorporating it into a
categorical framework that is famliar and useful to us. As |
prepare for a trip, | negotiate ny forthconm ng approach to a
pl ace using the techniques of both the clinger and the
instrunmentalist. | appropriate information for nyself as part of
my own project in ny own space and tinme. If | amgoing to travel
| seek to efficiently fulfill ny nost urgent needs, especially

for | odging and neal s [show transparenci es about accommodati ons].
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Because the pre-planning aspect of planning for travel offers the
opportunity for niche marketing, | can find many conmerci al
interpreters to help me with this task: information brokers,

I nternet portals, and tour guide books, to nane a few | need to
deci de what of this information is relevant. | also use the
Internet and e-mail to assess risk and reduce uncertainty and
unease, especially about potential health problens. Consuner

cul ture shapes the nedi ated approach to | eisure, and users have

to negotiate their path through nostly pre-defined pat hways.

The problemw th this nmedi ated experience of travel is that
the worl d beconmes a nmuseum wi th places and netonym c
representations of custons on display across many nedia forns; in
this predigested material, too rmuch is |eft unexam ned and
unhi storicized. The travel industry internationally has becone
al nost exclusively centered on travel ers, known as the guests,
who now have little contact with | ocal people, except to see them
as service workers or their fabricated, picturesque presentation
as a narketable commodity. Tours, |ike many progranms on the
Travel Channel, offer the security of pure cliché. In contrat,
t hose who reject the cliché -- the explorers, drifters, and
backpackers -- don’t, in fact, escape travel’s “inperial eyes.”
[to use Mary Louise Pratt’s words] Backpacker tourists may |ive
wi thin host comunity, put noney directly into it, and interact
with the locals. But these tourists, instrunentalists free to
| ook for adventure, nay still see as exotic in one setting the
very poor whomthey would see as invisible, uninteresting, or

t hreat eni ng back hone. Furthernore, backpackers may be on a
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romanti c search for authenticity, the untouched, the native, the

unchanged, and the pristine.

Such nostalgia is fraught with danger. First of all, visua
“history” is highly mediated for travel ers since nost tourist
destinations and tourist professionals understand that they nust
arrange | andscapes and exhibitions for visitors in a way that
defines and nmanages history. Secondly, if the romantic touri st
m sses the way things were, it neans she m sses how they were
before inperialismor consuner capitalismchanged the |andscape,
often brutally. The search for the authentic and the pastoral
nmeans turning back the hands of tinme. And that is why | ask of

all of us travelers, “How far will you go?”



