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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this inquiry is to explore the social construction of surfing tourist space 

in the Mentawai Islands, Indonesia and to expand existing theory to explain the process 

by which tourist space comes to be overlaid upon the geographical and social domain 

of destination communities. A review of surfing tourism literature revealed a modest 

body of knowledge that was largely descriptive, and devoid of any clear theoretical and 

philosophical perspectives. In order to gain an understanding of the historicity in the 

production of surfing tourist space, a review of academic and popular surfing literature 

was undertaken. This review indicated the importance of commercial surf industry 

discourse, disseminated through a specialist surf media, in defining and maintaining an 

idealised surfing tourist space (labelled ‘Nirvana’), which is based on the search for, 

and consumption of, the ‘perfect wave’. A social constructionist interpretation of 

grounded theory was employed in order to collect and analyse observations and in-

depth interviews of surfing tourists, surf tour operators, surf industry and media 

representatives, and locals, from which a number of interpretations were drawn. 

Firstly, surfing tourist space – Nirvana - is a fragile and contested space based upon 

four symbolic elements: perfect waves; uncrowded conditions; cushioned adventure; 

and, a pristine tropical environment. A four-phase process (referred to as 

Nirvanification) was developed in order to interpret the way in which tourist space is 

overlaid upon the social and geographical domain of destinations. It is argued that this 

space is remotely constructed, highly symbolic, and ‘disembedded’ from local realities 

in the Mentawai Islands. Nirvanification revolves around the construction of symbolic 

elements of tourist space where it is threatened by alternative discourses, which the 

industry counters by deploying various myths. The ramification of Nirvanification for 



 xiii

local communities in the Mentawais is marginalisation from the economic benefits 

from tourism. In conclusion this study identified channels for resistance and change 

which provide an alternative theoretical and philosophical position from which to 

question the assumptions that underlie socially constructed tourist space. 
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CHAPTER ONE – INTRODUCTION 

1.1 Nirvana1 

 
You spend a lot of time reading surfing magazines and imagining the ideal surfing holiday - surf 

Nirvana. It was that sort of tropical, coconut milk, warm water, tropical reefs, uncrowded and it 

really was that Nirvana dream that you read about in surf magazines as a kid… It is embedded in 

surfing, the dream is always to be in perfect uncrowded surf with your mates (Griff, Surfing 

Tourist). 

 
It’s a concept. You know, it’s a dream. We haven’t tried to go “Oh this is spot ‘x’ and we 

discovered it, aren’t we great and it’s this and it’s that”. We’ve just gone “here it is. There’s a piece 

of sand there, a nice beautiful tree here”. That evokes all the imagery of camping in a tree house or 

something and beautiful waves peeling down the point… I think that that is the best way - let 

people work it out for themselves (Mick, Surf Corporation Marketing). 

 
The Mentawai is Nirvana for surfers… One thing for sure is that there aren’t anymore being made, 

and the ones that are accessible are in short supply (Paul, Surf Tour Operators). 

 
The truth is that the surf media has increasingly grown alienated from understanding how to 

represent the places themselves in a true light... If you’re a Mentawaian person its home but its not 

fuckin’ Nirvana (Tom, Surf Magazine Editor). 

 
The people are just watchers while surf companies exploit their place and they get nothing. I think 

now they need something. Profit. At least potential (Andi, Mentawaian Participant). 

                                                 

1 The term ‘nirvana’ is a derivative of the Sanskrit nir-va which means to blow-out a fire, or extinguish it 
through the removal of fuel. The Bhuddist tradition views the extinguishing of a fire in the sense of 
releasing it from its dependency on fuel so that it becomes diffuse through the cosmos. The focus is upon 
the indefinable nature of a fire that doesn’t burn. This is a metaphor for reaching a state of Bhuddist 
beautitude, of the letting go of ego and desire and becoming free from greed, hatred and delusion (the 
three evils of Bhuddist thought), and is used to describe the state of enlightenment achieved by Bhudda 
(Bhikku, 1996; Rice, 1978). Hinduism considers nirvana to be the union with God through release from 
the cycle of birth and death, and also pain, sorrow, and suffering within the human condition of life. 
Nirvana is the immediate experience of being ego-less with God (Rice, 1978: 277). 
  
‘Nirvana’ is used in this study to describe a socially constructed surfing tourist space built around 
commonly understood symbols, the presence of which signifies the achievement of the perfect surfing 
tourism experience. Its use is a reflection of the use of the term by research participants to describe the 
euphoric, transcendent experience of surfing perfect, uncrowded waves in a pristine exotic environment, 
from the relative luxury of an organized tour on a live-aboard charter yacht.  
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In the twenty first century, imagery of empty perfect waves breaking in remote exotic 

locations appears to have become the fuel that drives the multi-billion dollar global 

surfing industry which is comprised of manufacturers, retailers, media and tourism. 

With a rapidly expanding global surfing community inspired by such imagery, surfing 

tourism now takes place on almost every surfable coast on every continent in the world, 

from Iceland to Antarctica (Hawk, 2000; 2002: 18; Warshaw, 2004).  

 

Surfing tourism most probably began with pre-colonial surfers undertaking independent 

exploratory travel in search of new surf breaks over one thousand years ago in the 

Hawaiian Islands (George, 2000). It is now a highly industrialised sub-sector of the 

broader tourism industry that supports well over two hundred and fifty specialised travel 

agencies worldwide (Borden, 2005; Warshaw, 2004), and thousands of smaller 

specialised operators from luxury live-aboard yacht charter operators across the Indian 

and Pacific Oceans, to those operating surf tours onboard cramped converted fishing 

boats of questionable seaworthiness in the Indonesian Archipelago. It caters for tourists 

seeking four-star surf resorts with exclusive access to world class breaks in Fiji and the 

Maldives, to those seeking the cheaply constructed though well equipped surf camps 

and family homestays throughout the world’s surfing destinations. The industry is 

geographically diverse and includes famous breaks in Europe, Africa, Asia, Australasia, 

the Pacific, and the Americas. Best estimates suggest that the international surfing 

tourism industry caters to over one hundred thousand surfing tourists annually, and has 

an annual turnover estimated to be in the realm of hundreds of millions of dollars 

(Ponting, in press). It has become an important segment in the tourism industries of 

some less developed countries accounting for two and ten percent of tourist arrivals in 
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Fiji (Tebbut_Research, 2006) and Papua New Guinea (TRIP_Consultants, 2006) in 2005 

respectively.  

 

Despite the growing position of surfing tourism on the world tourism stage it has not yet 

developed a significant body of research that provides a theoretical basis for 

understanding it as a phenomenon. There is, however, a growing body of research from 

a variety of disciplines that has investigated various aspects of surfing including culture 

(Booth, 1994, 1995; Cronley, 1983; Lanagan, 2002; Law, 2001; Pearson, 1979; Reed, 

1999), motivation (Farmer, 1992; Stranger, 1999), applications of social theory (Flynn, 

1987; Ford  & Brown, 2006; Preston-Whyte, 2001, 2002; Scheibel, 1995), surf media 

(Beattie, 2001; Henderson, 1999, 2001; Ormrod, 2005a, 2005b; Rutsky, 1999; Stedman, 

1997) and various aspects of surfing tourism (Augustin, 1998; Buckley, 2002a, 2002b, 

2003; Dolnicar & Fluker, 2003a; Frood, 2007; Persoon, 2003; Poizat-Newcomb, 1999; 

Ponting, 2000, 2001, 2007, in press; Ponting, McDonald, & Wearing, 2005; Ponting & 

Wearing, 2003; Reeves, 2002; Tantamjarik, 2004). 

 

However, much of this research falls short of examining the broader philosophical and 

moral questions raised by the establishment of a surfing tourism economy in some of the 

world’s more remote and impoverished regions. History shows that unmanaged and 

uncontrolled surfing tourism development in less developed regions has often led to 

inequitable outcomes for destination communities (c.f. Barilotti, 2002). Despite this it 

appears that the only empirically based research published to date regarding the 

relationships between surf marketing, the practice of surfing tourism, and the outcomes 

for local communities has been undertaken in the process of carrying out this study 

(Ponting, 2006, 2007, in press; Ponting et al., 2005; Ponting & Wearing, 2003). 
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This study seeks to explore surfing tourist ‘space’ – in the terms of a socially 

constructed space overlaid upon remote regions of developing nations - and to provide a 

means for understanding, and thereby moving towards reconciling, the range of 

worldviews and discourses involved. The study employs an instrumental case study 

approach (c.f. Stake, 1994) centred on the Mentawai Islands of North Western 

Indonesia. In the mid 1990’s this region became the setting of the largest and fastest 

growing high-end commercial surfing tourism operation seen to date and is widely 

regarded by the global surfing community as possessing the greatest density of 

consistent high quality waves on Earth.  

 

1.2 Justification for Research 

Surf tourism, the imagery it generates in the surf media, and the imagined lifestyle 

implied by this imagery, is central to the multi-billion dollar global surf industry. 

Though this relationship has been described (Buckley, 2003; Ponting, 2005, 2006, 2007, 

in press; Ponting et al., 2005; Ponting & Wearing, 2003; Surfer'sPath, 2002), its 

interaction with destination communities remains largely unquestioned2. Despite the 

enormous size and influence of the wider surfing industries3 and the substantial impact 

that surfing tourism has had in many developing regions, only rarely has this industry 

been examined and analysed in depth with a degree of critical inquiry that provides a 

deeper philosophical perspective.  

                                                 

2 Exceptions are a handful of subversive surfing magazine articles (c.f. Barilotti, 2002; Ponting, 2005; 
Lovett, 2005; Baker, 2006, 2007). 
3 The wider surfing industries include the surfboard manufacturers, the surf tourism industry, surf 
hardware, and surf wear manufacturers and retailers, businesses related to the Association of Surfing 
Professionals (ASP) World Tour and the surf media which is comprised of magazines, feature films, 
DVD rentals and sales surf forecasting, webcam and informational web sites. 
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Despite popularly perceived historical links between modern surfing and a divergence 

from mainstream capitalist imperatives, the surfing industry, including the surfing 

tourism industry, perpetuates the logic of capital accumulation with little regard for 

‘externalities’ such as environmental and socio-cultural impacts (Barilotti, 2002; 

Ponting, 2001). Surfing has unapologetically become a component of the hegemony of 

global capitalism (Buckley, 2003; Hammerschmidt, 2004). Growing numbers of 

consumers buy-in to the ideal represented by the fictional dreamscape of Nirvana 

created by surf marketeers (Henderson, 1999, 2001; Lanagan, 2002; Ormrod, 2005a, 

2005b; Reed, 1999; Scheibel, 1995; Stedman, 1997), and growing numbers of remote 

communities in less-developed regions find themselves becoming unwilling hosts to 

rapidly growing numbers of surfing tourists while simultaneously being marginalised 

from the economic benefits surfing tourism can provide.  

 

The Indian Ocean ‘Boxing Day’ tsunami disaster of 2004 served to highlight the need 

for action and change in the surfing community and within the surfing industry. Surfing 

tourists, tour operators and surf corporations alike quickly mobilised to provide 

emergency aid to devastated surf-rich areas, particularly in Indonesia4. Surfers initiated 

donation collections to aid areas destroyed by the tsunami. Some commentators 

delighted in the mobilisation of the global surfing community though expressed regret 

that it took a disaster of such proportions to elicit a response. For decades, surfing 

tourists, tour operators and surf corporations have reaped benefits from some of 

                                                 

4 An interesting sub-text to this was the combination of aid missions with inspections of commercially 
exploited reef breaks to assess damage caused by the earthquake’s uplift. 
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surfing’s most publicised and coveted playgrounds in the world’s most disadvantaged 

regions, all the while ignoring the every day humanitarian crises playing out on land 

(Ponting, 2005: 67). 

 

Another powerful earthquake on 24 March 2005, measuring 8.6 on the Richter scale, 

destroyed much of Nias Island, off the coast of West Sumatra, and provided another 

focal point for the global surf community to reassess their influence over remote 

developing regions. Thirty years after the discovery of the surf potential of a then 

uninhabited Lagundri Bay by three traveling Australian surfers, the earthquake leveled 

an unsightly agglomeration of more than seventy ramshackle beachfront losmen, bars, 

restaurants, general stores and an abandoned up market resort. The bay has been 

uncharitably described, particularly at the peak of its popularity in the mid 1990’s, as the 

world’s worst ‘surf slum’ (Barilotti, 2002; Lovett, 1998, 2005; Surfer'sPath, 2002) 

complete with untreated sewage outfall onto the surfing reef, an illegal drugs trade, and 

prostitution.  

 

Surfing tourism is the fastest growing sector of a rapidly expanding multi-billion dollar 

global surf industry (Warshaw, 2004). As surfing tourism grows and destinations come 

online in increasingly remote locations, indigenous communities in remote developing 

regions will be subjected to a model of tourism development which has repeatedly failed 

consumers, local communities, their culture, economy and their environment (Ponting, 

2001). Within this context a number of issues arise which justify the research 

undertaken in this study. 
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1. Filling the gap in empirical research linked to theory in the context of surfing 

tourism  

Aside from articles published from data collected for this study, to date there has been 

little empirical research dealing specifically with surfing tourism. Examples are the 

unpublished work of Ponting (2000; 2001), Tantamjarik (2004) and Frood (2007). Other 

research into surfing tourism has involved purely descriptive accounts (Buckley, 2002a, 

2002b, 2003) and a flawed re-interpretation of secondary data (Dolnicar & Fluker, 

2003a). 

 

2. Developing an appropriate theoretical framework for conceptualizing the 

construction of surfing tourist ‘space’ 

Previous studies of surfing tourism have been concerned with: descriptions of the 

structure of this relatively new tourism market and industry (Buckley, 2002a); 

attempting to understand the motivation and destination choice factors of participants 

(Ponting 2000, Dolnicar & Fluker 2003); the preservation of recreational amenity in a 

climate of increasing demand (Buckley, 2002b); and, investigations of the sustainability 

of surfing tourism in particular destinations in terms of environmental impacts and 

conservation of natural resources (Frood, 2007; Ponting, 2001; Tantamjarik, 2003). 

Much of this work could be characterised as description without interpretation in the 

context of theory. Yet a wide range of social factors, pressures and world views are 

converging as surfing tourism develops in remote regions of less developed countries. 

This study aims to introduce social theory into the analysis of surfing tourism and to 

consider a broader range of stakeholder viewpoints than has previously been attempted 

in this context. The aim is to attempt to reconcile different social realities and their 

respective interpretation of the meaning of things, events, and aesthetic symbols through 
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the theoretical lens of socially constructed tourist space. This is achieved by 

incorporating and extending the work of key theorists including Peter Berger and 

Thomas Luckmann, John Urry, Michel de Certeau, Michel Foucault, and Anthony 

Giddens  

 

3. Moving the discourse of surfing tourism beyond the myth of Nirvana.  

The advent of commercial, industrialised surfing tourism in the late 20th century and the 

development of a multi-billion dollar global surf industry dependent upon Nirvanic 

surfing imagery5 for its survival, has simultaneously broadened the horizons of the 

surfing world and introduced a host of new issues for regions identified as suitable for 

surfing tourism. Current surfing tourism discourse only rarely acknowledges the links 

between the practices of the surfing industry, and the practice of surfing tourism in 

remote regions of less developed nations. By exploring the construction and 

operationalisation of surfing tourist space in the field, this study aims to make the links 

between discourse and action explicit with a view to making room for resistance and 

change. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

5‘Nirvanic surfing imagery' refers to the imagery of perfect waves breaking in remote idyllic settings, 
and is described in detail in chapter 5. 
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1.3 Developing Research Questions and Methodology 

Underpinning the approach taken in this study is an epistemological assumption of 

multiple and divergent socially constructed realities6 that are temporally and spatially 

dynamic and which reflect relations of power between social groups. In order to 

understand socially constructed realities Berger and Luckmann (1966) refer readers to 

philosophical antecedents to the sociology of knowledge such as historicism (H. S. 

Hughes, 1958) and Mannheim’s ‘Ideology and Utopia’ (1936). The former highlighted 

the inevitable historicity of human thought. Thus, in order to understand a socially 

constructed reality we must understand the history of its production. Mannheim (1936) 

reflected upon the nature of multiple contested ideologies and maintained that while 

ideologising influences cannot be completely eradicated, their impact can be reduced 

through analysis of the variety of socially grounded perspectives. In other words, a 

clearer understanding of human events is possible when a range of definitions of reality 

are considered. Similarly, Foucault’s work on power suggests that stories from the 

periphery of power, the views of those marginalised by particular social realities, will 

lead to a greater understanding of the power relations in a social setting or institution 

(Cheong & Miller, 2000; Foucault, 1980; Hollinshead, 1999; Ponting et al., 2005; S. L.  

Wearing & McDonald, 2002). 

                                                 

6Social constructionism can be traced back to the ‘Chicago School’ of sociologists, primarily William 
Isaac Thomas, and phenomenological sociologists and philosophers such as Alfred Shultz (Marshall, 
1998). The term formally entered the academic vocabulary through Peter Berger and Thomas 
Luckmann’s (1966) ‘The Social Construction of Reality’ and has been applied in general terms to 
theories in which the socially created nature of social life and reality are stressed. The term 
constructivism has been applied to the writings of psychologist Jean Piaget who argued that individuals 
are actively engaged in understanding their environment rather than passively being shaped and 
conditioned by it (Marshall, 1998: 494). Whilst the terms are often used interchangeably, some 
psychologists using constructivism subscribe to essentialism of the self (Burr, 2003), a view I do not 
support . In order to avoid confusion this study refers to social constructionism. 
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The exploratory research required to achieve these ends is suggestive of an inductive 

approach. Attempting to understand a range of socially constructed realities requires a 

qualitative research paradigm that is epistemologically aligned with the research 

approach (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). In this case a social constructionist interpretation of 

grounded theory has been selected. In order to limit the scale of the research for 

pragmatic reasons, an instrumental case study approach was adopted allowing the 

greatest amount to be learnt from one case with the possibility of broader insights that 

may be relevant to a range of related cases7.  

 

A ‘case study’ is an empirical inquiry investigating a contemporary phenomenon within 

its real−life context (Yin, 1989: 23). Traditionally, theory is used to initiate the direction 

of the research to the extent that evidence is provided to support a premise rather than 

emerging themes being pursued. Blumer (1972: 85), however, argued from the 

interactionist perspective in which grounded theory was derived, that researchers need to 

get in touch with the social world and develop theory in light of their findings rather than 

becoming preoccupied with the literature of social theory; that conclusions should evolve 

from the data themselves, and build theory from the concepts generated by such findings. 

On this basis, grounded theory is appropriate where existing theoretical frameworks are 

limited or absent (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 

1990, 1997), as it has been argued is the case for surfing tourism. 

 

                                                 

7 A more complete discussion of methodology, including the grounded theory approach adopted and the 
nature of the case study undertaken, is provided in Chapter 3. 
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Many researchers have acknowledged the development of increasingly specialised 

tourism practices as a result of broad changes in tourism demand and the associated 

emergence of niche markets (C. M. Hall, 1992a; C. M. Hall & McArthur, 1991; 

Krippendorf, 1987a, 1987b; Meethan, 2001; Moore & Carter, 1993; Wang, 2000). In 

attempting to catalogue and understand these changes in tourism demand and practice, 

tourism literature of the twentieth century has been subject to criticism at a general level 

for failing to adequately theorise a perceived oversupply of empirical accounts 

(Meethan, 2001: 3; Wang, 2000: 22). Since 2000 this issue has been ameliorated to a 

large degree. However, whilst there is a move towards more theoretically engaged 

qualitative tourism research (Botterill, Gale, & Haven, 2003; Dann & Phillips, 2001; 

Jamal & Hollinshead, 2001), interpretive approaches to research which incorporate 

contemporary understandings of how knowledge is produced, and explicitly engage in 

epistemological debate remain rare (Phillimore & Goodson, 2004; Riley & Love, 2000; 

Tribe, 2007). Indeed, descriptive case study material lacking epistemological clarity has 

been a feature of much of the existing empirically based work on surfing tourism. This 

study however, in the elaboration of a specific surfing tourism case study, seeks to develop 

a conceptual schema that moves beyond purely descriptive approaches by employing an 

interpretive, social constructionist epistemology to develop new theory, through 

extending and refining existing theory, in light of collected data. In keeping with the 

epistemological approach of the study, and in light of Tribe’s (2007) call for researchers 

to place themselves within the research process and acknowledge their inevitable 

influence on the interpretation of events and phenomena, a statement of personal values 

and biases, and a history of engagement with the subject matter is provided in Appendix 

One. 
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In order to provide a framework for the research process, grounded theory has been used 

because of its strong emphasis on “theory as process”, that is, “theory as an ever 

developing entity, not a perfect product” (Glaser & Strauss 1967: 32). Grounded theory 

enables the exploration of surfing tourism and surfing tourist space in a systematic 

manner whilst drawing upon and incorporating a variety of existing theories and ideas 

(Strauss, 1987: 11). In establishing the parameters of this study a number of aims and 

objectives were developed, they include:  

 

Aim: To explore the social construction of contemporary surfing tourist space. 

 

As mentioned previously, exploring socially constructed worlds such as surfing tourist 

space (Nirvana) requires an understanding of its historical production and of competing 

interpretations of place (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). The following objectives of the 

study support the aim and reflect the need to explore the historicity of the production of 

social worlds, and to explore multiple definitions of reality that developed around the 

same social phenomena and setting. 

 

Objectives:  

1. Provide an analysis of the development of surfing tourism. 

 

2. To develop a theoretical diversification of the current Western understanding of 

tourist space by acknowledging alternative understandings of place. 
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Subsequent to an initial literature review, the early stages of data collection and analysis, 

and the immersion of the author in the case study, the broad aim and objectives stated 

above were given more explicit form by the generation of two research questions. 

 

Research Questions: 

1. How has surfing tourist space been socially constructed? 

 

2. How has surfing tourist space come to be overlaid upon the geographic and social 

domain of host communities?  

 

The first research question reflects the identification of ‘Nirvana’, a largely mythical 

social construction of surfing tourist space, as a core theme to emerge from the data and 

which appeared to be key in the exploration of surfing tourist space. It also reflects 

Berger and Luckmann’s concern for the historicity of human knowledge. Additionally, 

Berger and Luckmann argue that in order to understand a socially constructed space at 

any given time, or changes to it over time, “one must understand the social organisation 

that permits the definers to do their defining” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966: 116). 

Embedded in the first research question is a need to locate and understand the social 

organisation which defines and maintains Nirvana.  

 

The second research question reflects the problematic nature of reconciling surfing 

tourist space (a social construct) with alternative understandings of place (a geographic 

location). Addressing the question requires a new theory of tourist space that recognises 
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the dialectical relationship between humans and their reality and the interplay between 

conflicting discourses as the discourse of surfing tourist space assumes a nihilistic8 

mode of de-territorialising9 the surf resources of the existing population. The research 

questions function to guide the analytical focus and allow for maximum directional 

flexibility in the study as information is uncovered. This approach is consistent with 

common approaches to qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Flick, 1998, 2007; 

Maxwell, 1992, 2005; Phillimore & Goodson, 2004; Ritchie & Lewis, 2003; Silverman, 

2004; Stebbins, 2001; Travers, 2001). 

 

In line with the social constructionists’ concern for understanding a multiplicity of 

socially constructed realities, the exploration of surfing tourist space undertaken in this 

study involves analysis of the micro–social interactions of surfing tourists, tour 

operators, the surf media, surf corporations, the indigenous host communities and non-

indigenous Indonesian operators. The exploration of surfing tourist space began with the 

development of a chronology of surfing tourism, based on secondary data, and a parallel 

analysis of the history of production of surfing tourist space. Following on from this, 

data collection took place over a six month period and involved participation in surfing 

tourism and related field observations as well as in-depth interviewing of a range of 

social groups and analysis of a surf charter boat visitor’s book.  

 

                                                 

8 Nihilation can be considered as a negative legitimation as it “denies that reality of whatever 
phenomena or interpretations of phenomena do not fit into that universe” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966: 
114). 
9 Deterritorialisation refers to the (neo)colonialist project of reassigning ownership of the resources of 
the colonised as belonging to all humanity and therefore able to be exploited without compensation 
(Noyes, 1992). 
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1.4 Defining Tourism, Defining Surfing Tourism 

At the most basic level there is loose agreement that tourism involves temporary travel 

away from one’s home environment (Boniface & Cooper, 2001; Burkart & Medlik, 

1981; Gilbert, 1990; Goeldner, Ritchie, & Mcintosh, 1999; C. M. Hall, 1995; Heeley, 

1980; Leiper, 1979, 1995; Stear, 1998; Weaver & Opperman, 2000). Beyond this, 

definitions tend to vary. Three elements, outlined below, facilitate the inclusion and 

exclusion of different types of travellers, firms, organisations and revenue streams in, 

and from tourism according to the needs of the author.   

 

1. Spatial: tourism can be limited by specifying a minimum required distance to be 

travelled. 

 

2. Temporal: tourism can be limited by specifying a minimum and, or, maximum stay 

in a destination region.  

  

3. Activity/Purpose of travel: tourism can be limited by specifying the purpose for 

which travel was undertaken. 

 

This study adopts Stear’s (1998) conceptual definition of tourism outlined below. The 

spatial element excludes those undertaking leisure activities close to their homes, 

includes domestic tourists, but through temporal limitations, excludes day-trippers. The 

stipulated purpose of travel excludes travel undertaken for business or normal leisure 

activities.  
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Tourism is travel and temporary stay, involving at least one night away from the region of a 

persons’ usual domicile which is undertaken with the major expectation of satisfying leisure, 

pleasure, or recreational needs which are perceived as being better able to be satisfied outside the 

region of their domicile (Stear, 1998: xxii). 

 

The adoption of an activity-focussed conceptual definition of tourism pre-empts the 

development of a conceptual definition of surfing tourism. This is based on the 

assumption that tourism as it is understood in this study is not an aggregate of 

businesses (S. L. J. Smith, 1988), a system (Leiper, 1979) or a form of study (Jafari, 

1977), but an activity.  

 

1.4.1 What type of tourism is surfing tourism? 

Researchers have been challenged by the emergence of new forms of tourism which blur 

the lines between leisure, recreation, sport, volunteering and development work. 

Attempts to construct an orderly, structured and systematic nomenclature for these new 

forms of tourism have ironically resulted in a disjointed plethora of interweaving and 

overlapping typologies. For example, Buckley (2002a), who is widely published in the 

realms of sustainable tourism, ecotourism and adventure tourism (c.f. Buckley, 2003), 

places surf tourism under the rubric of ‘nature-based adventure tourism’. Its evolution 

from private recreation activity to tourism subset is likened to that of photo safaris, sport 

fishing, mountaineering and scuba diving. Tantamjarik, whose master’s thesis 

investigates sustainability issues of surf tourism in Costa Rica agrees with Buckley, 

claiming that surf tourism ‘is just one of the niche markets coming out of the overall 

nature-based adventure tourism sector’ (2004: 2). Alternatively Orams (1999) in his 

book ‘Marine Tourism’ places surf tourism, somewhat predictably, as a sub-set of 

marine tourism while Poizat-Newcomb (1999), and Dolnicar and Fluker (2003b) in both 
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cases writing for the Journal of Sport Tourism argue that surf tourism is a subset of 

sport tourism. However, it is argued that designating the type of surfing undertaken as a 

touristic activity as a sport is highly problematic (Farmer, 1992). 

 

It is not the intention of this study to enter into debate concerning the allocation of 

surfing tourism into a particular typology or a hierarchy of related tourism typologies. 

The concern here is to arrive at a definition of surfing tourism which delineates the type 

of surfing tourism that is the particular subject of this study. In order to achieve this, the 

following questions were asked and answered in the context of the research being 

undertaken. 

 

1. What is surfing? 

 

2. What is a surfer? 

 

3. Surf tourism or surfing tourism? 

 

4. Recreational or commercial surfing tourism or both? 

 

The following sections address these questions. 

 

1.4.2 What is surfing? 

In addition to the problematic nature of positioning surfing as a sport, the array of 

technologies and methodologies available for riding ocean waves also raises definitional 

issues. In the author’s 22 years of international surfing tourism experience the 

overwhelming majority of surf craft observed have been ‘shortboards’. They are sharply 

pointed at the nose, generally have a configuration of three fins and are of varying 
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length (generally between five feet ten inches and seven feet long for the normal range 

of conditions on Australia’s east coast) according to the mass of the rider and the size 

and power of the conditions. Shortboards are noticeably different from other craft such 

as the Malibu or longboard which is significantly longer, thicker, wider and more 

rounded; the kneeboard – designed to be ridden in a kneeling position rather than in the 

standing position; and the bodyboard which is made from softer materials and is ridden 

in the prone position. Waves are also regularly ridden on wave skis and kayaks which 

require a separate paddle, sail driven windsurfers, outrigger canoes, catamarans, kite-

powered boards, jet skis and specialised weighted surfboards with foot straps designed 

to be towed into enormous waves, hydrofoil boards which also require powered 

assistance into waves, paddle boards, hand surfers, and body surfing which uses no form 

of technology other than the human body itself. As such, definitional issues arise 

concerning which modes of wave riding should be included. 

 

Dolnicar and Fluker (2003) approached the problem of technologies by placing the 

critical defining point upon the means of achieving forward momentum. 

 

Surf tourism involves people travelling to either domestic locations for a period of time not 

exceeding 6 months, or international locations for a period of time not exceeding 12 months, who 

stay at least one night, and where the active participation in the sport of surfing, where the surfer 

relies on the power of the wave for forward momentum, is the primary motivation for destination 

selection (Dolnicar & Fluker, 2003a: 187). 

 

This is a useful definition of ‘surf tourism’. However, Dolnicar and Fluker (2003a) go 

on to contradict their own definition, which requires “active participation in the sport of 

surfing”, by arguing that “surf tourism does not necessarily only include active surfing 

participants, but also spectators and non-surfing travel companions” (Dolnicar & Fluker, 
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2003a: 187). Dolnicar and Fluker’s definition also allows the inclusion of travel to, or 

travel with, surf schools. Whilst these are tourists who are surfing, this study is 

concerned with surfers who are touring. Buckley (2002a; 2002b) makes some allowance 

for these grey areas commenting that a surf tourist is a surfer first and a tourist second. 

As most worldclass surf breaks are potentially dangerous, and occasionally life 

threatening, the definition of surfing tourism for this study needs to encapsulate the 

touristic activities of accomplished surfers rather than surfing activities of tourists. As 

such the question of what is a surfer must be addressed. 

 

1.4.3 What is a surfer? 

Academic Steven Butts (2001) described his attempted entry into surfing subculture in 

Florida in the United States, having relocated from inland Kansas. Despite the previous 

success of Flynn (1987), Farmer, (1992) and Stranger (1999) in articulating and 

encouraging participants to articulate the rewards gained from surfing in terms of 

motivations, Butts’ participants were “unable to explain to each other the feeling they 

get while surfing” and don’t bother “even attempting to explain their passion to non-

surfers”. Nonetheless, apparently based upon personal experience, Butts claims that 

surfing “satisfies a psychological need, one that clears the mind and cleanses the spirit”. 

He also usefully describes the process of “becoming a surfer”. 

 
Becoming a surfer… is a long and arduous process. Learning to surf requires the ability to swim, 

some sense of balance, a certain amount of physical strength and stamina, a lot of perseverance, an 

absence of fear of the ocean and what’s in it, and a willingness on occasion to be held and spun 

under water sometimes smacking the bottom or your surfboard, for extended periods of time, 

repeatedly…only after almost two years and innumerable frustrating days, especially in the 

beginning, was I considered a (barely) competent surfer by my peers. Some learn faster, some 

slower, but none learn overnight (Butts, 2001: 1). 
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Ergo a certain level of skill, earned through practice and repetition, is a pre-requisite to 

becoming a surfer. Flynn (1987), an American sociologist specialising in semiotics 

eloquently described the processes at work in the act of surfing. He describes surfing as 

an improvised, embodied, ‘iconic wave dance’ with a breaking wave which forms a 

narrative field. The relative prowess of a surfer is thus framed in terms of his or her 

ability to interpret the breaking wave – to make projections on the future breaking 

pattern of the wave based upon its speed, shape, degree of breaking angle, steepness, as 

well as other factors such as rock or reef hazards and other surfers in their path – and to 

then translate this interpretation into embodied movement. In this way the surfer’s 

movements and improvisations are performed in spatio-temporal synchrony with the 

movement of the wave. Flynn draws upon Heidegger’s (1962: 324) concept of 

‘anticipatory resoluteness’ in which the past, present and future are unified through 

prolepsis (invoking a future state as if it exists in the present) and analepsis (invoking 

the past as if it is present) to describe the temporal strategies used by the surfer to 

successfully ride a wave. In Flynn’s view, in the performance of surfing, a surfer 

simultaneously projects into the future to anticipate the movement of the wave and the 

results of their own movements and draws upon past experiences of what has happened 

in similar situations to resolve a course of embodied action. Thus being a surfer involves 

possession of a bank of embodied memories and experiences. 
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According to Mark Stranger (1999), an Australian sociologist, surfing is ‘high-risk 

leisure’ undertaken in search of the postmodern sublime10. His empirically grounded 

research differs from more traditional interpretations of high-risk leisure which espouse 

its cathartic properties against a backdrop of rapid social change (c.f. Giddens, 1991; 

Lyang, 1990). Along these lines, Pearson’s (1979) work on the surfing subculture in 

Australia in the mid 20th century positioned surfing as an alternative means of 

constructing identity for youth stifled by outdated modernist expectations, while Reed 

(1999: 29) argued that at the end of the 20th century surfing tourism was the expression 

of a desire “to experience the uncrowded past no longer possible in much of the 

overdeveloped world”. By contrast Stranger argues that surfing, and by implication 

surfing tourism, is about embodied experience - the thrill of risk taking and the intrinsic 

value of sensual experience. 

 

‘Thrill’ is an important impetus for surfing. This was noted by eighty one percent of 

Stranger’s (1999) 129 respondents though its importance relative to other factors was 

not investigated. Its relative importance was investigated by Farmer (1992) amongst a 

quantitatively limited population of east coast American surfers. Thrill (referred to as 

‘vertigo’ by Farmer) generated by risk taking and articulated as ‘stoke’11 in surf 

communities was ‘overwhelmingly’ (79 percent of his sample of fifty) the most 

                                                 

10 The term ‘the sublime’ was originally used to describe feelings of the uplifting of the soul in response 
to works of art which combined an ‘exalted style and excellence of expression’ in the first or second 
century AD. In the late eighteenth century ‘the sublime’ took on a slightly different meaning as a 
distinction of beauty. Beauty is used to characterise form whereas the sublime is not applicable to form. 
In Macey’s (2000: 370) terms the postmodern sublime “is found in formless and limitless 
phenomena…it is a representation of limitlessness that cannot be contained in any sensuous form”. 
11 ‘Stoke’ is an adaptation of the Dutch ‘stok’ referring to the rearrangement of logs in a fire to increase 
its intensity. Warshaw’s (2004: 564) Encyclopaedia of Surfing defines stoke as ‘pleased, happy or 
thrilled’ it is common and enduring in the surfing vernacular. 
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important factor in their motivation to surf. Many theorists have attempted to understand 

risk-taking, thrill and a related transcendence of the physical self and resulting feelings 

of harmony with the external world (McDonald, Wearing, & Ponting, 2008).  

 

Flow theory and its predecessors use rational language to describe outcomes from risk 

taking which are prescribed value in terms of their utility as a response to 

disenchantment with everyday life (Czikzentmihalyi, 1975; Stranger, 1999). Stranger, 

alternatively, argues for the recognition of the intrinsic value of sensual experience, 

citing Lash’s (1993) notion of aesthetic reflexivity12 to argue that everyday life has 

become so saturated with signs and images that their rational interpretation has been 

replaced by an aesthetic of sensation based on socially defined intuition, desire and 

imagery (Welsch, 1996). Stranger’s argument is that this has led to an environment 

more conducive to the valuing of sensual experience. 

 

The experience of the romantic sublime is linked to flow experience in that both are so 

overwhelming that no rational thought can intrude. The romantic sublime requires a 

distance between the subject and object, between the observer and the observed 

phenomena or object. However, Lash (1991: 175) argues that postmodern subjects are 

more likely to become immersed in their objects of desire. Stranger (1999) claims that 

this merging of subject and object of desire leads to a distinctly postmodern hyperreality 

involving a blurring of the experience represented in images and the actual experience. 

Further, the postmodern sublime is said to involve an intrinsic combination of pleasure 

and pain (Lyotard, 1984). Stranger sees this as consistent with the embodied experience 

                                                 

12 “Reflexivity refers to the fact that our sense of order is the result of conversational processes… to 
describe a situation is to at the same time create it” (Marshall, 1998: 204) 
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of the sublime in surfing which exists as a fine balance between a euphoric transcendent 

experience and annihilation. Being a surfer, on an existential level, means seeking the 

postmodern sublime by navigating ones body along the fine line between euphoric 

transcendence and annihilation 

 

The ability to traverse the fine line between transcendence and annihilation in surfing, to 

track at an angle across the face of a breaking wave, to actively ride a wave rather than 

being passively propelled shoreward by it, is a prerequisite for engagement with 

potentially dangerous waves in worldclass surfing tourism destinations. According to 

Flynn (1987), the ability to successfully ride a wave requires a bank of stored 

knowledge and memories of surfing situations. Ford and Brown (2006: 119) concur, 

arguing that the skill level required to perform on challenging waves involves rehearsed, 

pre-learned moves applied in a fashion improvised to suit the unique contours of a 

particular section of a particular wave based upon knowledge gained through past 

experience. 

 

Based upon the discussion above, the term surfer as used in this study refers to a person 

who possesses sufficient skill and knowledge to utilise the power of a wave for forward 

momentum, track at an angle across the face of a wave, and anticipate and respond to 

its changing contours. 

 

1.4.4 Surf tourism or surfing tourism?  

In order to construct  a definition which captures the tourists targeted by this research it 

is appropriate to consider ‘surfing tourism’ where the noun ‘surf’, which implies nothing 

more than the presence of breaking waves, is replaced with the verb ‘surfing’. This 
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implies the act of surfing, actively riding waves and responding to their changing 

contours. The difference taken to its logical extreme is potentially as large as the 

differences implied by, for example, ‘mountain tourism’ and ‘mountaineering tourism’, 

or ‘alpine tourism’ and ‘alpine skiing tourism’. Dolnicar and Fluker’s (2003) ‘surf 

tourism’, for example, includes non-surfing bystanders who are attracted by the visual 

aesthetic of the surf environment or the action provided by surfers in the water. The use 

of the verb ‘surfing’ instead of ‘surf’ serves the specific purpose of excluding this group. 

This is not to negate the validity of including such groups in research with a different 

focus, particularly in terms of the economic impact of surf-related tourism and events. 

  

1.4.5 Recreational, commercial or both? 

Buckley (2002a) highlights the distinction between recreational and commercial surf 

tourism. Recreational surf tourism is that which takes place outside of packaged tours 

and, according to Buckley, “is as old as surfing itself” and involves surfers who “travel 

more than 40 kilometres from home, stay overnight, and intend to devote their leisure 

time principally to surfing” (Buckley, 2002a: 407-408). Commercial surf tourism is 

differentiated from recreational surf tourism by the addition of “purchasable holiday 

packages” as a prefix to the previous definition.    

 

Formative surfing tourism took place exclusively outside of the realm of packaged tours. 

As surfing tourism continues to expand throughout the world’s surfable coasts, 

particularly in developing equatorial regions of the Indian and Pacific oceans, local 

entrants to the market of tourism service provision often operate without formalised 

links to the broader tourism industry. Despite this, these developments can catalyse 

rapid and significant changes in the lives of local communities and their environment. In 
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this way a surf resource can become ‘crowded’ even before commercial tours are 

established. Lagundri Bay on the island of Nias off North West Sumatra, Indonesia is an 

example of a destination which has been markedly impacted by surfing tourism. At one 

time Lagundri attracted thousands of tourists each year who, rather than purchasing 

packaged deals, were largely making their own travel arrangements and paying as little 

as one U.S. dollar per day to stay in small scale locally built and managed 

accommodation. Thus, for the purposes of this study a definition inclusive of both 

recreational and commercial surf tourism is required. 

 

1.4.6 A definition of surfing tourism 

As the previous sections of this chapter have explained, this study requires a definition 

of surfing tourism which addresses:  

 

1. Surfers touring, not tourists surfing; and, 

 

2. Recreational and commercial surfing tourism. 

 

Based on these requirements the following definition has been developed:  

 

Surfing tourism is travel and temporary stay, undertaken by a surfer, involving at 
least one night away from the region of the surfer’s usual domicile which is 
undertaken with the primary expectation of surfing waves. 
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1.5 Scope of the Study and Limitations 

This study is limited in its scope by a number of factors including the influence of 

rearcher subjectivity, the specificity of the case study under investigation and the 

dynamic, constantly evolving nature of surfing tourism development.  

 

1.5.1 Influence of researcher subjectivity 

Researcher subjectivity has directed the study towards an Australian perspective for a 

number of reasons. Firstly the researcher was raised in Australia and socialised to the 

discourse of the Australian surf media since the mid 1980s. As such he has a working 

understanding of its development, particularly over the past twenty years. The 

researcher also has a history of engagement with international surfing tourism and with 

community development in less developed countries. Refer to Appendix One for an 

explicit statement of values and previous engagement with the subject matter. 

 

1.5.2 Australian focus 

The development of surfing and surfing tourism in the United States has been 

significantly different to that in Australia and as such it was not deemed accurate to 

assume that the discourse of the media and travelling surfers between these two 

dominant surfing nations would be interchangeable. Thus, in order to maintain a 

manageable scope, an Australian focus was adopted.  

 

1.5.3 Gender issues 

Only two women were interviewed during the collection of data for this study. This was 

a reflection of the numbers of women directly involved in the surfing tourism industry 
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and travelling as surfing tourists. However, the number of women surfers has grown 

significantly since data collection in 2003, indeed the growth in women’s’ surfwear 

sales across the global surf industry between 2004 and 2006 was thirty six percent, two 

and a half times the growth of the industry as a whole (Viejo, 2007). Whilst only a 

proportion of these sales represent actual surfers, clearly this indicates a large growth in 

the interest of women in surfing. As more women enter the sport, a rise in the number of 

women utilising surfing tourism products is also likely. It is acknowledged, however, 

that the picture of surfing tourism presented in this study is informed by, predominantly, 

male participants, and interpreted by a male researcher, and that this represents a 

limitation of the study.  

 

1.5.3 Dynamic, evolving research subject 

The Mentawai surfing tourism industry is constantly changing and evolving. The 

industry is markedly different in 2008 than it was at the time of data collection in 2003. 

The advent of an increased land-based surfing tourism presence in the Mentawais and a 

range of natural disasters have helped to shift some attention to the needs of Mentawai 

communities. Whilst most local communities remain marginalised from the surfing 

tourism industry, the level of awareness amongst surfing tourists of land-based 

accommodation options, and the very presence of an indigenous Mentawai culture has 

increased dramatically. The willingness of the surfing corporations to engage with 

surfing tourism communities has also changed markedly since the time of data 

collection, largely through the work of Surf Aid International which gained world wide 

respect, credibility and large increases in funding and staffing in the wake of their 

disaster relief work directly after the 2004 Boxing Day tsunami disaster. Despite 

significant changes to the Mentawai surfing tourism industry since 2003 the study 



 28

remains relevant in its development of a theory for the construction of Nirvanic surfing 

tourist space, a process which continues in many surfing tourism destinations in less 

developed regions around the world. Whilst the specific nature of the case study will not 

be directly transferable to other cases, the theory of Nirvanification13 developed 

throughout the study is one which has analytical value across a range of tourism 

typologies and destinations. 

 

1.6 Contribution of the Study 

The empirical, theoretical and philosophical contribution of this study is sixfold: 

 

1. Firstly, a chronology of the development of surfing tourism has not previously been 

undertaken in an academic context. Whilst several recent publications provide 

general information about the history of surfing, no single source provides a specific 

and detailed account of the development of surfing tourism.  

 

2. This study provides a detailed empirical case providing a specific account of a new 

and under-researched form of tourism that is experiencing rapid growth and 

catalysing social change throughout the world’s surfable coastlines. 

 

                                                 

13 ‘Nirvanification’ is a term coined in this study to describe the process of discursive transformation 
that surfing tourism destinations such the Mentawai Islands undergo, from remote poverty stricken 
islands to the world’s most desirable luxury surf charter destinations. 
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3. This study constitutes the first research to explore a range of perspectives and 

socially constructed realities associated with a variety of social groups in surfing 

tourism development.  

 

4. This study represents the first attempt to provide an analysis of surfing tourism 

incorporating poststructuralist social theory and empirical research. Previous 

research in surfing tourism has involved epistemologically undefined, theoretically 

simplistic analyses of market features, destination choice factors, physical impacts 

and methods for protecting recreational amenity. The data collected here highlights 

tensions between the socially constructed discourse of Nirvana and an alternative 

discourse, the analysis of which is grounded in empirical data, and informed by a 

strong theoretical and philosophical context. 

 

5. The study provides a new theoretical framework for the progression of theory and 

practice of surfing tourism development in developing regions. It is argued that the 

theory of ‘Nirvanification’ developed in this study provides a more solid foundation 

from which to understand the relationship between Nirvanic discourse and the 

practice of surfing tourism. 

 

6. Finally, the study provides suggestions for moving beyond the myth of Nirvana and 

identifies opportunities to redirect the trajectory of surfing tourism onto a more 

sustainable path. This study draws out the hidden links between the practices of the 

surf media and surf corporations, and the outcomes of surfing tourism for host 

communities, leaving room for resistance and change. 
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1.7 Chapter Summary and Thesis Outline 

The purpose of this chapter was to introduce the concept of surfing tourism as a large 

and rapidly growing world wide phenomenon which has far reaching economic, socio-

cultural and environmental implications. Given a gap in empirical knowledge about 

surfing tourism, the lack of a theoretical framework in tourism studies for understanding 

the social construction of surfing tourist space, an inability for surfing tourism discourse 

to see beyond the myths it constructs and perpetuates, and a failure of the social 

structures which define surfing tourist space to recognise their influence on the practice 

of surfing tourism it was argued that surfing tourism represents an under-researched 

field of study warranting further investigation 

 

In developing parameters for this inquiry a number of objectives and areas of 

contribution were set out. The overall aim of these is to explore the social construction 

of surfing tourist space in a manner which acknowledges the need to understand the 

historical production of reality and the range of realities competing for legitimacy. Two 

research questions were developed to guide the inquiry. They are as follows.  

 

1. How has surfing tourist space been socially constructed?  

 

2. How has surfing tourist space come to be overlaid upon the geographic and social 

domain of host communities? 

 

In developing a definition of surfing tourism, a range of definitional issues were 

identified and discussed in relation to existing literature. The key points adopted in the 

definition of surfing tourism used in this study are that the surfer should be sufficiently 
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skilled to actively ride waves, and that surfing tourism takes place both within and 

without the surfing tourism industry. 

 

1.7.1 Thesis outline 

Chapter Two develops a chronology of surfing tourism utilising both popular and 

academic publications and a document analysis of a thirty five year archive of 

Australian surfing magazine Tracks. The chronology leads up to the discovery of surf in, 

and exploitation of, the Mentawai Islands beginning in the mid to late 1990’s and 

continuing at the time of writing. Chapter Three introduces ‘grounded theory’ and the 

social constructionist interpretation of it adopted in this study. The choice of grounded 

theory is explained in the context of the aims and objectives of this study and its 

strengths and limitations are noted. The selection of the Mentawai case study is 

discussed and the methods of inquiry and analysis outlined. Chapter Four introduces the 

Mentawai case study in detail. Chapter Five addresses the first research question: how 

has surfing tourist space been socially constructed? The chapter reviews literature on the 

construction of space and the nature of tourist spaces, and lays out the theoretical 

underpinnings of a theory of the social construction of surfing tourist space which 

explains the remote construction of a mythical space disembedded from its geographical 

context. How and why Nirvanic discourse has come to assume primacy in the Mentawai 

Islands is discussed in light of analysis of findings from field observations and 

interviews. A picture of surfing tourism discourse grounded in data is developed. The 

elements of a common ‘dream of Nirvana’ are unpacked from strikingly similar 

accounts across the range of surfing tourists and surfing tour operators interviewed. 

Chapter Six also addresses the first research question and derives from the data, four 

symbolic elements upon which Nirvana is based. Chapter Seven addresses the second 
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research question in introducing the theory of Nirvanification, a four-phase process 

through which a tourist space is overlaid upon the geographic and social domain of an 

existing population. Chapter Eight grounds the theory of Nirvanification in the case-

specific data from the Mentawais. It examines how the different world views and 

discourses of Nirvana interact. Chapter Nine concludes the thesis by summarising the 

most salient points of the study and discussing the implications and possibilities for 

future research. 
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Chapter 2. Surfing Tourism – Literature and Historical 

Context 

2.1 Introduction  

This chapter provides a historical analysis of the development of surfing tourism. Whilst 

there are growing numbers of surf travel guides (Colas, 2004; Lueras & Lueras, 1997; 

Neeley, 1990; Neely, 2007; Towery & Pruett, 2002) and publications detailing the 

history of surfing (c.f. Bristick, 2004; Kampion, 2003; Walding, 2003), there has not 

been any work published specifically dealing with the historical development of surfing 

tourism. The history of surfing tourism is intrinsically linked to the history of surfing 

itself and the relationship between surfing related consumerism and the surf media. In 

order to understand socially constructed surfing tourist space one must understand the 

history of its production and the social organisation allowing those who define and 

maintain that space to do so (Berger & Luckmann, 1966: 116). As such, this chapter 

pays particular attention to the interrelationships between the development of surfing as 

a global phenomenon, the surf media, surfing tourism, and wider surf industry 

marketing. The case of surfing tourism development at Uluwatu, Bali is scrutinised in 

some detail as it represents the Indonesian surf discovery that initiated the growth of 

surfing tourism throughout the Indonesian archipelago. 

 

In one century modern surfing has been transformed from an almost extinct marginal 

cultural practice to a sport practiced by millions and a source of imagery that drives a 

global industry traded on stock exchanges around the world and valued at US$7.48 

billion in 2006 (Viejo, 2007). Surfing is a professional sport watched by millions 
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worldwide via live webcasting and global news outlets and according to the 

International Surfing Association is practiced by an estimated 23 million people world 

wide (Warshaw, 2002). It is under consideration for inclusion as an Olympic event 

(Masters, 2007). Global surfing tourism has grown in proportion to the scale of growth 

in the broader surf industry to a likely minimum of USD$250 million annually. This 

chapter traces these transitions and draws out their implications for surfing tourism. 

 

The combination of a content analysis of Australia’s Tracks magazine with searches 

across a range of popular print, video and film media as well as a small number of 

relevant academic publications enabled a history of surfing tourism to be constructed 

from the time of the ancient surfing cultures of the Pacific to the 21st century. The 

chapter is structured around significant developmental stages in the history of surfing 

tourism and the production of surfing tourist space. It reveals the development of strong 

synergies between the surf manufacturing and retail industry, the surf media and the 

surfing tourism industry. Analysis of secondary data suggests that it is a tripartite 

marketing synergy between the surf corporations, the surf media and the surfing tourism 

industry that has constructed the commonly understood ‘dream of Nirvana’. As such, by 

providing a history of the production of surfing tourism through the surf media, this 

chapter takes the first steps in developing the notion of a socially constructed surfing 

tourist space.  

 

2.2 Constructing a History of Surfing Tourism 

The approach taken to constructing a history of surfing tourism involved combining 

conventional channels of literature review with an analysis of surf media and popular 
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publications, including histories of the sport and periodicals. The entire catalogue of 

Tracks magazine was examined in order to gain an insight into the development of 

surfing tourism since 1970. Particularly significant events were cross-referenced with a 

variety of alternative sources such as newspaper archives, popular publications and 

periodicals, films and videos, as well as academic sources. This focussed and detailed 

examination of events allowed an impression of the interrelationships between the 

social, economic and cultural forces influencing the development of surfing tourism to 

emerge.  

 

Tracks is Australia’s highest circulating surfing magazine and has been of interest to 

researchers of Australian surf culture because of its consistent publication since 1970 

and its pioneering, anarchic approach to surf journalism in contrast to its conservative 

contemporaries (c.f. Farmer, 1992; Henderson, 2001; Stedman, 1997). 

 

Since the first issue… Tracks magazine has been central to the formation of Australian surfing’s 

subcultural identity, and prototypical for a number of surfing magazines. With its open embrace of 

the counter culture, idiosyncratic format, and self-proclaimed role as chronicle of an authentic 

surfing lifestyle, Tracks was a vanguard text in defining surfing not as a sport, but as radical play, 

an art form, and an expression of the Australian counterculture (Henderson, 2001: 319). 

 

However, the history of Australian surf culture and surfing tourism told through Tracks 

is indeed an increasingly gender-biased ‘his-story’. Several researchers have analysed 

Tracks with a view to understanding the changing role of women in surfing and the surf 

media. Steadman (1997) described the tone of Tracks in the late 1990s as a hyper-

masculine backlash representing an attempt to position a completely commodified (and 

therefore mainstream) surfing culture as something other than mainstream. Henderson 

(2001: 319) describes her reading of Tracks as “a tale of how the oceanic pleasures of 
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surfing became a big business, yet with highly gender specific manifestations, 

suggesting a reluctance to concede women space in a refigured surfing imaginary”. The 

view presented by Tracks, particularly over the last decade, is very much a male 

interpretation of surfing and therefore surfing tourism.  

  

According to Hodder (2000), despite acknowledged biases, this kind of secondary data, 

“precisely because it is not overt, self-conscious speech, may give deeper insights into 

the internal meanings according to which people live their lives” (Hodder, 2000: 399). 

The social constructionist approach adopted by this study places media discourse at the 

centre in constructing the way surf tourism is understood and imagined by surfers 

(Minichiello, Aroni, Timewell, & Alexander, 1990: 100). As such, secondary data from 

the surf media provides a rich source of insight into the inner workings of the 

construction of Nirvanic discourse. 

 

This type of analysis requires the researcher to enter into a hermeneutic exercise 

involving a dialectic relationship between the context of the material culture of the text 

and that of the analyst. After all, meaning does not reside in text. Text is produced under 

a specific set of circumstances and is a function of social and ideological systems, its 

meaning may change in different contexts (Derrida, 1978; Ricoeur, 1971). This analysis 

concerns itself with the underlying meanings, messages and symbols of the surfing 

media and attempts to understand these within their temporal context (Sarantakos, 

1998). Several key events in the development of surfing tourism are afforded more 

rigorous scrutiny and cross-referenced with a view to identifying explicit and implicit 

meanings fundamental to the construction of Nirvanic imagery.  
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2.2.1 In the beginning 

A commonly held view is that the Hawaiian Islands are home to the only culture in 

which surfing is an ancient tradition (c.f. Buckley, 2002a: 407). Whilst surfing certainly 

reached its most profound cultural expression in Hawaiian culture, there is much 

evidence to suggest its ancient form was not limited to Hawaii. It is hypothesised that as 

early as 3000 B.C. pre-Inca Chan Chan fishermen in what is now Peru, in bundled-reed 

canoes called cabillitos (little horses), rode waves for pleasure (Warshaw, 2004: xi, 455, 

470). Pearson (1979: 31) noted the existence of surfing on the African Atlantic coast 

before the twentieth century. Wave riding using wooden hand-surfers14 and bodyboards 

similar to the pre-colonial Hawaiian paipo also has a pre-colonial history in the coastal 

regions of Papua New Guinea (Ponting, 2004). Indeed, for around four thousand years, 

surfing upon short bodyboards is thought to have been a popular pastime amongst 

Polynesian children throughout the South Pacific (Crawford & Wright, 1994; Lanagan, 

2002). Evidence also suggests that surfing in the standing position was an ancient adult 

pastime in Fiji. Methodist missionary Thomas Williams was the first to note the use of 

surfboards among Fijian youth “which are so often found in Polynesia” in the 1840s (T. 

Williams, 1870: 140). H. Wilfred Walker also witnessed a display of surfing by Fijian 

women on the island of Taveuni in the late 19th century and noted the following: 

 

As they rode to shore on the crest of a wave I many times expected to see them dashed against the 

rocks which fringed the coast. I had seen the natives in Hawaii perform seventeen years before, but 

                                                 

14 A ‘hand-surfer’ here refers to a contemporary commercially-available device which aids bodysurfing. 
Shaped like a miniature bodyboard and roughly the same size or smaller than an A4 sheet of paper a 
hand surfer is strapped to the hand and thrust out in front of a riding bodysurfer to provide added 
buoyancy, speed, traction and maneuverability. They are often used in conjunction with bodyboarding 
flippers.  
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it was tame in comparison to the wonderful performances of these Fijian Women on this dangerous 

rock-girt coast (Walker, 1909: 28-29). 

 

Dr Paul Geraghty (pers. comm., 2006) of the University of the South Pacific has 

observed that the ancient Nacula dialect from Fiji’s remote Yasawa Islands has specific 

words which differentiate between surfing in a prone or standing position.  

 

On the islands of Hawaii surfing became a central component of cultural identity around 

A.D. 1000. All ages and levels of society took part - though Hawaiian royalty enforced 

exclusive rights to some of the better surf locations. They also travelled with surfboards 

on inter-island visits (George, 2000; Kampion, 2003). In a parallel with contemporary 

surf culture, ancient Hawaiian surfers explored outlying islands, primarily in search of 

new waves to surf. According to George (2000: 141) “These were surfers with a 

wanderlust born of the desire to discover new challenges, new ocean vistas, new waves 

to surf.” If George’s interpretation is accurate, according to the definition of surfing 

tourism adopted in this study, these were very probably the first surfing tourists. 

 

Captain James Cook and his crew onboard the Resolution were the first Europeans to 

encounter wave riding for pleasure in the late eighteenth century on observing a Tahitian 

man in a dugout canoe riding waves in 1777 (Kampion, 2003; Reed, 1999). Cook noted 

in his ship’s log that “I could not help concluding that this man felt the most supreme 

pleasure while he was driven so fast and smoothly by the sea” (Warshaw, 2004: xi). A 

few months later Cook observed surfers riding upright in the Hawaiian Islands. Within a 

few decades engravings by European visitors depicted images of Hawaiian surfers.  
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American Calvinist missionaries arrived in Hawaii in 1820 and surfing was “disparaged 

as non-productive, licentious and dangerous. It wasn’t banned outright, but left to wither 

as surf-related festivals were cancelled, while gambling and coed recreation – even 

leisure itself – were denounced as immoral” (Warshaw, 2004: xi). 

 

2.2.2 Destination marketing saves surfing  

As religious authority in Hawaii began to give way to interests in tourism in the early 

twentieth century, surfing began to reappear at Waikiki on the Hawaiian island of Oahu 

based upon the value of the surfing aesthetic as destination marketing imagery for 

Hawaii (Douglas & Douglas, 1996; Furnas, 1947; Judd, 1961; Kampion, 2003). Duke 

Kahanamoku, George Freeth and Alexander Hume Ford were surfing’s most historically 

significant proponents at this time. In 1907 Ford introduced the sport to Jack London 

whose account ‘A Royal Sport: Surfing at Waikiki’ was published in A Woman’s Home 

Companion in October 1907 (Kampion, 2003; Warshaw, 2004). Concerned about 

shrinking access to the beach, Ford secured a lease on a beachfront property and set up 

The Surfboard and Outrigger Canoe Club on the beach at Waikiki to: 

 

give an added and permanent attraction to Hawaii and make Waikiki always the home of the 

Surfer, with perhaps an annual Surfboard and Outrigger Canoe Carnival which will do much to 

spread abroad the attractions of Hawaii, the only islands in the world where men and boys ride 

upright on the crests of the waves (Ford in Lueras, 1984: 70-71).  

 

Thus, tourism marketing and the media both played a significant role in ensuring that 

surfing survived in Hawaii. Surfing’s successful transition to mainland USA, also in 

1907, was itself the product of destination marketing as Irish Hawaiian surfer George 

Freeth was contracted by Californian industrialist Henry Huntington to give surfing 
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demonstrations to promote Huntington’s Pacific Electric Railway from Los Angeles to 

Redondo Beach (George, 2000; Kampion, 2003; Reed, 1999). Similarly, the surfing 

demonstration given by 1912 Olympic swimming champion Duke Kahanamoku at 

Sydney’s Freshwater Beach in 1914 was undertaken as a swim star on a promotional 

tour (George, 2000; Kampion, 2003; Walding, 2003). 

 

Australians were surfing before Kahanamoku’s demonstration. Surf Life Saving 

Association of Australia (SLSAA) president at the time, Charles Patterson, is credited 

with bringing the first surf board to Australia from Hawaii in 1912 (Booth, 1995: 100). 

However, Kahanamoku provided a demonstration of skill which focussed efforts to 

learn the sport. He also left his surfboard behind to be copied. Surfing in Australia went 

on to develop under the auspices of the SLSAA which advocated disciplined, pragmatic 

training and allegiance to a single beach and clubhouse. The SLSAA shaped, or rather 

restricted, the early development of surfing and surfing tourism in Australia (Booth, 

1995; Cronley, 1983; Pearson, 1979; Walding, 2003; Warshaw, 2004).  

 

The SLSAA gained public acceptance and legitimacy by portraying its humanitarian objectives and 

functions and by imposing rigorous, competitive and disciplined regimes on members…Not 

surprisingly then, the SLSAA initially rejected surfboards as inappropriately hedonistic. It only 

accepted boards as paddling equipment after members proved their usefulness in rescue operations 

(Booth, 1995: 100). 

 

On mainland U.S.A., specifically in California, surfing developed without the influence 

of static modernist structures like the Surf Life Saving clubs. American surfers began to 

travel their coast in search of waves as early as the 1920s, discovering the now famous 

break at Malibu in 1927. In one of the first incidents of international surf tourism in the 

modern surfing era, in 1932 Californian surfers stowed away to Hawaii onboard an 



 41

ocean liner (Kampion, 2003). Meanwhile in Australia the SLSAA approach to 

surfboards as rescue equipment only, low levels of automobile ownership, and the large 

size and weight of the surfboards limited the mobility of surfers (Booth, 1994; 1995; 

Kampion, 2003; Walding, 2003).   

 

2.2.3 From the horse and buggy straight to the Porsche 

In the period following world war two, surfing provided an opportunity for Australian 

youth to move away from mainstream individual competitive pursuits (Pearson, 1977). 

In 1945, Maroubra-based board manufacturer Frank Alder formed a club solely for 

boardriders. In the U.S. a lightweight manoeuvrable balsa Malibu board was being 

developed which enabled a new style of riding dubbed ‘hotdogging’. While the first 

Malibu arrived in Australia around the same time, the potential of the board was 

overlooked and surfboard design, surfing skill and surf tourism stalled (Walding, 2003).  

 

The potential of American surfboard design was demonstrated to a sceptical Australian 

audience by American lifeguards, notably Greg ‘Da Bull’ Knoll, visiting for the 1956 

Melbourne Olympics (Booth, 1994, 1995; Cronley, 1983; George, 2000; Kampion, 

2003; Walding, 2003). The impact was immediate and profound. In Noll’s words, “We 

hit ‘em like a comet…Took ‘em from the horse and buggy straight to the Porsche” 

(Quoted in Warshaw, 2004: 413-414). By 1959 more than 1500 balsa copies of these 

boards had been built in Australia (Walding, 2003). In the U.S. a materials breakthrough 

saw relatively lightweight polyurethane used to replace balsa as a core material, further 

facilitating surfer mobility (Booth, 1994; 1995; Carroll, 2000; Cronley, 1983; Mercer, 

1977).  
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Peter Troy was one of the first Australians to try the new Malibu surfboards during the 

1956 demonstrations in Torquay, Victoria. Troy and friends frequented the then 

secluded Bells Beach to escape the requirements of surf club patrols and formed the 

Bells Beach Boardriders Club in 1958 (Griggs, 2002: 244-245). As the nature of 

Australian society changed through the 1950’s and 60’s a philosophy of surfing, 

embodied by Troy, and in opposition to the conservative, modernist philosophy of the 

SLSAA continued to develop. 

 

The source of divisions between surfers and the SLSAA has been the subject of some 

academic discussion (Booth, 1994, 1995; Cronley, 1983; Mercer, 1977; Pearson, 1979). 

McGregor articulated the differences in philosophy. 

 

Board riding is an intensely individualistic sport, whereas [surf life saving] club surfing is a team 

effort. The board rider is flexible, untrammelled, moving from beach to beach in search of waves; 

the surf lifesaver joins a single club, gives allegiance to a single beach and stays there while on 

duty…The surf clubs are the last citadels of unrepentant Australian masculinity. The one is cool, 

modern, uncommitted, the other traditional, hidebound, loyalist. One is self-involved, even selfish, 

one is aimed at service; one is free-wheeling, one is disciplined, one is with it, one is square 

(McGregor, 1968: 298). 

 

However, Douglas Booth (1994; 1995) has argued that the divergence of surfers from 

mainstream society and the SLSAA was not a simple process of philosophical 

polarisation but rather the product of a variety of pressures stemming from the 

commodification of surfing. These pressures first manifested themselves in the United 

States in the late 1950’s and early 1960’s when a commodified interpretation of surfing 

heralded a new teen-focussed marketing drive spawning films such as Gidget (1959) and 

Beach Party (1963) and with associated ‘surf music’ like the Beach Boys (Warshaw, 
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2004). The result in California was severe crowding of surf breaks and a decline in the 

quality of the surfing experience. Reed (1999) explains: 

 

Prior to Gidget a Malibu surfer could pretty much ride any wave he wanted. Crowding was 

virtually unheard of and every surfer knew every other surfer at the home break. Gidget changed 

all that in one season by making surfing seem sexy and adventurous to millions of movie goers… 

One year there were about twenty surfers at Malibu, the next year there were hundreds (Reed, 

1999: 16). 

 

In response, American surfers struggled to establish their separation from commercial 

representations of surfing culture through deviant behaviours designed to shock ‘straight 

society’, and began to search further afield for uncrowded surf. These pressures took 

longer to manifest in Australia. While Californian surfers rebelled, Australian surfers 

were still aspiring to a clean-cut, wholesome, family ideal (Booth, 1994; 1995; Cronley, 

1983: 54). Surfing in Australia enjoyed support from the wider public until the mid 

1960s. The conservative Australian Women’s Weekly published positive articles Hot 

Doggers of the Surf in 1958 and a Surf-rider’s Dictionary supplement in 1962 (Booth, 

1994). Attempts to legitimise surfing as an acceptable sporting endeavour resulted in the 

formation of Australia’s peak competitive surfing body, Surfing Australia, in 1963. That 

same year the teenage surf fad which caused such perturbation to surfing culture in 

California reached Australia and triggered a similar reaction. 

 

2.2.4 Surf media & the search for the perfect wave 

The first film documenting surfers was Dr. John Ball’s Californian Surfriders in the mid 

1940s. However, it was Bud Browne’s 1953 Hawaiian Surfing Movie that heralded the 

emergence of a specialist surf media. The surf films of the late 1950’s are cited as the 

key component in the growth of surfing tourism (Kampion, 2003: 59). American surf 
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movies arrived in Australia in 1958 with Browne’s The Big Surf (Booth, 1994). Surfing 

magazines followed, beginning with a 32 page booklet titled The Surfer sold as a 

companion to John Severson’s (1960) film Surf Fever (Kampion, 2003). The success of 

this new media saw the one off booklet become a quarterly, then bi-monthly and finally 

monthly publication which remains the surf magazine with the world’s largest 

circulation, at 170 000 (Surfer, 2003). 

 

The first surf film to make an impact in Australia was John Severson’s Big Wednesday 

which screened in Sydney in 1961 and provided the first look for many Australian 

surfers at the huge waves of Hawaii (Walding, 2003). These images installed travel to 

the islands by ship as the pinnacle of desire for Australian surfers. A handful of 

Australia’s best surfers travelled to surf Hawaii as a result. In 1962 Peter Troy, who had 

started the Bells Beach Boardriders Club in 1958, began to show surfing films in 

Australia. Troy rapidly made enough profit to embark (in 1963) on a four year surf trip – 

taking in Britain, France, Spain, Morocco, the Canary Islands, the Virgin Islands, 

Hawaii, Mexico, El Salvador, Brazil, Peru, Argentina, Syria, Angola and South Africa. 

Troy’s journey has become a point of calibration for adventure surfing (George, 2000; 

Warshaw, 2004). 

 

 Surf magazines entered the Australian market in 1962 with Australian Surfer and 

Surfabout and The Surfing World Monthly, a magazine which continues today as the 

quarterly publication Surfing World (Walding, 2003). This new specialist surf media 

immediately made its mark upon surfing culture. In surf historian Drew Kampion’s 

words “magazines and films amplified grassroots surf culture. They provided a non-

mainstream layer of cultural context that had a huge impact on the development of 
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surfing” (Kampion, 2003: 87). Screenings of surf films in Australia attracted their own 

cult followings, and according to Thomas began to establish the sense that surfing 

represented  

  

more than a sport – it was also an attitude to life… What everyone had picked up on was the 

beauty of surfing, the harmonious union of man and nature, the adventure implicit in riding waves 

where no-one had surfed before, and the sense of freedom to be found away from civilisation’s 

complexities (1975: 85). 

 

Surf films produced by the specialist surf media began to define the nature of surf tourist 

destinations and established a model of behaviour for the travelling surfer. Barilotti 

observed that Bruce Brown’s (1964) The Endless Summer: In Search of the Perfect 

Wave “with its good natured but patronising tone towards the impoverished villagers 

they encountered, through Africa and South America set the paradigm early of surfers as 

goofball neo-colonialists” (Barilotti, 2002: 36). The Endless Summer had another 

important influence on all surfing tourism, surf media and surf industry marketing to 

follow. Brown set up his crew’s discovery of surf at Cape St Francis, South Africa, as 

the discovery of the perfect wave (Ormrod, 2005a; Walding, 2003; Warshaw, 2004). 

George articulates the broader cultural impact and conceptual shift that this precipitated. 

 

Bruce Brown’s landmark film… introduced a powerful new ethic… This was the idea – the very 

conception – of a “perfect” wave. In Endless Summer’s concise, supremely eloquent Cape St. 

Francis sequence, an ulterior motivating force took root, a new ethic that within seven years would 

completely reshape surfing’s map. Whereas before the thing was simply to go, now there was a 

definitive goal, an El Dorado. By 1970, surfers weren’t  just looking, but looking for something 

better: a quest for perfection (George, 2000: 148). 

 

Links have been drawn between Endless Summer and the rise of surfing tourism. 

Kampion (2003: 98), for example suggested that “it was the epiphany of Cape St. 
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Francis – that perfect, peeling wave… – that ignited the explosion of surf travel that 

would shape the sport for the rest of the millennium”. 

 

 In the same year as the release of The Endless Summer,1964, Surfing Australia, with 

sponsorship from Mobil Petroleum, hosted the first world surfing championship at 

Manly Beach which was won by local Bernard ‘Midget’ Farrelly in front of an estimated 

65,000 spectators (Booth, 1994; Brown, 1997; Walding, 2003). After the contest, the 

world’s best surfers dispersed northward, discovering the worldclass point breaks of the 

New South Wales north coast. Farrelly’s retrospective description of the time, below, 

reveals the sense of exploration and the growing importance of distancing one’s self 

(literally and metaphorically) from centres of conservative control. 

 

Surfing Byron for the first time was fantastic, surfing Angourie for the first time was fantastic, 

every first that we ever had up there was fantastic we felt like Armstrong felt going to the moon. 

We were on the same thing. You know we’d excommunicated from the city in our old fords and 

panel vans and we cut all our ties and people were freaked out that we’d come rolling through their 

towns. You know with our lifestyle, our hair, our clothes, the way we lived – we didn’t care, we 

were free (Farrelly Interview in Tracks, 1971). 

 

2.2.5 Country soul: resistance through disengagement 

In the mid 1960’s, declining SLSAA youth membership linked to growing numbers of 

independent surfers, coupled with the danger to other beach users of surfboards being 

washed back to shore, led to the enforcement of surfboard registration, the banning of 

surfing at some beaches and limiting boardriders to small areas at others (Booth, 1994; 

1995; Cronley, 1983; Walding, 2003). Surfers resisted and tensions peaked in the 

summer of 1966-1967. A violent brawl between surfers and ‘clubbies’ was narrowly 

averted at Sydney’s Palm Beach in 1966 when around 150 surfers refused to leave the 
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water and clubbies in surf boats pushed surfers off their boards while other surf club 

members collected and confiscated boards as they washed ashore (SMH, 1966: 7). 

Amongst other incidents during the summer of 1966-1967, a surfer was arrested at gun-

point at Narrabeen for refusing to leave the surf (Tracks, 1971: 20). Excessive crowding, 

aggressive localism and persecution by the authorities in urban centres all contributed to 

the rise of domestic surfing tourism as surfers travelled to rural regions in search of 

uncrowded waves. 

 

Young surfers began to see cracks in the rhetoric of freedom implicit in the liberal 

ideology of the times as their very identity was challenged both by the selling of 

commodified representations of surf culture to the masses, and by their freedoms being 

simultaneously curtailed by heavy handed SLSAA driven legislation. Resistance 

mirrored the Californian experience as the drugs of the American surfer counterculture 

accompanied the Californian Windansea Surf (boardriding) Club to Australia in the mid 

sixties. Midget Farrelly, 1964 world champion and an early advocate of professional 

surfing sees drugs in surfer culture as the beginning of surfing’s decline from 

mainstream acceptability. 

 

Drugs changed the nature of surfing in Australia… people rejected pretty much everything that had 

come before and they were expecting things to be different. By the end of the 60s the innocent, 

amateurish surfing we’d done for trophies, and to be part of teams that travelled, had pretty much 

fallen by the wayside, and the surfing advocates at the time were saying, “Drop out and go to 

Byron Bay, vegetate” (Farrelly quoted in Brown, 1997). 
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Surfers recoiled from the commodification of surfing and the growing emphasis on 

competition and consumerism. Many, including champion surfers such as Nat Young, 

turned to ‘soul-surfing’.15  In the same period John Witzig began to revolutionise surf 

publishing with a more subversive approach in his short-lived publication Surf. Later, 

with magazine editor David Elfick and photo journalist Alby Falzon, Witzig founded 

Australia’s most influential surf publication Tracks in October 1970 (Henderson, 2001; 

Kampion, 2003; Walding, 2003). 

 

Henderson (2001) articulates the country soul discourse of the early 1970s in the 

following way. 

 

Surfing is the foundation of an oppositional or alternative lifestyle that rejects the competitiveness 

of life symbolised by the city and capitalism, and instead embraces nature by ‘dropping out’, living 

in the country, and living to surf. Country Soul is thus surfing’s utopian and anti-commercial 

mode, and its adherents are known as soul surfers (Henderson, 2001: 320). 

 

Hawaiian Kimo Hollinger sums up the soul surfer discourse concerning competitive 

surfing in the 1970s. 

 

I had been a contestant and a judge in a few of those contests when it all seemed innocent and fun. 

But it never is. The system is like an octopus with long legs and suckers that envelop you and suck 

you down. The free and easy surfer, with his ability to communicate so personally and intensely 

with his God, is conned into playing the plastic numbers game with the squares, losing his 

freedom, his identity, and his vitality, becoming a virtual prostitute (Hollinger, 1975). 

 

                                                 

15 Soul-surfing describes non-competitive surfing. That is surfing for the sheer enjoyment of the 
experience. Warshaw’s (2004: 552) Encyclopaedia of Surfing begins its entry on soul surfing as 
follows. “Durable if overused expression generally used to describe the style of riding practiced by 
noncommercial, noncompetitive surfers; the soul surfer is often thought of as the ‘pure’ surfer”. 
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Booth (1995: 107) points out that soul surfing’s “disjointed and contradictory tenets 

made absolute subscription impossible”. For example Australian champion surfers such 

as Nat Young and Bob McTavish voiced opposition to the principle of surf contests in 

the surf media along soul surfing lines whilst continuing to compete. Despite opposition, 

competitive surfing continued to grow (Henderson, 2001).  

 

Crowding at urban surf beaches was exacerbated by the development of the legrope16 or 

leash in 1970s. The surfer no longer had to be fit enough to frequently swim to the beach 

through the surf to retrieve lost boards (Kampion, 2003: 114; Warshaw, 2004: 580-581). 

In response, soul surfers travelled by car to remote surf breaks in search of less crowded 

conditions. An idealised domestic surfing tourist space was beginning to be articulated 

in the surf media: “Clear, blue water, white sand beaches, waterfalls, friendly people, 

tropical fruit and warm water… four surfers and add 4’ – 10’ virgin surf and you have 

the ingredients necessary for Paradise” (S.W, 1973: 17). This in turn fuelled increased 

visitation to Australia’s rural breaks. In 1971, when questioned about the existence of as 

yet unpublicised Nirvanic surf spots around Australia, Midget Farrelly responded, “Oh 

well if there are I’m not going to say anything about it. I don’t feel obliged to see what’s 

left spoiled” (Farrelly Interviewed in Tracks, 1971). 

  

Crowded urban lineups and increasingly crowded rural surf breaks inspired the first 

clutch of fledgling surf explorers to leave Australia in search of the perfect wave. These 

early surf explorers have been compared to other subcultural manifestations of the 

                                                 

16 A legrope or leash is a ‘tethering device used to keep a surfboard from being washed toward shore 
after rider and board are separated’ (Warshaw, 2004: 580). 
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iconoclastic rejection of rules and regulations such as early US motorcycle gangs, the 

Beat writers and ‘proto-hippies’ (Carroll, 2000). Reed (1999: 29) draws parallels 

between the ideals of the surf explorer and the Beats suggesting they are “thematically 

similar to the mythical surfing lifestyle: the freedom and joy of movement, the living out 

of an automobile, and the roaming, in the case of surfers, from surf break to surf break, 

even from country to country”. The stories told through specialist media coverage 

(magazine and film) of the travels of the early surf explorers inspired a new generation 

of surfing tourists. Surf media veteran and surf culture commentator Nick Carroll 

illustrates this below.  

 

When I was a kid growing up innocently middle-class on Sydney’s northern beaches, I loved the 

idea of these surfers who struck out into the unknown, suffered torments, and finally arrived at 

their own visions of Heaven. They seemed like shamans, prophets driven half-mad by a diet of 

locusts and honey out there in their own private deserts. They would up and vanish one day, then 

stumble back into town six months later, sunburned, malarial, missing teeth, a stone lighter, but 

with a light in their eyes that spoke of waves beyond my dreams (Carroll, 2000: 59). 

 

Surf exploration in these times, in the absence of established travel routes, tourist 

infrastructure and crowds embodied “Surfing for surf’s sake. The spirit of adventure 

underlining and adding an extra element of risk, even danger, to the search” (Fitzgerald, 

1996: 41). While Fitzgerald and the majority of surfers may have been surfing for surf’s 

sake, many key discoveries made in this period were financed by the surf media and 

their advertisers.  

 

2.2.6 The surf media – constructing Nirvana 

While Bali was surfed by visiting surfer soldiers from Australia and the U.S. in the 

1960s, the surf potential of Bali was brought to the attention of the wider surfing world 
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in 1970 when a Qantas airline steward wrote to film-maker Bob Evans at Australia’s 

Surfing Life magazine about quality breaks near the Denpasar airport (Walding, 2003). 

Evans gathered top surfers Mark Warren and Col Smith and headed to Bali to film for 

the 1971 surf film release Family Tree. The discovery of the surf break at Uluwatu, Bali 

by surf media pioneers Albert Falzon and David Elfick followed soon after in August 

1971. This event is considered to be the starting point of modern surfing tourism in 

Indonesia (Abraham, 1996; King, 1996). The reporting of this event in the surf media 

warrants closer inspection with a view to understanding the ways in which Nirvanic 

discourse has developed.  

 

Tracks co-editor David Elfick (1971a) described the ‘discovery’17 of Uluwatu by 

Australian surf cinematographer and Tracks co-founder Albert Falzon, and the filming 

and photographing of the first surf session undertaken there the following day in an 

article for Tracks magazine. Falzon’s footage formed a section in his definitive ‘country 

soul’ surf movie of 1972, Morning of the Earth: A fantasy of surfers in three untouched 

lands, playing in nature’s oceans (produced by Elfick). Through this film and Elfick’s 

article, images depicting a ‘fantasy’ of Uluwatu as an untouched surfer’s Nirvana in a 

mysterious tropical paradise and the associated adventure and freedom of the surf 

exploring lifestyle (devoid of caption or narrative) were broadcast to a large 

international audience for the first time. This represents a key formative stage in the 

construction of the ideal surfing tourist space in Indonesia which attracted tens of 

                                                 

17 ‘Discovery’ in this context refers to the initial recognition of good quality surfing conditions. Clearly 
Uluwatu and its reef have long been within the ambit of local socio-cultural systems. Warshaw (2004: 
659) suggests that Falzon’s discovery of Uluwatu was almost certainly preceded by visiting American 
and Australian surfer soldiers in the late 1960s. 
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thousands of surfers in the filmmakers footsteps, and positioned Uluwatu as “the 

ultimate icon of Indonesian surfing” (Abraham, 1996: 8).  

 

The discovery of Uluwatu, and other internationally renowned surf breaks, was financed 

by the surf media and its advertisers. Cronly suggests that “there was a collusion of sorts 

between the magazines and manufacturers… The magazines and movies stimulated the 

desire and need, and the industries provided the materials to satisfy it” (1983: 100). An 

interview with young surfer Steve Cooney after his pioneering surf at Uluwatu 

illustrates the centre of surfing tourists’ concerns. When asked about the adventure of 

surfing tourism, Cooney replied, “I think that just surfing is the best thing… you know 

what I mean? Just riding the waves” (Elfick, 1971b: 9). Thus the interpretation of local 

people, place, and politics does not feature as highly in specialist surfing media as the 

interpretation of the liminal experience of wave riding, specific surfing conditions and 

the travelling surfer’s lifestyle.  

 

Steve Barilotti’s Lost Horizons: Surfer Colonialism in the 21st Century recognised the 

power of the media to marginalise host communities in order to reflect normative 

notions of an idealised surfing paradise. 

 

Falzon… did little to dispel the sentimental notion of an isolated South Seas utopia that had 

somehow survived intact after 400 years of Dutch colonial rule, two world wars and a recent 

military coup… Morning [of the Earth] depicted a naive surfer’s paradise of perfect green barrels, 

flower bedizened festivals and sultry Balinese maidens porting water on their heads down the trail 

to Uluwatu. While such timeless bucolic scenes did still exist, Bali itself sat on a knife’s edge of 

change, poised for rapid irreversible progress (Barilotti, 2002: 33). 
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Barilotti refers to the aftermath of Indonesia’s failed communist coup of 1965 which 

saw then General Suharto installed as President and 300,000 alleged communists 

executed throughout Indonesia. The United States and Australia provided for 

development schemes in support of Suharto as an alternative to communism. The 

schemes included tourism infrastructure construction in Bali. With the depressed 

Indonesian currency, Bali emerged as an attractive, affordable and exotic destination. In 

Barilotti’s (2002: 33) terms, at the expense of accurate representations and 

understanding of local conditions, “Falzon and his crew, like most tourists and surfers, 

simply drafted effortlessly in the slipstream of geopolitics and trade routes forged 

through centuries of bloody colonialism”. Elfick and Falzon’s interpretation laid the 

foundations of an apolitical surfing tourist space and established baseline expectations 

for travelling surfers along the following lines: “Bali has known juice surf18. Combine 

this with cheap living, ganja and a lush tropical climate, and in theory you have the ideal 

place to surf it out” (Elfick, 1971b).  

 

Elfick chose to describe local culture in terms of economics, the impoverished local 

subsistence agriculturalists and fisher folk, somewhat isolated from Bali’s towns and 

thus unfamiliar with tourists and surfing. 

 

Elfick’s party and a group of local fishermen exchange goods, share food, smoke 

marijuana together, make music together, and sleep under the same cliff-side lean-to 

shelter. Despite this, the locals remain somewhat mysterious and are not described as 

individuals. The role of the local population in Elfick’s article seems related to Pratt’s 

                                                 

18 ‘Juice’ is 1970s surfing vernacular meaning large, powerful surf. 
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(1992: 204) monarch of all I survey and Selwyn’s (1993) view from the throne style of 

travel writing in which locals appear to be brought into the story largely to witness and 

confirm the achievements of the observers (Dann, 1999). Elfick’s eco-centric treatment 

of place presented Uluwatu is as untouched by humans and beyond the ownership of 

local communities who didn’t really understand their environment.  

 

The natives who were lining the cliff tops freaked at this man walking on the water. They are 

frightened of the ocean only venturing near it at low tide to set their lines, and here were these men 

walking at great speed on the water… smiling and ripping across the surface with excitement… 

they were sunshine supermen. (Elfick, 1971a: 16-17) 

 

Krippendorf (1987a) suggests that real understanding is rarely produced in tourist/host 

interactions. Indeed, Crick (1991) contends that a great deal of what goes on in touristic 

encounters is the product of a lack of understanding. Ethnographic data often has 

“fragile inter-subjective origins in the fumbling dialogues between two people” (Crick, 

1991: 9). Anthropological ‘knowledge’, seen in this light, is based upon “a temporary 

agreement on meaning between two people engaged in a somewhat strained, marginal 

mode of communication” (Crick, 1991: 9). More recently, Reeves (2002: 1) has 

described interactions between remote indigenous Indonesian communities and surfing 

tourism as taking place across “a gulf of understanding, a chasm across which the 

conversation and the negotiation of identity takes place”. The level at which 

understanding was being transferred between Elfick’s party and Uluwatu locals is 

demonstrated by the following passage. 
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Rusty pulled out his harmonica and sucked out a tune. We made drums out of bamboo and 

driftwood logs. One of the fishermen took charge of our second harp, and we smoked the 

communal chillum19 and made music and looked at the stars. We spoke no common words, but our 

communication was there in laughter and song as we shared our common canopy of the night 

(Elfick, 1971a: 17). 

 

Elfick and Falzon’s rendering of the surf at Uluwatu and their interpretation of local 

people, culture, and place, (across Reeves’ cultural chasm) “initiated the first waves of 

the invasion by surfers of Indonesia” (Abraham, 1996: 19). King (1996) made the 

observation that,  

 

For many Indo surfers, the adventure seed was sown when they first saw the perfect lefts of 

Uluwatu in the classic surf flick Morning of the Earth. Wave after wave of mechanical left-handers 

was enough to lure any surfer on a quest for the ultimate wave. (King, 1996: 46) 

 

The reporting of the 1971 Uluwatu expedition represents a quantum leap in the 

construction and global dissemination of an idealised surfing destination that captured 

the imagination of surfers, inspired many to follow, and a few to seek out their own 

Nirvanic discoveries. American Bob Laverty and Bill Boyum rode motorbikes from Bali 

to the Plengkung National Park on the eastern tip of Java to locate the break now called 

Garajagan or G-Land that Laverty had spotted from the window of a domestic flight 

(Warshaw, 2004: 232). The Forgotten Island of Santosha surf documentary by Larry 

and Roger Yates (1974) is described by George (2000: 150) as a ‘highpoint’ in the travel 

ethic which “took the myth of perfection and portrayed it in a spiritual light that 

transcended its blatant use of the pseudonym – Santosha20” (2000: 153). The spectacular 

                                                 

19 A chillum is a device used for smoking marijuana. 
20 Santosha is a Hindustani word for peace (Warshaw, 2004: 370). 
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waves of Tamarin Bay in Mauritius were the setting but it was the quasi spiritual 

discourse that accompanied the images which made such an impression upon surfers: 

 

“The Forgotten Island of Santosha is more than just an island” narrated Yates. “It is many islands, 

and it is this island Earth on which we live. It is a state of mind… and of being… and a land of 

forgotten dreams. An island bound by the spirit of the sea and living in the spirit of man” (George, 

2000: 153). 

  

The above became a mantra for the “hundreds of Santosha inspired surfers who set out 

to find their own perfect wave” (Warshaw, 2004: 370). Barilotti suggests that the film 

helped to build the dream of a surfer’s Nirvana as “a utopian warm water idyll where the 

waves are perfectly shaped and most of all blessedly uncrowded” (2002). Inspired by a 

viewing of Santosha, Sydney surfer Tony Hinde departed on a journey from Southeast 

Asia to South Africa in 1974. Shipwrecked on the reefs of the Maldives, Hinde 

discovered world class surf (George, 2000). Lagundri Bay, Nias (an island some 250 nm 

north of the Mentawai chain) was ‘discovered’ by three Australian surfers Kevin Lovett, 

John Geisel and Peter Troy in 1974 who were also directly inspired by The Forgotten 

Island of Santosha (Lovett, 1998, 2005; Lueras & Lueras, 1997: 174). Lagundri rapidly 

became enshrined as a surfing Nirvana and inspired the next wave of surf explorers. 

Ridgeway captured the nature of the discourse of surfing tourism at the time: 

 

It started as a whisper, one of those great rumours that surfers around the world love to believe in: 

on a remote unknown island in Indonesia – a place of malaria-infested jungles and head hunters – 

huge, perfectly formed waves rolled into an idyllic bay. According to the tales, these were no 

ordinary waves: they were giant crystalline tubes, so hollow you could stand up inside them, 

stretch your arms above your head and still not touch the top of the barrel. If you could find the 

location of the island, survive the arduous trip to get there and tolerate the wild environment, a 

surfing paradise was yours for the taking (Ridgeway, 1995 in Lueras & Lueras, 1997: 167). 
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With this discourse fuelling demand, surfing tourism flourished. Elfick’s experience and 

that of other surfers in the early seventies such as Mike Boyum (Carroll, 2000), the 

folklore surrounding explorers such as Jim Banks, and the cinematography of Dick 

Hoole and Jack McCoy (Fitzgerald, 1996) have established a theatre of activity for 

surfing tourism based upon adventure, relentlessly perfect surf, an absence of uninvited 

surfing peers, and interactions with (often) fourth world host communities. These initial 

impressions appear to form the benchmark by which subsequent surfing tourists 

calibrate the legitimacy, authenticity, and relative cultural value of their own experience. 

Mondy acknowledges this cultural capital in the context of Uluwatu, claiming that “It’s 

a badge of honour. Who remembers the most change. Who experienced this wave, and 

this land, closest to it’s most primitive, and therefore pristine, state” (Mondy, 2001:23). 

 

2.2.7 From country soul to ‘pay to play’ 

By the mid 1970’s, the idea of surfing tourism as a potentially lucrative niche market 

was being explored by the broader tourism industry The first retail package deals 

specifically tailored for surfers were bundled and sold in this period (Bartholomew & 

Baker, 1996). Tracks magazine itself attempted (and failed) to establish a travel advisory 

service through a Sydney travel agent in 1975. Henderson (2001), from her analysis of 

the Tracks archive, argues that from late 1973 to late 1977, surfing became a commodity 

oriented youth culture, with members seeking self-realisation through the 

surfboard/commodity. The ‘Big Three21’ surf corporations, Quiksilver, Rip Curl and 

Billabong, had their beginnings in this period. 

                                                 

21 The ‘Big Three’ refers to Australian founded surf corporations Quiksilver, Rip Curl and Billabong. 
Total international surf industry sales for 2002 were estimated by the Surf Industry Manufacturers 
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Henderson cites Thomas Frank’s (1997) linking of countercultural values and perfect 

consumerism through a mutual focus upon self-realisation, instant gratification and “a 

restless search for new experiences and sensations” (2001: 322).  

 

The soul surfer now had a wide range of products, both surfing and non-surfing. For example, a 

special version of the Ford panel van, the Tracks Travel Company, dope shaped leaf pendants, the 

first Coca-Cola advertisement, and a range of clothes for surfers (Henderson, 2001: 322). 

 

Corporate interest in surfing continued to grow and an international professional touring 

circuit began to take shape in 1976 with the formation of the International Professional 

Surfers (IPS) association and the development of a ratings system which saw Australian 

Peter Townend installed as champion (Bartholomew & Baker, 1996). Heralding the end 

of the ‘country soul’ era, Townend with runner up Ian Cairns, professional surfer Mark 

Warren and manager Mike Hurst attempted (and failed) to market themselves to the 

world as a package (in the style of Australian tennis stars Rod Laver, Roy Emerson and 
                                                                                                                                             

Association to be USD$4.5 billion (Warshaw, 2004: 580). Research commissioned by SIMA in 2006 
found that this figure had grown to US$6.52 billion in 2004 and US$7.48 billion in 2006  
 
Rip Curl was established in Tourquay in 1968 by surfers Doug Warbrick and Brian Singer and was 
initially a surfboard brand name. Wetsuits joined the range in 1969. Licenses were sold in the United 
States and France in 1981 and 1985 respectively and ten international licenses had been issued by 1995. 
International sales in 2002 were estimated at USD$163 million (Warshaw, 2004: 509). 
 
Quiksilver was founded in Torquay Victoria in 1969 by surfers Al Green and John Law who began by 
selling sheep skin ugg boots before moving into ‘boardshorts’ specifically designed for surfing. The 
brand was licensed in the U.S. to Jeff Hakeman and Bob McKnight in 1976 and had sales approaching 
USD$5 million within five years. Quiksilver Europe began in 1984 and Brazil, Japan and South Africa 
soon thereafter. By 2001, international sales topped USD$1 billion (Warshaw, 2004: 487) and in 2006, 
net revenue was reported at USD$2.262 billion (Quiksilver 2006 Annual Report, 2007). 
 
Billabong was formed on Queenslands Gold Coast by former surfboard shaper Gorden Merchant in 
1973 who started by selling ‘boardshorts’ directly to surfers from the back of his station wagon at 
surfbreaks. Billabong was expanding globally by the 1980’s and moved into wetsuits in the early 
1990’s. Billabong is now distributed in more than 60 countries. 2001 international sales have been 
estimated at USD$216 million (Warshaw, 2004: 61-62). 
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John Newcombe) under the moniker The Bronzed Aussies (Bartholomew & Baker, 

1996; Doherty, Sargent, Griggs, & Dart, 2000). The group’s stated intention was to 

establish a “global industry, franchising ideas and products into every country in the 

world” (Hurst in Warshaw, 2004: 85). Walding notes that The Bronzed Aussies “got 

about in a co-ordinated wardrobe that looked like it was left over from the set of 

Saturday Night Fever” and that as a marketing tool they “were probably twenty years 

ahead of their time, but to the surfing pubic the whole thing smacked of hype” 

(Walding, 2003: 93-94). Warshaw (2004: 83) claims that the Bronzed Aussies are 

probably best remembered for wearing matching purple velvet jumpsuits to post event 

banquets. They were, however, indicative of broader trends as the Australian ‘backyard’ 

surf industry began to make forays into international markets in the U.S., Europe, South 

America and South Africa (Warshaw, 2004). 

 

The period from late 1977 to 1980 has been characterised as a time when pro-surfing 

came to the fore in surfing culture (Henderson, 2001). Tracks moved further away from 

its countercultural roots to become another subcultural sports magazine concerned with 

professional competitive sport, though differentiated by coarse language and humour, 

soft core pornography and low production values. Competitive discourse, contest 

results, previews, reviews and rankings and the use of professional surfers in marketing 

imagery all worked to influence the ways in which surfing was represented. At the same 

time Tracks dealt with the soul surfing/competition dichotomy by retaining elements of 

the surf explorer’s ethic of “individualism, hedonism, various forms of pantheistic 

inflected spiritualism, a related quasi-philosophical interpretation of surfing, and a 

fantasy of dropping out from society to surf” (Henderson, 2001: 324).  
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The beginnings of ‘pay to play’ 

The first ‘surf-camp’ was established by Americans Mike and Bill Boyum and began 

operation at Garajagan in east Java in 1977-78 (Carroll, 1988; 1989; 2000; Lueras & 

Lueras, 1997; Sparkes, 1996). The model was innovative. Only basic accommodation, 

food, water and beer, and transfers from Bali were provided for USD$200 per day with 

a maximum capacity of 10 surfers. The difficulty of access virtually assured exclusivity 

for camp guests (Warshaw, 2004). The building of surf tourism driven developments 

followed, slowly at first, in other world-class surf locations initiated either by 

entrepreneurial surfing tourists or by enterprising local communities recognising the 

commercial potential of visiting surfers. Live-aboard yacht charter tours emerged in the 

early 1980’s (Rich, 1981; Sparkes, 1985). Lagundri Bay featured in David Lourie, Dick 

Hoole and Jack McCoy’s 1982 surf film Storm Riders and surf tourist arrivals 

throughout Indonesia continued to increase. Evidence suggests that Indonesia began to 

realise the economic potential of surfing tourism for remote areas of their extensive 

archipelago in the early 1980s, lending support to ‘surf prospecting’ expeditions east of 

Bali. Australian Paul King was making surf discoveries around Lombok and Sumbawa 

and became one of the first surfing tour operator/surf travel agencies exclusively 

specialising in package deals to surf camps and live-aboard yacht charters and became 

surfing tourism’s first millionaire (Rich, 1981; Sparkes, 1985, 1996). 

 

In 1981 a new concept of surf tourism emerged. Americans Dave Clark and Scott Funk 

established a surf resort on the Fijian island of Tavarua and negotiated exclusive access 

to Fiji’s two best surf breaks with owners of the foreshore and fishing rights to the area - 

known locally as qoliqoli (from the Fijian qoli meaning ‘to fish’). Fiji was voluntarily 

ceded to Great Britain in 1874. While most natural resources were returned to the Fijian 
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people by Queen Victoria in 1881, the qoliqoli was not (Pareti, 2006). Despite the lack 

of a clear legal mandate, Tavarua Island Resort owners encouraged resource owners to 

believe that they had the legal right to physically remove surfers other than paying 

guests of the Tavarua Resort from reef passes kilometres from shore. Local surfers were 

banned along with competing tourism operations and their guests. In the late 1990’s, one 

Australian competitor who challenged the legality of Tavarua’s exclusive licence was 

abruptly given 24 hours notice to leave the country and banned from returning by 

government officials (Borden, 2005; Hawk & Smith, 1998). Currently non-guests 

including Fiji Surfing Association members are granted access only on Saturday 

mornings while Tavarua’s guests change over (Ponting, 2007). 

 

Clark transferred the ethic of the exclusive Hollister Ranch in California (where 

landowners enforce their claim of exclusive access to surf waves breaking offshore of 

their property) into the realm of a South Pacific surf fantasy. In Fiji, surfers’ dreams of 

Nirvana, perfect waves in a lush tropical environment with a guarantee of uncrowded 

conditions (maximum of 24 surfers) are made real for the equivalent cost of a four star 

hotel or resort. After featuring on the cover of American Surfer Magazine in 1984, 

Tavarua quickly became popular with surfing’s corporate elite and continues to enjoy 

healthy advanced bookings (Warshaw, 2004). 

 

Surfing’s postmodern turn 

During the mid 1980’s, ‘postmodern surfing’ took shape in that as well as functioning as 

a fully professional sport it became commodified into a fashion-lifestyle industry and 

incorporated into the consumer capitalist regime with the focus upon consumer lifestyles 



 62

through the consumption of goods as signs. Henderson (2001: 325) quotes Harvey 

(1989a: 285) as follows. 

 

[t]he mobilization of fashion in mass (as opposed to elite) markets provided a means to accelerate 

the pace of consumption not only in clothing, ornament and decoration but also across a wide 

swathe of life-styles, and recreational activities (leisure and sporting habits pop music styles, video 

and children’s games and the like) (Harvey, 1989a: 285, Quoted in Henderson, 2001: 325). 

 

The ratio of advertising to editorial content in Tracks rose from 35 percent it had been 

from the outset in 1970, to 57.5 percent in 1985. Henderson comments that:  

 

The surfing lifestyle is now signified by goods, particularly clothing, while the voice of Tracks is 

often indistinct or submerged in the plethora of advertisements… And in the reconfiguration of 

surfing into a fashion-lifestyle, it becomes increasingly difficult to discern a separation of the 

spheres of consumption and a non-commercial subcultural experience (Henderson, 2001: 325-326). 

 

Henderson recognises that the blurring of marketing imagery and recreational imagery 

reflects changes in the demographic and socio-economic makeup of the surfing tourism 

market: the surf explorers of the sixties and early seventies, and their less adventurous 

peers were becoming the new professional class in Australia. With less discretionary 

time but more disposable income, surf tourism options like those offered at Fiji’s 

Tavarua Resort became more appealing. Surfers were now prepared to pay for a higher 

standard of accommodation and the convenience of an organised, packaged trip with 

reliable dates to an established, yet remote, surfing destination with all the safety 

implied by the contracting of tourism intermediaries to negotiate with host communities 

(Bartholomew & Baker, 1996; Carroll, 2000). 

 

As the hippies blazed a trail across Asia to Europe, surfers began taking sidetracks just in case 

there were waves… The 1990’s, however, produced a new phenomenon. The time-rich, cash-poor 



 63

travellers of the 1960’s and 70’s were replaced by wave hunters with more disposable income who 

wanted to get there quickly and get as many waves as possible during their annual holiday 

(Verrender, 2000). 

 

Barilotti describes the new business class elements of the idealised surfing tourist space: 

 

Accommodation is Spartan but elegant and includes all the latest consumer entertainment 

electronics. Add in pretty girls to make burritos and banana-rum smoothies and the fantasy is 

complete. A simple escapist dream of the vaguely dissatisfied Western bourgeoisie (Barilotti, 

2002: 35). 

 

Surf marketing eventually noted the commercial potential of this simple escapist dream. 

Indeed, the 1990’s were increasingly marked by the commodification of the ethos of the 

early surf explorers combined with the new business class elements afforded by 

commercialised surfing tourism. The result was a concerted shift toward ‘Nirvanic 

marketing’ in the surf media and a parallel rise in demand for surf camps, resorts and 

live-aboard boat charters. 

 

2.2.8 The hegemony of Nirvanic marketing  

 

Engaging with nature on the spiritual level, and surfing in the wild, regardless of money and 

contests. The grassroots have this ethic at heart, and over the years have been resentful of the new 

commercial vision. So now the companies are playing to the soul surfing ideal, and it’s the latest 

marketing trend: paying surfers to be filmed in exotic surf spots around the world (Brown, 1997).  

 

The rise of Nirvanic marketing is temporally linked to increasing control over surf 

media content by commercial interests and the commodification and industrialisation of 

surf tourism. Nick Carroll (2003, pers. comm.) observed that over the last two decades 

the economic power that major advertisers wield over the surf media has resulted in the 
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media having to function as a marketing arm of the surfing industry in order to remain 

viable. Asked about the influence of surfwear corporations on surfing media content in 

1997, eight times world champion Kelly Slater remarked that: 

 

Advertisements and the way those advertisements are put together creates the image of surfing: the 

whole lifestyle, the whole sport, everything like that, that’s all directed by what surf manufacturers 

want… they also have an impact on what goes into the magazines in editorial (Slater quoted in 

Brown, 1997). 

 

South African academic Robert Preston-Whyte’s (2001: 309) research highlighted the 

importance of media representations in constructing and maintaining normative imagery 

of perfect surfing conditions and the construction of surfing space at local beaches in 

Durban, South Africa. 

 

Normative images of the wave environment are provided by surfing magazines that contain colour 

photographs of surfers demonstrating their skill on formidable waves. Particularly favoured is the 

image of a surfer negotiating a ‘tube’. The image of these waves becomes the model that informs 

the notion of the perfect wave (Preston-Whyte, 2001: 309). 

 

Preston-Whyte contends that specialist surfing media exalt notions of the normative 

perfect wave based upon the idea of a unitary reality and deterministic truth. He goes 

further, suggesting that surf media imagery drives surfers to travel in search of the 

perfect wave. 

 

For surfers the ‘perfect wave’ represents this ideal and perhaps unattainable vision. It is assumed to 

exist, is difficult to describe, and is the source of a quest that leads surfers in search of spaces 

where this wave can be found (Preston-Whyte, 2001).  
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Changes in the way waves were being ridden over time has caused a shift in the very 

conception of the perfect wave (Walding, 2003). Whereas in the 1960’s the softer 

spilling points of Cresent Head and Noosa were placed at the pinnacle of desire for 

travelling surfers in Australia, surfers escaping the crowds of city beaches were now 

looking for hollow waves such as Burleigh Heads, Aussie Pipe, Lennox Head and Kirra, 

and as a result these breaks were also becoming crowded. In response, surfers began to 

search the coasts of South Australia and North West Western Australia, finding a variety 

of worldclass breaks. Others travelled through the Indonesian archipelago. Warshaw 

(2004: 453) takes a similar line stating that “The ‘perfect wave’ is subjective, changing 

from person to person, but it nonetheless takes on a collective shape and form defined 

by each new generation of surfers”.  

 

Urry recognised the role of media in the process of constructing The Tourist Gaze 

(1990b; 2002). Indeed, the surf media plays a pivotal role in maintaining an evolving 

normative notion of the ‘perfect wave’ and in producing normative constructions of, and 

assigning value to, ideal surfing space through representations in advertisements, travel 

articles, videos, and film. The following extract from an in-depth interview with a 

surfing tourist conducted as part of a larger study (Ponting, 2000) of surfing tourism 

market characteristics demonstrates this point: 

  

I think I was chasing these perfect waves more than anything. You hear so much about Indonesia 

and see so much, so many photos in magazines, and when you surf and to see that stuff and not be 

able to experience it: it could drive a man insane. So I really wanted to get over there and 

experience those waves and see what it was all about… If you don’t go and experience it yourself 

you sit frustrated… watching it on video or looking at it in magazines (Source, Ponting, 2001: 31). 
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Thus the specialist surfing media represents something of a voyeuristic keyhole into a 

mythical surfing wonderland of perfect waves, a repository for subcultural leisure 

experiences, for the telling of travel stories and the construction and maintenance of 

tourist space. Surfing tourists are attempting to fall through the media looking glass and 

place themselves within surfing tourist space.  

 

2.2.9 A tripartite marketing synergy  

As with other forms of adventure tourism, imagery of surf tourism is inescapably bound 

up with the surf fashion industry, as well as the surf media and the broader 

entertainment industry (Buckley, 2003). A tripartite marketing synergy has developed 

between the surfwear manufacturers, surf media and surf tour operators. Buckley (2003) 

captures the essence of this arrangement in describing the content of surfing magazines. 

 

The main bulk of these magazines, however, consists of heavily illustrated articles, most of them 

featuring sponsored surfers at locations visited by surf tour operators, photographed by 

professional surf photographers. Video footage from the same trip is used to make surf videos and 

DVDs, which are advertised through the same magazines… These magazines help to sell surfing 

equipment and surfing tours, and the equipment advertisements and surf tour stories help to sell the 

magazine (Buckley, 2003: 131). 

 

Rip Curl co-founder Doug ‘Claw’ Warbrick explained how closely the adventure 

implicit in surf tourism is linked with branding. 

 

[Soul surfing] is an incredibly important part of our company… We have a set of core ideologies, 

our company values and principles, by which we run our company. In them we talk of ‘The 

Search’. That’s what we call soul surfing. We believe it is the fundamental reason for the creation 

of Rip Curl. We’ve always been true believers in adventure surfing, travelling a little further to find 

that uncrowded wave (Warbrick in Hammerscmidt, 2004: 56). 
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Rip Curl’s ‘The Search’ marketing campaign was conceived on a boat-based surf tour in 

Indonesia in the early 1990’s. Playing heavily on a media constructed romanticised surf 

exploration ethic, it comprised an almost continuous global surf exploration video shoot, 

which also supplied imagery for a print media advertising campaign featuring images of 

undisclosed empty perfect surf breaks with the slogan “Go Search” (Carroll, 2000). 

Marketing copy from an eight page fold-out advertisement in the September 2004 issue 

of Tracks (see Figure 2.1 below) reveals much through its dream like imagery and the 

apolitical generic treatment of place. 

 

 

Figure 2.1 Rip Curl advertisement, September 2004 
 

The Search 

The Search began years ago.  

It was The Search that drove ancient Polynesians to explore the South Pacific, 

riding the winds and ocean swells, and discovering the Hawaiian Islands.  

The Search has been central to the surfing experience ever since. At its simplest 

it’s heading off into the unknown in search of perfect uncrowded waves. 

In the early 90’s Rip Curl pushed this simple concept to the limit, launching 

expeditions to little-known island chains and far flung coastlines, discovering 

idyllic wave locations in remote corners of the globe. 

The search was all about fuelling the imagination and inspiring a generation of 

surfers to look beyond the horizon. 

Over the ensuing decade surf travel changed, with the spread of surf camps, surf 

charters, exploration was considered a risky proposition. In this age of technology 

and globalization, of web cams, virtual swell buoys and online surf forecasts, it 

seemed like the undiscovered realms of the earth had almost disappeared. 

But The Search never ends… 

Earlier this year Rip Curl launched a major expedition to another remote frontier in 

search of perfect uncrowded waves. 

The isolation and difficulty of access, coupled with a violent civil war and bloody 

religious conflicts, had hidden this remote corner of the globe for decades. 

And there it was; hundreds of nautical miles of virgin reefs, points, bays and 

beaches, fringed by the thickest of tropical jungle. 

The Search…it’s closer than you think 
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Similarly, Quiksilver’s ‘The Crossing’ campaign involved a custom fitted surf 

exploration vessel chartered for eight years to search for previously undiscovered surf 

breaks twenty three degrees either side of the equator in order to film and photograph 

sponsored riders surfing them for use in magazine advertisements and editorial content, 

as well as film and video productions (see Figure 2.2). As with the RipCurl’s ‘The 

Search’, precise destinations were concealed.  

 

 

 

Figure 2.2 Classic Nirvanic marketing imagery: Perfect empty surf break, no identifying place markers, 
surfers portrayed as explorers 

 

Surfing star of the late 1960’s and 70’s and featured surfer of several definitive surf 

films of that era, Wayne Lynch, explained his understanding of soul marketing by 

surfing corporations in an article by Hammerschmidt (2004). 

 

I guess what they are getting at is the lifestyle of surfing, and how people incorporate it into their 

life and not purely as a career and not purely as a sport. Most people don’t care about the pro tour - 

but there isn’t a surfer alive who doesn’t get inspired by looking at some unbelievable-looking 

wave in some beautiful place. That’s the dream (Wayne Lynch in Hammerschmidt, 2004: 56). 
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The surf corporations take a soft-focus approach to Nirvanic imagery, avoiding explicit 

depictions of specific places, preferring to present all destinations as generic. In the 

terms of Rip Curl’s ‘The Search’, the search is indeed closer than you think but remains 

out of reach as even the continent upon which the surf break was discovered is never 

disclosed. This has become a hegemonic discourse which resonates through every facet 

of the tripartite marketing synergy. Corporate surf marketing has come to realise that the 

surfing public, and the non-surfing surfwear consumer all respond best to imagery of 

surfing that is not associated with international professional competition but which 

emphasises the lifestyle elements pervasive in the dream of Nirvana. The success of the 

broader surf industry (retailers, manufacturers, media and tourism) has been contingent 

on people, surfers and non-surfers alike, buying into the dream of Nirvana and 

attempting to achieve the perfect life it represents though consumption of the goods and 

services of the wider surfing industry. Stedman’s (1997) analysis of the Tracks archive 

reflects this trend more broadly. She argues that rather than reflect the lives of its 

constituents, the surf media now dictates a fabricated, commercially driven derivative of 

pre-existing surf culture.  

 

There has always been a contradiction between surfing as a professional sport driven by 

the surf corporations, and the marketing promises of those same corporations of a 

Nirvanic lifestyle based around nature, escape and freedom attainable through 

consumption (Hammerschmidt, 2004: 52). Henderson (2001: 320) also notes “surfing’s 

widening contradiction between oppositional or alternative subculture and profitable 

commodified lifestyle available to all”. Nirvanic marketing, drawing upon the ethos of 

the soul surfer has been the corporate response to this disconnect. 
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Surfing’s core attraction has always been its major philosophical problem. That’s why since the 

1960s when money first started to flow into the sport, it has wrestled with the concept of soul. And 

now it seems that as the sport gets bigger, richer and more powerful than ever, it needs that 

concept… more than ever (Hammerscmidt, 2004: 52). 

 

2.2.10 Surfing and surfing tourism in the 21st century 

As yesterday’s surfing discoveries became famous through media exposure, then over-

developed and crowded, contemporary surf explorers, often funded by the marketing 

departments of surf corporations and the surf media search increasingly remote island 

groups for the new ‘pristine’ surfing tourist space and new imagery to drive sales. 

 

There are but a handful of sacred areas left for surfing explorers that remain ‘untouchable’ in the 

sense of easy access. Throughout the Indian Ocean these island groups literally dare us to leave 

home and visit their shores, tempting us to endure travel hardships and possibly tropical diseases in 

the hope that we will discover the next ‘best wave in the world’. (B. Baker, 1997: 177) 

 

The Mentawai Islands captured the imagination of the global surfing community in the 

1990’s, dominating the advertising campaigns of all major surf brands. Within six years 

of the opening up of the market, the Mentawais were supporting a surf charter fleet of 

over thirty live-aboard yachts, and fuelling a rush to lock up parcels of land, even entire 

islands suitable for future luxury resort development (details of the contemporary 

Mentawai surfing tourism industry are provided in Chapter Four). 

 

Media coverage of professional surfing contests has further increased the exposure of 

surfing tourism destinations, as events move from metropolitan areas convenient to 

beach-side spectators, to spectacular surf breaks in remote, exotic locations (including 

the Indonesian islands of the Mentawai, Nias, Java, Bali and Sumbawa, and Tahiti, Fiji, 
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Mexico, Peru, Mauritius) brought to an even larger audience by global television and 

internet broadcasts. All ASP World Tour events are now webcast live, and daily video 

highlights are provided on contest websites. 

 

By 2001, the Mentawais were the world’s most photographed waves (Blakey, 2001) and 

by 2007 the surf charter fleet had grown to more than 50 yachts, and 5 surf resorts were 

in operation (T. Baker, 2007). The global population of surfers that comprise the surf 

tourism market is a contentious issue in itself and estimates vary widely. For example in 

1998 Quiksilver International executive Bruce Raymond estimated the surfer population 

to be around 10 million and increasing at 12-15% per annum (Raymond, 1998). This 

would place the surfer population in 2008 at around 34.5 million. American Sports Data, 

as part of a sports participation study undertaken in 2000, estimated the American surfer 

population to be 1.74 million. In 2002 an American surf industry group estimated the 

U.S. surfer population to be 2.4 million. The same year saw the Australian Sports 

Commission estimate Australia’s surfer population at around 2 million. Estimations of 

global surfer populations in the 21st century vary widely from 5 million by the U.S.-

based umbrella organisation for the surf industry, the Surf Industry Manufacturers 

Association (SIMA), to 17 million by Surfing Australia, to 23 million by the 

International Surfing Association (Warshaw, 2002).  

 

Estimating the size of the global surf tourism industry is problematic. Domestic surf 

tourism is increasingly popular in most countries where surfing occurs, most of this 

taking place outside of the formal tourism industry. Much international surf tourism is 

also undertaken as free independent travel and often beyond the reach of the formal surf 
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tourism industry. There is an increasing trend, however, towards formal surfing tours 

and higher-end resorts and live-aboard yacht charters (see Figure 2.3).  

 

 

Figure 2.3 Quiksilver chartered Indies Trader IV for the filming of promotional film Young Guns II in the 
Mentawais 

 

Warshaw (2004: 592) reported that in 2002 there were 250 commercial surf travel 

businesses with an aggregate value of US$120 million. This figure does not include the 

vast numbers of local operations around the world’s surf tourism destinations and the 

independent travellers who frequent them. For example, at the peak of its popularity, 

Indonesia’s Lagundri Bay on Nias island alone was home to 70 small-family run 

accommodation businesses and restaurants catering for surf tourists (Ponting et al., 

2005). Indonesia has hundreds, perhaps thousands of small surf tourism operations the 

value of which has never been calculated. The situation is similar in most popular surf 

tourism destinations in both developed and developing countries. The total value of the 

global surf tourism industry is likely to be at least double the value (and more likely 

several times the value) of the 250 businesses calculated by Warshaw; in other words at 

the very least one quarter of a billion U.S. dollars. 
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An internet search of ‘surf guide book’ on September 3rd 2007 yielded 38 specialised 

surf travel guidebooks covering a total of 112 countries presented in the table below. 

These are surf tourism destinations which either have available tours or information 

made available by previous surf tourists for future visiting surfers. In addition to 

specialised surfing tourism guides, mainstream travel guides such as the Lonely Planet 

guide books also feature information for traveling surfers in their publications covering 

popular surfing destinations (e.g. Indonesia, Hawaii, Australia and Fiji).  

 

Table 2.2 Destinations Covered by Specialised Surfing Tourism Guidebooks 
Canada Martinique Reunion Island Vietnam 
USA (Mainland) Antigua + Barbuda Mauritius Taiwan 
Mexico Scotland India Myanmar 
Guatemala Ireland Sri Lanka Cook Islands 
El Salvador Wales Oman Thailand 
Nicaragua England Pakistan Antarctica 
Costa Rica France Yemen Angola 
Panama Spain Indonesia Benin Cameroon 
Ecuador Portugal Malaysia Gabon 
Uruguay Azores Japan Ghana 
Peru Netherlands Australia Ivory Coast 
Brazil Turkey New Zealand Kenya 
Argentina Greece Philippines Madagascar 
Chile Denmark  Papua New Guinea Mozambique 
Colombia Germany China Namibia 
Venezuela Iceland Hong Kong Nigeria 
Bahamas Russia Federated States of Micronesia Sierra Leone 
Cuba Madeira New Caledonia Tanzania 
Jamaica Canary islands Fiji Togo 
Dominican Republic Norway Kiribati Tunisia 
Puerto Rico Italy Mariana’s Egypt 
British Virgin Islands Israel Tahiti Republic of Congo 
US Virgin Islands Chagos Islands American Samoa Vanuatu 
Barbados Senegal Western Samoa Guam 
Trinidad & Tobago Morocco Tonga São Tomé & Principe 
Guadeloupe Cape Verde Solomon Islands Vietnam 
St Martin South Africa Easter Island Taiwan 
St Barthelemy Maldives South Korea Myanmar 

 

Research indicates that a number of these destinations have undergone significant 

transformation related to surfing tourism (Augustin, 1998; T. Baker, 2006, 2007; 

Barilotti, 2002; Buckley, 2002b; Frood, 2007; Lovett, 1998, 2005; Ponting, 2001, 2006, 

2007; Ponting et al., 2005; Reed, 1999; Reeves, 2002; Tantamjarik, 2004). 
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2.3 Summary 

The purpose of this chapter has been to provide an initial contribution of the study in 

compiling a specific account of the history of surfing tourism development, and in so 

doing gain an insight into the historical production of surfing tourism and surfing tourist 

space. Drawing upon a range of academic and popular publications surfing tourism was 

traced from its ancient roots to the present day.  

 

Upon surfing’s rescue from obscurity in Hawaii at the hands of tourism destination 

marketing and its subsequent transferral to Australia, surfing developed under the 

auspices of the Surf Life Saving movement. As such it stagnated in terms of skill 

development and surfboard design until a group of visiting American lifeguards brought 

Australian surfers up to date with new designs and riding styles in 1956 (Booth, 1994, 

1995; Cronley, 1983; George, 2000; Kampion, 2003; Walding, 2003). A teenage fad 

with surfing as the key aesthetic driver (based on movies such as Gidget and music such 

as that by the Beach Boys) dramatically increased the numbers of surfers at breaks in the 

U.S. and Australia in the late 1950’s and 1960’s. This caused surf breaks to become 

crowded and surfers to differentiate themselves from those following the fashion of the 

day through deviant behaviour. The development of a surf media around the same time 

alerted surfers to the possibility of travel to find high quality waves and uncrowded 

conditions. The surf film The Endless Summer (1964) is credited with bringing the 

notion of a ‘search for the perfect wave’ into the lexicon of surfing and sparking the 

beginnings of international surfing tourism on a large scale (Barilotti, 2002; George, 

2000; Kampion, 2003; Ormrod, 2005a; Walding, 2003; Warshaw, 2004). The late 

1960’s and early 1970’s also saw the birth of ‘soul surfing’, surfing for surfing’s sake, a 

reaction against the growing commodification and professionalisation of the sport. 
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High quality surf was identified on the Indonesian island of Bali by Australian surfers in 

the early 1970’s, the discovery of surf at Uluwatu on Bali’s Bukit Peninsula and the 

subsequent reporting of the first surf session there in 1971 in Tracks magazine, and 

more importantly in the 1972 surf film Morning of the Earth is credited with beginning 

the surfing tourism industry in Indonesia (Abraham, 1996; Barilotti, 2002; King, 1996). 

Further, it was suggested that the surfing tourist space in Indonesia etched out by these 

early media reports influenced tourists’ experiences and the ways in which surfing 

tourism proceeded. Other surf films depicting surf discoveries in exotic locations such 

as The Forgotten Island of Santosha (filmed in Mauritius) are also credited with 

inspiring a new wave of surf explorers in search of their own perfect wave (Barilotti, 

2002; George, 2000; Lovett, 1998, 2005; Lueras & Lueras, 1997: 174). Particularly high 

levels of cultural capital are bestowed upon surfing tourism experiences which pioneer 

new surf breaks or which occur before local communities are greatly changed through 

large-scale mass tourism (Mondy, 2001). 

 

Throughout the 1970’s and into the 1980’s, surfing as a sport and lifestyle became 

completely commodified (Henderson, 1999, 2001) as the backyard surfing 

manufacturers began to trade internationally, and a competitive professional surfing tour 

developed. In the same period, the first commercial surfing tourism operations came into 

being, offering rudimentary accommodation in remote and difficult-to-access surfing 

tourism destinations and live aboard yacht charters. The 1990’s saw the 

commodification of the surf explorer ideal of the early 1970’s by the surfing 

corporations in the form of ‘Nirvanic marketing’ (Hammerscmidt, 2004) which 

emphasised the freedom of surf exploration and featured imagery of uncrowded or 

empty perfect surf in exotic locations. On the back of the demand that this advertising 
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generated for these type of Nirvanic surfing tourism experiences the surfing tourism 

industry flourished and new ‘business class’ surfing tourism products were developed. 

 

This chapter argued that the discourse of the surf media directly constructs tourists’ 

anticipation of surfing tourism (Urry, 1990b) and the collective notion of what a perfect 

wave is – a conception that is not static but which has evolved over time. The existence 

of a tripartite marketing synergy between the surf corporations, the surf media and the 

surfing tourism industry was also highlighted (Buckley, 2003; Ponting, 2001, 2006; 

Ponting et al., 2005; Surfer'sPath, 2002). It is imperative for the ongoing profitability of 

the tripartite synergy that the notion of Nirvanic surfing tourism space remains the 

dominant discourse in the surf media. As consumerism is built upon the notion of being 

able to attain a perfect life through consumption, the success of the wider surf industry, 

is built upon the idea of being able to buy-in to the perfect life represented by a search 

for the perfect wave – in short, Nirvana. On this basis, the surf corporations have 

become a multi-billion dollar global industry. From an analysis of secondary data, it is 

the tripartite marketing synergy between the surf manufacturers, the surf media and 

surfing tourism operations which appears to define Nirvanic discourse, and thus the 

terms of surfing tourist space. 
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CHAPTER THREE – METHODOLOGY 

3.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to describe and provide a rationale for the methodological 

approach taken by this study. The rationale argues for the selection of a qualitative 

research methodology, and more specifically one based on grounded theory. This is 

followed by a discussion of the epistemological and philosophical underpinnings of the 

social constructionist approach to grounded theory, which are outlined and justified. 

Limitations and criticisms of the methodology and the manner in which this research 

design responds to these are also discussed. Considerations specific to the case study site 

are then presented, as well as participant selection, data collection and analysis, 

concluding with a discussion of ethical issues relevant to this study. 

 

3.2 Establishing the Approach 

It is widely accepted that the selection of an appropriate research strategy is largely 

determined by the nature of the research being undertaken (Creswell, 1994, 1998; 

Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; 2000, 2005; Field & Morse, 1991). The exploratory nature of 

the research undertaken here, the lack of existing theory in this area, and the lack of 

research and empirically-based knowledge specific to the area of enquiry (surfing 

tourism) are all suggestive of a qualitative approach (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Flick, 

1998, 2007; Maxwell, 1992, 2005; Phillimore & Goodson, 2004; Ritchie & Lewis, 

2003; Silverman, 2004; Stebbins, 2001; Travers, 2001).  
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Before the final selection of a research methodology, the gathering of background data 

for this thesis began with a review of the literature concerning surfing and surfing 

tourism, and reflection upon the author’s twenty two years of international surfing 

tourism experience, and exposure to the surf media. This involved a review of the thirty 

five year archive of Tracks surfing magazine with a focus on the development of surfing 

tourism in Indonesia (this formed the basis of Chapter Two) and contact with foreign 

surfing tourism industry representatives with operations in Indonesia from previous 

research projects (c.f. Ponting, 2000, 2001). These sources all suggested that the 

discourse surrounding surfing tourism was heavily influenced by a shared conception of 

an idealised surfing tourist space (Nirvana), the symbols, cultural reference points and 

imagery of which are constantly constructed and reinforced through surf media editorial 

and advertising content. It was from this analysis that the aim of this thesis was 

formulated, which is to explore the social construction of contemporary surfing tourist 

space. 

 

The exploratory nature of the aim described above is suggestive of an inductive 

approach. Rather than testing and verifying an existing theory, the aim of inductive 

research in this context is to generate theory which explains the social construction, 

consumption and maintenance of surfing tourist space (Stebbins, 2001). Grounded 

theory is highly suited to, indeed specifically designed for this type of exploratory, 

qualitative theory-building endeavour where an under researched phenomenon requires 

new insight, knowledge and understanding (Charmaz, 2000, 2005; Daengbuppha, 

Hemmington, & Wilkes, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990; 

Wagenaar, 2003). The majority of grounded theory research has been undertaken in the 

field of nursing and health care (c.f. Becker, 1993; Benoliel, 1996; Byrne, 2001; 
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Cutecliffe, 2000; Duffy, Ferguson, & Watson, 2004; Elliott & Lazenbatt, 2005; J. 

Green, 1998; Jacelon & O'Dell, 2005; Kendall, 1999). Indeed, Glaser and Strauss’ 

(1967) original research was concerned with death and dying. However, a search of 

academic journal databases reveals that business and management studies have also 

embraced grounded theory (c.f. Bryant, 2002; Daengbuppha et al., 2006; Goulding, 

2002; Martin, 2007; Turner, 1983). It has been argued that grounded theory is also 

appropriate in exploring the experiential and symbolic meaning of consumption, 

including touristic consumption (Cunningham, 2006; Daengbuppha et al., 2006; 

Goulding, 2000; Hirschman & Thompson, 1997; Jennings, 1997; Johns & Gymiothy, 

2002; Martin, 2007; Pettigrew, 2002; Riley, 1995).  

 

Grounded theory has been adopted in this study for a number of reasons: firstly because 

of its ability to facilitate the construction of substantive theory which explains complex 

social phenomena (for example, the construction of surfing tourist space); secondly, the 

close contact with the phenomena under study required by grounded theory enables a 

deep understanding of the multiplicity of stakeholder positions, grounded in the research 

participants’ own understanding of their socially constructed reality; and, thirdly, the 

ability of grounded theory to facilitate the elucidation of the “processual relationships” 

(Charmaz, 2005: 508) between theoretical categories of data and the development of 

pragmatic theory (Bryant, 2002, 2003; Charmaz, 2000, 2005; Cunningham, 2006; 

Daengbuppha et al., 2006; Jacelon & O'Dell, 2005; Turner, 1981, 1983). Charmaz’s 

(2005: 507-508) description of grounded theory’s utility and strengths echoes these 

previous statements: 

 

Essentially grounded theory methods are a set of flexible analytic guidelines that enable 

researchers to focus their data collection and to build inductive middle-range theories through 
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successive levels of data analysis and conceptual development. A major strength of grounded 

theory methods is that they provide tools for analysing processes… A grounded theory approach 

encourages researchers to remain close to their studied worlds and to develop an integrated set of 

theoretical concepts from their empirical materials that not only synthesise and interpret them but 

also show processual relationships (Charmaz, 2005: 507-508). 

 

Whilst there is some consensus concerning the value of grounded theory and the type of 

research it is suited to, there is contention regarding the epistemological assumptions of 

the method and their influence of this upon the process and technique of data analysis. 

The epistemological landscape of social enquiry has changed markedly since the 

emergence of grounded theory from the positivist traditions of American sociology in 

the 1950s. While some have remained steadfast in their support of grounded theory in its 

original form (Glaser, 1978, 1992, 2002), some have sought to formalise the process of 

theory generation into an almost mathematical process (Strauss, 1987; Strauss & Corbin, 

1990, 1998, 1997). Others have sought to amend the assumptions of grounded theory to 

encompass poststructuralist epistemological advancements of the late twentieth century 

(Bryant, 2002, 2003; Charmaz, 2000, 2005), while another group has attempted to guide 

grounded theory through the ‘postmodern turn’ in social theory (Clarke, 2003b, 2004).   

 

In the following section, the development of grounded theory is outlined in more detail. 

The interpretation adopted in this thesis is placed within the contested landscape of 

contemporary interpretations of grounded theory, providing a critical understanding of 

the approach. Lastly, the selection of grounded theory is linked to the broader 

epistemological approach of this thesis. As the use of grounded theory in contemporary 

research has been a source of contention, particularly in its social constructionist form, 

sufficient detail is provided to address issues of contention and justify its selection. 
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3.3 Grounded Theory 

Grounded theory emerged from the Chicago School of Sociology at the time of the 

development of symbolic interactionism (1920 – 1950) led by George Herbert Mead and 

Herbert Blumer (Kendall, 1999). Symbolic interactionism was heavily influenced by the 

philosophy of pragmatism which rejected the functionalist quest for foundational, 

absolute truths and abstract philosophical systems (Marshall, 1998). Pragmatism offered 

an alternative, one composed of plural, shifting truths which were appraised in terms of 

their use-value and provided a counter point for grand functionalist theories which had 

previously dominated sociological thought. Symbolic interactionism proposed a variety 

of theoretical objections to functionalist thought. These included: 1) functionalist 

thought is inherently normative, evaluative, conservative and unable to account for rapid 

social change; 2) functionalist theory provided a model of social life that appeared far 

more orderly and logical than empirical observation suggested; and, 3) under 

functionalist theory the role of the individual is seen as a tool for maintaining the greater 

system, often reducing it to structures, functions and mechanisms with the purpose of 

ensuring the homeostatic functioning of society (Kendall, 1999).  

 

In contrast, symbolic interactionism focussed on the ways in which meanings emerge 

through social interaction. Its primary concern has been, through close observational 

work and familiarity, to analyse the meanings of everyday life  in order to develop an 

understanding of underlying (symbolic) forms of human interaction (Marshall, 1998). 

Blumer (1969), who coined the term in 1937, described human relationships as being 

capable of constructing and sharing meanings, suggesting that the generation, 

persistence and transformation of meaning is established through interaction with others 

and to a large extent determines how reality is perceived. Four key foci characterise the 
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theory that underpins symbolic interactionism. These include: 1) humans are capable of 

producing and transmitting culture and complex histories through symbols; 2) the social 

world is not fixed and immutable but rather contingent, unstable and negotiated; 3) the 

social world is interactive, humans are always connected to ‘others’, with the ‘self’ 

being the unit of analysis; and, 4) interactionism attempts to look beyond symbols and 

interactions to seek the ‘generic social process’, or common social processes which 

influence seemingly unrelated social groupings (Marshall, 1998: 657). 

 

Through the mid 20th century Blumer maintained that the highly positivistic 

methodologies dominant in functionalist sociological research were unsuitable for the 

study of human behaviour (Kendall, 1999). It was from this methodological point of 

divergence that grounded theory was developed. Barney Glaser and Anslem Strauss 

(1967) countered this dominant sociological discourse of the time, which positioned 

quantitative methodology as the only form of social scientific inquiry capable of 

systematic understanding, by describing a qualitative methodology for the study of 

human behaviour informed by symbolic interactionism. As such, grounded theory 

represented the front line of the ‘qualitative revolution’ in the social sciences (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 1994: ix). This is in contrast to the development of abstract theory which arose 

from hypotheses deduced in accordance with logical rules and then tested. Instead, 

grounded theory employs inductive theory building which develops from observations 

of data themselves through a process of description, conceptual ordering and theorising 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Positivist concerns about rendering data unfaithful to reality 

are explicitly addressed in grounded theory through data collection and handling 

measures including constant comparison, theoretical sampling, saturation, and core 

relevance (Elliott & Lazenbatt, 2005; Glaser, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Jacelon & 
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O'Dell, 2005; Strauss & Corbin, 1990; 1998). These terms and processes are discussed 

below.  

 

The traditional grounded theory approach to building theory is contingent upon the idea 

of ‘emergence’ (Glaser, 1978, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

Emergence refers to objective themes and categories that stem from the data itself. 

Theory emerges from the collected data through the grounded theory process, rather 

than being the product of interpretation by the researcher. Thus, in the traditional form 

of grounded theory (rather than embarking upon research with preconceived notions of 

how data is to be interpreted) the grounded theory researcher allows concepts and 

hypotheses to emerge from collected data and influence the ongoing data collection 

process and the sampling techniques used (Glaser, 1992, 2002; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 

Debate concerning the role of emergence in grounded theory began after the publication 

of Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) first edition of Basics of Qualitative Research which 

attempted to outline a detailed, exhaustive and replicable set of processes for the reliable 

generation of in-depth, dense grounded theories for grounded theory researchers, 

particularly beginners. Some have questioned whether the meticulous nature of the 

coding and recoding proposed by Strauss and Corbin interferes with the creative process 

of grounded theory causing the researcher to focus on the trees over and above the forest 

(Glaser, 1992; Selden, 2005: 126).  

 

The labor of coding in the quantity and with the meticulousness of a fanatic, recommended in 

particular by Strauss, tends to be a formal exercise and can turn out to be a serious threat to 

creativity. It is indeed difficult to resist quoting Miller (1997): “[…] The technical tail is beginning 

to wag the theoretical dog” (Selden, 2005: 127). 
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Strauss’ co-originator of grounded theory, Barney Glaser, publicly and strenuously 

denounced Strauss and Corbin’s Basics of Qualitative Research for deviating from the 

original assumptions of grounded theory and being concerned more with conceptual 

description than emergent theory (Glaser, 1992). Glaser’s key accusation is that Strauss 

and Corbin’s interpretation of grounded theory method ‘forces’ data into theory rather 

than allowing theory to emerge from the data. Kendall (1999) provides a useful 

illustration of the tensions between the two approaches, centred on Strauss and Corbin’s 

use of structured methods of axial and selective coding of data and the role of 

emergence in the transformation of raw data into theoretical constructions of social 

processes. While Strauss and Corbin (1990; 1998) argue that their ‘paradigm’ model 

aids reliable construction of complex, meaningful theory, Glaser (1978; 1992; 2002) 

insists upon the need for emergent conceptual analysis. Both approaches, however, view 

the concepts of ‘emergence’ and the assumption of an unbiased objective researcher as 

epistemologically and ontologically unproblematic. Much grounded theory research, 

even in the 21st century, continues to overlook this disconnect between traditional 

grounded theory and evolving understandings of the construction of knowledge (Bryant, 

2003). 

 

3.3.1 Social constructionist revision of grounded theory 

Recent debate has questioned the objectivist and positivist implications of ‘emergence’ 

which assumes a universal reality awaiting discovery by a detached and objective 

observer. Charmaz (2000; 2005) and Bryant (2002; 2003) advocate a social 

constructionist approach to grounded theory that acknowledges the interactive and 

interpretive nature of data collection and analysis. In Selden’s terms, “Data do not 

generate theory. The researcher generates theory” (2005: 127). The viewer as well as the 
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viewed are reflected in the story (Schwandt, 1994). A social constructionist approach to 

grounded theory would claim only to have interpreted a reality as understood by the 

researcher and the subjects’ descriptions of their’s. Glaser (2002: 3) refuted Charmaz’s 

(2000) approach as “an effort to dignify the data and avoid the work of confronting 

researcher bias” which is in his view is “just another variable” which can be overcome 

by researchers taking “great pains not to intrude there [sic] own views in the data”.  

 

Glaser’s arguments are couched in positivist assumptions which view a detached 

objective observer discovering a unitary truth as epistemologically unproblematic. 

Bryant (2003) points out that the origins of grounded theory explain why this was 

originally the case given the contested research landscape of the 1950’s and 60’s and the 

primacy of the traditional scientific method at the time. However, much has changed, 

and extensive critiques of positivism have emerged in subsequent decades. The 

continuing adherence to positivist ideals in grounded theory indicates in Bryant’s terms 

“a position uninformed by what are now acknowledged to be key arguments about 

science, claims to knowledge, and representation that must be taken into account if only 

to be challenged and undermined or entirely refuted” (Bryant, 2003: 2). 

 

The approach to grounded theory adopted in this study is based on social constructionist 

epistemology. This assumes multiple, divergent truth(s) contingent upon the unique 

understandings of individuals (Charmaz, 2005). As such, a poststructuralist ontology is 

adopted which is based upon an “insistence on the inevitable plurality and instability of 

meaning” (Macey, 2000: 309). This approach requires the “de/repositioning [of] the 

researcher from ‘all-knowing analyst’ to ‘acknowledged participant’ in the production of 

always partial knowledges” (Clarke, 2003b: 556). Thus, rather than attempting to elicit 
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theory through completely objective observation free from personal bias which reflects a 

universal reality, this study is concerned with the realit(ies)y of the subjects of research. 

It is acknowledged that these realities are interpreted by the researcher (with explicitly 

stated biases – see Appendix One), using the tools provided by grounded theory to 

ensure a thorough and systematic process is followed, and that a useful theory, with 

explicitly stated limitations, grounded in data, is arrived at. 

 

Thus we can recast the obdurate character of social life that Blumer (1969) talks about. In doing so, 

we change our conception of it from a real world to be discovered, tracked and categorized to a 

world made real in the minds and through the words and actions of its members (Charmaz, 2000: 

523). 

 

3.4 Developing a Research Question 

Rather than seeking to describe phenomena in preconceived terms, the research 

undertaken here is exploratory in nature and as such the need for well defined a priori 

research questions is not paramount. Indeed, according Glaser:  

 

the research question in a grounded theory study is not a statement that identifies the phenomena to 

be studied. The problem emerges and questions regarding the problem emerge by which to guide 

theoretical sampling (Glaser, 1992: 25).  

 

Glaser’s concern is that preconceived research questions may ‘force’ data into 

categories which reflect the researcher’s biases rather than the ‘real’ situation.  

 

A researcher can have a sociological interest which yields a research problem and then look for a 

substantive area or population with which to study it. But this is not grounded theory… It is OK 

and can produce good sociological description, but it usually misses what subjects… consider, in 

their perspective, the true problems they face (Glaser, 1992: 22). 
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A social constructionist22 revision of grounded theory argues that the assumption that 

researchers have no preconceived notions of the research being undertaken or personal 

predilections for particular forms of theory is an outdated objectivist pursuit (Bryant, 

2002, 2003; Charmaz, 2000, 2005; Clarke, 2003a, 2004). Charmaz  articulates this 

argument further: 

 

What observers see and hear depends on their prior interpretive frames, biographies, and interests 

as well as the research context, their relationships with research participants, concrete field 

experiences and modes of generating and recording empirical materials. No qualitative method 

rests on pure induction – the questions we ask of the empirical world frame what we know of it 

(Charmaz, 2005: 509). 

 

Acknowledging that this study represents an interpretive rendering of a range of social 

realities allows constraints to be placed upon the scope of the study without fear of 

obscuring objective positivist reporting. 

 

As the aim of grounded theory methodology is to develop theory, the framing of 

research questions should facilitate flexible and free in-depth exploration of the 

phenomena at hand. Strauss and Corbin’s, perhaps overly prescriptive, approach to 

grounded theory encourages a priori research questions which “start out broadly then 

become progressively narrowed and more focussed during the research process” (1998: 

41). In general terms, qualitative research questions identify the phenomena to be 
                                                 

22 Charmaz (2000; 2005) and Bryant (2002; 2003) refer to their ‘constructivist’ approach to grounded 
theory. Constructivism is generally linked with the work of Piaget who argued that human beings are 
actively involved in constructing understandings of their environement. Whilst constructivism and 
social constructionism are often used inter changeably, Burr (2003) claims that constructivism, 
particular in the context of psychology, retains elements of subjective essentialism not present in social 
constructionism (Burr, 2003). It is clear from Charmaz and Bryant’s arguments that they harbour no 
such notions of essentialism, however, in order to avoid confusion and develop a consistency of 
language I have referred to ‘social constructionist grounded theory’ in place of ‘constructivist grounded 
theory’. 
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studied and indicate to some degree of specificity concerning what the researcher wants 

to know about the subject under investigation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005; Flick, 1998, 

2007; Maxwell, 1992, 2005; Phillimore & Goodson, 2004; Ritchie & Lewis, 2003; 

Silverman, 2004; Stebbins, 2001; Travers, 2001). The following two research questions 

were developed after an initial literature review to provide a starting point for data 

collection:  

 

1. How has surfing tourist space been socially constructed? 

 

2. How has surfing tourist space been overlaid on the geographic and social domain of 

host communities?  

 

These questions are based upon epistemological and ontological assumptions 

underpinning the approach to this study, which by necessity were explored and 

articulated before the process of formal data collection. The underlying assumptions of 

this approach to inquiry are summarised in Table 3.1. 

 

 
Table 3.1 Underlying Assumptions of Social Constructionist Approach to Inquiry (Adapted from Lincoln 
& Guba, 2000: 165-166) 

Ontology Realities are multiple, divergent, intangible, social and experientially based 
constructions 

Epistemology Researcher and researched interactively linked such that findings are created as 
inquiry proceeds.  

Methodology Constructions are elicited and refined through interaction between and among 
researcher and researched. Hermeneutic/interpretative techniques are used to distil a
‘consensus construction’ that is more sophisticated than those currently in existence

Inquiry Aim Understanding; reconstruction 
Nature of 
Knowledge 

Individual reconstructions coalescing around consensus 

 

As such, this study assumes reality to be multiple and divergent, rejecting notions of a 

positivist truth determinable through detached objective observation (Berger & 
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Luckmann, 1966). Indeed the notion of detached objectivity in research is rendered 

impossible under this regime as the researcher learns through interacting with research 

subjects and data - the understanding transmitted by the researcher is a product of their 

own construction of reality.  

 

Social constructionist researchers seek out groups, settings and individuals where (and 

for whom) the processes being studied are most likely to occur (c.f. Charmaz, 2000, 

2005). As such a case study approach was chosen for this study. Indonesia’s Mentawai 

Islands were identified as the best possible location for conducting data collection given 

their status as the world’s most recent and fastest growing surfing tourism destination 

(Ponting, 2001). The following section explores some of the considerations of case 

study data collection and research design. 

 

3.5 The Case Study 

Stake explains that:  

 

Case studies are of value in refining theory and suggesting complexities for further investigation, 

as well as helping to establish the limits of generalizability… Case study can also be a disciplined 

force in public policy setting and reflection on human experience. Vicarious experience is an 

important basis for refining action options and expectations… somehow people draw from the 

description of an individual case implications for other cases… with a confidence shared by people 

of dissimilar views (Stake, 1994: 245). 

 

In seeking to use a case study approach the literature in this area reveals three generic 

approaches that may be followed: (1) an instrumental case study, (2) a collective or 

comparative case approach, and (3) the study of multiple instances of processes in a 



 90

variety of different cases (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994; 2000; 2005; Jacelon & O'Dell, 2005; 

Yin, 1989, 2003). An instrumental case study approach was adopted in this study.  

 

Stake (1994) suggests that the instrumental format is suited to the provision of insight or 

refinement of theory and plays a secondary and/or supportive role in gaining an 

understanding of something else. The case is scrutinised in pursuit of some external 

interest. Instrumental case studies tend to “draw the researcher towards considering how 

the concerns of researchers and the theorists are manifest in the case” (Stake, 1994: 242-

243). In this study, the case of the surfing tourism industry operating in the Mentawai 

Islands is used to gain an understanding of the social construction of Nirvanic space.  

 

Case research utilised as the basis of theory building is of value in understanding and 

researching new cases (D. J. A. Edwards, 1998). Stake (1994) articulates the benefits of 

selecting cases on the basis of their ability to provide insight into the research problem. 

 

The researcher examines various interests in the phenomenon, selecting a case of some typicality, 

but leaning towards those cases that seem to offer opportunity to learn. My choice would be to take 

that case from which we feel we can learn the most… Potential for learning is a different and 

sometimes superior criterion to representativeness. Often it is better to learn a lot from an atypical 

case than a little from a magnificently typical case (Stake, 1994: 242). 

 

The Mentawai case is not selected as a typical or representative example of 

commodified surfing tourism. Rather, at the time of selection it represented the latest 

surfing tourism ‘gold rush’ with a complex web of stakeholders competing for a voice in 

the discourse of development in the region. It was the view of the researcher that surfing 

tourism in the Mentawai Islands represented the case from which most could be learnt 
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about the construction and operationalisation of surfing tourist space. Details of the case 

setting are presented in the following chapter. 

 

Stake (1994) raises the issue of identifying an appropriate end point or boundary in case 

study research, citing difficulties in knowing at what point sufficient data has been 

collected. Rather than offer a solution, Stake observes that “[q]ualitative case study is 

characterised by the main researcher spending substantial time, on site, personally in 

contact with activities and operations of the case, reflecting, revising meanings of what 

is going on” (Stake, 1994: 224). Grounded theory suggests that research is complete 

when saturation of core categories of data has been reached (Charmaz, 2000, 2005; 

Daengbuppha et al., 2006; Elliott & Lazenbatt, 2005; Selden, 2005; Strauss & Corbin, 

1998). In the context of this study, the researcher spent a surf season (May – October 

2003) in the Mentawai region, in personal contact with the activities and operations of 

surfing tourism and its stakeholders, collecting and analysing data and employing the 

constant comparative method on a daily basis with ongoing field observation and further 

theoretical sampling. By the end of the season (October 2003), at which time most surf 

tourism operations are suspended until the following year and the numbers of surfing 

tourists decline to virtually zero, data saturation (the point at which new data ceases to 

yield new insights into the phenomena under study) had been achieved. 

 

3.6 Addressing Quality, Validity and Rigour  

The tendency for researchers to invoke the name of grounded theory as though it were a 

guarantee of methodological rigour and validity whilst failing to follow the basic tenets 

of the methodology has drawn criticism from many quarters (c.f. Barbour, 2001; Becker, 
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1993; Benoliel, 1996; Bryman & Burgess, 1994; Elliott & Lazenbatt, 2005; Wilson & 

Hutchinson, 1996), Other researchers have questioned grounded theory’s positivist 

assumptions regarding theoretical sensitivity, researcher bias and a priori ideas and 

understandings as well as issues related to ongoing epistemological debate (Bryant, 

2002, 2003; Charmaz, 2000, 2005; Clarke, 2003b, 2004; Glaser, 1978, 1992, 2002; 

Selden, 2005), and the tendency for production of rich description rather than theory 

(Barbour, 2001; J. Green, 1998; Selden, 2005). 

 

Elliot and Lazenblatt (2005) discussed criteria for assessing quality in the use of 

grounded theory research in the context of nursing, and they outline an ongoing debate 

concerning criteria for assessing quality. They opted to follow Long and Johnston’s 

(2000) suggestion and focussed on the nature of the research methods themselves, rather 

than developing ever more contested criteria for assessing their quality. 

 

Whilst criteria are part of the discussion on research quality, it is argued that it is more important to 

consider the research methods themselves from the perspective of quality in research. This means 

that researchers need to identify the essential components of grounded theory such as: concurrent 

data collection and constant comparative analysis; theoretical sampling; memoing; and, more 

importantly, to understand how these research methods impact upon the quality of the research 

(Elliott & Lazenbatt, 2005: 50). 

 

Despite often scathing debate within the community of grounded theory researchers 

regarding what constitutes ‘real’ grounded theory, and which approach is 

epistemologically more correct, and the importance of objectivist notions of emergence, 

there is little disagreement concerning the central tenets of the methodology. Glaser 

(1998: 12) argues, and remains unchallenged in this assertion despite attracting critics in 

other areas, that grounded theory should be considered as a package of research methods 
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including “data collection, coding and analysis through memoing, theoretical sampling 

and sorting to writing, using the constant comparative method”. Grounded theory is a 

cyclic, iterative process:  

 

Data collection, data analysis and data presentation [are] intimately linked at every step of the way. 

They constantly adjust each other to the emergent theory through theoretical sampling, memoing 

and sorting in order to stay close to the data yet to conceptualise it (Glaser, 1992: 14). 

 

A tendency has been widely noted for studies to claim to be grounded theory studies 

when in fact key elements of the method have not been employed, rendering the 

research insufficiently embedded in a thorough understanding of qualitative rationale, 

assumptions, research design and data analysis. (Barbour, 2001; Becker, 1993; Benoliel, 

1996; Bryman & Burgess, 1994; Elliott & Lazenbatt, 2005; Wilson & Hutchinson, 

1996).  

 

In the absence of an attempt to systematically analyse the commonalities and contradictions 

reflected in the data, many researchers produce an artificially neat and tidy account that is 

descriptive rather than analytical and which militates against formulating in-depth analyses. 

Uncritical adoption of grounded theory can result in explanations tinged with ‘near mysticism’… 

[a] sleight of hand produces a list of ‘themes’, and we are invited to take it on trust that theory 

somehow emerges from the data without being offered a step by step explanation of how 

theoretical insights have been built up. (Barbour, 2001: 1117) 

 

Bryman and Burgess (1994) similarly claim that the term ‘grounded theory’ is 

sometimes invoked to lend misplaced academic credibility to research which does not 

necessarily employ the analytical rigour inherent in the methodology. Green (1998) also 

suggests that grounded theory is employed in name only by some researchers to improve 

the credibility of published papers, implying an esoteric guarantee of methodological 

rigour. “Unfortunately what follows may be merely an account of some key themes in 
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the data, with brief textual quotes in illustration, and sceptical readers remain 

unconvinced that qualitative analysis is anything other than journalistic reportage” (J. 

Green, 1998: 1064). 

 

It should be noted that criticisms directed at the misuse of grounded theory as an 

esoteric guarantee of methodological rigour do not highlight a weakness in the 

methodology per se, but rather weaknesses in the use of grounded theory by researchers 

in the field and in the reporting of grounded theory studies. Daengbuppha et al. (2006) 

and Elliot and Lazenblatt (2005) suggest the simple way to avoid these issues is to 

ensure that the key components of grounded theory are followed, that is constant 

comparison, theoretical sampling, and memoing. 

 

Constant comparison enables emerging concepts to be informed, shaped and reshaped 

by the variety of conditions encountered, resulting in dense complex theory which 

corresponds closely to data. In practical terms this requires researchers to begin 

analysing data immediately after it has been collected and then compare the analysis of 

this data to the analysis of another set of data. Analysis involves coding data and 

developing categories of data based upon themes recognised within the data. As new 

categories are developed in light of newly collected data, previously analysed data is 

reviewed to ensure that the new categories remain constant when subjected to specific 

and detailed scrutiny in previously collected data. In this way the researcher can be sure 

that they are generating findings which accurately reflect the phenomena under study 

(Daengbuppha et al., 2006; Elliott & Lazenbatt, 2005; Soulliere, Britt, & Maines, 2001; 

Turner, 1981, 1983).  
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Theoretical sampling is not a process separate from constant comparison, but part of the 

cyclic and iterative process of data collection and analysis central to grounded theory. It 

differs from purposive sampling in its intent – ensuring that newly developed theory is 

complete in terms of data saturation (Becker, 1993; Cutecilffe, 2000; Elliott & 

Lazenbatt, 2005). Glaser and Strauss’ (1967: 45) original work on grounded theory 

defined theoretical sampling as “the process of data collection for generating theory 

whereby the analyst jointly collects, codes, and analyses his data and decides what data 

to collect next and where to find them, in order to develop his theory”. As categories of 

data are identified and analysed through the constant comparative method, further 

sampling is guided by the need to test assumptions about emerging analytic concepts 

and their properties. As such, sources of data and the questions used to illicit data will be 

guided by ongoing data analysis (Daengbuppha et al., 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; 

Goulding, 2002; Kendall, 1999; Soulliere et al., 2001). Theoretical sampling continues 

until theoretical saturation is reached, that is, the point at which new categories or 

variations on existing categories cease to emerge from new data. Categories of data with 

core relevance are those with the greatest (broadest) explanatory utility (Daengbuppha et 

al., 2006; Goulding, 2002; Selden, 2005; Soulliere et al., 2001). 

 

The writing of memos is a crucial activity through the grounded theory process 

(Daengbuppha et al., 2006; Elliott & Lazenbatt, 2005; Glaser, 1978, 1992, 1998; 

Goulding, 2002; Jacelon & O'Dell, 2005; Soulliere et al., 2001; Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 

1997). These are “the theorizing write-up of ideas about codes and their relationship as 

they strike the analyst while coding” (Glaser, 1978: 83). Memos provide a track record 

of thoughts and impressions while coding, and eventually become the building blocks of 

theory development. Researchers concerned with positivist notions of researcher 
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objectivity also highlight the importance of memoing in allowing the researcher to 

reflect on their own personal biases encroaching into the data analysis process. Elliot 

and Lazenbatt (2005: 50) refer to this as “researcher subjectivity control”, which is the 

equivalent of ‘bracketing’ and ‘reflexivity’ familiar to qualitative researchers. Further, 

memoing may drive the data analysis process as it “encourages analysis that is grounded 

in the data because the researcher must consider how the codes and their properties 

relate to each other and provide evidence from the data” (Elliott & Lazenbatt, 2005: 51). 

In a sense, the researcher experiments with ideas that form during the coding procedure 

and through memos. These are later reflected upon by the researcher and compared with 

the analysed data; memos which do not fit with the data are then set aside. 

 

By employing the range of analytical tools prescribed by grounded theory, many of the 

concerns about validity and rigour that are proposed by a range of qualitative 

researchers are addressed. Grounded theory was specifically designed to provide 

objectivist, positivist credibility for qualitative social research at a time when 

quantitative methods were considered the only legitimate form of social research. 

However, as mentioned previously, it is grounded theory’s genesis amongst the 

historical theoretical landscape of 1950’s and 60’s American social research, and the 

failure of its originators and many of its adherents to address evolving understandings of 

the nature of science and knowledge that led to additional criticism of the method based 

upon its ‘head in the sand’ approach to epistemological advances (Bryant, 2002, 2003; 

Charmaz, 2000, 2005; Clarke, 2003b, 2004; Selden, 2005). The approach taken in this 

study in addressing these issues has been to acknowledge that traditional grounded 

theory does not mesh well with the epistemological and ontological approach taken by 

the study. Rather than denying that any ideas, knowledge or theoretical frameworks 
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existed or were explored by the researcher in advance of data collection, the approach 

taken here is to explicitly acknowledge pre-existing ideas, knowledge, and theoretical 

frameworks. Rather than claiming that theory emerged from the data in the positivist 

tradition, it is accepted that the data has been interpreted. Albeit interpretation facilitated 

by the constant comparative process, and undertaken with due concern for not forcing 

data to fit a hastily constructed theory,. 

 

Selden (2005) took issue with several further elements of grounded theory as a result of 

his attempts to follow the Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) interpretation of the 

methodology. Firstly, the intricate, highly prescriptive coding procedures designed to 

provide inexperienced researchers with a fail-safe recipe for theory generation is 

described variously by Selden as ‘finicky’, ‘fanatical’ and ‘excessive’. In his view, 

coding in such detail breaks the data up and scatters it away from its original context. 

Glaser (1992) also took issue (although some would say umbrage) at this approach as 

well, though for different reasons. In Glaser’s view, Strauss and Corbin’s (1990) overly 

technical approach ‘forces’ data to become theory rather than allowing theory to emerge 

from the data. Therefore, the approach to data analysis taken in this study avoids Strauss 

and Corbin’s interpretation and approach to grounded theory data analysis.  

 

Another problematic manifestation of the objectivist incarnations of grounded theory is 

that the researcher should not seek out theoretical support for the developing theory until 

the process of data analysis has been completed. Only then can the researcher seek 

further knowledge on the topic at hand (Glaser, 1978, 1992, 1998, 2002; Glaser & 

Strauss, 1967). A range of authors have questioned this approach in light of 

epistemological and ontological advances over the last half century (c.f. Bryant, 2002, 
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2003; Charmaz, 2000, 2005). For Selden (2005), without access to existing high-level 

theory during the data analysis phase, grounded theory becomes a process in the 

production and reorganisation of everyday knowledge - a trivial pursuit in his view. The 

approach taken in this study has addressed this issue by first adopting a social 

constructionist epistemology, and then accepting a longstanding personal interest in 

surfing tourism as a participant and researcher. The realities of being admitted into a 

doctoral program required that a range of possible applicable theories were investigated 

a priori. Their likely applicability was gauged based upon previous research and 22 

years of participation in international surfing tourism. 

 

A range of strategies for enhancing validity and rigour in grounded theory research have 

been outlined by Jacelon and O’Dell (2005). These include being aware of and 

acknowledging prior understanding and knowledge biases, prolonged engagement and 

persistent observation in the field, the collection of multiple data sources, participant 

verification, and belonging to a peer researcher support group. All five of these 

strategies have been built into the research design and will now be discussed in the 

following section. 

 

3.7 Methods of Inquiry 

3.7.1 Introduction 

Qualitative research, and grounded theory in particular, lends itself to the employment 

of a diverse range of data collection procedures including, but not limited to interviews 

of varying types, different forms of observation, field notes, video recordings, journals, 

memos, manuals, letters and any written or pictorial materials relevant to the study in 
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question (Daengbuppha et al., 2006; Duffy et al., 2004; Goulding, 2002; Jacelon & 

O'Dell, 2005; Strauss & Corbin, 1990). Clarke similarly advocates:  

 

… framing systematic and flexible means of research design that facilitate multi site research, 

including discursive textual, visual, and archival historical materials and documents, as well as 

ethnographic (interview and observational) transcripts and field notes to more fully take into 

account the sea of discourses in which we are continually awash (Clarke, 2003b:559). 

 

A range of data collection procedures were employed in this study. They included the 

analysis of guest entries (essentially brief comments outlining why guests enjoyed their 

trip) in a charter boat guest book, participant observation onboard four surf charter boats 

and one surf resort over a six month period, and unstructured in-depth interviews with a 

range of stakeholder groups. The majority of data collection for this study was carried 

out between May and October 2003 in West Sumatra Indonesia. In-depth interviews 

were held in various locations including Padang, the Mentawai Islands and Sydney, 

Australia. Observation and analysis of the charter boat guest book provided a 

contextualisation of data gathered through the interview process that aided theoretical 

sampling. Constant comparison of categories that emerged from the data, in this case 

yielded from in-depth interviews, allowed the researcher to assess whether the 

developing theory of surfing tourist space rang true with observations in the field. 

Therefore, the interviews form the centrepiece of the data collected for this study. 

 

A total of twenty nine interviews were conducted across seven stakeholder groups, 

including ten surfing tourists (five boat based, five land based), nine surf tour operators, 

five indigenous Mentawai, two surf media representatives, two Minangkabau surf 

tourism entrepreneurs, and one senior global surf corporation representative. These are 

presented in the Table 3.2 below.  
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Table 3.2 Participants by Stakeholder Groups  
Stakeholder Group Surfing 

Tourists 
boat 

Surfing 
Tourists 
land 

Surf Tourism 
Operators 

Surf 
Magazine 
Editors 

Surf 
Corporation 
Marketing 

Mentawaian 
Participants 

Minangkabau 
Participants 

Participants Sam  
Mal 
George 
Damon 
Ben 

Dave 
Darren 
Bob 
Griff 
Lauren 

Peter 
Eddy 
Luke 
Kelly 
Bert 
Marco 
Brad 
Paul 
Richard 

Tom 
Brad 

Mick Andi 
Dede John 
Rizal 
Bangbang 

Ricki 
Achmal 

 

Participant names have been changed to protect anonymity. Interviews took place in and 

around Padang, port city to the Mentawai Islands on mainland Sumatra, and in the 

Mentawai Islands onboard surf charter boats and in surf resorts. Interviews were 

conducted in a place of the participants choosing requiring some travel on the part of the 

researcher. Interviews were allowed to continue for as long as was required to cover all 

topic areas deemed necessary by the researcher. The interviews varied between 20 and 

90 minutes. Initial interviews were unstructured, in order to allow data categories and 

theory to take shape through the process of coding and constant comparison. Theoretical 

sampling directed questioning to the fringes of the developing theory, and as a result 

later interviews became guided in the sense that specific information needs had been 

established prior to the interview (c.f. Duffy et al., 2004). 

 

Three interviews were conducted in Sydney, Australia after completion of the 

Indonesian-based interviews. These were conducted with surf media representatives and 

a representative from a global surfing corporation. Data was transcribed and coded in 

the field using Microsoft Word for initial transcription and then NVivio, which is a 

qualitative data analysis package for the coding of data and ongoing analysis. 
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3.7.2 Recruitment strategy 

Participants were identified using ‘snowball sampling’ informed by theoretical 

sampling. Key informants in each stakeholder group (initially identified through the 

researcher’s personal networks) were asked to identify additional stakeholder 

participants through their own personal networks. These individuals were sought out as 

theoretical sampling revealed the need for data referring to particular elements of the 

developing theory (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Elliott & Lazenbatt, 2005; Patton, 1990; 

Salganik & Heckathorn, 2004). Boat based surfing tourists were accessed through 

observation onboard four surf charter trips undertaken by the researcher. This was made 

possible by in-kind contribution from the Mentawai surf tourism industry (the typical 

cost for an individual on a 10 day surf charter ranges from $2500 - $5000AUD). The 

researcher was included as a part of the surf charter and interacted with surfing tourists 

from a variety of charter boats both onboard as a passenger and also, in the water, 

surfing amongst and conversing with surfing tourists. In this way the emerging themes 

in the data were subjected to constant comparison informally through unrecorded 

conversations with surfing tourists. Moreover, as new themes emerged from the data 

being transcribed and coded onboard the charter boats, the researcher needed only step 

outside his cabin to begin the process of constant comparison and theoretically testing 

his interpretation of the data through informal conversation with both surfing tourists 

and surf tour operators. 

 

Whilst the majority of stakeholders approached for interview were willing to participate 

there was resistance from a small number of tour operators who expressed unease with 

any kind of analytical light being shed upon their operations. Arranging interviews with 

senior figures in the surf manufacturing corporations also proved problematic. The one 
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interview that was granted with perhaps the most powerful figure in global surf 

marketing resulted from a chance meeting during fieldwork in Indonesia. Interviews 

with Indonesian stakeholders were limited in number as the researcher was unable to 

conduct interviews in Indonesian and was unwilling to rely upon interpretation given the 

complex nature of the concepts and issues covered in the interviews. As such, 

participants were limited to those fluent in English because of the need to understand 

relatively complex questions and provide cogent answers. 

 

3.7.3 Interview guidelines 

Interviews were wide-ranging initially though centred on eliciting information 

concerning this study’s two research questions. From surf tour operators the focus of 

this study was to explore that types of experiences surfing tourists were looking for in 

the Mentawais and what had informed their motivations, beliefs and ideas. Additionally, 

impacts of an environmental, social and economic nature were explored with tour 

operators including the involvement of indigenous Mentawai in the industry.  

 

Surfing tourists were asked about their motivations for surfing tourism; their pre-

existing knowledge of the Mentawais; what expectations they had and how they were 

formed; and, how their experience reflected their expectations.  

 

Indonesian stakeholders were asked similar questions about their understanding of the 

surfing tourism market and also their views on the involvement of local stakeholders in 

surfing tourism.  
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The surf media and surf corporation stakeholders, who were interviewed after the 

completion of the Indonesia-based field work, were asked about the role of their 

respective concerns in the construction of surfing tourist space in the context of the 

Mentawais. As the process of constant comparison led to the development of theory, 

theoretical sampling helped to refine the questioning to those elements of the emerging 

theory which were still incomplete. Sampling was deemed complete when no further 

significant deviations from the information already sampled and analysed were being 

elicited from continuing interviews.  

 

3.7.4 Data recording and transcriptions 

Data from the charter boat guest book was recorded using a digital image. The text was 

subsequently transcribed into a rich text format document and then entered into NVivo 

for coding. Observations were made onboard surfing charter boats and whilst in a surf 

resort. These included the behaviour and attitudes of the stakeholders (including surf 

tourists, tour operators, local community members and Indonesian charter boat staff). 

These observations were entered into an electronic research journal that was updated 

once a day. These reflections, and additionally informal unrecorded conversations with 

the stakeholders, were used to inform the constant comparative process and to test new 

ideas about the links between categories of data. Interviews were recorded using an 

analogue dictaphone and stored on micro-cassette. 

 

3.7.5 Data analysis 

A laptop computer was used onboard the charter boats, in the surf tourist resort and in 

the researcher’s rented flat in Padang to carry out transcription and coding. This 
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facilitated constant comparison with previous interviews and with ongoing observation 

and informal conversation with stakeholders and informed ongoing theoretical sampling. 

 

Interviews were transcribed into Microsoft Word, then transformed into a rich text 

format and uploaded to NVivo for qualitative analysis. Several publication have 

addressed the use of Qualitative Research Solutions’ (QSR) NUD*IST VIVO, usually 

referred to as NVivo, in qualitative Ph.D. research (L. Johnston, 2006) and even more 

specifically in grounded theory research (Bringer, Johnston, & Brackenridge, 2004). In 

this study, the NVivo program provided a stable form of storage (particularly for the 

coded interviews) and facilitated rapid retrieval of coded data. The construction of 

detailed visual representations of the relationships between categories of data was 

carried out by hand. NVivo, in essence, was used as an electronic filing cabinet storing 

coded fragments of interview transcriptions. NVivo does not perform analysis by itself 

and in no way acts as a substitute for the researcher’s work of producing coherent 

results.  

 

Theory was built through ongoing iterations of theoretical sampling and constant 

comparison, memoing and coding. Possible explanations for relationships between 

themes and categories of data were written down and checked in the subsequent round 

of sampling. After the first interview with each stakeholder models were drawn of the 

construction of surfing tourist space. After more than 50 iterations over three years, the 

final model was arrived at. It is argued that the final product is new theory that draws 

upon and extends the existing understanding of these phenomena. As Selden (2005: 

127) notes, “If one’s theory stands in connection with earlier advances in theory one 

achieves substantially for the academic community”. 
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3.7.6 Ethical procedures            

In accordance with UTS ethics guidelines, all participants were informed of the nature 

of the study and how their contributions would be used and stored. A standard consent 

form was used which included details of the right to withdraw from the study at any 

time for any reason, and an additional university contact person (refer to Appendix 

Two). There were some elements of risk to participants in this study in terms of 

commercial confidential information, employee relationships with employers and vice 

versa, and the necessity of confidentiality of some participants who are commercially 

involved with the tourism industry. As such, the identity of participants has been 

protected and pseudonyms adopted in the thesis. Recorded data was stored on micro 

cassettes in a locked draw in the researcher’s office. Transcriptions were titled with 

pseudonyms and stored in password protected folders on the researcher’s computer and 

were backed up on an external hard drive. 

 

3.8 The Strengths and Limitations of the Study 

It has been the intention of this inquiry to explore the social construction of 

contemporary surfing tourist space, and in so doing investigate how surfing tourist space 

has been socially constructed, and how this space has come to be overlaid upon the 

geographical and social domain of a particular geographic location (in this case the 

Mentawai Islands). The grounded theory approach yielded a rich and complex dataset 

across a variety of social realities providing ample scope for a more sophisticated 

understanding of the social construction of surfing tourist space than is currently 

contained in the literature. 
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The limitations of grounded theory relate to debate concerning the limitations of 

qualitative methods in general. More specifically, the literature has lamented the often 

incomplete and weak application of grounded theory in practice, and questioned its use 

as an esoteric guarantee of quality and rigour of qualitative research. The literature 

provides a wide range of devices and strategies to ensure quality and rigour of grounded 

theory methods, all of which were applied in the study. 

 

The cyclic and iterative nature of grounded theory in practice is problematic for 

researchers attempting to provide a temporally linear report of the research process. As 

such the researcher is forced into making decisions which trade off readability and 

accessibility for the reader, and a precise representation of the temporal order and detail 

of analysis and the generation of theory. The compromise implicit in the structuring of a 

thesis which adequately tells the story of the data, and the research process, is one that is 

not as prominent in most other methodologies qualitative or otherwise. This represents a 

limitation of grounded theory. The approach taken in the construction of this thesis was 

to prioritise conceptual clarity for the reader. Rather than presenting tabulated lists of 

codes, themes and memos in parallel with the theory developed in this study, descriptors 

of core categories and themes are adopted as thesis sub-headings and as components of a 

conceptual model of the developing theory. Specific coded data (primarily excerpts from 

interviews, but also guest book entries and researcher observations) are included in the 

‘fleshing out’ of themes (which appear as subheadings). Researcher memos guided 

interpretation of the relationships between themes in the data (and thus directed the 

ongoing process of theoretical sampling) and form the basis of the abstraction of data 

into theory. 
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The positivist and objectivist underpinnings of traditional grounded theory have also 

come to represent a limitation of the methodology in the contemporary context of a 

contested epistemological landscape. Concern for the objective reportage of universal 

truth has been cast off by this study in light of embracing a social constructionist 

revision of the methodology’s epistemology. As such the inquiry is also limited by its 

inability to make generalisations outside of the immediate case study, its limited 

replicability given the rapidly evolving nature of the researched phenomena, and the 

emphasis on interpretation of data rather than explanation and Glaserite emergence. 

However, the level of concern raised by these limitations is a function of the reader’s 

philosophical and epistemological orientation. 

 

3.9 Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to describe and provide a rationale for the 

methodological approach taken by this study. The selection of grounded theory, an 

inductive qualitative methodology, was based upon the exploratory nature of the 

research and the lack of existing theory and empirically based knowledge on the subject 

matter. Grounded theory has been a controversial methodology in that varying 

interpretations have developed since its emergence in the late 1960s as an alternative to 

quantitative social inquiry within a positivist epistemology. This study follows recent 

social constructionist recastings of grounded theory that question the original emphasis 

on a single, correct truth emerging from data and revealing itself to an objective 

researcher. A social constructionist approach suggests that researcher bias should be 

confronted and acknowledged. The theory that results from a social constructionist 

grounded theory process is understood as an interpretation of a particular case at a 



 108

particular time rather than a lasting universal truth (Bryant, 2002, 2003; Charmaz, 2000, 

2005; Clarke, 2003a, 2004). 

 

The aim and objectives of the study were outlined and two research questions developed 

to guide in-field inquiry during an instrumental case study approach to the Mentawai 

Islands surfing tourism industry. In addressing issues of quality, rigour and reliability of 

data, the literature suggests focussing on the central tenets of grounded theory 

methodology as a package of research methods which are not contested by the various 

camps of interpretation, namely coding and analysis of data through memoing, 

theoretical sampling and the use of constant comparative method as a cyclic and 

iterative process. 

 

Data for this study included guest entries in a surf charter boat visitor book, six months 

of in-field observation, and 29 interviews across seven stakeholder groups. Snowball 

sampling began with established contacts in the industry and expanded as the theoretical 

sampling required. Interviews were based around the two research questions for this 

study: How has surfing tourism space been socially constructed? How has surfing 

tourism space come to be overlaid upon the geographical and social domain of host 

communities? Recorded interviews were transcribed, stored and analysed with the aid of 

the NVivo qualitative data analysis software package. 

 

Before moving on to the analysis of primary data, there is a need to provide a picture of 

the context in which it was collected. The following chapter (Chapter Four) provides a 

detailed analysis of the history of tourism and surfing tourism in the Mentawai Islands. 

The unique geographical features of the Mentawais which result in their value as a 



 109

surfing tourism destination are explained, and a history of the development of the 

Mentawai surfing tourism industry is discussed in terms of multiple and ongoing 

attempts to introduce some form of co-ordinated management to the industry. This 

contextualisation enables data analysis to commence in Chapter Five with a clear 

understanding of the idiosyncrasies and constraints of the case study site. 



 110

CHAPTER FOUR – MENTAWAI CONTEXT 

4.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to present the context of the Mentawai case study. The 

Mentawai Islands are generally considered to be the world’s richest surf zone 

(Warshaw, 2004) and have been the stage for the most rapid growth to date of surfing 

tourism to a previously unvisited area. Between 1994 and 2000 the islands went from 

having no surfing tourism industry and barely any independent visitation, to supporting 

the world’s largest surf charter fleet of over 30 live aboard yachts, one foreign/local 

joint venture surf camp and several surfer-targeted village homestays. The Mentawais 

have generated the most media coverage of any surfing destination in recent times, have 

witnessed three failed attempts by government to introduce controlling legislation, 

inspired the creation of the world’s first surfer initiated humanitarian aid organisation 

(Surf Aid International) and have hosted the world’s richest surfing competition (the OP 

Pro). The region is currently experiencing an acceleration of land-based surf resort 

construction. 

 

4.1.1 Mentawai Islands 

The Mentawai archipelago consists of four main islands and scores of smaller islands 

forming a diagonal line between 98° 55’ east, 1°20’ south, and 100° 20’ east, 3° 00’ 

south, approximately 130 km off the coast of central west Sumatra (Persoon & van 

Beek, 1998). The largest and most northerly island is Siberut. To the south is Sipora, 

and, further south again are North and South Pagai (Persoon, 2003; Reeves, 2000a). The 

Islands are administered as a regency in their own right under the umbrella of the West 
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Sumatran Provincial Government (Persoon, 2003; Reeves, 2000a; Turner et. al., 1997; 

Cameron, 1996).   

 

 

Figure 4.1 Location of the Mentawai Archipelago (Source http://www.greatbreaks.com.au/sat2html) 
 

Of the Mentawai Islands Siberut has attracted the most attention from non-surfing 

tourists, researchers, non government organisations, extractive primary resource based 

industries, and Indonesian government agencies (Caldecott, 1996). The island has an 

area of approximately 500,800 hectares and in the late 1990’s was estimated to have a 

population of around 22,500, 90% of whom are indigenous Mentawaians (Bakker, 1999; 

Kramer, Pattanayak, Sills, & Simanjuntak, 1997; Persoon & van Beek, 1998). Persoon 

(2003) later estimated the population of Siberut to be 25,000.  

 

Traditionally, Mentawaians lived in small settlements (uma) along the fringes of forest 

watercourses. Based around a staple diet of sago, Mentawaians made a living hunting 

and gathering, domesticating chickens and pigs and through the shifting cultivation of 
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perennial crops. Minangkabau traders have also been exchanging ironware, cloth, 

tobacco and glass beads for natural Mentawaian resources including turtle shells, copra, 

rattan and resins, for thousands of years (Persoon, 2003). 

 

The traditional spirituality of Siberut Mentawai was based on pantheistic beliefs, 

allowing all things a soul including plants, rivers and natural forces. Daily life involved 

a balance between the world of the living and the supernatural realm inhabited by the 

ancestors. Village medicine men or shaman (kerie) are responsible for maintaining the 

balance between these worlds and may be called upon to perform extensive rituals in 

times of death or sickness. Whilst good relations were kept between uma in the same 

catchment area, head-hunting was common up until the early 20th century when the 

Dutch colonial administration established a military outpost. The Dutch also imposed a 

system of social organisation based on the installation of village leaders or heads 

(kepala desa). As the Dutch fled Indonesia in the second world war, the Japanese 

occupied Siberut from 1942-1945. In the wake of the war, the Mentawai islands escaped 

Dutch attempts to resume their position as colonial masters of Indonesia after the 1945 

declaration of independence (Bakker, 1999; Persoon, 2003; Reeves, 1994, 2000).  

 

The Indonesian government set about developing the Mentawais in the areas of 

nutrition, health, housing, education and by trying to instil a sense ‘Indonesianness’. 

Whilst no official national government policy existed regarding the development of the 

Mentawais, some characteristics of pre-existing Mentawai culture were viewed as 

impediments to development. The West Sumatran Provincial government developed 

provincial policy designed to remove these impediments. Measures included forcing 

traditional uma structures to amalgamate into larger villages (kampung), abolishing the 
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traditional religion and banning traditional cultural practices such as teeth filing and 

tattooing.  (Bakker, 1999; Persoon, 2003). The central government firmly advocated the 

conversion of the Mentawaians to an official religion. Minangkabau traders and 

government officials lobbied for the introduction of Islam, while Italian missionaries 

pushed Catholicism and German Protestants argued their case. Given the traditional 

importance of pigs in the lives and diet of Mentawaians, Christianity prevailed (Bakker, 

1999).  

 

West Sumatra is one of twenty-six Indonesian provinces. Provinces are divided into 

regencies (Kabupaten), each headed by a Bupati. A Bupati has a certain amount of 

autonomy in interpreting the development of the Kabupaten under provincial guidelines 

(Glenn Reeves, 2000, pers. comm.). Kabupaten are divided into districts (Kecamatan), 

each headed by a Camat. From 1979 the Mentawai islands were administered as four 

Kecamatan within the Kabupaten of Padang-Pariaman with its base in Pariaman, north 

of the provincial capital Padang on mainland Sumatra (Persoon, 2003).  

 

The Mentawai archipelago has been ecologically isolated from mainland Sumatra since 

the mid-Pleistocene period resulting in high levels of endemism amongst its indigenous 

flora and fauna. Twenty fauna species are known to be endemic to the Mentawais, 

including four primate species. Siberut is largely covered with primary dipterocarp and 

mixed forest, as well as smaller areas of secondary forest and freshwater, sago, and 

mangrove swamps (Kramer et al., 1997). As such Siberut has been considered to have 

high conservation value. The early 1970s saw almost the entirety of Siberut granted to 

logging companies who moved quickly to establish operations, bringing in their own 

labour force from outside. Difficult terrain and regular inclement weather resulted in 
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high extraction costs for loggers causing them to focus on the most valuable timber. 

Interactions between indigenous Mentawaians and timber industry workers were 

strained in some instances, in others local communities sold produce to logging camps 

and eventually some Mentawaian men were able to find low-paid jobs with the 

companies. Unfortunately, reforestation was not undertaken despite the Forestry 

Department receiving funds to do so in the form of a tax on logging companies. As a 

result serious damage has been done to Siberut’s forests (Persoon, 2003). 

 

Conservation NGO World Wildlife Fund International (WWF) has been involved in the 

planning of sustainable tourism on Siberut in response to international concern for the 

biodiversity of the island (including the endemic primate species) in the face of pressure 

from logging concerns (Bakker, 1999). In 1980, WWF produced a document titled 

Saving Siberut: A Conservation Master Plan. Tourism was discussed as an option for 

development in this document, and in 1981 a symposium of government officials, 

scientists, and Mentawai residents discussed the issue, recognising the possible negative 

effects of tourism, and the need for indigenous participation in the planning and 

management process. Siberut was declared a UNESCO Man and Biosphere reserve the 

same year (Bakker, 1999). These initiatives gradually faded from significance as both 

international and WWF interest waned (WWF terminated its involvement in 1982) 

(Persoon, 2003). 

 

In 1993 the Indonesian President Suharto unexpectedly terminated all logging 

concession on Siberut and declared that half the island was to become a national park 

funded by the Asian Development Bank in an effort to generate income for indigenous 

people through ecotourism agroforestry and animal husbandry. This project was 
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terminated in 2000 due to general mismanagement of funds and the failure of income 

generation schemes. In October 1999, under the banner of reformasi after the fall of 

President Suharto, the islands became a Kabupaten in their own right with a centre of 

administration in Tuapajet on Sipora Island. This allowed the Bupati of Kabupaten 

Mentawai the ability to pass laws concerning resource use in the regency and a logging 

concession was quickly granted to Sumatran based Andalas University which began 

logging operations in 2001 (Persoon, 2003). Persoon reported in 2003 that unrest was 

growing amongst the indigenous Mentawai who were not compensated for the 

exploitation of their resources and that U.S based conservation NGO Conservation 

International was contemplating involvement in the form of compensating the 

government for lost taxation income from logging operations. At the time of writing the 

situation is yet to be resolved. 

 

4.2 Non-Surfing Tourism in the Mentawai Islands 

Bakker (1999) suggests that though infrequent, tourism to the Mentawais began in the 

early 20th century. Generally these were well-to-do travellers and adventurers exploring 

the Indonesian islands and South-East Asia. Most travellers to Indonesia travelled to 

Bali, Java and mainland Sumatra tending to avoid the Mentawais for fear of Malaria and 

because the Mentawaians were largely unknown and considered ferocious. Bakker 

quotes Violet Clifton (1927) who visited North Pagai island in 1912: 

 

A fateful map spurred Talbot’s desires to the group of Mentawai islands. The captain of the 

steamer, which once a month takes mails to the Military Controller said, “You should not go; no 

traveller ever lands there, for the islands are under martial law. I have only taken there the Dutch 

Military Controller, Javanese soldiers, and Javanese convicts to cut down the jungle, and three 

German missionaries, of whom one died of blackwater fever, another was murdered by the men of 
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Mentawai, and the third has not been there long. Lawless savages might kill you! You will be 

covered with sores!” Thus he admonished us (Clifton, 1927). 

 

A military doctor working in Muara Siberut shortly before the Second World War, Ven 

Beukering, recorded a group of American travellers sailing through the archipelago. 

Only one of the Americans accepted his invitation to look around. In a parallel with 

contemporary surfing tourists, the other travellers elected to observe the islands and 

their people through binoculars rather than set foot on land for fear of catching tropical 

diseases (cited in Bakker, 1999).  

 

Most early first hand reports from tourists were romantic and bore titles such as “Islands 

of Peace”, “On the Islands of Happiness” or “With the Amiable Savages” (Bakker, 

1999). This view was at odds with those held by missionaries who were frustrated by the 

Mentawaians’ inability to be instantly wooed by the new, ‘superior’ spiritual order with 

which they were presented (Schefold, 1990). 

 

Tourism halted completely over the period of the Second World War and Japanese 

occupation, through the transition to independence between 1945 and 1950. Other than 

low-level visitation by missionaries, anthropologists and primatologists, right up until 

1969 when Indonesia opened itself up to tourism, the Mentawais remained largely 

unknown by western tourists (Bakker, 1999). From 1969 tourism to the islands, 

primarily Siberut, increased slowly. Guides from Bukkitinggi, a popular tourism 

destination in the West Sumatran highlands, organise ‘jungle adventure’ tours that offer 

tourists a chance to meet with a ‘stone age culture’. Until the end of the 1980’s these 

tours were infrequent due to transportation limitations with irregular and unreliable ferry 

services between Sumatra and Siberut and police restrictions limiting the mobility and 



 117

freedom of tourists travelling on Siberut (Persoon, 2003). Inclusion in travel guides such 

as Lonely Planet as an ‘adventure destination’ ensured that by the mid-1990’s several 

thousand tourists had visited Siberut using Minangkabau guides from Sumatra who 

controlled the industry to such an extent that economic leakage of tourism revenue away 

from the indigenous communities forming the primary tourist attraction was virtually 

total (Bakker, 1999; Sills, 1998). 

 

Though tourism to Siberut over the last decade has been impacted upon by the ongoing 

series of events beginning with the Indonesian forest fires of 1997-98, the downfall of 

the Suharto regime, the fallout from the September 11th 2001 terrorist attacks on the U.S 

and the resulting U.S. led ‘war on terror’, SARS, birdflu, bombings in Bali and Jakarta, 

the Boxing Day 2004 tsunami, the March 2005 Nias earthquake the London bombings 

and Sumatran earthquakes of 2007, tourism to Siberut under the auspices of 

Minangkabau guides from Bukkitinggi continues on a small scale. Surfing tourism in 

general is a very resilient form of tourism with anecdotal evidence suggesting that some 

segments of the market viewing political upheaval and instability or natural disasters as 

an opportunity to travel and surf with reduced levels of crowding. 

 

4.3 The Science of a Surfer’s Nirvana 

According to Buckley (2002b: 432) ‘Indonesia is the best-known, longest-lived and 

highest-volume developing country destination for surf tourism’. Though certainly not 

the longest-lived developing country surfing destination (Mexico for example has been 

visited by surfing tourists since the 1940’s), the other components of this claim are 

likely to be true, though appear to be based on intuition rather than comparative 
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analysis. Chapter Two of study traced the development of surfing tourism to Indonesia. 

The Mentawai Islands contain some the best surfing areas in the world where waves of 

an exceptionally high quality break with unusual consistency. The reason the surfing 

opportunities in the Mentawais are considered amongst the world’s best involves a 

complex combination of swell, local wind conditions, and favourably-shaped reefs. 

 

4.3.1 Swell 

The source of swell for the Mentawai Islands is generally deep low-pressure systems 

around latitude 40 degrees south (The Roaring 40’s) tracking west to east. These are a 

regular feature of the southern hemisphere’s winter, and generate swell that is aimed 

squarely at Sumatra. Additionally, the Mentawais are open to swell from anywhere in 

the 39 million square kilometres of Indian Ocean between the temperate regions of the 

west coast of Australia and the east coast of the African continent all the way south to 

Antarctica (Surfline, 2005; WaveHunters, 2005).  

 

Swell is generated by wind blowing across the ocean’s surface in the same direction. 

The distance over which a given wind has blown is known as ‘fetch’ The stronger the 

wind and the longer the distances over which it blows in the same direction (i.e. fetch) 

the larger and more powerful the resulting swell will be. Swell is generally measured in 

terms of its height and ‘period’ (the time between successive wave crests as they pass a 

stationary point on the ocean surface). Swell generated from a longer fetch and stronger 

winds will have a longer ‘period’. This will cause more of the wave’s energy to travel 

under the water, thus conserving its energy and rendering it less prone to decay in the 

face of opposing winds and seas. Long period swell (greater than 14 second period), 

known as ‘ground swell’ can travel 10,000 kilometres, across the entire Indian Ocean, 
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with little decrease in height (Surfline, 2005; WaveHunters, 2005; I. R. Young & 

Holland, 1996). 

 

Transit time between the initial swell-generating fetch in The Roaring 40’s to the 

Mentawais is five to ten days. These swells have an average duration of 3-4 days and are 

generally in the range of 2-3 metres with the occasional larger swell of 4 metres or more 

(WaveHunters, 2005). These long period (generally 16 to 20 seconds) ‘ground swells’ 

travel more quickly than shorter period swells and ‘feel’ the bottom of the ocean at 

greater depths, allowing greater swell refraction (up to 180 degrees) around islands and 

into bays. They also translate into larger, steeper and more powerful breaking waves as 

the wave energy slows on contact with the rising ocean floor and is forced upwards. 

Ground swell hits the shallow reefs of the Mentawai at speed and without the 

impediment of a continental shelf to slow them down. During the ‘swell season’ 

between May and October there can be two or three different swell generating storm 

systems in the southern Indian Ocean simultaneously aiming swell towards Indonesia, 

often lining up one after another for weeks creating almost constant swell. When 

favourable local wind conditions combine with a long period ground swell and a 

favourably-shaped reef at a suitable tidal level, high quality waves result (Surfline, 

2005; WaveHunters, 2005) 

   

4.3.2 Wind 

Equatorial regions are generally characterised by low winds and high rainfall, whereas 

mid-latitudes have a zone of high pressure and anticyclonic flow (the sub-tropical 

ridges) which have little rainfall. Extending equator-ward of the subtropical ridge are the 

trade wind easterlies. In some regions the trade flow converges into long bands of 
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clouds, the Intertropical Convergence Zone (ITCZ). In Asia/Australasia and Africa, the 

air flows across the equator from the winter to the summer hemisphere to form broad 

belts of westerly flow converging into zonal troughs of low pressure and high rainfall. 

This is the large-scale monsoonal circulation that sustains two thirds of the world’s 

population (I. R. Young & Holland, 1996). 

 

The trade winds evaporate large amounts of water. This moisture is constrained beneath 

the trade wind inversion, a stable atmospheric layer that develops at an altitude of 1-3 

km. A result of this inversion is that the trade wind regime is relatively free of all but 

small ‘fair weather’ cumulus clouds. The moisture is transported equator-ward to 

support the relatively narrow band of tropical clouds that make up the ITCZ. The steady 

nature of the easterly winds and the lack of major weather systems were effectively 

exploited by early mariners who named these the ‘trade winds’. By comparison, the 

light winds and high humidity in the vicinity of the ITCZ could lead to long periods of 

idleness in sweltering conditions, leading to this region being named ‘the doldrums’ (I. 

R. Young & Holland, 1996). The generally light, variable winds of the doldrums form a 

part of the complex equation that results in the Mentawais producing perhaps the 

world’s most consistently perfect surf. Many of Indonesia’s (and other tropical 

countries) surf rich regions are located further away from the equator, outside of the 

ITCZ and are subjected to the seasonal trade winds. As a result, only waves which break 

into the trade winds may be surfed under normal conditions. The position of the 

Mentawais in the ITCZ means that a wide variety of surf breaks open up as wind 

directions shift. 
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At the request of the author, David Kelly from Satellite Observing Systems in Surrey, 

UK, calculated median values of satellite data for significant wave heights and wind 

speed ten metres above the sea surface over a ten year period from the first of January 

1993 to the thirty first of November 2003 in the Mentawai region at longitude 2° south 

and latitude 99° east. The data reflected relatively low winds throughout the year with 

the strongest average monthly wind speeds recorded in July. More significantly, the data 

demonstrated the Mentawai surf season. While the occurrence of swell is possible all 

year round there is a definite trend of significantly larger wave heights in the traditional 

surf season between May and October with the largest swells, on average two metres or 

higher at any time, occurring between June and September.  

 

4.3.3 Swell, wind, tide and reef 

Long period ground swells are able to refract into the thousands of bays, estuary mouths, 

reef passes and points throughout the Mentawai chain of islands. Of these, a small 

proportion are shaped in a way that facilitates the generation of waves that break in a 

manner suitable for surfing. This generally involves a straight, regular edge of reef from 

deep to shallow water which presents at an angle to (rather than parallel with) oncoming 

swells. At any given time, if there is a long period swell, given the refracting qualities of 

such swell and a relative abundance of favourably shaped reefs facing in all directions in 

the Mentawais, there will be a number of surf breaks with favourable wind conditions.  

 

Table 4.1 outlines the majority of well-known surf breaks in the Mentawais, their 

relative quality and the conditions which produce favourable surfing conditions at these 

surf breaks. Optimal tidal conditions are not noted however it should be mentioned that 

many breaks are tide sensitive, a surf break may change from producing worldclass 
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waves with each ‘set’ of larger waves within a swell, to becoming too shallow to surf at 

low tide, or ceasing to break altogether at high tide. 

 
 Table 4.1 Surf breaks of the Mentawai Islands (Source: Buckley, 2002b; GBI, 2005) 
Name of Break Island/Village/Bay Base Type Swell Size Wind Rating 
Paserakat Paserakat Sand L&R W 1-3m NE-SE ** 
 Simasuket Reef Left SW to W 1-3m S-SE * 
 Simansih Sand L&R SW to W 1-3m NE-E *** 
Sinyau Right Sinyaunau Reef Right S to W 2-4m N to NE **** 
 Jujuat Reef Right W 2m N to NE * 
Burger World Koroniki Reef Right SW 1-4m NW to N ** 
E-Bay Nyang Nyang  Reef Left W 2-4m S to E ***** 
Pit Stops Nyang Nyang Reef Right W 1-3m N to E *** 
Beng Bengs Nyang Nyang Reef Left W 2-3m S to E *** 
Bank Vaults Nyang Nyang  Reef Right W 2-5m S to E *** 
Nipusie Nyang Nyang Reef Right S to SW 1-3m NW toNE *** 
Hideaways Mainu Reef Left W 2-4m SE to E **** 
Hideaway Rights Mainu Reef Right W 2-4m SE to E ** 
Beachbreak Mainu Sand L &R W 1m SE to E * 
Pearlers Peak Katurei Reef L&R S-SW 3-4m NE-N ** 
Boat Pass Tudanging Reef Right S-SW 3-4m S-SW ** 
Rifles Karamajet Reef Right S to SW 1-4m NW to W ***** 
Four Bobs Karamajet Reef Right S to SW  1-4m NW-W *** 
Rubber Duck Karamajet Reef L&R S-SW 1-2m NW-W ** 
Kandui Karamajet Reef Left SW 2-4m S-SE ***** 
John Candy Penanggalan Reef Left S-SW 1-2m N-NW ** 
Chubbies Penanggalan Reef  Right S-SW 2-3 NW-W ** 
Ice Land Pototogat Reef Left  SW 1-5m NE to E **** 
Kantrels Pototogat Reef Right W 3-4m NE ** 
Telescopes Simapadegat Reef Left W 2-4m E to SE ***** 
Scarecrows Pitoyat Reef Left SW-W 1-4m SE *** 
 Noko Reef Right SW 2-3m N ** 
 Simailupa Reef Left SW to W 2-4m NE to E *** 
Bombie Trait Reef L&R SW to W 2-4m NE to E ** 
 Simajaua Reef Right SW 2-3m N ** 
 Beach breaks Sand R&L SW 1-2m N to NE ** 
 Tobo Reef Left W 3-4m SE *** 
The Ledge Siduamata Reef Left W 2-3m SE ** 
Siduamata Siduamata Reef Right S to SW 2-3m NW to N *** 
Lances Left Sibesua Reef Left W to SW 2-4m NE to SE ***** 
Bintangs Sibesua Reef Right W-S 1-4m NE-E ** 
Lances Right/HTs Katiet (Sipora) Reef Right S to SW 2-4m NW to S ***** 
ETs Batukinapat Reef Right S to SW 1-3m NW to W ** 
 Rokot Pinang Reef Left W 2-3m SE ** 
Waterfalls Takarimau Reef Left W to SW 2-4m E to SE ***** 
Crusoes Batumalai Reef Right W 2-4m NE to E *** 
 Silabulabu Reef Left W 2-4m SE ** 
Macaronis Pasangan Reef Left SW to W 2-4m NE to S ***** 
Maccas Rights Pasangan Reef  Right S-SW 3-4m N-NE ** 
 Betumonga Sand Right W 4m NE to SE *** 
 Betumonga Reef Left SW to W 2-3m SE to S * 
Lost Left Sabeoguguk Reef Left SW to W 2-3m NE *** 
Rags Left Bitojat Reef Left W 2-4m S ***** 
Rags Rights Bitojat Reef Right S-SW 2-4m N-NW ***** 
Thunders Sibigau Reef Left All 1-4m SE-S ***** 
Thunders Right Sibigau Reef Right S-SW 2-4m N-NW ** 
Libuat Libuat Reef Right All 1-3m N-NE **** 
Turuns Silau Reef Left SW 2-4m S **** 
Kimbies Tio Reef Left W 3-4m E ** 
Screamers Sibarubaru Reef Left W 3-4m E ** 
Discos Siatanusa Reef Left S-SW 2-4m E ***** 
The Hole Siumang Reef Left S-SW 2-4m SE ***** 
Lighthouse Left Simonga Reef Left S-SW 2-4m SE *** 
Lighthouse Right Simonga Reef Right S-SW 2-4m W-SW **** 
Sanding Sanding Reef Right S-SW 1-4m NW-W ** 
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4.4 Surfing Tourism in the Mentawai 

In 1980 Sydney surfers Scott Wakefield, Chris Goodnow and Tony Fitzpatrick are 

believed to be the first to have surfed in the Mentawais. They camped around the islands 

for five weeks surfing half a dozen waves including the now famous break ‘Macaronis’ 

on Pasangan Island near the village of Silabu (Warshaw, 2004). Jakarta based Australian 

Danny Madre was the first of the second wave of surf explorers through the Mentawais 

in 1990 and was followed the same year by Lance Knight who first surfed the breaks 

which carry his name (Lance’s Right and Lance’s Left). Salvage diver Martin Daley 

followed shortly after. The following year Daley used his salvage boat to take a charter 

of high profile surfers to the islands. In 1993, Daley arranged more surfing charters for 

professional surfers and surfing’s corporate elite (Daley, 2005). In 1994, publicly 

available live aboard boat charters began with two Australian-owned companies, the 

already established Surf Travel Company (STC) and newcomer Great Breaks 

International (GBI) (Daley, 2005). They were joined the following year by U.S.-owned 

Good Sumatran Surf Charters, and the number of operators then grew rapidly (Earnest 

Egan, Pers. Comm., 2003).  

 

By 1995, booking agents controlled the majority of the market and a struggle to control 

surfing tourism in the Mentawai began between operators, predominantly GBI and STC, 

resulting in a complex web of power plays and public relations ‘spin’ (Warshaw, 2004: 

381). In September 1996 the West Sumatran Provincial Governor ratified Decree No. 

SK-556-652-1996 leading Great Breaks International, in concert with GBI’s local 

partner organisation Mentawai Wisata Bahari (MWB), institute a management system 

which saw MWB claiming the right to control surfing tourism in the region, being 
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responsible for registering every surf charter boat in the Mentawai Archipelago, and 

controlling all five major zones of surf tourism in the islands including the Playgrounds 

Area off southern Siberut, the Telescopes region of north Sipora, the Lances Left and 

Right region of Sipora, the Macaronis region off North Pagai, and the Thunders/Rags 

region of South Pagai. The decree gave GBI’s partner organisation the right to limit 

visitation to these areas and charge all surf tourists a $5 USD per day tax, called the 

Mentawai Archipelago Visitor Registration and Approval (MARVIP) tax, in return for 

services including communications, safety, maintenance of the area and promotional 

services provided by MWB (Dahlan, 1997). 

  

Several reports from yachts cruising through the Mentawais surfaced in June-July 1997 

with captains of U.S registered yacht Deva and U.K. registered yacht Tangaroa 

claiming to have been harassed and intimidated by the Indonesian navy and ordered to 

leave GBI/MWB’s surfing zones despite holding valid documentation from the central 

Indonesian government to cruise through the entire archipelago stopping at designated 

ports (North, 1997).  

 

Allegedly as a result of lobbying by the Surf Travel Company, through a decision of the 

State Administration Court, the new Governor of West Sumatra, Muchlis Ibrahim, 

revoked the MARVIP system on January 27th 1999 in decree SK.556-17-1999. MWB 

lodged a letter of complaint on February 12th claiming that the revocation was illegal 

and without clear reason and proceeded with legal action against Governor Ibrahim. 

MWB was initially seeking a postponement of the revocation pending a decision from 

the State Administration Court to rescind the revocation and force the Governor to pay 

the maximum possible compensation to MWB in addition to litigation costs. The State 
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Administration Court of Padang ruled on June 10th, 1999 to rescind the revocation but 

declared the remaining requests unacceptable.  

 

The Governor filed an appeal nine days later which put forward the argument that MWB 

was given duties that were rightly those of official government agencies, that MWB 

allocated itself plots within the waters it was instructed to manage, impeding other 

investors and operators and resulting in undesirable monopolistic practices, and that 

MWB illegally profited from the collection of the MARVIP tax. In addition the appeal 

(07/BDG/1999PTUN-PDG) claimed that MWB had not complied with the conditions 

and obligations required of it in return for the governors decree of 1996, namely 

building facilities and infrastructure and other works contained in its original proposal.  

 

The appeal was heard on December 27th 1999 in front of a panel of judges of the State 

Administration High Court of Medan which found that the June 10th rescindment of the 

January 27th revocation could not be maintained and was overruled. In essence, the 

ruling indicated that MWB was only ever supposed to assist the provincial 

administration in its duties and was never granted any rights under the Civil Code. In 

light of this, the appeal was not dealt with per se, but the original January 27th 

revocation of MWB’s role in Mentawai tourism was allowed to stand. Though virtually 

no Mentawai operator had ever complied with MWB’s requests for MARVIP payments, 

in this way the scheme came to an official end in December 1999. 

 

According to GBI a further appeal was lodged with the Supreme Court but was later 

withdrawn after MWB applied for and was granted new, almost identical management 

rights by the newly-appointed Bupati (regency level political head) of the newly-
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designated Mentawai regency (Rick Cameron, pers. comm., 2001). In October 2000, 

GBI announced on its website that “Mentawai Bupati Introduces ‘ZAP’ to Manage 

Crowds”, claiming that the new Mentawai administration would be checking all tourists 

in three MWB (GBI) controlled zones - Playgrounds, Lances Right and Left and 

Macaronis - for valid ‘Zone Agreement Permits’ (ZAP). These would limit the number 

of surfers in these zones to 100 and charge each a $5 USD per day ‘local area’ tax 

payable at the MWB/GBI office in Padang (GBI-NEWS, 2000). Again, MWB and GBI 

attempted to collect taxes from other operators and implement a management system 

around the keystone breaks in the Mentawais, and again the rest of the industry ignored 

their attempts and carried on with business as usual rendering the system ineffectual 

(Slater, 2001). 

 

Meanwhile, the islands had captured the imagination of the global surfing fraternity, 

featuring in advertisements for all major surf manufacturers, a plethora of surf films and, 

within six years of the opening up of the market, supporting a surf charter fleet of over 

thirty live-aboard yachts taking as many as three thousand surfers through the islands in 

the 6 month season between April and October. This also and fuelled a rush to control 

parcels of land for future resort development (Ponting, 2001).  

 

In 2000, the most influential surfing tour operators in the Mentawai archipelago were 

vertically integrating in order to reduce costs, shore-up supply and exercise greater 

control over the destination. Smaller independent operators picked up charter guests 

from Padang on the west coast of central Sumatra and transported them in widely 

varying levels of luxury and safety on fully-catered live-aboard boats to the surf breaks 

around the Mentawai Archipelago. The more successful operators in 2000 provided 
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comprehensive websites for tour research, travel agency facilities and services, 

accommodation in Padang, a fleet of charter boats both owned outright and under 

licence, and had purchased land with a view to building upmarket surf resorts. The 

consistency of the surf and popularity of the product allowed the traditional May-

October season to be extended from March to November (Ponting, 2001). 

 

In 2000 one small foreign/local joint venture land-based operation was functioning in 

the Mentawais and informal home-stay operations were beginning at Katiet on Sipora 

Island and E-Bay on Nyang-Nyang Island. GBI/MWB claimed to have purchased land 

on Nyang-Nyang and published the plans for their resort on their website (GBI, 2000). 

They also claimed to have built and be maintaining a communications centre in Katiet. 

Meanwhile, the Surf Travel Company had purchased two small islands in the middle of 

the Playgrounds area, Pananggalan Besar and Pananggalan Kecil and with high profile 

Sydney-based investors had set up a foreign investment company with STC’s 

Indonesian partner to build accommodation for up to 80 guests in a project called 

Atlantis Paradise Resort. The group was also considering options on Karamajet Island, 

adjacent to those islands already purchased, and Sabibi Island further north in the swell 

shadow of southern Siberut and close to the port of Muara Siberut. Construction had 

already begun on a jetty on Pananggalan Besar which was destroyed in severe weather. 

 

Table 4.2, below shows the extent of surfing tourism operations in the Mentawai 

Archipelago in the 2000 season. There were 27 official charter boats and one land-based 

option as well as 3-4 local boats carrying surfing tourists, and several local home-stay 

facilities. 
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Table 4.2. Live-aboard Mentawai surf charter operators in 2000 
Operator/Yacht Type of Operation 
The Surf Travel Company 
Neptune 
Huey 
Katika 
Strictly Business 
Arythmia 
Barung Laut  
Navistar 

 
Seven live-aboard charter boats; Proposed upmarket
land based resort, land acquisition completed. 
Pananggalan Islands Besar and Kecil options on 
Karamajat Island. 

Great Breaks International 
Sansoucci 
Singa Laut 
Pari Elang 
Palapa 
Saranya 
Naga Laut 
Electric Lamb 

 
Seven live-aboard boats. Proposed resort, land 
allegedly acquired at Katiet on Sipora and on Nyang
Nyang Island. 

Good Sumateran Surf Charters 
Christine 
Suzanne 
Budyahari 

 
Three live-aboard Charter boats, two smaller budget
options. 

Martin Daley 
Indies Trader II 
Nusa Dewata 

 
Two live-aboard charter boats 

Independent Operators 
Africa I 
Africa II 
Mangalui 
Sea Dog 
Doa Ibu 
Kuda Laut 
Natanya 
Padang Diving 

 
Live aboard charter boats not affiliated to major 
fleets or booking agencies. 

Local Charter Operators 
Three-four of these 

 
Local fishing boats converted to accommodate 
surfing tourists. 

 

Table 4.3 Land-based surfing tourist accommodation: Mentawais 2000 
Land Based Operations Comment 
Wave Park Losmen 
Land Based Accommodation. Max Occupancy 
eight. 

 
Basic sleeping under roof with mosquito nets and 
mattresses, set meals, surf guiding service. Diesel 
generator electricity. 
One boat for surf transfers.  

Local Informal Home-stays 
E-Bay 
Katiet 

 
Several of these were operating in the Mentawais in 
2000 and basically involved local families making 
space for surfing tourists in their homes. 

 

After peaking in popularity in 2001, after the September 11th terrorist attacks in the U.S., 

many Mentawai surf tour operators struggled to keep their businesses viable. Some went 

out of business altogether as the impediments to tourism continued with wars in 
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Afghanistan and Iraq, Asian Bird Flu, SARS, the Bali Bombings of October 12th 2002, 

the Marriot Hotel Bombings in Jakarta in 2003 and other bomb attacks in Jakarta 

including the international airport and Australian embassy, the Indian Ocean tsunami of 

Boxing Day 2004 and the Nias earthquake of March 28th 2005, and the 2007 Sumatran 

earthquakes that have all added elements of instability to the Mentawai market. 

However, a core element of the surfing market is resilient, with many surfers believing 

that the surf will be less crowded in times of political and natural unrest and then taking 

advantage of this.  

 

The political landscape of the Mentawai surfing tourism industry changed again in 2003 

with the announcement of regency level legislation known as Perdah 16. This is similar 

to the previous two GBI/MWB driven attempts to introduce management legislation 

and, like its ZAP predecessor, is introduced at the regency rather than provincial level. 

Due to recent changes to regency law, Perdah 16 is, theoretically, able to provide 

operators a buffer zone around land-based resorts in which resort management could 

then control visitation and recreational capacity. In essence, providing some tour 

operators with exclusive access or at least management rights to surf breaks adjacent to 

their resorts. 

 

Tourism and Toll of Tourism Attractions (Regulation 16, 2002) is outlined the Mentawai 

government’s 5-year blueprint for sustainable tourism in the regency. This new 

legislation was due to be enforced after a period of socialisation and includes sweeping 

changes to the way surf tourism will operate in the Mentawai. Despite being introduced 

to operators as early as the 2003 season, as of early season 2008, Perdah 16 has yet to be 

implemented in a way which provides benefits for tour operators, though it has allegedly 
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been used to impose fines on operators not in compliance with its stipulations. The key 

points of Perdah 16 for the surfing tourism industry are summarised in Figure 4.2. 

 

Regulation 16: Main Issues for Surfing Tourism Operations 
• The head of the Mentawai regency, the Bupati, is ‘guarantor of all tourism matters in the Mentawai 

Islands’. 
• Regulation 16 initially permits only 5 maritime tourism companies to operate in the Mentawais for 

the first five years pending review. Limitation to five companies is ‘to ensure sustainable techniques 
are employed in operating maritime tourism’. 

• In order to qualify for a licence a business must own at least a representative office in the regency, 
own a location to run a business, have undertaken an environmental impact statement for their 
proposal, have at least 2 and no more than 6 passenger vessels taking a maximum of 50 guests, have 
submitted plans for development and management of tourism business in the Mentawai. 

• License is valid for up to 15 years and can be renewed; license may be cancelled if companies do not 
commence tourism activities within 12 months.  

• Operators working under existing licenses have 6 months to fulfil licensing requirements under 
Regulation 16.  

• A license to build one or more resorts is contingent upon holding a company license, proof of 
ownership or rental agreement of resort site and a proposal outlining resort operation, management 
structure and planned future developments.  

• Resorts are to be granted ‘support territories’ which the regency government guarantees will ‘not be 
used by a person or any company, except the tourism company that owns the license to carry out 
exclusive operations in that support territory’. Capacity of more than 25 guests receives a support 
territory radius of 1000m from resort site, less than 25 are given 750m radius. Companies permitted 
to build on resort support territory will have a 250m radius support territory of their own.  

• Tourism companies are obliged to preserve the natural environment and not permitted to damage 
protected forest or slash surrounding mangrove forest or use materials from the surrounding area to 
build resort infrastructure.  

• Tourists are obliged to stay at a licensed hotel or charter vessel and should not engage in activities 
other than tourism.  

• Tourists must respect the values of the citizens and must respect the culture of residents.  
• All tourist activities are obliged to operate in a manner that preserves the local environment.  
• Regional government will allow the construction and management of a marina. 
• Locally and foreign owned charter boats must operate under the license of a tourism company issued 

by Mentawai regency government and may only operate in a resort support territory if a cooperation 
agreement has been entered into with resort owners.  

• Licensed tourism companies must cooperate with local administrators in the collection of a tax upon 
tourists. 

(Source: Regency of Mentawai Islands Verdict No. 35, 2003 Tourism Retribution and Attractions; Regional 
Regulations of Mentawai Islands No. 16 2002)  

Figure 4.2 Regulation 16. Main issues for surfing tourism operations 
 

Reactions to Regulation 16 from existing surf tourism operators have been mixed. Some 

were active in lobbying for its introduction and have placed themselves to take 

advantage of the changes, others are in the process of adapting quickly to changes they 

see as inevitable and are trying to secure (or have secured) one of 5 marine tourism 

licenses (discussed below) to be granted by the Mentawai regency. The majority of 



 131

charter operators however are adopting a wait-and-see approach, understandably given 

that this legislation represents the third attempt by Indonesian authorities to regulate surf 

tourism in the Mentawai. The first two attempts were abandoned because of a lack of 

legal jurisdiction over marine resources under provincial law and overwhelming non-

compliance by tour operators. One operator who has invested in a legal opinion reports 

that unlike previous attempts to regulate by provincial authorities, Regulation 16 has a 

firm legal base in regency law (Rick Cameron pers. comm., 2003).  

 

In order to comply with Regulation 16, the industry will have to restructure itself with 

an increased focus on the Islands, expanding the reach of the surf tourism economy from 

its current base in Padang. With a limitation of five licenses and a maximum of six boats 

and fifty guests per licence, the Mentawai charter fleet has been limited to thirty boats 

with a maximum capacity of two hundred and fifty guests at any one time. Further, 

assuming that license holders will build resorts close to breaks with the most 

commercial value and that the Mentawai government does grant support territories as 

per Regulation 16, charter operators will need cooperative arrangements negotiated with 

various license holders in order to provide guests with access to the full range of 

Mentawai breaks. Licence holders would be responsible for managing capacity at breaks 

within their support territory and, similarly, would require cooperative arrangements 

with other license holders to gain access to a wider range of breaks. 

 

One license holder has completed a resort near Silabu village within 1000m of the 

breaks Macaronis and Maccas rights. A similar resort has been built within a potential 

buffer zone area of famous Mentawai break Lance’s Right (also known as Hollow Trees 

or HTs). Theoretically, a license will allow resort owners to control access to these 
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breaks. The plan involves the use of fast day boats to transport guests as far a field as 

Lances Right in the north and Thunders/Rags in the south, requiring arrangements with 

any license holders whose support territory boundaries enclose these breaks. The 

Macaronis resort involves a management partnership with a Mentawaian surf charter 

captain and an agreement with the nearby village of Silabu. A certain percentage of the 

accommodation fee funds community development projects in Silabu. 

 

A section of the surf tourism industry that is likely to be affected is the bottom end 

homestay/losmen market. Though still surprisingly small in the Mentawai, there are a 

handful of locally-run losmen operations targeting surfers through the islands. 

Regulation 16 requires all tourists to the Mentawai to stay in licensed facilities. 

Fulfilling the pre-requisites requires capital investment beyond village level homestays. 

Regulation 16 may have an impact on budget tourists wishing to stay cheaply for 

extended periods (some surfers make repeated ‘visa runs’ and stay for an entire surf 

season) and the type of homestay/losmen which has traditionally accommodated them.  

 

The structure of the industry has already changed. Where, in 2000, a few companies 

owned or at least controlled a large number of boats, it is now more common for boats 

to be independently owned by individuals or consortiums and aligned to one or more 

booking agencies or Mentawai specific tour companies. This makes a listing of charter 

boats and their affiliation more difficult than in 2000. Those at the higher end of the 

market have tended to fare better. Particularly noteworthy is the success of Martin 

Daley’s Indies Trader Marine Adventures which has grown significantly largely due to a 

close affiliation with surf manufacturing giant Quiksilver and more recently Quiksilver 

Travel. This has also given Daley access to the most lucrative market of surfing’s 
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corporate elite: upper level managers from the world’s most successful surfing 

corporations.  

 

The influence of GBI has waned significantly, they now book only one boat while the 

STC has only narrowly survived at all, its former owner CEO is now incarcerated for 

attempting to traffic cocaine into Australia from Singapore in an attempt to raise funds 

to save his business (King, 2005). Under new ownership and management STC 

continues to book significant numbers of boats but is no longer a leading player in terms 

of owning a large proportion of the charter fleet outright. Neither GBI/MWB nor STC 

have begun construction on their planned resorts. STC’s previous partners have bought 

out the land purchased previously and, in addition, have completed a small boutique 

villa resort development at Lance’s Right (HTs), at the village of Katiet on Sipora 

Island. The following table provides an update on the structure of the Mentawai surfing 

tourism industry in 2008. 

 

 



 134

Table 4.3 Live-aboard Mentawai surf charter operators in 2008 
Operators/Yacht Comment 
Indies Trader Marine Adventures 
Indies Trader 
Indies Trader II 
Indies Trader III 
Indies Trader IV 

Indies Trader IV is the most luxurious charter surf charter boat 
in existence and costs USD$20 000 per day to charter – see 
plate 2.2. 

Saraina Koat Mentawai 
Aeloita 
Ailoita II 
Saraina 

Four live aboard charter boats 

Sumateran Surfariis 
Mikumba 
Southern Cross 
Budyadahri  

Three privately owned live-aboard charter boats service the 
Telo, Nias, Hinako region as well as the Mentawais. 
Sumateran Surfariis also operate a hotel in Padang frequented 
by charter guests and ex-pat charter captains and crew. 

Surf Travel Company 
Arimbi 
Triton 

 
Arimbi independently owned, Triton has been out of operation 
for two years and requires work.  

Great Breaks International 
Electric Lamb 

 
No land based operations yet established or under construction. 
GBI also takes bookings for several other boats. 

Independent 
Nusantara 
Bintang 
Huey 
Irish Mist 
Midas 
Bintang 
Navistar 
SanSouci II 
King Millenium 
Sembilan 
Saranya 
Laut India 
Santa Lusia 
Naga Laut 
Kuda Laut 
Mangalui Ndulu 
Pelagic 
Nusa Dewata 
Freedom  
Freedom II 
Freedom III 
Barrenjoey 
Kaimana 
Oasis 
Melaleuca 
Scame 
Secret Windows 
Planet Surf 
Nomad 
Addiction 
Tengirri 
Debora 
Widjaya 

 
These are booked independently and through a range of booking 
companies/specialist retail travel agents which bundle airfares 
and charters together as complete packages. Most of this 
business is now conducted online and involves companies such 
as WaveHunters, World Surfaris, Quiksilver Travel, Atoll 
Adventures. 
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Table 4.4 Land-based surfing tourist accommodation: Mentawais 2008 
Land Based Operations  Comment 
Wavepark Mentawai 
Land Based Accommodation. Max Occupancy 
16. Located on Mainuk Island in the 
Playgrounds area. 

 
Only operating land-based accommodation. Basic 
sleeping under roof with mosquito nets and 
mattresses, some private rooms, set meals, surf 
guiding service. 
Two outboard driven boats for surf transfers. 
Maximum Occupancy 16.  

Macaronis Resort 
Did not open in 2007 
8 villas, 4 guests each. Max capacity 32 guests. 
Open for 2005 season. Located adjacent to the 
‘Macaronis’ surf break in the central region of 
the Mentawais.  

 

 
Four dedicated resort boats including 14.5m fast 
transfer boat, 10.5m ‘Surf Cat’ for inter-island travel 
and 2 motorised ‘sampan’ canoes for transfers to local 
surf breaks. Boats have been plagued by breakdowns, 
resort in need of refurbishment, transport linkage with 
Padang is an ongoing problem. Recent purchase of 
charter boat Laut India in an attempt to solve transport 
linkage problems. 

Kandui Resort 
Owned by Saraina Koat Mentawai. Located on 
mangrove swamp on Karamajet island in the 
playgrounds area. Worldclass breaks Kandui 
and Rifles break on the reefs off Karamajet. 

 
Hosted the most guests of any resort in 2007. 
 
Kandui Villas are being planned next to the resort 

P.T Aleoita Village 
Stage 1 is a development of ten bungalows and 
central restaurant on islands north east of 
Mentawai capital Tuapejat on Simakakang 
Island. Ultimately will include 40 bungalows, 
scientific research centre,  
restaurant and bar. 

 
A $900 000 USD consortium of Italian investors and 
ex-patriate Padang based surf tour operators 
 
Currently 8 bungalows operating. Main market is surf 
but plans are to build into the dive, and other markets 
as well.  

Katiet Villas @ HTs 
Australian investors with up to 6 resort locations 
earmarked for development. The first at Katiet 
opened for the 2006 season. 

 
Has been troubled by legal issues surrounding land 
ownership. Soft bookings in 2007. Resort was 
inundated during a large swell. 

Local Home-Stays/Losmens  
Now available in E-Bay (Nyang Nyang), Katiet,
Simapadegat adjacent to the Telescopes break) and 
Botik Island in the Playgrounds area. All of these had 
many guests in 2007 season 

French Owned Resort  
Near Muara Siberut. Intended to target trekkers 
but ended up with low-end surfing clientele. 
Very soft bookings for 2008 

 
Tansport linkage issues with Padang. Resort is not 
adjacent to any surf breaks 

N.Z. Investors  
Land has been purchased on Nyang Nyang 
Island adjacent to the break Pit Stops and 
construction has begun on a resort 

 

Individual Foreigners  
Purchasing real estate for non-business purposes 
around the Tuapejat area 

 

 

The Mentawais have undergone marked changes through the latter half of the twentieth 

century and into the 21st. The population of the Mentawai islands is now made up of a 
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range of ethnicities including Minangkabau from West Sumatra, and to a lesser degree 

the Sumatran Bataks, Niassans, Javanese and Chinese (Glenn Reeves, 2000, pers. 

comm.). The most populous ethnicity is the indigenous Mentawaians, though the 

Minangkabau are the most economically and politically powerful. All of these groups 

tend to be ethnocentric. For example, the Minangkabau tend to have a low opinion of 

Mentawai indigenes and their way of life. 

 

The Minangkabau on Siberut feel culturally superior to the Mentawaians in almost all aspects of 

life: food, housing, clothing, religion, and material cultural. Minangkabau also look down on the 

Mentawaians because of their lack of solidarity and absence of a spirit of co-operation. Jealousy 

between the uma within a village, based on old rivalry between the groups, frustrates many 

development activities. The Mentawaians are also said to lack a future orientation; according to the 

Minangkabau they live too much on a day-to-day basis. The Minangkabau cannot understand why 

the Mentawaians refuse to imitate them or why they do not want to learn from them. For most of 

the Minangkabau, Siberut is a ‘wild’ place inhabited by ‘wild’ people who do not want to become 

modern (Persoon, 1997: 8). 

 

It has only been in recent times, with the improvement of transportation between 

mainland Sumatra and Siberut, that increases in cultural tourism have created a new 

industry. Though the industry involved in taking tourists to visit Mentawaian uma is 

dominated by Minangkabau based in Danau Toba and Bukkitinggi, it has forced the 

Minangkabau involved in the tourism industry to view indigenous Mentawai culture as a 

resource worth protecting. Despite this, and in some cases Minangkabau families living 

in the islands for over twenty years, the Minangkabau generally remain cultural 

strangers to the indigenous Mentawaians, rarely interacting with them outside of 

business activities (Persoon, 1997: 8). 

 

The result of Minangkabau domination of tourism in the Mentawai archipelago has been 

the development of an apathetic approach toward tourism amongst indigenous 
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Mentawaians. Tourism has been seen as something over which they have little control, 

and which provides them with little economic benefit (Ministry of Forestry, 1995). 

Other forms of development available to Mentawaian landowners include logging and 

oil palm plantations (Bakker, 1999). Since the granting of regional autonomy however, 

there has been an increase in interest in controlling the Mentawais marine tourism 

resources, as evidenced by the drafting of Perdah 16.  

 

There have been strong movements of indigenous ethnic groups within Indonesia since 

Suharto’s fall from power who are becoming empowered through an understanding of 

their rights, such as equitable access and benefit sharing, prior informed consent, and the 

right to self-determination (Persoon, 2003). A handful of NGOs have become interested 

in the Mentawais (primarily Siberut) with a view to protecting the island from logging, 

oil palm plantations and transmigration (Eindhoven, 2002). According to Persoon, “The 

idea that outsiders are making a lot of money and that the government imposes taxes on 

the use of resources that the local people consider theirs creates frustration and irritation 

because they see little in return” (2003: 262). 

 

In 2008, the growth of the surfing tourism industry continues apace with some land-

based operations experiencing success and some others struggling, and a continued push 

for the introduction and enforcement of Perdah 16 by those holding one of the five valid 

licences under this scheme. A Mentawai marine tour operators association was recently 

formed and has subsequently become dominated by operators claiming to hold the five 

licenses referred to under Perdah 16, and who now refer to themselves as The Big Five. 

The legislation has still not been enforced and going into the 2008 season the issue is far 

from resolved. 
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4.5 Summary 

This chapter provided a detailed contextualisation of the case study site for this research. 

The political and tourism history of the islands was outlined beginning with the few 

tourists entered the region prior to the 1970’s. Surfing tourism to the Mentawais began 

in the 1980’s but failed to catch on until the early 1990’s. A scientific explanation for 

the Mentawais being widely regarded as the world’s best surfing tourism location was 

provided in terms of the convergence of optimal swell, wind, tide and reef conditions. 

The Mentawai islands in particular benefiting from an exceptionally large swell window 

of more than 180 degrees including long-range swell from the highly storm active 

Roaring 40’s of the southern ocean off south western Australia, whilst experiencing 

generally light and variable local wind conditions. 

 

The surfing tourism industry grew rapidly in the Mentawai from its beginnings in the 

early 1990’s. Early struggles for control of the industry by foreign booking agencies and 

charter boat owners has resulted in local court action and three attempts to introduce 

legislation to control the industry, two of which were defeated through legal channels 

and non-compliance, the third remains un-enforced and as yet unresolved. The local 

population meanwhile has remained somewhat marginalised from these processes with 

evidence emerging of building frustration at being kept out of the surf tourism economy 

by foreign operators using local natural resources. 
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CHAPTER 5. THE SOCIAL CONSTRUCTION OF 

SURFING TOURISM 

 

Advertising and editorial, throughout the world there’s a very slim grey line between the two… 

They’re trying to make us believe that there’s an ideal life out there somewhere, and that its 

attainable... You can buy your slice of the dream… Seeing a perfect wave, you’re gonna want to 

put yourself there. That’s where the surf companies have been canny enough to know that people 

are going to want to put themselves in the photos. They can see that photo, that photo of Taj [Taj 

Burrow, top ranking Australian professional surfer in 2006], they can see his head morph into their 

own head and suddenly its them in the photo. That’s been a thread in surfing since day one, since 

the first surf photo (Brad, Surf Magazine Editor). 

 

5.1 Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter is to build theory, through the grounded theory process, 

around discussion of the first research question - How has surfing tourism been socially 

constructed? The research questions developed for this study were designed to achieve 

conceptual clarity rather than a tight and rigid line of enquiry against which to measure 

the data. Through constant comparison, data were used to shape the direction of enquiry 

and guide the process of in-field theoretical sampling (Glaser, 1992; 1967: 163; 

Goulding, 2002; Strauss & Corbin, 1990, 1998, 1997). While theoretical sampling 

dictated the general direction of the investigation, interviews were unstructured and 

allowed to continue until participants felt they had fully described and explained their 

positions. Often this approached a period of 90 minutes. The recorded interviews were 

transcribed and coded in the field. As themes emerged from the data, they and their 

boundaries were explored and tested through theoretical sampling. As categories of data 
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became saturated a theoretical fit developed when ‘Nirvana’ is considered to be a 

socially constructed surfing tourist space. 

  

Nirvana in this context describes a set of symbols familiar to all the surfers interviewed 

for this study. Indeed a striking parity in articulation of Nirvana’s elements was evident. 

Nirvana has largely been constructed and maintained through the surf media. 

Historically, this came about simply to make exciting copy or film narrative, move 

magazine units, attract crowds to see surfing films and fund the travel expenses of 

surfers and surf journalists. However, in the current landscape of global surf marketing, 

Nirvana has become a potent symbol of freedom, youth, health, escape and hedonistic 

indulgence. As well as being positioned as the pinnacle of desire for surfers, it has 

become a powerful marketing tool. Its efficacy has seen it move well beyond the 

limitations of simply marketing surfing related products and services to surfers. Every 

imaginable consumer product from food and beverages (e.g. Coke and Pepsi) to fashion, 

electronic goods, telecommunications, motor vehicles, even universities have used 

Nirvanic surfing imagery to market their products (Buckley, 2003; Lanagan, 2002). 

 

The chapter begins with a discussion of recent thought on the concepts of place and 

space. This discussion steps out of the work of Foucault, and into the context of tourism, 

drawing upon the work of a range of scholars (c.f. Cartier, 2005; Cheong & Miller, 

2000; Cunningham, 2006; d'Hauteserre, 2005; Edensor, 1998, 2000; Hollinshead, 1994, 

1999; Iwashita, 2003; Knudsen, Soper, & Metro-Roland, 2007; Ponting et al., 2005; 

Saarinen, 2004; S. Wearing, 1998; S.L. Wearing & Wearing, 2006; M. Young, 1999a, 

1999b). The idea of a socially constructed surfing tourist space is based on an 

understanding of the hegemonic discourse of the surf media and surf corporations. 
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Under these conditions a model of tourism has developed which is based upon neo-

classical economics and, by the analysis of a range of writers, is neo-colonial in the 

manner in which local resources are assumed to be common rather than subject to 

traditional forms of ownership (Noyes, 1992). Nirvana is based upon sufficiently 

generic symbols to enable a geographically dispersed and culturally divergent range of 

surfing tourism destinations to become established as Nirvanic and virtually 

indistinguishable. In this view Nirvana has become disembedded from its geographical 

reality and is a mobile, fragile space contingent on the maintenance of its symbolic 

elements and the dominance of Nirvanic discourse. 

 

Having established a theoretical framework within which to place emergent themes, the 

chapter asks a series of questions of the data. Beginning with an analysis of the surf 

charter visitor book entries, it becomes clear that most surfers harbour a dream of 

Nirvana and perceive their trip to the Mentawais as a dream come true - a living fantasy. 

This raises the question: Why dream of Nirvana? Data shows that Nirvana is considered 

to be the ‘ultimate endgame’ in surfing, the pinnacle of desire. Using photography and 

video recording, surfing tourists are able to gather proof that they have ‘dabbled in their 

dream’. Indeed, while carrying out the field work for this study, surfing tourists were 

regularly observed comparing images of themselves surfing in the Mentawai to those of 

professional surfers appearing in the surf media. Substantial cultural capital is thus 

associated with having surfed the famous breaks of the Mentawai Islands. 

 

In answering why Nirvana has come to be positioned as the ultimate experience in 

surfing, the data reflects the actions of the tripartite marketing synergy outlined in 

Chapter 2 (section 2.2.9). Nirvanic imagery, generally commissioned by surf 
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corporations and transmitted to surfers via the surf media, was cited by all surfers as the 

source of their Nirvanic dream. This Nirvanic dream links back to the ‘soul marketing’ 

agenda of surfing corporations and the absorption of surfing magazines into mainstream 

publishing and the accompanying pressure from advertisers upon editorial content (see 

opening quote to this chapter).  

 

How though has the discourse of the surf media come to represent the dominant view of 

surfing tourists? The power of imagery of the Mentawais upon surfers’ desire to travel is 

likened by one surf journalist to a malevolent drug (Green, 2002). Urry (2002) and 

Edensor (1998; 2000) highlight the role of the media in establishing desire for travel. 

The media provides pre-departure repertoires of imagery, narratives and discourse 

which shape tourists’ experiences. The way tourists interpret and record these 

experiences in the Mentawais tends to marginalise local understandings of place and has 

also influenced the manner in which tourism has, and has not, developed. The data 

reveals a strong link between the desire to travel and media imagery. Many surfers cited 

surfing posters of perfect waves in exotic locations on their bedroom walls as children as 

being particularly influential in sowing the seeds of desire for surfing tourism. Some 

surfers were able to identify particular images that compelled them to visit the 

Mentawais. Others named the Quiksilver surf film Surfers of Fortune which was one of 

the first films shot in the Mentawais as the determining factor in their choice to visit the 

region. The Mentawai charter industry placed the dream of Nirvana within reach of 

those able to pay, while editorial and advertising ensured an ever-expanding global 

market. This process of commercially driven Nirvana building will be referred to as 

‘Nirvanification’. 
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5.2 Theoretical Underpinnings of Nirvana (surfing tourist space) 

Before building theory based on the empirical data, it is important to clarify the 

theoretical underpinnings of the model of a socially constructed surfing tourist space 

which will be developed in the following chapters. A range of possible theoretical 

frameworks were considered throughout the process of formulating a research proposal, 

data collection, and analysis. However, the notion of socially constructed space overlaid 

upon geographical place provided the greatest explanatory utility for the collected data 

and was ultimately adopted as the theoretical framework for the study. This section 

outlines the theoretical underpinnings and characteristics of surfing tourist space as it is 

used in this study. 

 

5.2.1 Socially constructed space 

A brief overview of the underlying tenets of social constructionism as outlined by 

Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) The Social Construction of Reality is required to provide 

a baseline of understanding of how meanings, which are the fabric of socially 

constructed space, are constructed and maintained and defended against threats. 

 

The social construction of reality according to Berger and Luckmann (1966). 

Berger and Luckmann (1966) consider reality to be phenomena which exist independent 

of our own will. The relationship between the producers of social worlds (humans who 

share collective knowledge) and the social worlds they produce is dialectic, that “the 

product acts back upon the producer” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966: 61). They outline 

three moments (which do not occur in temporal sequence but continually interact) in this 

continuing dialectical process that corresponds to an essential characterisation of the 

social world. The first is externalisation, which corresponds to the characterization that 
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‘society is a human product’ and reflects the manner in which humans project and 

imprint their understandings of the world, upon the world (Berger & Luckmann, 1966: 

61).  

 

The second moment is objectivisation23 which corresponds with the characterisation that 

“society is an objective reality” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966: 61). Because meaning is so 

unstable it must be made to appear as stable, taken for granted and as unquestionable as 

the more physical manifestations of culture (for example, a chair). Ideas become facts 

(for example, the Earth is flat) because we make them so. Meaning is a whim of history. 

Contingent, precarious, unstable and changeable (Allan, 2006). Despite this, because 

meaning and culture are generally viewed as an objective reality and people will take 

extreme actions to protect them and are often readily prepared to kill or be killed in their 

defence. Part of the objectivisation of culture and meaning is the process of 

institutionalisation whereby humans begin to habitualise behaviours and form routines 

in new situations, and eventually come to typify and predict each other’s actions through 

typifications of the roles they play as actors in the institution (Berger & Luckmann, 

1966). On transmitting objective meanings across generations, legitimations of those 

institutions and the social worlds they inhabit are required as those forming the new 

generation will not understand the conditions under which the institution became 

established. They have no individual biological connection with the history of the 

institution. Legitimations take the form of ‘stories that give social and power 

relationships a cognitive and moral basis’ (Allen, 2006: 36). The longer lived the 

                                                 

23 Once created and externalised humans see the world not as a social construct but as an objective 
reality: humans produce social worlds that they then see as something other than a human product 
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institution the more objectified it becomes and the greater the legitimating stories 

required.   

 

The third moment of the ongoing dialectical process between the producers of social 

worlds and the worlds they produce is internalisation24 which corresponds to the 

characterisation that “man is a social product” (Berger & Luckmann, 1966: 61). 

Through intergenerational socialisation meanings are transmitted which become 

internalised as objective truth. As such they are experienced as subjective reality. 

Socialisation, however, is never complete or completely successful and as a result reality 

requires some maintenance. This is particularly important in modern societies where 

knowledge is transmitted and overturned rapidly, and alternative points of view are 

allowed and made available through the media. These pressures have undoubtedly 

increased with the introduction of ever faster means of transmission with the advent of 

digital communications and information sharing since Berger and Luckmann’s original 

work (1966) which outlined a range of practices which are deployed to maintain reality. 

These include a willing suspension of doubt, routine, talk, biographical experience, 

therapy, and ‘nihilation’ which involves competing realities being assigned a negative 

ontological status. In other words, they are considered less than real or simply false and 

wrong. The ways in which the world’s religions tend to view each other is one example.  

 

To summarise, Berger and Luckmann argue that meanings are socially constructed in a 

three-phase dialectical process between the producers of social worlds and the worlds 

                                                 

24 Once objectivized and transmitted to the following generation as objective truth, a social world 
becomes experienced as subjective truth. Thus as humans created society, society creates humans. 
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they produce. Meanings are constructed and externalised, launched upon the world, then 

objectivised to become truth and internalised so as to be experienced as subjective 

reality. In order to control socially constructed meanings and social worlds, institutions 

may engage in legitimisation practices which give a cognitive and moral basis for the 

social and power relationships they have created. Institutions may also engage reality 

maintenance practices, such as the suspension of doubt in order to maintain the sense of 

reality of the social world they inhabit and protect that reality from being threatened or 

undermined by other constructions of reality.  

 

The social construction of space 

This study is concerned with the interaction of social and spatial forms, and as such 

linkages between Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) work on the social construction of 

reality and spatial forms of analysis are required. Indeed issues concerning the 

relationship between social and spatial forms have been of increasing concern to a range 

of disciplines over the past few decades. Beginning in the 1970’s a shift from 

manufacturing to service based economies coupled with the development of global 

information technology networks has facilitated new forms of spatial organisation and, 

consequently, new forms of tourist space (C Aitchison, MacLeod, & Shaw, 2000; C. M. 

Hall, 2005; Meethan, 2001: 19; Squire, 1994; M. Young, 1999a). In recognition of these 

shifts, geographers began to include society and culture in the analysis of space (Agnew, 

Mercer, & Sopher, 1984; Gregory, 1994; Harvey, 1989a, 1989b, 1993; Ley, 1985; Soja, 

1989), and sociologists and anthropologists began to place increased importance upon 

space in social relationships (Appadurai, 1995; Clifford, 1997; Ellen, 1988; Gregory & 

Urry, 1985; Harvey, 1985, 1989b, 1993; Lovell, 1998). Similarly, tourism destinations 

and attractions are increasingly coming to be considered as ‘tourist spaces’, or ‘touristed 



 147

landscapes’ (Cartier, 2005; Cunningham, 2006; Edensor, 1998, 2000; Iwashita, 2003; 

Knudsen et al., 2007; Ponting et al., 2005; M. Young, 1999a, 1999b). Saarinen (2004: 

163) refers to this as the “spatial turn” of social sciences and cultural studies, and 

Featherstone and Lash (1995: 1) refer to the “spatialization of social theory”. Based on 

the work of Giddens (1979; 1984), these discussions gave rise to ‘locality studies’, and 

an ongoing debate in the social sciences concerning the traditional aspects of place 

(specific geographies), which were reconciled with new theoretical views (c.f. R. J. 

Johnston, 1991; Massey, 1984). The social construction of reality was considered to be 

influenced by the nature and role of spaces and places as well as economic, socio-

cultural and political structures (Saarinen, 2004: 163). The spatial turn provided a 

solution for issues arising in tourism studies to do with a lack of contextualisation and 

theorisation in research which integrated specific empirical data into a broader 

theoretical picture (Britton, 1991; Gordon & Goodall, 2000; S. Hall, 1997b; Meethan, 

2001; Saarinen, 2004; Squire, 1994). 

 

Different academic disciplines associate different meanings to the terms space and 

place. Geographers tend to refer to space as a geographic region or area which, once 

contextualised by human experience, understandings or meanings, becomes a ‘place’ in 

the colloquial tradition of having ‘a sense of place’ (Gustafson, 2001). This highlights 

the geographer’s central concern with the relative spatial positioning of locations and the 

influence of these specific locations on the subjectivity of the humans that inhabit or 

pass through them. From the geographers’ position, places are produced through human 

interaction in particular spaces, and the meanings they produce are anchored in a 

specific physical location (Suvantola, 2002). This study adopts a different view which 
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follows Giddens’ (1991) notion of disembeddedness to develop the notion of socially 

constructed, largely mythical, and inherently mobile tourist spaces.  

 

Geographers have recently begun referring to ‘tourism landscapes’ which are smaller in 

scale than places, as places may contain a variety of landscapes (Cartier, 2005; Knudsen 

et al., 2007; Pritchard & Morgan, 2000), and have moved beyond the ‘sense of place’ to 

encompass feminist theorisation of the body - that is, to be embodied is to be emplaced 

(e.g. N. Duncan, 1996; McDowell, 1999; Nast & Pile, 1998). While these theoretical 

advances represent additional layers of complexity in the analysis of space, the focus of 

this study is on social construction, rather than discussion of embodiment, though this is 

an approach that would undoubtedly further develop understanding of surfing tourism. 

 

Based upon Gustafson’s (2001) work, Table 5.1 traces the progression of 

conceptualisations of place. 
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Table 5.1 Progression in the conceptualisation of place (Gustafson, 2001) 
Theorist Determinants in the meaning 

of place 
Implications 

 Relph (1976; 1981) 
Humanistic Geographer/ 
Phenomenologist  
 

Physical Setting 
Activities 
Meanings 

Failing to consider the meaning of places to 
various social groupings risks the 
destruction of authentic physical settings 

Canter (1977) 
Psychologist, Relph’s 
view considered romantic

Actions  
Conceptions 
Physical Attributes 

Influence of physical attributes on 
psychological processes deserve more 
attention, it is important to consider places 
from the perspective of those who use 
spaces 
 

Canter’s (1997) 
Facet Theory 

Functional Differentiation 
Place Objectives 
Scale of Interaction 
Aspects of Design 
 

Explicit consideration of individual, social 
and cultural aspects of experience of place 
and importance of the environmental scale 
involved. 

Agnew (1987) 
Human Geographer  

Locale 
Location 
Sense of Place 

The complementarity of three elements 
should be taken into account. Meaningful 
places are produced through social relations 
and in specific social contexts, 
geographically located yet interrelated with 
social and physical environments 
 

Massey (1994; 1995) 
Humanistic Geographer 

No essential identities 
associated with space. Places 
are not isolated and should be 
regarded in relation to the 
world outside that space. 
 

Places as points of intersection, integrating 
the local and the global, creating a ‘global 
sense of place’. 

Gustafson (2001) 
Environmental 
Psychologist 
Perceptions of place are 
constructed according to 
variations within a range 
of dimensions. 

Self 
Others 
Environment 
 
Underlying dimensions: 
Distinction; Valuation; 
Continuity; Change 

The meaning of place formed in terms of 
relationships between self, others and 
environment. 
 
Distinction in terms of comparisons with 
other places often associated with a relative 
normative valuation. Continuity and change 
represent temporal dimensions, time spent 
in places, frequency of visits and the 
possibility of change over time. 

 

Relph (1976) and Canter’s (1977) early conceptions of place suggest that contemporary 

social conditions produce a sense of ‘placelessness’, referring to the lack of a sense of 

place in inauthentic physical environments produced by the failure of planners and 

designers, the manipulators of places, to understand the meaning of places for their users 

(Buttimer & Seamon, 1980; Canter, 1977; Relph, 1976, 1981; Seamon, 1979). Agnew 

(1987) argued that meaningful places are produced through social relations in specific 

social contexts, geographically located yet interrelated with social and physical 
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environments. Massey’s (1994; 1995) work moved theory past the positivist 

underpinnings of previous work to introduce notions of connectivity and interactivity 

with the outside world suggesting that the ‘particularity of linkages’ with the outside 

may be an important factor in defining place. Massey also argued that places are 

comprised of processes rather than positivist essences and through interactions with the 

‘outside’, places are constantly produced and reproduced and may acquire new 

meanings. Indeed, social conflicts are often caused by the discursive and physical 

expressions of tensions between conflicting meanings of place (Agnew, 1987; 

Gustafson, 2001). Gustafson’s (2001) work allows the different discourses brought to a 

particular location to construct individual meanings of place which are subject to 

reappraisal and thus change over time.  

 

Much recent analysis of tourism has inverted the relationship between place and space 

as understood by geographers such that place becomes the geographic region and space 

becomes the social construction. For example, Tuan (1975), Johnson (1992) and later 

Cunningham (2006), described space as something which presupposes individual 

subjectivities and is rooted in the physical place upon which space is based. The 

knowing of space, in Cunningham’s view, requires a long experiential association with 

place developed through “the accumulation of thought and lived experience over time” 

(Cunningham, 2006: 507). While this is certainly the case with the shared cultural 

spaces of the indigenous Mentawai or the Ogasawaran Obeikei of Cunningham’s study, 

his conception of space does not account for commercially produced spaces of touristic 

consumption - the type of space experienced fleetingly by tourists and based upon 

common understandings of the symbols and narratives of particular types of tourist 

destinations which have been constructed and disseminated by the tourism industry (or 
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in the context of this study, the surf media). A conception of space which accounts for 

commercially driven, discursively constructed spaces operating independently of 

specific locations requires a more poststructuralist approach. 

 

This study contends that a tourist space, based upon commonly understood, 

commercially created symbols and narratives, can form a hegemony which influences a 

broad range of actions from tourist behaviour, purchasing choices and destination 

selection, to the character of tourism development and management styles. In building a 

theory of tourist space which can accommodate modes of construction as diverse as 

commercially created spaces and shared indigenous experiences, this study incorporates 

Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) social constructionist approach and forms links with the 

work of Michel de Certeau and Michel Foucault. The study is also influenced by 

interpretations of this work in the context of tourism by, amongst others, Edensor (1998; 

2000) and Wearing (1998). Before continuing, a brief discussion of the nature of the 

poststructuralist approach taken here in relation to geographically bounded notions of 

space is required. 

 

5.2.2 Poststructuralist theory and tourist space 

Many poststructuralist and globalisation theorists have dismissed geographically 

bounded forms of discourse and culture as being based upon false assumptions of 

cultural essentialism in light of power relations and a discursively constructed ‘self’ and 

‘other’. Jackson (2003: 25) takes issue with this view of cultural essentialism, claiming 

that it represents an agenda for economic and political hegemony amongst American 

cultural studies theorists. He contends that they present a conservative globalisation 

discourse of cultural homogeneity and totalisation, in which the global spread of the 
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American style of Western liberal democracy and neo-classical economic paradigms of 

market-oriented capitalism, and even Christianity, are positioned as complete or at least 

inevitable.  

 

This style of discourse represents an extension of the economic and political hegemony 

of the United States and is representative of “poststructuralism’s makeover from critical 

saviour to conservative hegemon” (Jackson, 2003: 25). Ironically this conservative 

right-wing American discourse is couched in terms of radical left-wing French language. 

McVey (1998: 47) also recognised the ideological character of conservative American 

globalisation theory, claiming that “[t]he new globalism…is to a considerable extent a 

repackaging of an ideological and economic hegemony previously identified with the 

West, so as to make it appear universal and inevitable”.  

 

In essence, poststructuralism’s ability to reveal and empower resistance to hegemonic 

discourses has been undermined by a new hegemony which uses poststructuralist 

arguments of the dilution of borders in a globalising world to argue for the inevitability 

of global ideological domination by the neo-classical capitalist version of democracy 

practiced in the United States.  

 

From a poststructuralist perspective, the production of space is not, therefore, a neutral 

process but involves struggles over representation and social meaning (Jackson, 2003; 

Lefebvre, 1991; McVey, 1998; Shields, 1991). The ways in which tourism destinations 

are converted into spaces with similar symbolic features, attractions, and images are 

inherently political and moral acts which reflect the ideologies of the powerful (Adams, 

2004; Cheong & Miller, 2000; C. M. Hall, 1994; S. Hall, 1992b, 1997b; Hollinshead, 
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1999; Lefebvre, 1991; Olwig, 1993; Pritchard & Morgan, 2000; Saarinen, 2004; 

Schneekloth & Shibley, 1995).  

 

Stokowski (2002: 374), for example, notes that social texts which appear to reflect 

objective reality are actively engaged in constructing a reality capable of being 

“discursively manipulated towards desired (individual or collective) ends”. Socially 

constructed spaces are particularly likely to be manipulated toward the desired ends of 

those powerful groups producing social texts with the greatest reach. Indeed, Foucault 

noted that the “exercise of power perpetually creates knowledge and, conversely, 

knowledge constantly induces effects of power” (Foucault, 1980: 52). Resistance is 

represented by alternative discourses which highlight the tendency for tourism to reflect 

only the needs and values of the tourism industry. Commercial representations of tourist 

space may cause transformations in destinations as they struggle to align with the 

commercially created images and interpretations of themselves. In this process local 

communities are often marginalised and inequitable systems of exchange are instituted 

(Deddage & Iannides, 2004; Honey, 1999; Scheyvens, 2002; M. Smith & Duffy, 2003).   

 

The theory of surfing tourist space being developed here is poststructuralist in 

orientation in that power relations are viewed as central to the social construction of 

tourist space. Poststructuralist elements are also reflected in disembedded tourist space, 

which is not subject to borders or boundaries or particular geographic regions, but a 

placeless interpretation of a discursively constructed set of generic symbolic elements. 

This is not, however, to submit to the discourse of inevitable hegemony of Western 

ways of understanding described by Jackson (2003) above. Rather, surfing tourist space 

represents but one, albeit dominant, interpretation of regions possessing the requisite 
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aesthetic symbols for constructing Nirvana. It is through the geographically and 

culturally bounded knowledge of destination communities, and the accumulated 

knowledge and experiences of tourists and tour operators operating within the space of 

local communities, that resistance to the hegemony of Nirvana is to be found (c.f. 

Hollinshead, 1999; Knudsen et al., 2007).  

 

5.2.3 Contested tourist places 

The view adopted by this study follows de Certeau (1988) and Foucault (1984; 1986) in 

inverting the geographers’ conception of place and space. Here, ‘space’ is viewed as a 

social construct, while ‘place’ refers to a geographical location. De Certeau suggests that 

stories as well as lived experience can transform places into spaces by providing spatial 

organisation, thereby opening a “legitimate theatre for practical actions” and 

“authorising the establishment, displacement and transcendence of limits” (de Certeau, 

1988: 125). In this view a variety of discourses/spaces may interact in a place without 

any one having absolute authority or legitimacy. 

 

Tourism research has tended to characterise tourist relationships with hosts in largely 

socio-economic terms. Power relationships between first world tourists and third and 

fourth world hosts have tended to be interpreted as unavoidably colonial and 

imperialistic, carrying grim consequences for the social world of the host (Cheong & 

Miller, 2000). Based upon the work of Foucault, recent research has incorporated the 

agency of host communities to exercise resistance to tourism development and its 

potential consequences, as well as the agency of the tourist to question the discourse of 

the industry and to negotiate their own meanings and relationships in tourist space 

(Cheong & Miller, 2000; Edensor, 1998; Hollinshead, 1994, 1999; Knudsen et al., 2007; 
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Labone, 1996; C. Rojek, 1992; 1995; Urry, 1990b; Veijola & Jokinen, 1994; B. M. 

Wearing, 1995; S.L. Wearing & MacDonald, 2002).  

 

Foucault has been highly influential in debates on power relations and resistance in 

space, particularly through his notions of the panopticon and the regulation and 

enforcement of relations of power through technological and discursive surveillance 

(Foucault, 1977, 1978, 1988). Drawing on this work, Wearing (1998: 146) argues that 

tourist spaces can act as spaces for agency and resistance to domination, allowing room 

for discourse other than that of the powerful. Foucault refers to these contested spaces as 

heterotopias, a notion that has been criticised for being vague and, as a result, eliciting a 

variety of interpretations (c.f. Edensor, 1998; Genocchio, 1995; Hetherington, 1996; 

Siebers, 1994; Soja, 1995).  

 

Foucault (1986) firstly describes a tightly ordered space which contextualises all 

difference: in Hetherington’s (1996: 160) terms, a space which seeks “to impose a 

univocal mode of ordering”. According to Bennet (1995), this kind of space has been 

epitomised by institutions such as museums and libraries. Edensor (1998: 42) seeks to 

expand this to include contemporary commodified spaces geared towards the promotion 

of consumption, for example integrated resorts, theme parks and shopping malls. 

Foucault also described the chaotic, shifting and divergent meanings associated with 

heterotopias as “the juxtaposing in a single real place (of) several spaces, several sites 

that are in themselves incompatible” (Foucault, 1986: 25). Sibley (1988: 412) 

demarcates exclusive, tightly-controlled ‘purified’ spaces from inclusive weakly-

classified ‘heterogeneous’ spaces that allow for blurred boundaries, greater self-

governance and expression. Purified space allows outsiders to be quickly identified and 
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regulated while heterogeneous spaces, because of their lack of order and predictability, 

are simultaneously feared, and fantasised as realms of desire.  

 

Based on Foucault’s work, Edensor (1998; 2000) described a continuum of 

commodified tourist space from the least commodified, heterogeneous tourist spaces 

through to highly commodified enclavic tourist spaces. Heterogeneous space is thought 

to provide an alternative to the increasingly commodified and regulated tourist spaces 

typified by mass tourism. An alternative in which tourism is accommodated in, but does 

not dominate, place. The description of heterogenous tourist space below describes 

hundreds of surf camps throughout surf-rich but less developed countries which were a 

precursor to increasingly popular exclusive luxury surf tourism products. 

 

The tourist economy of heterogeneous tourist space is labour-intensive, often typified by small 

family-run concerns. These businesses – budget hotels, small cafés and restaurants, souvenir and 

craft shops, independent transport operators and unofficial guides – are unable to provide the 

‘international’ standards that are mandatory in tourist enclaves (Edensor, 1998: 54). 

 

By contrast, enclavic tourist space is characterised by the following. 

 

Here, tourists are characteristically cut off from social contact with the local populace and are 

shielded from potentially offensive sights, sounds and smells. Such spaces are typified by the 

following: high capital investment and the provision of ‘international’ tourist standards with an 

infrastructure that generally includes hotels of a ‘suitable’ standard; large retail outlets, usually 

selling crafts that are subject to some form of quality control; restaurants serving Western style 

food and adapted versions of local dishes; car hire facilities; travel guide services; air-conditioning; 

trained staff tutored in responding to tourists’ in the appropriate manner (Edensor, 1998: 45-46). 

The different characteristics of the poles of Edensor’s continuum are summarised in the 
table 5.2. 
 
 Table 5.2 Characteristics of enclavic and heterogeneous tourist spaces (Source: Edensor, 1998; 2000) 

 Enclavic Space Heterogeneous Space 
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Social 
Activities 

Realms of transit rather than dwelling, 
(Auge, 1995: 107), subject to surveillance 
and enforcement of dominant discourse 
concerning tourist behaviour. Commercial 
activities controlled by larger entities that 
control management of the space, refusing 
entry to smaller operators. Most activity in 
the enclave is dedicated to its maintenance 

Heterogeneous space is typified as 
market areas in developing countries 
which support multiple activities hat to 
the Western eye seems to merge public 
and private, work and leisure, the holy 
and the profane, removing the barriers 
between front-stage and backstage, 
facilitating enquiry. 
 

Regulation Resembling Goffman’s (1961) total 
institutions where, cut off from wider 
society, an enclosed and formally 
administered round of life takes place. 
Under the guise of freedom a range of 
activities are carefully programmed to 
minimise tourist disorientation. Rather than 
representing zones of freedom and escape, 
these spaces are subject to intense social 
control (Shields, 1992: 8)  
 

Regulation through surveillance is low 
level, aesthetic regulation is rare. 
Despite the lack of any order to the 
Western observer, local forms of power 
are played out in heterogenous tourist 
spaces. 

Movement Movement through enclavic spaces, 
between facilities and attractions is 
controlled to maximise efficiency in the 
search for experiences and commodities. 
Selected landscapes and sites are 
highlighted, others passed over, activity is 
organised to minimise individual spatial 
exploration and retain tourists within the 
enclave.  
 

Movement is rarely in a straight line the 
pedestrian weaves between obstacles, 
rapid progress usually being frustrated. 
Passage is disrupted and distracted by 
the various choreographies of the street. 

Sensual 
Experience 

Despite often promising a memorable 
sensual experience tours taking place in 
enclavic space provide only a mediated, 
simulated sensual experience (Rodaway, 
1994: 173). The enclave is ordered and 
designed for gazing, providing a degree of 
homogeneity, a familiar spatial context 
from which to explore a mediated 
otherness. However despite spatio-temporal 
restrictions, scope does exist for 
transforming the self. 

Edensor describes the sensual 
experience of moving through 
heterogeneous tourist space in terms of 
a rich sensual encounter “the sensual 
and social body passing through 
heterogeneous tourist space is 
continually imposed upon and 
challenged by diverse activities, 
sensations and sights which render a 
state at variance with the restrained and 
distanced distraction of the tourist 
enclave”.  

 

Enclavic tourist space is an extension of colonial power relationships as new regions are 

opened up for colonisation and colonisers simply assume a position of righteous 

dominance in terms of ways of knowing and doing things (Edensor, 1998). With a sense 

of moral superiority colonisers simply overlay their own social structures, forms of 

knowledge and cultural practices upon existing cultures and peoples. 

5.2.4 Enclavic tourist space as an extension of colonial power 
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Colonial powers… pursued the common goal of bringing hitherto unexploited spaces into 

production, transforming them into profit-maximising systems. Europeans came to assume that 

they had a right to divide and apportion the world, imposing their laws of property, exchange and 

production on other spaces (Edensor, 1998: 22). 

 

In colonial times the ‘dual motion’ of deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation (Noyes, 

1992: 114) followed the argument that natural resources belonged to all of humanity 

rather than indigenous inhabitants (Spurr, 1993: 28). This process is mirrored in neo-

colonial processes associated with tourism development in developing regions where 

wealthy tourists feel it is their right to travel the world in search of difference. It is also 

mirrored in the discourse of contemporary surfing tourism that sees the world’s surfing 

resources as the heritage of the world’s surfers, part of the global commons and as such 

should be freely accessed by all who so desire. 

 

A coloniser’s understanding of the colonised and their realm generally involves 

applying the coloniser’s forms of knowledge, including science, rationality and notions 

of civilised society, to construct a binary differentiation involving one’s self and culture, 

and juxtaposing that with the other25 (Edensor, 1998). The ways in which local 

                                                 

25 At its most general level, the notion of the other refers to one end of the polemic between a subject 
(eg a person, a social grouping, a culture, a nation state) and a person (or social grouping, culture, 
nation state) or thing regarded as non-self  and different by the subject (Macey, 2000: 285-286). 
Phenomenologists have interpreted the implications of the other in a variety of ways. Satre (1957), 
following Husserl, viewed the other as a threat to the automony and freedom of the subject, the 
relationship between the subject and the other characterised as conflict-ridden and based upon a 
dialectic between dominating and being dominated. Alternatively Levinas (1969) argued that the 
relationship between the subject and the other need not be analysed in terms of inevitable alienation or 
antagonism, but may be viewed in terms of the subject’s responsibility for and to the other as another 
subjectivity to be welcomed and cared for. Lacan argued that both parties strive for recognition in the 
eyes of the other, each desiring an object that is always in the possession of the other. Lacan (1998) 
drew distinctions between two modalities of otherness, firstly ‘other’ is not truly other but a projection 
of the ego, secondly ‘Other’ refers to “the symbolic and to language insofar as they are orders that are 
quite alien to and inassimilable by [and beyond the direct control of] the subject, but into which the 
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populations represented themselves and their landscapes were rarely considered. The 

colonised, it was assumed, were unable to understand their place and culture and 

required the scientific, rational expertise of the Westerner to provide an authoritative 

explanation (Kabbani, 1986: 73). Whilst the motivation may have changed, this process 

continues to play out where tourism operators choose to ignore local forms of 

knowledge, instead decoding the exotic according to the more easily marketed 

knowledge systems of commodified mass tourism. In such tourism systems, tourism 

often generates ‘enclaves of affluence’ separated from the local population. That tourists 

report being upset by unmediated glimpses of local communities when travelling 

between such enclaves demonstrates neo-colonialist preconceptions (Edensor, 1998: 

27).  

 

In coming to understand the influence of neo-colonial power relations in tourism, 

Foucault’s insights reveal a need to uncover storylines from the periphery of power. 

Hollinshead (1999) suggests that when stories and voices from the periphery are 

considered, the rights and desires of host populations are more likely to be identified and 

respected in tourism. The implication for researchers wishing to explore the complexity 

of tourist space is to examine the complexity of power relations in tourism interactions 

                                                                                                                                             

subject must be inserted or inscribed if it is able to speak and exist as a human being” (Macey, 2000: 
286).  
 
The use of other, in this study, is based upon the phenomenological tradition described above but 
deviates slightly to be more closely aligned with recent postcolonial theory which views the other in 
terms similar to phenomenologists. However, rather than considering the other to be product of 
intersubjective meetings, postcolonialism views other as a discursive product (Macey, 2000: 286). Said 
(1993), for example demonstratesd that a host of literary forms serve to inferiorize and subordinate 
other peoples and further naturalise and legitimise this inferiorisation and subordination by making it a 
part of a common experience. Duncan (1993) notes that the other is generally located in the past and 
exoticised, characteristics often incorporated into tourism industry discourse regarding host cultures in 
tourist systems.  
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rather than resorting to simplistic conceptualisations of tourism as a unidirectional force 

malignantly impacting upon places and cultures in the absence of resistance and agency. 

In this way, Foucauldian thought helps to reveal the ways in which apriori 

understandings of place brought to tourism destinations through tourism industry 

brokers and related media, or academic discourse, are often exercised at the expense of 

the discourse of host populations (Hollinshead, 1999).  

 

Profit driven business tactics which are increasingly being applied to tourism are often 

inappropriate, counterproductive and, according to Walle (1998: 1) “unhealthy”. In the 

absence of mutually understandable communication between host culture and the 

tourism industry, those involved in the promotion and operations of tourism risk 

emerging as antagonists, as Western capitalist ways of thinking are valued by the 

powerful above the interests of host populations. In many cases, the hegemony of 

enclavic tourist space reduces destinations to a familiar set of symbols which apply 

across a broad range of tourism destinations, lending them a generic anonymity and 

substitutability which has done little to empower local interests.  

 

5.2.5 Tourist space as a disembedded hermeneutic circle 

Weightman (1987: 230) claims that the tourism industry’s advertising effort “directs 

expectations, influences perceptions, and thereby provides a preconceived landscape for 

the tourist to ‘discover’. Thus the directed landscape becomes the real landscape”. 

Under these conditions the expectations created by the tourism industry colour the 

tourist’s modes of understanding and experiencing tourist space (Pritchard & Morgan, 

2000). Urry (1990a; 1990b) described this process in terms of a hermeneutic circle 

where images are sought out and collected via visual technologies and the resulting 
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images displayed on the return home as the tourists own versions of the imagery they 

had seen before departure. Hall (1997a) and Jenkins (2003) assume a four stage process 

in the hermeneutic circle in tourism. Firstly, imagery is projected to potential tourists 

through the media. Secondly, these images inspire travel to destinations. Thirdly, 

tourists seek out the icons or symbolic elements seen in the projected images and record 

them using visual technologies. Finally, personal photographs and videos are displayed 

to friends and family and occasionally more widely via the World Wide Web becoming, 

in effect, another form of image projection, and thus completing the hermeneutic circle. 

In this way images of tourist space used to sell the tourism commodity become self-

fulfilling prophecies.  

 

Where similar images are used to promote a variety of different places offering 

homogenised experiences of tourist space, differences in imagery and narrative may be 

difficult to detect. Branded beach spas and integrated resorts being a case in point, 

where few concessions are made to the character of particular destinations in resort and 

product design. Surfing tourism also shares many of the generic qualities of 

commodified resort tourism as very little of the luxury surfing tourism product is 

completely specific to one location (the specific character of different surf breaks being 

one notable exception). 

 

A global cultural economy of space emanates from the post-modern Western world in 

which supply and demand have been replaced with seduction and desire (Terkenli, 

2002; Terkenli & d'Hauteserre, 2006). The tourist is positioned as an “increasingly 

passive agent observer, fascinated, entranced and entangled with the images of the 

contemporary objective world. The tourist is thus made to desire, the landscape is made 



 162

to seduce” (Terkenli, 2002: 229). In the context of this study, the tourist’s focus has 

become centred upon pleasure and hedonism as they are seduced by surf media imagery 

of the perfect wave in a generic tropical paradise. The pleasure/hedonism concept 

applied to tourist space can be likened to the global homogeneity of non-places such as 

shopping malls, leisure centres and supermarkets. Indeed, Zukin (1991: 27) makes the 

case that the mobility and flexibility associated with postmodern space undermines 

one’s sense of living in specific and unique locales and increases the feeling of 

belonging to a universal cultural space. Giddens (1990) refers to universalised cultural 

space in terms of ‘disembeddedness’, meaning that identity and action are influenced by 

references with vast geographical reach:  

 

The advent of modernity increasingly tears space away from place by fostering relations between 

“absent” others, locationally distant from any given situation of face-to-face interaction. In 

conditions of modernity, place becomes increasingly phantasmagoric: that is to say, locales are 

thoroughly penetrated by and shaped in terms of social influences quite distant from them 

(Giddens, 1990, p. 18-19). 

 

Rodaway (1995: 252) elaborates upon the implications for the tourist (subject) in a 

manner which echoes Giddens’ disembeddedness: 

 

The subject’s world of meaning, language, agency rationality and desire disappear and are replaced 

by… the seduction of ready-made packages of meanings (or signs). The subject is made passive, 

hedonistic and loses its biographical and geographical grounding (Rodaway, 1995: 252). 

 

The surf media has thus constructed a surfing tourist space disembedded from everyday 

life in specific destinations by providing symbolic references that prevail over multiple 

destinations.  

 



 163

The disembedding of Nirvana has enabled the development of a commodified model of 

surf tourism which is market focussed, economically neo-liberal and disconnected from 

local place and people. By acknowledging the socially constructed nature of tourist 

space, and the relations of power inherent in its construction through the exclusion of 

local understandings of place in preference of more commercially valuable 

interpretations, we arrive at an understanding of tourist space which represents a more 

sophisticated form of analysis. Such a view understands that the implications of the 

adoption of commercially created spaces are broad and may influence tourist destination 

choices, behaviour, experiences and the very nature of the tourist industry which 

develops. 

 

5.2.6 A grounded theory of tourist space 

This chapter has outlined a range of theoretical perspectives on the social construction 

of tourist space and the implications of these in terms of power relations. No existing 

theory, however, adequately explains the case study which forms the basis of this study. 

As such, a new theory of tourist space is required. The theoretical framework for this 

new theory of space was laid out in the previous sections of this chapter. The framework 

combines post-colonial theory and Foucauldian thought on power relations with notions 

of a socially constructed space (de Certeau, 1988; Edensor, 1998; Foucault, 1986) 

disembedded from its geographical context (Giddens, 1990, 1991; Rodaway, 1994, 

1995). The remainder of this chapter will introduce the empirical context for the 

development of a new theory concerning the social construction and operationalisation 

of tourist space, beginning with the questions underlying hegemonic Nirvanic discourse. 
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5.3 Building Theory: The how and why of surfing tourist space 

This section follows the advice of Berger and Luckmann (1966) and explores historicity 

of the socially constructed meaning of Nirvana for surfing tourists, where this meaning 

has come from and how and why it has become the dominant discourse in the 

Mentawais. 

 

5.3.1 To dream of Nirvana 

30 sleeps.  

20 sleeps.  

10 sleeps.  

5. 4. 3. 2. 1 

I’m a kid again at 39. 

No Christmas ever meant as much as this 

Utopia has been found and I am there 

Surf, eat, surf eat, surf eat, SLEEP. 

Do it all again. And again. And again. 

The body begins to fade and somehow Utopia is lost 

But for another crew it is found 

I look forward to Padang, my journey’s end 

For the circle has just begun again 

365 Sleeps, 364 Sleeps… 

I am, you are, we are Mentawaian. 

(Poem written by surfing tourist in a Captain’s visitors’ book) 

 

The poem above is instructive of the surfer’s dream of Nirvana. Firstly, it highlights the 

level of anticipation and expectation experienced by the growing numbers of surfers 

who undertake surfing tourism on an annual basis. The surfer relates the excitement of 

anticipation of his trip to the intense, almost irrational excitement of a child at 

Christmas: a Mentawai surf trip is positioned as the highlight of the year and capable of 

reviving one’s youth. Secondly, the Mentawai Islands have been transformed into a 

purchasable utopia of surfing and are now available for annual bookings. Finally the last 
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line of the poem indicates a sense of community and ownership between surfing tourists 

in the Mentawais - without reference to the rights, or even the existence of Mentawai 

communities. 

 

The themes of ‘dreams come true’, ‘paradise found’, ‘Utopia lived’, ‘the best waves of 

my life’, were commonly found in the surfing tourists’ visitors’ books. The congruency 

of articulation between individuals of disparate ages, backgrounds and nationalities 

points toward a common, pre-existing ‘dream’ and overlapping understandings of the 

symbols which indicate to surfing tourists that this dream has been achieved. The 

majority of entries allude to or imply great value (cultural capital) in having undertaken 

a Mentawai surf charter. Many boastfully revel in the provision of greater levels of 

comfort and service than are traditionally associated with the pursuit of uncrowded 

perfect waves in remote regions of developing countries. The following visitor entries 

illustrate these points. 

 

Best trip of my life! The happiest moments of my life! All I have to do is thank you a lot. 

 

This trip has been such a great time for us. It’s something that I’ve wanted to do forever. The 

perfect waves of the Mentawai Islands are what dreams are made of. We got the best waves of our 

lives. The first couple of days were just surreal. It quickly became routine, living on the ****** 

because of the attention everyone paid to our needs. Whether it was waves, food, beer, porn, etc, 

the crew was on it. Thanks for going the extra mile to make this the best trip of our lives. 

 

Like everyone else says, the Mentawais changed my way of thinking and gave me a good look at 

what Utopia and Paradise is like. Surfing here is better than sex: your mates get to watch and cheer, 

pat you on the back and share the video highlights afterwards whilst having a beer and a feed. 

Fuck, it just doesn’t get any better than this! Stoked to be a surfer – the luckiest people alive. 
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This trip has exceeded every expectation I had. The crew was great and the waves were just insane. 

I definitely got the best waves of my life! The food was excellent, the company was very friendly. 

What more could a person ask for… we surfed world-class waves practically by ourselves. Thanks 

for a very memorable trip and making a dream of mine come true. 

 

My first real surf trip! I’ve been surfing over 30 years (I’m 41) and never spent a night on a boat. 

Serious. Let me tell you, you guys rip! The ****** is luxurious. I don’t eat this much at home. 

Two thumbs up. I got several in and out tubes. I’ll be back! Until then I’ll be dreaming of Lance’s 

Left and Macaronis. 

 

This was the funnest trip of my life. What you guys do for people, how happy you make them for 

the time being, and the memories that will last forever – there could not possibly be a better job 

than this. You guys have helped make a lifelong dream of mine come true! For that I am so 

thankful. 

 

At this first stage of analysis, formative themes in the articulation of Nirvana began to 

emerge. Before moving on to explore the component parts of Nirvana it is important to 

understand why surfers dream of Nirvana and where the dream has come from. 

 

5.3.2 Why dream of Nirvana? 

 

It’s the ultimate end-game in the sport. For tennis it’s a Wimbledon final, for surfing it is so much 

about the tropics, beautiful warm water and the perfect surf. It’s so intrinsically that aspect. That is 

the ultimate experience in the sport. That is it (Griff, Surfing Tourist - Land). 

 

Surfing tourist discourse both in the surf media and in the data collected through the 

course of the research undertaken here demonstrates that Nirvana is highly valued by 

surfers and represents a seductive and desired ideal. A simple question arises: Why? 

There are obvious existential reasons for surfing waves of a high quality: a) it is simply 

more fun to ride a wave of high quality; and, b) large high quality waves provide high 
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levels of challenge and therefore greater levels of thrill for experienced and skilled 

surfers (Stranger, 1999). Beyond this, Brad (a surf magazine editor) and Bert (a surf tour 

operator) suggested that a trip to the Mentawais bestows a degree of cultural capital 

upon a surfer both in terms of how the surfers perceive themselves, and how they are 

perceived by others. A surfer may become a ‘real’ surfer by surfing waves such as those 

found in the Mentawai. 

 

If you grew up in the 70’s and 80’s the pilgrimage for an Australian surfer was to go to Bali. But, if 

you grew up in the 90’s your pilgrimage then and now is to go to the Mentawais. That’s the thing 

you’ve got to check off your list, probably before anything. Before you surf Pipe, before you surf 

J-Bay you’ve got to check the Mentawais off first (Brad, Surf Magazine Editor). 

 

It’s [the Mentawais] kind of like the Hollywood of surfing… if they can get a picture of themselves 

in a barrel it elevates them as a surfer and they feel that they’ve reached a certain level and it’s like 

maybe if you’re a golfer and you master different courses. This has definitely become somewhere 

where if you’ve surfed here you can put that notch on your belt… basically you’re not a surfer for 

real unless you’ve been to these places and experienced these upper echelon waves (Bert, Surf 

Tour Operator). 

 

Bert’s mention of photography is suggestive of a key role of visual technologies in the 

social construction of Nirvana. Haldrup (2004) argues that technologies are important in 

determining how we grasp the world and make sense of it. Visual technologies “such as 

cameras and video recorders are used not only to represent places and attractions, but 

also to choreograph and stage practices of family members and fellow travellers” (2004: 

437). Certainly photography and particularly video recording were a vitally important 

part of the Mentawai boat charter experience. The routine onboard a surf charter boat is 

to view video recordings of the days surfing in the evening: 
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The filming is an integral part of every trip we’ve been on. There’s always lots of cameras brought 

on the boat. Sometimes guys have bought cameras especially for the trip. Generally they’ll take 

turns and one will film for a while and then swap over… every night before watching a movie the 

days surfing is watched. A lot of guys will take the footage home, edit it, put it onto a DVD. A lot 

of it is to show off the experience to their friends. The average guy has a pure interest in seeing if 

he looks 50 percent or 70 percent as good as the professionals in the movies or magazines which 

attracted them to come in the first place (Eddy, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

There’s always going to be a preoccupation with what the fuck you’re going to look like when 

you’re on that thing. All of a sudden that’s not Taj or Kelly on the wave, its you. To the average 

guy, that’s living the dream. All of a sudden that’s proof that you dabbled in your dream (Brad, 

Surf Magazine Editor). 

 

Aside from ensuring that cultural capital may be claimed in full upon return home, 

imagery taken while on a surf trip has one key feature – allowing comparison between 

the surfing tourists’ performance and the quality of the surf they encounter as compared 

to the imagery in the surf media which informed the tourists understanding of Nirvana. 

Observation in the field supported this idea. On one charter there were six video 

cameras between seven surfers. As reported in the quote above, highlights were watched 

at the end of each day in a fraternal back-slapping spirit of mutual congratulation (see 

Figure 5.1). 
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Figure 5.1 Surfers video the action onboard a surf charter boat 
 

At the end of the trip one of the surfing tourists edited the best footage onto a DVD and 

several months later distributed copies amongst the surfers on board. During each 

evening’s viewing, using remote control units, the images on screen were frozen at 

particularly critical moments of a ride – a surfer riding deep inside the barrel or 

performing a particularly difficult or spectacular manoeuvre, even a particularly 

spectacular wipeout – and the frozen image was repeatedly compared favourably to 

surfing magazine cover shots. 

 

Surfing is such a visual thing. It’s probably the sense [sight] that detects it the most. That being the 

case I think that what we see in the surf mags and videos, we want to get. It’s very easy to see in 

our minds what’s gone before us. Then in the islands we try to duplicate that image, place it there, 

and then ratify it. You can feel like you’ve accomplished that goal and you can see that you’ve 

matched the image pretty identically… I think it’s all those shots in the magazines where you don’t 

know if the guy makes it or if he doesn’t. By stopping the video in that instant you kind of rise to 

that level whether you’re there or not. Again, kind of matching what you’ve seen to what you’re 

doing… I think in some ways the beauty of it is that it’s misleading. You don’t get to see the whole 

picture. You stop a moment in time and that’s where you get your gratification. That’s where you 

get your utopia. In that split-second moment you’ve reached that level (Bert, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Photography and video footage then facilitates the hermeneutic circle of representation 

(Jenkins, 2003; Ponting, in press) by allowing surfers to place themselves within the 

familiar imagined Nirvana of surf media and marketing, and further to compare their 

own performance to that of the professional surfers featuring in the surf media which 

informed the tourists understanding of Nirvana. This facilitates visual confirmation that 

Nirvana has been attained. Most surfers will not be able to experience competitive 

success, however, surfing in what is commonly perceived to be the most desirable 

context imaginable allows them to experience what surf media and marketing discourse 
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has positioned as the ultimate that surfing has to offer, and allows the surfer to accrue 

due cultural capital. 

 

Comparison with surf media imagery also influenced the behaviour of surfing tourists 

who sought to mimic classic surf photography compositions and poses, even simulate 

specific surf video footage while being filmed themselves. An example is the classic 

composition of a surfer with raised arms sitting on his surfboard in the foreground 

cheering another surfer who stands upright riding inside the tube. During field 

observations the author witnessed several different groups of surfing tourists 

orchestrating their movements in an attempt to simulate this image. Another simpler 

image is that of the surfer riding inside the barrel while making a hand gesture, be it a 

peace sign, Hawaiian 'shaka' (hang loose), or the rude middle finger. Another embodied 

symbol is the ‘soul arch’, made popular in the 1970’s where a surfer either bends 

backwards with legs straight and arms relaxed by their side, or stands in a relaxed pose 

with their hands clasped casually behind their back, seemingly oblivious to the 

exploding water around them, (see Figure 5.2 below). 

 

 

Figure 5.2 A surfer performing a hands behind back tuberide at HTs/Lance’s Right 
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This is an embodied aesthetic that reflects identification with classic imagery and film 

footage from the 1970’s, particularly Gerry Lopez at Hawaii’s Pipeline and a range of 

1970’s surf explorers filmed in Indonesia.  

 

In another observation, a charter guest, after several unsuccessful attempts, successfully 

re-enacted a sequence from Jack Johnson’s 2002 surf film The September Sessions in 

which a professional surfer completes four, three hundred and sixty degree turns in 

succession at the Mentawai break known as ‘Macaronis’. The source of the original 

inspiration was cited by the surfing tourist in later conversation. The September Sessions 

had further influenced the behaviour of tourists. The title was appropriated for a banner 

which was erected onboard by one tour group who had booked the charter boat for the 

duration of September based upon the quality of waves in the film. The title was also 

used on the DVD which members of the same tour produced. Still photographs of the 

same trip were made available to the tour operator and now, completing the hermeneutic 

circle, are used as marketing imagery for the tour company. 

 

Surf films of the late 1960’s and early 1970’s did much to encourage international 

surfing tourism. Beattie (2001) conducted an analysis of surf films in the context of 

documentary film theory and lauded these pure films for their unfettered technique and 

ability to register a passionate, subjective confrontation with reality. Beattie laments the 

change to surf industry sponsored video productions beginning in the 1980’s which 

became formulaic, clichéd, and reflected sponsors’ agendas and interventions. This 

study takes the view that the reality confronted by the majority of surfing films has 

always been highly subjective and completely concerned with the subjectivity of the 
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surfer rather than the places and cultures through which they travel. A point also 

articulated by Flynn (1987) in the following quote: 

 
Various messages are usually communicated through filmic juxtaposition and editing, messages 

like goodwill in the water, ecological awareness, the possibility of searching for and finding the 

perfect wave, bemused sarcasm towards grommets (novices) and non-surfing cultures, etc. But the 

overarching message is always the centrality of the surfing experience (Flynn, 1987: 411). 

 

Analysis of surf films from the perspective of film and mass media history has raised the 

now familiar theme of the commodification of surfing culture, and the myth of the 

perfect wave. Such analyses have also introduced the notion of fantasy and 

daydreaming. Ormrod (2005b), for example, credits The Endless Summer with installing 

the search for the perfect wave not just as the defining myth for surfing culture, but also 

in representations of surf culture outside of the subculture. Surfing, it is argued, is 

predicated on consumerism which is based upon the desire and the possibility of 

achieving a perfect life through the consumption of goods, services and experiences 

(Campbell, 1987; Lury, 1996). Images play an important role in this daydream of 

perfection and the surf media produces an oversupply. In essence, the tripartite 

marketing synergy constructs the Mentawai surf charter as a means of achieving the 

perfect life through consumption. Thus the search for the perfect wave in the Mentawais 

also represents a search for the perfect life. 

5.3.3 How has Nirvana come to be the ultimate experience in surfing? 

The role of Nirvana in driving the tripartite marketing synergy between the surf 

corporations, the surf media and surfing tourism has been discussed by Ponting (2001; 

2006; in press), Ponting and Wearing (2003), Ponting, McDonald and Wearing (2005), 

Cameron (Surfer'sPath, 2002) and Buckley (2003), and was raised in Chapter Two of 

this thesis. Surf tour operator Paul explained that the dream of Nirvana drives every part 
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of the surf industry and that, by extension, ongoing profitability is dependent upon the 

dream of Nirvana remaining at the forefront of surfer consciousness and a key 

component of surf media discourse: 

 

Everyone chases that dream, a younger surfer in 10 years time will probably have never 

experienced surfing empty waves… But that won’t stop the dream... It won’t stop ‘the search’. I 

can’t imagine that the big rag trade boys are going to give up on that idea. They’re the ones who 

have built that notion and have milked it to the max and have made millions and billions of dollars 

from it. It’s good business. The surf charter industry also exploits the dream. It’s a very real and 

very powerful force in almost every surfer. To ignore it would be almost suicidal; you should go 

into making something else. If you’re in the surf business it’s an essential part of pretty much 

everyone’s strategy (Paul, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

The surf media began in the 1960’s and 70’s as niche magazines with limited circulation 

published by individuals, or groups interested in surfing. In time, these were 

commodified and taken over by glossy mainstream sports, fashion and consumer 

magazine publishing houses. The interests of advertisers and the priorities of publishers 

became of paramount concern. The major advertisers in the contemporary surf media 

also began their lives in the 1960’s and 1970’s as backyard operations (Quiksilver, Rip 

Curl) and travelling car boot sales (Billabong) that eventually grew into multi-

million/billion dollar multi-national concerns. These forces have been significant in the 

apotheosis of Nirvana in surf media and surf marketing discourse. 

 

Over the last 20 or so years these Nirvanic pictures of places have become important commercial 

currency for big surf companies: Rip Curl Search, The Quiksilver Crossing, Only a Surfer Knows 

the Feeling. All are a distillation of that kind of Nirvanic thing. Then, the surf mags have grown 

increasingly into a marketing arm of the surfing industry. You have to be blind not to recognize 

that that’s what’s happened to surf magazines all over the world in the last 20 years. Most of the 

ones who’ve survived and prospered in that time have been forced to accommodate that fact that 

they have become marketing tools for the surfing industry (Tom, Surf Magazine Editor). 
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Clearly, the surf media and the marketing efforts of surf corporations have developed a 

discourse of Nirvana which has proven highly successful. The growth in these 

corporations from backyard operations to billion dollar multi-nationals provides 

evidence for this. However, the question remains, how has the discourse of the surf 

media come to represent the dominant view of surfing tourists? 

 

5.3.4 Coveting Nirvana 

 

Magazines and videos produce dream imagery of these islands [Mentawai] that can gnaw like a 

giant worm through the consciousness to join food, shelter and the desire to procreate as a 

fundamental human compulsion, an addiction to dwarf the most malevolent drug (D. C. Green, 

2002: 85). 

 

The tendency for photographic representations of tourism to transform characteristics of 

destinations (Hunter, 2008), decontextualise the subject (E. Edwards, 1996) and 

ontologise the visual (Crawshaw & Urry, 1997) has been noted in previous research. 

The photography of tourism promotion creates expectations and ‘ways of seeing’ for 

tourists (Dann, 1996), setting up a ‘hermeneutic circle’ where the tourist seeks out seen 

images in order to capture them using their own visual technologies (Butler & Hall, 

1998; S. Hall, 1997c; Jenkins, 2003; Ponting, in press; Ryan, 2002; Urry, 1990a, 

1990b). Similarly, the influence of film upon tourism destinations choice, tourist 

experience and actions through the construction of new tourist spaces based upon 

fantasy has been the subject of a growing body of research (Beeton, 2001, 2005; Busby 

& Klug, 2001; Carl, Kindon, & Smith, 2007; Croy & Walker, 2003; Iwashita, 2003; 

Kim & Richardson, 2003; Riley, Baker, & Van Doren, 1998; Riley & Van Doren, 1992; 

Took & Baker, 1996).  
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John Urry’s (1990b; 2002) The Tourist Gaze highlighted the importance of the media in 

creating the anticipation of “intense pleasures” from tourism experiences amongst 

potential tourists. This anticipation is “constructed and sustained through a variety of 

non-tourist practices such as film, TV, literature, magazines, records, and videos” (Urry, 

1990: 3; 2002: 3). According to Edensor (1998: 13) the symbols, images, signs, phrases 

and narratives which create this anticipation and which are disseminated through various 

media, drive the commodification and consumption of tourist sites. These 

representations are distributed to the wider community through a vast range of media 

and popular culture and reconfirm images of particular destinations through the 

recycling of text and images to reproduce predictable, dependable meanings using 

familiar signs and objects. This is further consolidated on the ground through 

reproduction by tour operators.  

 

In non-Western tourist destinations the framing of commodified ‘otherness’ relies on themes of the 

‘exotic’ suggestions of sexual adventure, the ‘sublime’ and ‘beautiful’, ‘exploration’ and 

‘discovery’, ‘timeless’ and ‘authenticity’, amongst others. Moreover, within particular countries 

there are specialised areas where international tourists can explore particular experiences… 

Through their electronic and printed transmissions in brochures, magazines, TV programmes and 

films, these representations are devoured and incorporated into global ‘mediascapes’, which 

provide repertoires of images and narratives to prospective tourists (Edensor, 1998: 14). 

  

These repertoires of images and narratives not only form the basis of tourist attractions 

but implicitly influence the interpretation sites and cultures and the ways in which they 

are experienced, recorded and communicated by tourists (Jenkins, 2003; Knudsen et al., 

2007; Ponting, in press; M. Young, 1999a, 1999b). While repetitive homogenised 

tourism marketing images, themes and phrases are effective in the market place, this 

study contends that they also have a role in the ongoing marginalisation of local 
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interpretations of place and influence the styles of tourism development and 

management which prevail in particular destinations. According to Pritchard and 

Morgan (2000: 117) the efficacy of “tourism advertising and the myths and fantasies 

promoted by tourism marketers are dependent upon shared conceptions”. This study 

shows that shared conceptions of Nirvana amongst surfing tourists are the result of fifty 

years of Nirvanic surf media imagery and narrative depicting perfect surf on deserted 

paradisiacal islands.  

 

The manipulation of surfing imagery is commonplace in the surf media and is enabled 

by the advent of digital photography and software such as Photoshop. For example, 

multiple surfers in a frame are seen as interfering with the purity of the photograph and 

are often removed (Ford  & Brown, 2006). In this way the imagery of surfing magazines 

is involved in myth making as surf photography has come to represent the dreams of 

where surfers want to be. Preston-Whyte (2002: 309) highlighted the pivotal role of surf 

media in constructing and maintaining imagery of ‘the perfect wave’ and in defining 

‘surfing space’. Imagery of the perfect wave is credited as the source of surfers’ endless 

search for the perfect wave and, by extension, it would appear to be the basis of 

motivation for surfing tourism. 

 

Normative images of the wave environment are provided by surfing magazines that contain colour 

photographs of surfers demonstrating their skill on formidable waves. Particularly favoured is the 

image of a surfer negotiating a ‘tube’. The image of these waves becomes the model that informs 

the notion of the perfect wave… For surfers the ‘perfect wave’ represents this ideal and perhaps 

unattainable vision. It is assumed to exist, is difficult to describe, and is the source of a quest that 

leads surfers in search of spaces where this wave can be found (Preston-Whyte, 2002: 309). 
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Ford and Brown (2006: 42) similarly emphasise the ability of “aesthetically framed 

surfing images” to act as powerful stimulants to surf travel. Indeed, many participants 

mentioned the important role of the surf media and surf industry marketing in 

developing their understanding of Nirvana, a strong link emerged between conceptions 

of Nirvana, the desire to travel to the Mentawais and surf media and surf industry 

marketing imagery. For many, the dream of Nirvana began with childhood fantasies 

inspired by surf media imagery which adorns the bedroom walls of most young surfers. 

The following extracts are typical: 

 

It motivates all of us as surfers, that thing where you’re dreaming lying on your bed at home as a 

small kid and you’ve got posters up on your wall and all of those posters are beautiful tropical 

islands and insane waves all over the world (Griff, Surfing Tourist - Land). 

 

It boils back down to the posters you had on your walls as a kid. How often did the guy in the 

posters become you? (Brad, Surf Magazine Editor). 

 

Some participants recognised the significance of a particular single image in the 

construction of their own understanding of Nirvana and in motivating them to undertake 

surfing tourism. The following quote reveals some of the processes at work as surfers 

imagine and fantasise about Nirvanic surfing experiences inspired by a single image on 

their bedroom wall as a child. The participant, Mick26, upon reaching adulthood felt 

compelled to visit the location of the picture in question (Sunset Beach, Hawaii) and 

                                                 

26 Mick grew up to be a professional surfer before taking a marketing position with one of the largest 
surf corporations. He has subsequently been described as one the most powerful people in the surf 
industry (Warshaw, 2004). He has been responsible for conceiving of and developing one of the most 
successful Nirvanic marketing campaigns to date. 
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reported feeling like he’d surfed it all his life after so many imagined surfing sessions 

there. 

 

One photograph captures everyone’s imagination… It was the last thing I saw at night and the first 

thing I saw when I woke up in the morning. I imagine-surfed that wave every possible way. I felt 

the drop, spray in my face as I was paddling in. I felt the wax under my feet, the lightness as I took 

the drop, when my rail connected at the bottom and doing the first driving turn to get out on the 

face because I was so freaked out by what was going to come over (Mick, Surf Corporation 

Marketing). 

 

Surfing images “tap into a complex of the surfer’s repository of past embodied surfing 

experience, knowledge of surfing culture and places…[and] engage the body and senses 

with powerful mythologies (for instance, the search for the perfect wave, adventure and 

wanderlust)” (Ford  & Brown, 2006: 41-42). In the specific context of the Mentawai 

islands, one pioneering charter boat captain traces the popularisation of the Mentawais 

back to a single image in Tracks. This single image compelled him to build a boat and 

travel to the Mentawai region in search of that particular wave. 

 

I think everyone traces the popularisation of the Mentawais back to the picture of the huge left that 

Ross Clarke Jones was on. That one image was probably more powerful than the talk I heard. I 

think that holds true for a lot of surfers. One image, they can pick it up in a mag and it’ll stick in 

their brain and there’s something about the image that captures their imagination and they sort of 

have to go there. I can’t explain it better than that (Paul, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Quiksilver surf film Surfers of Fortune was one of the first films based solely in the 

Mentawai to penetrate deeply into the consciousness of the global surfing community. 

The film was widely referenced by participants in this research, particularly those who 

stayed on beyond their initial visit as a surfing tourist to establish their own surfing 

tourism operations. The film is renowned for being the first to adequately capture the 
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quality of many of the surf breaks in the Mentawai and to demonstrate their full 

potential in showcasing Quiksilver’s stable of professional surfers at the time, including 

the winner of eight world professional surfing titles and the surfer widely acknowledged 

as the greatest of all time, Kelly Slater. The film made surfers aware of the existence of 

waves of a quality many had not previously conceived possible.  

 

 I watched a movie by Quiksilver called the Surfers of Fortune. I had no idea what the Mentawais 

were but I just knew I wanted to go where this movie was filmed… Such perfect waves you know. 

In the movie they were just getting these incredible barrels and I just thought “I’ve got to go and 

find what these guys are surfing” (Marco, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

To make a long story short I saw a video called Surfer’s of Fortune put out by Quiksilver and I 

watched it again and again and again and again because I was just blown away (Kelly, Surf Tour 

Operator). 

 

Surfers of Fortune was epic, don’t know if I knew where it was then but I knew it was warm and I 

knew it was Indo so it just added to the ‘it’s out there’ and Sumatra was the place where it was out 

there (Luke, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

To me and my friends it [Quiksilver surf film Surfers of Fortune] looked absolutely perfect - 

uncrowded waves in warm water. It was recommended by a surf shop owner and he told us where 

the whole thing was filmed it was about 1995-1996. So we were thinking that someday we would 

have to get there. It seems like its every surfer’s dream to find waves like that (Ben, Surf Charter 

Tourist). 

 

Many of the earliest visitors to the Mentawais travelled rough using local transport, 

carrying their food supplies with them and camping on uninhabited islands or chartering 

local fishing or cargo boats and the services of their captains in order to search the 

islands for surf. These were low-budget, low-comfort operations now labelled ‘feral’ by 

surf media discourse which has come to embrace luxury commercial surf charters as the 

normal mode of surfing tourism. The time, endurance, health risks and cross-cultural 
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negotiations involved in undertaking a feral trip meant their popularity was limited. The 

ability for surfers to track down and surf the breaks they had fantasised about as children 

had therefore been somewhat limited. The rapid expansion of the Mentawai surf charter 

fleet after the release of Surfers of Fortune placed surfing the best waves in the world, in 

previously impossible levels of comfort and safety, within reach of any surfer able to 

pay the price of admission. It is therefore not surprising that the Mentawai surfing 

tourism industry enjoyed rapid growth. This is supported by Mick, participant from the 

global surf corporation, and Brad, editor of a surf magazine. 

 

All these great photos, besides promoting the image of our companies as being real and a part of 

the movement – ‘at the forefront’ - it was also inadvertently fuelling this desire to go to these 

exotic far flung locations. So there was a symbiotic relationship with those [surfing tourism] 

entrepreneurs. They were catering to and growing our industry but it was also a foot in for them. 

Now you’ve got hundreds of surf camps and surf charters. That whole industry has fed off it. I 

worked it out; from those early days in the ‘80s we were all spending hundreds of thousands or a 

couple of million dollars inadvertently promoting the Mentawais. No wonder all of those operators 

popped up because we were creating the demand of all these people wanting to get there. All the 

operators had to do was stick their accommodating vessel there and we were inadvertently creating 

the market for it (Mick, Surf Corporation Marketing). 

 

What was the media’s role in marketing the Mentawais? It was the marketing. Magazines ran page 

after page and the hype it has, it has just snowballed. The boats don’t need to advertise, we do it for 

them (Brad, Surf Magazine Editor). 

 

The Mentawai boat trip represented something new in terms of luxury and highly 

commodified tourism experiences. A layer of convenience and luxury was added by the 

introduction of comfortable charter yachts equipped with entertainment technology, 

comfortable living spaces, gourmet food and chilled beer. Surf charter staff remove the 

necessity for surfing tourists to deal directly with any local people should they so desire. 

Surfing magazine editor Brad explains the post-modern appeal of the high-seas Asian 
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surf adventure cushioned by the latest modern conveniences which has become the 

fantasy of the ‘The Boat Trip’: 

 

The Mentawais has created the ideal of ‘The Boat Trip... It created that fantasy. We live in a world 

where convenience rules. Every development man makes is just done purely to make his life more 

convenient. Why can you access the internet on your fridge and why the fuck would you want to 

do it? Everything is taken to stupid lengths and its about convenience. Now you can be in the most 

isolated corner of the world i.e. the Mentawais and you can have DVD, you can have sat [satellite] 

phones, you’ve got all your mod cons there. I think the whole creation of the boat trip ideal is a 

reflection that we live in a mod con society. People chase convenience. If you can have 

convenience and at the same time have the dream of isolated uncrowded waves and marry the two 

together, you can begin to understand why there are fifty boats up there working (Brad, Surf 

Magazine Editor). 

 

The Mentawais experienced saturation exposure in the surf media through the late 

1990s. Surf magazine editor Brad explains that, “About ‘98, ‘99 the Mentawais boat trip 

was a new thing. It was just like an armada of boats going one after the other, full of 

pros. It became magazines’ bread and butter all over the world for two or three years”. 

Through both editorial content and advertising, the surf media created ‘the dream of 

Nirvana’ in surfers from a young age. In addition, saturation exposure of well equipped 

charter yachts in the Mentawai in the late 1990’s developed an entirely new surfing 

tourism product and stimulated demand which enabled the industry to expand at a rate 

not previously witnessed in a remote surfing tourism destination.  

5.4 Summary 

Citing Urry (1990), Williams (1998) argues that tourism is a strongly visual practice. 

Tourists spend a great deal of time attempting to visualise their trip before departure 

with guidebooks and brochures, and by day-dreaming. Time spent sightseeing places, 

people and artefacts, and the time spent reliving those experiences after the event with 
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photographs and home video is a testament to the primacy of the visual in tourism. 

However, each stage of visualisation, experience and recall is socially constructed and 

tends to discard unwanted elements. In this way, says Williams, we as tourists “are 

inventing (or reinventing) places to suit our purposes” and the superficiality of this 

process increases the importance of ‘cultural signs’ - simplified symbolic elements that 

represent complex concepts and practices - in the construction and consumption of 

tourist places (1998: 173). 

 

With a growing trend in geography to explore embodied experiences of place and space, 

the notion of a solely visual tourist gaze has been questioned by some writers (c.f. 

Crouch, 2005). Foucault’s original work concerning vision and the medical gaze, 

implies a tourist gaze that is more complex than simply sightseeing - something Urry 

has addressed (2002). Crouch (2005) argues not only that space can be inscribed with 

meaning through depiction of the body (e.g. surfing), but also refers to ‘embodied 

semiotics’ in describing the manner in which tourists engage with and consume places 

through their own embodied agency. The “fun of tourism may be a means of being in 

the world, a medium through which it is enjoyed, and the subject declares herself within 

that world” (Crouch, 2005: 30). 

 

Williams (1998) also highlights the role of the media, images and marketing practices in 

laying the foundations of tourist spaces before tourists have even decided to travel, and 

points out the capacity for these information vectors to shape the character and direction 

of the tourist gaze. 

 

Film, television, magazines, travel books and advertisements constantly produce and reproduce 

objects for the tourist gaze. This enormously powerful influence that infiltrates the subconscious of 
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everyday life, creating new patterns of awareness, fuelling desires to see the places portrayed and 

instilling within the travelling public new ways of seeing tourism destinations. Research suggests 

that most visitors’ perceptions of places are often vague and ill-formed, unless those perceptions 

have been sharpened through previous experiences. Hence there is clear potential for marketing 

and promotional strategies to shape both the character and the direction of the tourist gaze 

(Williams, 1998: 174-175) 

 

Similarly Crouch (2005: 23) posits that “people are lured to go touring, enticed to 

particular cultures, sites and sights across the world through the tourism industry and 

numerous agencies who collude in this – writers, film-makers, advertisers and 

governments themselves”.  

 

By taking these various elements into account, this chapter has established a theoretical 

framework for considering Nirvana as a disembedded, socially constructed surfing 

tourist space which has been shaped by the surf media and corporate marketing agendas. 

Managers of tourism spaces actively manipulate the meaning of tourist spaces to 

maximise capital accumulation potential (M. Young, 1999b). This is achieved by 

converting tourist spaces into symbolic products capable of being traded or attracting 

investment (Iwashita, 2003; Kearns & Philo, 1993).  Hughes’ (1992) example of the 

‘mythification’ of Scotland through the blurring of past, present, fact and fictions, and 

Pretes’ (1995) example of the manipulation of the Santa Claus myth to construct a 

tourist space in Lapland through the building of symbolic markers are cases in point. 

Nirvanic discourse reveals its neo-colonial agenda in assuming moral superiority in its 

deterritorialisation of the world’s surfing resources, preferring to see them as belonging 

to all humanity (Noyes, 1992): a global commons ripe for tragedy. Though dominant, 

Nirvanic discourse is open to resistance through the intrusion of locally specific, 

geographically and culturally bounded ways of knowing, and through subjective 
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experiences of tourists and tour operators which challenge the symbolic elements upon 

which Nirvana is reliant.  

 

Nirvana has become part of global consumerism and as a commodity comes with the 

promise of a perfect life through consumption of goods, services and experiences. The 

global buy-in to the myth of Nirvana through consumption has grown the surf industry 

from largely small-scale and local in the 1960s to publicly listed multi-billion dollar, 

multi-national corporations in the first decade of the 21st century. 

 

There is little resistance to the notion that tourism industry marketing strongly 

influences destination choice, tourism behaviour and even the types of tourism that 

develop and how they are managed (Suvantola, 2002; Urry, 2002; S. Williams, 1998). 

Observation revealed that the behaviour of tourists is being directly influenced by 

specific images and films, and through active comparison of imagery of themselves with 

that depicted in the surf media. The data shows that it was surf media imagery and 

editorial, driven by the marketing agenda of the surf corporations, which played the role 

of destination marketing in the Mentawai: a marketing agenda concerned with 

perpetuating a generic dream in the global commons of Nirvana, free from the 

complications of local concerns or any distractions from the symbolic elements of 

Nirvana. 

 

The next step, through data analysis, is to arrive at a position of understanding the 

common symbolic elements, the semiotics of Nirvanic space. The question to arise in 

the context of the first research question is, how is the commodified surf fantasy 

commonly understood? This is the focus of Chapter Six. 
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CHAPTER 6. THE SYMBOLIC ELEMENTS OF NIRVANA 

 

If you take all the surf ads that there are and average them out so it became one ad, you’d be 

looking at something shot in the tropics. There would be at least a palm tree in some section of the 

photo. There would be a guy surfing, in the current season boardshort of course. It would be sunny 

and there would few if anyone else in the frame: Probably no one. If you had to boil it all down to 

the average ad, that would be what you’d end up with (Brad, Surfing Magazine Editor). 

 

6.1 Introduction 

Chapter Five established that, in the context of surfing tourism in the Mentawais, the 

surf media, by its own admission, has filled the role of destination marketing usually 

carried out by the tourism industry or regional tourism organisations. Given the 

influence of surfing corporations over the content of surfing magazines and films, both 

in terms of imagery and editorial, and the focus of the surfing corporations on delivering 

generic imagery of exotic destinations in order to maintain sales, initial investigations 

into the meaning of Nirvana to surfing tourists began with analysis of the discourse of 

surfing corporations and the surf media.  

 

The data analysed in this chapter shows that the Mentawais reliably deliver imagery to 

the surf media that is the perfect symbolic distillation of contemporary Nirvanic 

discourse. Additionally, the luxury model of surf charter tourism in the Mentawais is 

appealing to professional surfers on promotional trips. From the surf corporations’ 

perspective, the goal is to keep imagery as generic as possible in order to be as inclusive 

as possible to the widest possible audience. 

 



 187

Four thematic categories of data, which are referred to as the symbolic elements of 

Nirvana, were identified through data analysis. The symbolic elements of Nirvana were 

widely understood by surfers and were articulated by each with a high level of 

congruency. They include: 

  

1. The Perfect Wave 

2. Uncrowded/Surfed with Friends 

3. Pristine Tropical Environment 

4. Cushioned Adventure  

 

A representation of the Mentawai nirvana is shown in Figure 6.1. Nirvanic space occurs 

at the intersection of the four symbolic elements: the presence of perfect waves, 

uncrowded conditions which allow surfers to enjoy a break just with their own group of 

friends; the cushioned adventure represented by a custom-outfitted surf charter yacht 

and tourism industry staff to mediate outside interactions; and the pristine, exotic 

environment of tropical islands. Figure 6.1 shows Nirvana to be informed by Nirvanic 

discourse. This is driven by corporate surf marketing and disseminated through the surf 

media.  

 

This simple conceptual mechanism represents the first step in depicting a more 

sophisticated model of Nirvana over subsequent chapters. Themes and categories of 

data, and causal relationships between categories of data, will be added to figure 6.1 

until a complete model of the construction, maintenance, operationalisation of, and 

resistance to Nirvana is developed. 
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Figure 6.1 The symbolic elements of Nirvana, constructed and maintained by Nirvanic discourse 
 

This chapter analyses the empirical basis for each symbolic element of Nirvana.  

 

6.2 Mentawai Nirvana – Living the Perfect Dream 

Nirvanic space is a construction of the marketing needs of the tripartite marketing 

synergy, particularly major surfing corporations, disseminated in, and echoed by the 

editorial content of the surf media. An executive of one of these corporations (Mick) 

articulated the corporate discourse which Nirvana has been deliberately built to reflect. 

According to Mick, the key to Nirvanic marketing is to reduce specificity in the imagery 

Nirvana
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down to key ‘utopian’ elements and allow people to construct their own version of 

Nirvana around those core symbols. 

 

You get a combination of that painting on the wall there… its got cartoon like waves peeling down 

a point with surfers getting barrelled and doing off the lips. Then you’ve got this dreamlike perfect 

treehouse with your boards in the roof and you just walk down the path, paddle out and get tubed. 

There’s no mosquitoes, no disease, its absolutely perfect, the imagery of that. The whole concept is 

quite utopian… it means different things to different people. You can’t label things too hard, the 

more you label things the more you’re excluding people. What you want to be is as inclusive as 

possible. Just have the perfect wave, the surf, that environment. It’s getting more and more 

inclusive to a greater group of people (Mick, Surf Corporation Marketing). 

 

The word ‘perfect’ is used with great frequency in surfers’ descriptions of the Mentawai 

Nirvana: it represents a euphoric ‘perfect dream’. It suggests an aspirational, seemingly 

unattainable, fragile and fleeting state of Shangri-La-esque mythical perfection.  

 

It’s a fantasy world for a surfer. For me it was like being a millionaire. You have everything you 

need to make you happy… the perfect wave, the perfect life, the fancy boat, the cook, and the latest 

music and movies (Lauren, Surfing Tourist - Land).  

 

In this context ‘perfect’ describes, as Lauren stated, ‘a fantasy world for a surfer’, with 

all things perfect including waves, food, boat, and entertainment. For Griff, a land based 

surfing tourist, the perfect dream of Nirvana involves perfect waves and a small group 

of friends. A dream placed within reach by the Mentawai charter industry. 

 

The perfect dream is always to be in uncrowded surf with your mates just having a perfect time: 

perfect surf, uncrowded, with your friends. The closest you’ll get to that for Joe Average has been 

to go and surf in the Mentawais (Griff, Surfing Tourist - Land). 
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Surfing magazine editor Brad articulates the same sentiment but from a media-centred 

perspective. He reveals that, “the thing writes itself”, it is the perfect distillation of the 

Nirvanic discourse put forward by the surf media involving tropical symbols and perfect 

waves: 

 

The Mentawais to me, its just that you can’t lose with it. An island chain with how many islands? 

One hundred? Two hundred? Palm trees, untouched, perfect waves. The thing writes itself. If you 

had to have that common denominator surfing dream amongst surfers, that’d be what you’d have. 

The Mentawais would be the closest thing to it for sure (Brad, Surf Magazine Editor). 

 

Brad also explained some of the practical reasons for the Mentawais becoming such a 

popular subject for the surf media. The Mentawais have come to represent a reliable 

‘bread and butter’ cash cow destination for magazines to send professional surfers. 

Surfers also see the Mentawais as an easy and comfortable way to fulfil contractual 

agreements with sponsors.  

 

About ’98, ’99, the Mentawais boat trip was a new thing. It was just like an armada of boats going 

one after the other, full of pros. It became magazines’ bread and butter all over the world for two or 

three years. It was like where else are you going to find a spot with fifty world class waves in a day 

and a half sail of each other? It was just money for jam. You could put six guys on a boat with a 

photographer and a guy shooting video and in two weeks be up to your neck in photos and footage 

because the place is so magic.  

 

It took a couple of years for everyone to go, “well, what the fuck are we going to do next? We’ve 

sent guys up on trips to the Mentawais for the last three years, maybe we should be looking to do 

something a little different”. You say that and then look at it today and there’s probably more boats 

going up full of pros there every year. In terms of a guaranteed bet to send away a trip for photos 

and waves, nowhere offers you that rock solid guarantee more than the Mentawais. 

 

From our point of view, if you’re looking for somewhere to send a trip you’re pretty much 

guaranteed that you’re gonna get waves. The surfers, you look at pro surfers and you try to coax 

them to go somewhere different, somewhere a little bit different, a little more out of the way with a 
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different angle or story – they don’t want to go. They rather just go to the Mentawais because they 

know they’ll be there for two weeks. They know its going to pump. They know they’re going to be 

on a boat living it up. As such it becomes hard for us to get these guys to go to Ireland for a week 

or to go to Chile and rough it or go to bumfuck Egypt or some other corner of the Pacific with an 

undiscovered wave because they know. Why do I want to hit the hard road when I can jump on a 

boat in the Mentawais and score the best waves of the year in two weeks? (Brad, Surf Magazine 

Editor). 

 

The same benefits hold true for recreational surfers as well. Surf journalist Tom outlined 

the attraction of a Mentawai charter for non-professional but dedicated surfers who wish 

only to concentrate on surfing for the duration of what, for many, is an annual surfing 

trip. 

 

The yachts are great for that two-week-a-year surfer guy who just wants to get as many waves as 

possible with as little fuss as possible… He avoids the need to engage with the local community, 

he’s got his own little community on that boat and its like a little paradise. There’s plenty of killer 

food and beer and you just go from wave to wave to wave and surf your brains out in every 

different kind of wave - that’s the appeal (Tom, Surf Magazine Editor). 

 

Bert, a veteran surf guide of ten years, has led over one hundred individual Mentawai 

surf charter trips. He commented that surfing tourists want to live the dream with a sense 

of euphoria throughout their trip. The dream here includes good waves and uncrowded 

conditions, which are complemented by mediated interactions with locals, comfortable 

and familiar surroundings, good food and hygienic facilities. 

 

They want good waves, uncrowded, or at least a limited amount of crowds. On some level they 

want interactions with the locals but only to a degree. They also want to be able to live in their 

western surroundings but being out in a different culture, a different area. I think good food, good 

fishing, hygiene and sanitation. I think overall they want to live ‘the dream’. They want it to be a 

euphoric experience from beginning to end (Bert, Surf Tour Operator).  
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In characterising Nirvana, surfing tourists do not always acknowledge the services and 

advantages often cited by tour operators. Free of the burden of organisation and 

responsibility, the surfing tourist in the Mentawais is able to appreciate their 

surroundings in the simple terms of tranquil aesthetic appeal, rather than having to face 

problems posed on a practical level. 

 

You’re just in the ocean and you’re surfing over a beautiful reef… the water is crystal clear and 

beautiful… It’s not civilised, its remote so you’re not looking at buildings or ugly man made stuff. 

Ultimately to sit out there with your closest mates, to surf somewhere that’s just perfect, beautiful, 

warm and tropical, that’s ideal… sitting out the back waiting for a wave to come through, a perfect 

wave, its just still and quiet. Its just pure, undisturbed, untouched. The colour is amazing, the 

colour, the sky, everything’s just beautiful (Sam, Surf Charter Tourist). 

 

As mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, there was a remarkable degree of 

consistency in the articulation of what comprises Nirvana. Through the grounded theory 

process, specific common elements of Nirvana became apparent. Theoretical sampling 

enabled these emerging elements to be refined and ultimately reach saturation. The 

following section details these symbolic elements of Nirvana discussing the empirical 

evidence for each and linking them to the emerging theory of a disembedded, socially 

constructed surfing tourist space. 
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6.3 The Symbolic Elements of Nirvana 

6.3.1 Perfect waves – the Holy Grail of surfing 

 

Figure 6.1. A contemporary interpretation of a perfect wave at ‘Lances Right’  
 

Indonesia… seems like a port of call for the waves really… Just magic waves you know, epic 

waves. When I think of Indonesia I don’t see land, I see waves… The only land time we have is a 

five hour wait while we get picked up by the boat in Padang, and visa-versa on the back so we 

don’t even spend an evening on land (Mal, Surf Charter Tourist). 

 

[The Mentawais have] coral reefs everywhere, with waves to beggar the greatest waves anywhere, 

dreamwaves to satiate even the most jaded of traveller; so many amazing waves in fact, the area 

has often been referred to as a Surfer’s Disneyland (Green, 2002). 

 

Idealised notions of perfect waves are at the heart of surfing tourists’ conception of 

Nirvana. This was mentioned by each surfing tourist and tour operator interviewed for 

this research. Many writers have commented on the social construction of the perfect 

wave. George (2000), Kampion (2003), Ormrod (2005a), Walding (2003) and Warshaw 

(2004) form direct links between: a) the notion of the perfect wave; b) its entry into the 

lexicon of surfing; and, c) Bruce Brown’s 1964 surfing film The Endless Summer: In 
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Search of the Perfect Wave. Shared understandings of what a perfect wave looks like are 

socially constructed and are communicated to surfers through the surf media (Preston-

Whyte, 2002). The shape and size of the perfect wave has changed markedly since 

Brown’s 1964 depiction of a long, soft breaking chest high wave. Surfboard design has 

evolved and surfers became better able to ride larger, steeper waves, eventually riding 

inside the tube or barrel of a hollow wave. In the late 1960’s, and early 1970’s larger, 

tubing waves became the most common understanding of a perfect wave (George, 

2000). 

 

The role of the perfect wave as the source and subject of the surfing tourists’ quest was 

noted by Preston-Whyte (2001). Supporting this notion, Chapter Two argued that the 

exploration for, and discovery of, many of Indonesia’s landmark surf breaks were either 

funded by the surf media and their advertisers, or, the surf explorers were directly 

inspired by the surf media. Usually by a particular surf film. Since then, scores of surf 

films, videos, magazine articles, and guide books with titles like Surfing Indonesia: A 

search for the world's most perfect waves (Lueras & Lueras, 1997) have positioned 

Indonesia’s reef breaks as the epitome of the perfect wave in the contemporary context: 

often large (but rarely huge), often very long, often hollow. As the opening quote of this 

section demonstrates, surfing tourists’ focus on waves is such a strong feature of their 

collective consciousness that most terrestrial considerations come a distant second. The 

following extracts from interviews demonstrate the central importance of perfect waves 

as a signifier and symbolic element of Nirvana. 

 

Most of it is chasing the Holy Grail, the chance of maybe getting insane waves… That hope of 

fuckin’ just all time perfect insane waves. And when you find it, it’s just like Yeah! Found it! 

(Damon, Surf Charter Tourist). 
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I travel here for the surf, catch a couple of good waves and everything else comes next... I’m here 

for perfect waves, it’s a surfing trip (George, Surf Charter Tourist).  

 

Sitting out the back, waiting for a perfect wave (Sam, Surf Charter Tourist). 

 

I know it’s a subjective thing, What is the perfect wave? but this is the closest approximation that 

I’ve ever seen first hand (Ben, Surf Charter Tourist).  

 

I was expecting perfect waves. I’d read surfing magazines and seen surf videos on Indo. I basically 

came over with them and searched for those waves (George, Surf Charter Tourist).  

 

I just saw the quality of the waves and I was just like, man, the waves are insane! Perfect waves. 

Perfect long waves. Good waves (Damon, Surf Charter Tourist). 

 

Prior to coming here I couldn’t even imagine that waves could get this good… unimaginable 

waves (Kelly, Surf Tour Operator).  

 

The surfing tourists’ primary focus is on seeking out and surfing perfect waves. Damon 

compared the surfing tourist’s search for perfect waves to chasing the Holy Grail. 

Unlike the elusive search for the Holy Grail however, the surf charter tourist has been 

promised the opportunity to be photographed and video recorded embarking on a 

metaphorical victory lap, holding the Grail aloft in celebration. The Mentawai Islands 

provide the richest and most consistent surf fields in the world and whilst some 

operators admit that the regularity of surf perfection around the islands is overstated in 

marketing copy and surf media discourse, no dissatisfaction with the quality of the surf 

(other than that it was too big) was expressed by any of the surfing tourists during data 

collection.  
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Mentawai surfing tourism operators were more acutely aware of the role of the perfect 

wave in the Mentawai Nirvana. All of the surf tour operator participants in this study 

indicated that the fundamental motivating force behind surfing tourism in the Mentawais 

was the search for the perfect wave. 

 

Everyone loves to go surfing, but to actually dream of the best wave in the world, to go in search of 

your perfect wave. That’s why surfers come to the Mentawais. To try and find that perfect wave 

(Brad, Surf Tour Operator).  

 

If you’re lucky enough to have a taste of it [surf perfection], it will last in your memory for the rest 

of your life. You can get the waves of your life out in those islands if you’re lucky enough (Peter, 

Surf Tour Operator). 

 

The younger guys are coming basically for surf and surf alone. They expect to surf the best waves 

of their lives… uncrowded and perfect waves (Eddy, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Marco, a surf tour operator, had established his own links between media 

representations of the Mentawais, which reply on the presence of perfect waves, and the 

surfing tourists’ expectations, behaviours and need for validation of having lived the 

dream. 

 

There certainly is that passenger who wants to know that he’s going to get that Nirvana - that he’s 

going to get that perfect wave everybody’s been promising him. The media, the websites of the 

operators, the movies that he sees that only use the best waves. They don’t show the slop. And then 

when it eventually does happen he’ll be standing right next to you and the waves will be absolutely 

gorgeously perfect. He’ll turn to you and ask: Is that perfect? You actually have to assure him that 

yes that’s it. Your dream has come true. You have arrived. It has happened (Marco, Surf Tour 

Operator). 

 

Surfers seek out formal validation of having achieved the dream even while in the throes 

of experiencing it. Photography and video fills this role in many ways. As discussed in 
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section 5.3.2, visual technologies enable surfers to make direct comparisons between 

their own performance in Nirvana and that of the professional surfers in the surf media, 

which originally informed their own understanding of Nirvana. These activities are 

suggestive of the third stage of a hermeneutic circle (c.f. Butler & Hall, 1998; Crawshaw 

& Urry, 1997; C. M. Hall, 1997a; Jenkins, 2003; Ponting, 2006, in press; Urry, 1990a, 

1990b), as tourists seek to reproduce the imagery which inspired them in the first place. 

While some of these comparisons are site-specific, many are generic with surfers 

comparing their recorded imagery from the Mentawai with a large repertoire of 

memorised images and narratives amassed across, in some cases, many decades of 

exposure to the surf media (Edensor, 1998).  

 

The importance of the media in creating the anticipation of ‘intense pleasures’ from 

tourism experiences has been noted by a range of authors (c.f. Urry, 2002; S. Williams, 

1998). According to Edensor (1998: 13), the symbols, images, signs, phrases and 

narratives which create this anticipation are disseminated through various media outlets 

and drive the commodification and consumption of tourist sites. These representations 

reconfirm images of particular destinations through the recycling of text and images to 

reproduce predictable, dependable repertoires of images and narratives. Not only do 

these images and narratives form the basis of tourist attractions, but they also implicitly 

influence the interpretation of sites and cultures and the ways in which they are 

experienced, recorded and communicated by tourists (Edensor, 1998, 2000; Pritchard & 

Morgan, 2000; Weightman, 1987). 

 

The perfect wave is a socially constructed symbol which may be found under favourable 

swell, wind and tide conditions at any world class break. It is a symbol with vast 
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geographical reach (Giddens, 1991) which has been pre-emptively engendered with 

highly seductive (Cartier, 2005; Crouch, 2005; Rodaway, 1995; Terkenli, 2002; 2006) 

meaning for surfing tourists through the surf media. In behaviour which echoes the 

hermeneutic circle, surfing tourists seek out and capture the perfect wave using visual 

technologies and then compare their own images with imagery seen on pre-departure 

(Ponting, in press). 

 

6.3.2 Uncrowded – sharing candy 

 
Figure 6.2 An uncrowded line up of perfect waves at ‘Thunders’  

 

No crowd, more waves. More perfect waves, no one getting in the way, no one hassling (Mal, Surf 

Charter Tourist). 

 

Perfect surf was the most commonly cited symbol of having arrived in Nirvana, of 

living the perfect dream. Perfect surf was generally accompanied by the stipulation that 

it should also be uncrowded. Crowding has been the subject of academic discussion both 

in the context of outdoor recreation (Manning, 1999), and in the specific context of 
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surfing tourism in the Mentawais (Buckley, 2002b). However, the words of surfing 

tourists’ are most effective in explaining the importance of uncrowded surfing 

conditions and why this is a key symbol of Nirvana.  

 

First of all, especially coming from Sydney, it takes away the surf tension, the surf aggro. It 

removes that. You don’t have to hassle for waves, what waves you want you get. You know? It’s a 

lot more relaxed, you can take what you want (Mal, Surf Charter Tourist). 

 

It really is all that imagery that you’ve conjured up falling away like broken glass. That’s what 

comes out in the surfers; it is such a dream to have an uncrowded spot that when something 

invades that space in their minds that is so perfect - it changes the dynamic totally… It’s like you 

had a whole lot of candy there that suddenly you’re having to split with a whole lot of other people 

(Griff, Surf Tourist - Land). 

 

It sounds greedy but the dream scenario is when you’re out in perfect conditions just with your 

friends or in as small a group as possible so you can get all the waves you want and don’t have to 

share (Ben, Surf Charter Tourist). 

 

I chose not to come over here because it was crowded by the time I heard about it. The media had 

overplayed it. But the world situation dictated that there would probably be less travellers here so 

I’m getting to do something I didn’t think I’d get the chance to do (George, Surf Charter Tourist). 

 

Several reasons emerge for the preference for uncrowded conditions. In the context of 

commodified pay-to-play surfing tourism, some surfing tourists were observed 

attempting to calculate the cost of each wave they caught on their charter. There is a 

clear relationship between the number of surfers at a surf break and the numbers of 

waves available to any one surfer: less surfers equal more available waves. In crowded 

conditions, there is less potential for paddling surfers to get in the path of surfers riding 

waves and spoiling their preferred path to the detriment of their enjoyment. In crowded 

conditions, the tendency for less patient surfers to ‘drop in’ on surfers already riding 
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waves increases, thus increasing the danger of collision and injury. When a surf break is 

crowded, surfers are apt to ‘hassle’ each other in the water, that is, to jockey for position 

in order to catch as many waves as possible. This can result in less aggressive surfers 

catching fewer waves, or forcing them to take off on waves from a more critical position 

than they might otherwise have chosen, increasing the danger of injury for these riders. 

These concerns can lead to frustration and an unfriendly atmosphere at a surf break, and 

occasionally even violence violence (Kampion, Rielly, & Learner, 2000).  

 

Many Mentawai tour operators voluntarily encourage their guests to stagger surfing 

sessions with other boats and to take turns with waves rather than trying to catch more 

than their share. However, each operator interviewed mentioned that their efforts to 

control crowds were thwarted by the non-compliance of others. The following extract 

from an interview with Peter, an Australian charter boat captain who had been 

contracted to one of the more luxurious charter boats in the Mentawais, further outlines 

the consequences of crowding in the Mentawai. 

 

There is some etiquette. Operators talk to each other which is good as its in everyone’s interest to 

talk to each other to keep the crowds dispersed so everyone has a better time. It works through 

radio contact, you know; “Where are you, what’s the swell direction, what the wind doing, who’s 

been down there, mind if we come down and drop in on you?” Within known operators it works 

well, but with new operators who lack respect… you can’t just rock up and drop people in the 

water. If you rock up and there’s already three boats there you can’t just go out. I tell people to 

watch first, mind-surf27 it first make sure you’ve got the right equipment before you try and kill 

yourself. 

                                                 

27 Mind-surfing is surfing vernacular for the practice of imagining one’s self riding a wave and 
responding to its changes. Mind-surfing is often used in mentally preparing for a surfing session while 
taking time to observe the surf and see ‘what its doing’. It enables surfers to assess conditions and 
variables related to each particular break. Studying conditions and mind-surfing waves before paddling 
out enables surfers to make an informed judgement about equipment, where to enter the water and 
 



 201

 

The beauty of these surf trips is that you can get away and be surfing by yourself or with your 

mates on the boat and you’re having a great time and around the corner comes another boat and 

then someone jumps in the water that you don’t know, maybe from another culture and another 

language and they’re trying to ‘share’ the waves with you. It can create a bit of tension if no one is 

getting enough waves because people pay decent dollars to surf these waves, if you’re sitting in the 

water not catching a wave you might become pissed off. If another boat comes around the corner 

with another 10 guys wanting to do the same thing that might be a bit of a downer, then another 

one comes – shit a serious downer. So catch as many waves as you can, scratch for what you can. 

It becomes like sea gulls with chips. The initial paradise vibe goes right out the window (Peter, 

Surf Tour Operator). 

 

However, severe crowding remains unusual in the Mentawai. The conditions most 

conducive to producing crowds are those where swell conditions are low or a 

combination of factors means that only a small proportion of the islands’ waves will be 

breaking well. Under these conditions charter boats tend to gather around one of the 

relatively few swell magnet surfbreaks. For example during a lull between swells it was 

observed that 12 charter boats gathered in the bay around the breaks known as Lance’s 

Left, and Bintangs. Despite the crowd and somewhat surreal sight of so many boats 

anchored in such a remote bay, etiquette was maintained for the most part and the 

‘paradise vibe’ described by Peter remained. A range of tour operators and charter 

captains noted differences between nationalities concerning the level of etiquette 

displayed, with Brazilian surfers singled out as those most often catalysing the 

breakdown of etiquette, and Japanese surfers cited as the most polite and respectful. 

 

                                                                                                                                             

where to take-off on a wave, where the most critical parts of the wave are and if they will be likely to 
encounter any rock or reef hazards. 
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For many who had become disenchanted by growing crowds at surf breaks, the advent 

of the surf resort and the Mentawai surf charter reignited the dream of the uncrowded 

perfect wave. Only this time the dream came packaged as a purchasable commodity. 

 

For the generation of surfing’s elite who founded and or developed the billion dollar surf 

corporations of today, like Mick, the introduction of high-end surfing tourism with no-

crowd guarantees has meant that despite massive growth in the numbers of surfers 

worldwide, there is more chance of surfing perfect uncrowded waves in the twenty first 

century than there was twenty five years ago - for a fee.  

 

I remember very clearly in the late 80’s and early 90’s we all thought that there wouldn’t be a 

future for us in surfing, personally. It was going to get so crowded that it was going to be just a 

bummer. I remember people used to say stuff like that all the time in the late 80’s and early 90’s. 

The opposite is the case because in 1981 there were no surf camps, there were no surf charters. 

Only 20 something years ago. I remember that (Mick, Surf Corporation Marketing). 

 

The necessity of uncrowded conditions renders Nirvanic space fragile. Surfing tourist 

Griff noted that the arrival of surfers from outside the charter group can shatter the 

illusion of Nirvana. Peter reported that the “initial paradise vibe” can go “right out the 

window” with the arrival of others. The response of some tour operators to the fragility 

that crowding brings to Nirvana is to find a way to be awarded control of access to surf 

breaks. The introduction of this model of management in the Mentawais has been 

divisive and problematic, as discussed in Chapter Four. However, a location with 

frequent worldclass waves, which can guarantee exclusive access for guests, represents 

an eminently sound business proposition as evidenced by, for example, Fiji’s successful 

(from an financial perspective) models of exclusive surfing tourist resorts (Ponting, 

2007). 
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The key point for the developing theory of surfing tourist space is that Nirvanic space is 

‘uncrowded space’, a feature which makes it highly unstable. Imagery and narrative of 

uncrowded or empty perfect surf has been a dominant style of imagery used by the three 

largest surf corporations since the mid 1990’s with the rise of soul marketing 

(Hammerschmidt, 2004; Ponting, 2006). Ford and Brown (2006) note how imagery in 

the surf media is often manipulated to remove surfers other than the surfer riding the 

wave. The result is that a sense of the crowding that most surfers experience on a daily 

basis is absent from the surf media. The maintenance of this symbolic element in the 

face of growing numbers of visitors requires management, because the ongoing 

promotion of Nirvanic destinations requires potential tourists to believe that they will 

have access to uncrowded waves. Uncrowded lineups are found in many surfing tourism 

destinations. Empty lineup shots have long been a popular inclusion in surfing 

magazines, particularly in the context of travel articles (Carroll, 2000; Hammerscmidt, 

2004). As such, surfing tourists have an extensive repertoire of imagery and narrative 

which positions uncrowded conditions as a vital symbolic element of Nirvana. 

 

6.3.3 Cushioned adventure – the floating utopia 
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Figure 6.3 Mentawai surf charter yacht Freedom 
 

Surfing is an escape from the rest of your life. You can paddle out and put a firewall up on the 

beach, the rest of your life just stays on the beach. That’s why there’s always been that whole idea, 

that whole escapist notion of Nirvana. Nirvana is escaping. Getting away somewhere that’s 

isolated, getting somewhere where there’s space to move away from other humans. If you’re a 

surfer, the other pre-requisite is that it’s got to have stunning waves. The Mentawais fits into every 

category. That’s why it is a dream. Its in the middle of nowhere, its essentially untouched, apart 

from the natives, its essentially untouched. Probably why the boat thing has taken off is that the 

boat symbolises freedom. You can just pull up the anchor and go wherever you like. That whole 

freedom notion has underpinned surfing since the first bloke stood up on a surfboard. The boat trip 

in the Mentawais connects fundamentally with what surfing is (Brad, Surf Magazine Editor). 

 

Being onboard a live-aboard boat on a surfing trip holds symbolic significance for 

surfing tourists. The boat itself symbolises freedom and adventure and, as such, holds a 

certain mystique for those who have not travelled in this manner before. Further, the 

luxuries afforded by travel onboard a purpose outfitted surf charter boat in remote 

regions such as the Mentawais are valued by tourists. While the surfing tourists enjoyed 

the sense of adventure they also acknowledged the cushioning effect of the tour 

operator, which allowed them to pass through a picturesque tropical backdrop while 

remaining focussed upon surfing rather than expending energy negotiating what, for 

independent tourists, has been a challenging travelling environment with very few 

tourist services. 

 

For me, its not that we’re on an organised trip its, that we’re on a boat and we’re cruising around. 

That’s the part that appeals to me… You know we’ve got hot showers, good food. You can get on 

a fishing boat and do the feral fishing boat manoeuvre but those are pretty rough and dirty. So 

these organised trips are pretty nice (Damon, Surf Charter Tourist). 

 

I think it’s also very easy, all the creature comforts are taken care of. You’re fed and housed and 

even taken out into the lineup with someone who knows the idiosyncrasies of each break. It’s nice 

to be on the boat because it’s a low effort way to experience the area (Ben, Surf Charter Tourist). 
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This is the easy way to do it, to go on this trip. Pay to play. Hold your hand. Its like we’re in a little 

plastic bubble and everything is catered to us and we’re taken around here and there (George, Surf 

Charter Tourist). 

 

There’s definitely a sense of adventure being out on a boat, out on the high seas, sort of a classical 

romantic element to it… It was something I’d never done before, it was sort of adventurous not 

only to be on the trip but to be on the boat (Ben, Surf Charter Tourist). 

 

It’s like you’re just mothered along the whole way. It takes a lot of that anxiety away. You’re 

picked up at the airport, you’ve got your boards, you just think ‘I’m gonna get waves, I’m gonna 

get waves, I’m gonna be on a boat. I’m gonna get three meals a day, I’m out there I’m gonna just 

surf (Damon, Surf Charter Tourist).  

 

Some tour operators seem almost resentful of the ease with which boat-based tourists 

are able to experience the Mentawai region.  While there is recognition of the element of 

adventure implied by the notion of boat based travel it is juxtaposed against what is in 

reality nothing more than a fully catered package holiday. 

 

The average guy who comes on a boat trip reads the ‘what to bring’ list, looks at the website. Finds 

out what waves there are, what boards to bring. Everything is basically handed to him. In a way it’s 

the most mainstream holiday you can have… This is a package holiday, nothing more than that. 

Their food is cooked for them, they’re stitched up if they get hurt, and they’ve got travel insurance. 

They get picked up on day one at the airport and dropped off at the airport on day 14 and hopefully 

everything goes smoothly in between. There are very few uncertainties (Marco, Surf Tour 

Operator).  

 

It’s a big thing for new guests that don’t travel much, coming here, getting taken away from too 

much strangeness and getting on a boat with someone talking to them saying, “You’re OK” instead 

of having to get on a ferry and maybe have to wait around and maybe have mozzies and 

cockroaches on you (Luke, Surf Tour Operator).  
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To have the opportunity to fly directly here, get off the plane and on to a boat without having to 

deal with the whole overland hard slog, it’s too easy (Richard, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

It’s handed to them on a silver platter. They have the expectations of the images and the stories and 

they expect that… I think they’re spoiled in that people have gone before and worked out all kinks 

and problems and they just expect to go there and have this really euphoric time devoid of any 

problems or any issues (Bert, Surf Tour Operator).  

 

The surf charter market has probably opened more people up to the notion of adventure. You can 

have a little adventure if you sign up for a boat trip (Peter, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Several participants referred to the services of tour operators and the boat-based 

phenomena as a ‘bubble’, sheltering them from direct interactions with local people. 

Limited or controlled interaction with local people was identified as an important 

component of the Mentawai Nirvana constructed by tour operators. Most surfers 

acknowledged that, at some level, the intensity of the trip is diminished by a lack of 

cross-cultural interactions as a result of the buffering effect of the tourism industry. 

Conversely tour operators made the point that most surfing tourists don’t look beyond 

the symbols provided for them by the surf media and surf industry marketing. Most surf 

charters are designed for minimal interaction with local people and visits to land are 

discouraged by some operators. Some operators report that, despite the offer of making 

landfall and visiting local communities, very few surfing tourists actually take advantage 

of this opportunity, choosing instead to focus solely on surfing. It is instructive to 

separate the responses from surf charter tourists and land-based surfing tourists. The 

boat-based tourists admit to some guilt at having no interaction with local people but 

justify this by remaining detached (or solely focused on the surf), reassuring themselves 

that local people, whether they know it or not, lead an idyllic existence, and in any case, 
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there is nothing that they personally as a tourist can do to improve the situation of the 

locals.  

 

It’s [tourism industry] a buffer against adversity and we’re here for the waves more than anything. 

I feel for the people here but it doesn’t appear that they have it all that bad. Simple is good, ha! 

Less stress, I’m kind of jealous (George, Surf Charter Tourist).  

 

Part of the joy of travel is that you’re forced to be immersed in the local culture. It feels a little bit 

like cheating to be on a boat where everything is taken care of and you don’t have to deal with the 

local people… [But] we can’t all give up our worldly trappings and devote our lives to those less 

fortunate than ourselves (Ben, Surf Charter Tourist). 

 

Those surf tourists who stay in local villages in the Mentawais rather than using the 

surfing tourism industry have a different perspective on the charter boat experience. 

These are tourists for whom differences in culture are an integral part of a surfing tourist 

experience and this is reflected in the disparaging tone of their responses. 

 

With charter boats people fly in, they’re picked up at the airport and taken to the boat. They go out 

there surfing, they might get off the boat onto an island a couple of times, then back to Padang, one 

night here and then home. They might spend two or three weeks here and not speak to an 

Indonesian person. I guess if they just want to go surfing and go on a boat ride its good, but its 

hardly what you’d call going to Indo (Dave, Surfing Tourist - Land).  

 

It’s that little bubble, that perfect thing, it doesn’t really include any local cultural exchange in their 

Nirvana dream. So as a result of that they [surfing tourists] maybe don’t look for it. In the 

fulfilment of that dream they’re looking for the elements that have been part of their imagination. 

Local culture isn’t part of that (Griff, Surfing Tourist - Land).  

 

People pay for their trips in their home country, they arrive in Padang and they spend one night in a 

hotel, they get on a boat, go surf, come back, one night in the hotel and then get the hell out of 

here. Contact with the Mentawai people? There is none (Bob, Surfing Tourist - Land). 
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The boat experience is a really different kind. You get in your car, you get on a plane, you get 

transported across the world, into a car, you get taken to a boat and, within hours, you’ve set sail 

and you’re out on the sea, you’re with your friends and you’re setting sail for that dream thing. It’s 

like a little bubble. You’ve not at any stage had to engage with any local interaction and that’s 

fulfilled the dream already, so why look outside of that? (Griff, Surfing Tourist - Land). 

 

Griff (above) suggests that the local people don’t feature in the dream of Nirvana. 

Pritchard and Morgan (2000: 117) argue that space is shaped and constructed in a 

manner which reflects the discourse of the powerful (Olwig, 1993; Shields, 1991). 

Certainly the soft focus imagery adopted by corporate Nirvanic marketing campaigns do 

not include local people in any meaningful way, other than as ‘local colour’, for fear of 

firmly locating Nirvana in a specific location. As the surf media is the vector for 

commercially created Nirvanic discourse which Mick has explained depends on an 

inclusive, broadly generic approach to defining Nirvana, it should come as no surprise 

that the discourse of the Mentawai Nirvana remained devoid of local people for a 

decade. Since 2002 with the publication of Barilotti’s subversive article Lost Horizons: 

Surfer Neocolonialism the 21st Century, and the growing success of humanitarian NGO 

Surf Aid International, this has begun to change.  

 

Despite local communities beginning to make an appearance in the surf media, this does 

not necessarily translate into a heightened desire amongst surfing tourists to interact 

with them. They have been written out of their place, and as such, surfing tourists do not 

look for them in their quest to collect, affirm and gather proof that the symbols of 

Nirvana were satisfied on their trip. Suvantola (2002: 168) argues that “[a] tourist’s 

experience of a destination may in many ways reflect their own culture as it is the tourist 

discourse embedded in the tourist’s home culture which informs the projection of the 

world of the tourist onto host cultures and places”. Interaction with locals could be 
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disturbing, risky and potentially frightening for surfing tourists. Once tourists are 

engaged in the business of surfing and have relaxed into the cushioned adventure 

onboard their charter boat, any thoughts of making an effort to interact with local people 

are soon forgotten. 

 

It’s not their place; they’re just on the boat and everything is supplied for them on the boat and 

what else do you look for? You’ve got the surfing and the video and the food and your bed. Why 

bother? You don’t want to look for that trouble? You don’t want to ruin your holiday. You paid for 

it and you want everything perfect. I think maybe going on the land things might disturb you too 

much (Lauren, Surfing Tourist - Land). 

 

In their fantasies they are [interested in Mentawai culture and people], they always picture 

themselves as going on the beach and they ask in emails: “Can we go on the beach?” But when it 

comes to reality everyone’s pretty happy on the boat and everyone gets lazy (Luke, Surf Tour 

Operator). 

 

We do a check in at Sikakap or Tuapejat at which stage the passengers all go ashore and walk 

around for an hour, they all take photos, school kids running around. Today the two girls are 

walking with our skipper across to Katiet, the guys aren’t interested. That is the factual reality. 

Interaction is zero and I think that’s the case across the board (Marco, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

On the top boats you can’t get that cultural exchange because they don’t have any people with 

connections on their little floating utopia next to the break. There’s really no need to venture 

beyond that because you have all of your needs met, and then some. Why go and risk any 

hardships or disease or even confrontation with a hostile local, which a lot of people fear, when 

you have every thing right there? (Bert, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

The key point for the building of a theory of surfing tourist space is that the adventure 

stemming from a sense of risk for surf charter tourists is more perceived than actual. 

What is actually provided is a commodified and standardised packaged tourism product. 

The cushioning of Nirvana for charter tourists takes several forms, including the 

removal of the necessity of interaction with any local Mentawai people and the 
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facilitation of easy travel through the Mentawai archipelago, including a surf guiding 

service, and the provision of all catering and entertainment requirements. The lack of 

interaction between surf charter tourists and Mentawai locals has important implications 

for the ways in which power relations play out in surfing tourist space and in enabling 

and maintaining neo-colonial power relations (Britton, 1991Edensor, 1998; Suvantola, 

2002; Reeves, 2001). In terms of the symbolic nature of cushioned adventure in 

Nirvanic space, it represents a mediated and distanced enjoyment of unfamiliar scenery 

from within comfortable, familiar surroundings.  

 

6.3.4 Pristine tropical environment – green, blue and white 

 
Figure 6.4 Green, blue and white. The ‘Playgrounds’ area  

 

Little sandy atolls and coral reefs with beautiful fish, palm trees, warm beautiful water that changes 

colour every ten minutes. You get deep aquas and turquoises, every single shade of blue and green 

you’ve ever seen, and you can see all of them in a day. And you can see another set the next day: 

green, blue and white (Sam, Surf Charter Tourist).  

 

The imagined landscape of Nirvana for surfers was universally assumed to be pristine, 

tropical, exotic and relatively untouched by human development. In the quote above, 
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Sam has distilled the natural environment in Nirvanic imagery and his own imagination 

down to three colours, green, blue and white. The following extracts from interviews are 

typical of responses from all surfers visiting the Mentawais in that the islands are 

constructed as beautiful and pristine in the sense that they are untouched by humans. 

 

You spend a lot of time reading surfing magazines and imagining the ideal surfing holiday: surf 

Nirvana. It was that sort of tropical, coconut milk, warm water, tropical reefs, uncrowded (Griff, 

Surfing Tourist - Land). 

 

I’ve had a lot of surfers on the boat, they all think the Mentawais are more beautiful than any other 

islands (Marco, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

I was so excited to find that even in today’s age that there was actually some place so remote that it 

was still beautiful (Bert, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

I haven’t been to Europe or the U.S by choice. I’m not into ‘history’, I don’t do ‘history’. I’m sure 

the Sixteenth Chapel [sic] and Leaning Tower of Pisa, it’s not new, its not real history I don’t 

reckon. I rather go and see raw natural things and appreciate natural beauty (Sam, Surf Charter 

Tourist). 

 

The generic symbols of tropical Nirvanic imagery – clear blue or green water, sand 

islands or coral atolls, white sandy beaches and palm trees – look the same in many 

parts of the world through the soft focus lens of the surf media and the distracted gaze of 

the surfing tourist. The pristine coconut palm landscapes of the Mentawais’ sandy 

islands which are cited as evidence of their absence of human interference are actually 

copra plantations and, far from being an untouched landscape, represent the clearing of 

large areas of existing vegetation and over planting with an introduced agricultural 

cultivar. Mick shed some light on the power of the soft focus approach in surf marketing 

in the surf media. 
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In the early days when we were doing our first marketing … it was not only the surfing but it was 

the environment that said a lot... [Surfers] have a deep appreciation for the pristine beauty of 

nature… the whole Zen of it. Some people can feel all that off the imagery. They’re not sure what 

it is but they know it’s good. You don’t want to narrow things down too much for people. You 

want to let them fill in the spaces… We knew that when we went to the Mentawais we knew that 

we had that, the pure perfection of Lance's Rights. So many people could relate to that, that was 

really attractive… I identified that for us as really quite an important thing… the only thing that 

could be better would be if those waves were in Tahiti, because its blue. The Mentawais is green… 

I don’t think that the Mentawais is anything unique. It’s not like it’s any different from Hawaii or 

Tahiti, Fiji or Bali in that it’s just another new set of images that excites the imagination of 

boardriders. It’s no more different than Bali was from Hawaii or Hawaii was from Tahiti (Mick, 

Surf Corporation Marketing). 

 

In order for the widest possible range of people to relate personally with Nirvanic 

imagery, Mick explains that “you don’t want to narrow things down too much”. In other 

words, Nirvana is only partially rendered in corporate marketing in order to create 

broadly appealing imagery with a few common, easily marketed symbols. Nirvanic 

imagery is conceptualised in terms of its broad aesthetic and symbolic appeal, and 

corporate treatment of place in advertising is indicated by Mick’s description of the 

Mentawais as “no different than Bali was from Hawaii”. He laments that the Mentawais’ 

waves are green and less suited to the commercially created ideal than the blue water 

waves of the Pacific. This approach, in terms of the representation of particular locations 

and landscapes in Nirvanic marketing, facilitates the construction of a wide range of 

locations where the other symbolic elements are present. The tendency of surf marketing 

to be ambiguous about locations invites surfers to speculate and adds to the idea that 

Nirvana could be anywhere.  
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6.4 Summary 

The elements identified in the analysis of the data gathered from Mentawai charter 

tourists and tour operators are not vital for the establishment of Nirvanic surfing tourist 

space in other regions of the world. While the perfect wave is an element common to all 

conceptions of surfing Nirvana, some surfing tourists are prepared to deal with crowded 

conditions to attain these (e.g. destinations such as the north shore of Hawaii’s Oahu 

island in winter, Australia’s Gold Coast ‘Superbank’, Bali’s Bukit Penninsula), other 

surfing tourists will not mind if their adventure is not cushioned by the surfing tourism 

industry to the extent that it is in the Mentawai (e.g. the increasingly popular surfing 

tourism products of Papua New Guinea, and the Solomon Islands). For some, an exotic 

tropical environment is not crucial for the construction of Nirvana (e.g. Tasmania, 

Canada, Ireland, Peru). Hence, the interpretation of Nirvana developed here has many 

elements specific to the discourse of the Mentawai but has its roots in the generic myth 

of Nirvanic discourse.  

 

The purpose of this chapter has been to build a theory based on the analysis of data 

through the grounded theory process, centred on the first research question: How has 

surfing tourism been socially constructed? In answering this question, the chapter 

provided a theoretical framework for understanding a tourist space which is subject to 

discursive control and regulation by the tourism industry, but which takes place in a 

remote and unregulated environment. The themes and categories to emerge from the 

data suggest that space is socially constructed through a commercially driven discourse 

which seeks to obscure exact locations and details of places such that Nirvana has 

become disembedded from its geographic reality. 
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Nirvanic imagery in the surf media is widely acknowledged as the motivation for most 

surfing tourists to leave home. The surf tourist goes in search of particular break they 

have seen in surf magazines, films, or heard by word of mouth from other surfing 

tourists and tour operators and the surf media all of which is driven by the marketing 

campaigns of billion dollar, multi-national surfing corporations. Lastly, the chapter 

analysed the constituent symbolic elements of Nirvana: perfect waves, uncrowded, 

cushioned adventure and a pristine tropical environment.  

 

This chapter has analysed data in light of existing theory in order to develop a new 

theory of surfing tourist space which is based on a Foucauldian understanding of 

contested space, but goes further to allow commercially created spaces of consumption 

to be considered as tourist space as well. The conception of tourist space developed here 

differs from previous conceptions in the following ways: 

 

1. Nirvana is discursively constructed; 

2. Nirvana is based upon fragile, contested and largely mythical symbolic elements 

3. Nirvana is enclavic in the sense that it is subject to discursive control, but 

heterogenous in the sense that no physical control of the space is entered into by the 

industry;  

4. Nirvana encourages the establishment of neo-colonial power structures and 

privileges the discourse of surfers over and above that of local communities and 

resource owners; 

5. Nirvana is threatened by forces which may undermine its mythical symbolic 

anchors; 
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6. Those with an economic stake in Nirvana deploy myth in order to ensure the 

ongoing dominance of the surfers’ discourse; and, 

7. Nirvana holds the promise of eventual change through the alternative discourse and 

resistance which may penetrate and alter conceptions of Nirvana.  

 

The following chapter focuses on points 5 - 7 above and outlines the process of 

Nirvanification: the transformation of a previously unvisited place in a remote tropical 

region of a less developed country into an internationally recognised surfer’s Nirvana. 
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CHAPTER 7. THE NIRVANIFICATION OF THE 

MENTAWAI ISLANDS 

7.1 Introduction 

This chapter seeks to explore ideas around the second research question: How has 

surfing tourist space come to be overlaid on the geographical and social domain of host 

communities? While the previous chapter examined the social construction of Nirvana 

and the contested symbolic elements which comprise it, this chapter moves towards the 

final outcome of the grounded theory process by taking theory developed so far and 

discussing it in relation to the Mentawai context. It takes the four symbolic elements of 

Nirvana (perfect surf, uncrowded, exotic environment, cushioned adventure) and 

explores the ways they have been woven into the fabric of surfing tourist space in the 

Mentawais and how this space has come to be overlaid upon the domain of pre-existing 

Mentawai communities. The term Nirvanification has been coined in order to describe 

this process. It should be noted that Nirvanification is not a simple linear process in 

which each of the four phases described in this chapter are introduced in sequential, 

temporally discrete periods. Rather, the process is cyclic, interactive and ongoing with 

each phase occurring and interacting simultaneously. 

 

The chapter begins by providing an overview of the Nirvanification process in the 

Mentawai context. The process of Nirvanification in the Mentawais may be considered 

as occurring in four phases. The first phase involves the social construction of Nirvana 

in the Mentawais, as outlined in Chapters Five and Six. Phase two involves the symbolic 

elements of Nirvana coming under threat by variables encroaching from outside the 
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control of the Nirvanic discourse. Potential devaluation of Nirvana through threats to its 

symbolic elements has led to the third phase of Nirvanification in the Mentawais - the 

deployment of a range of responses and Nirvanic myths by the tripartite marketing 

synergy as protection from environmental and discursive threats. The fourth phase of 

Nirvanification involves resistance to the hegemonic power of Nirvanic myth through a 

reactionary alternative discourse. 

 

As each phase is discussed, another layer of complexity is added to a developing model 

of Nirvanification theory. The chapter culminates with a discussion of the ways in which 

Nirvanic space has come to be socially constructed, maintained, contested and 

ultimately overlaid upon the geographical and social domain of the indigenous 

Mentawaians.  

 

7.2 Nirvanification 

This section provides an overview of the theory of Nirvanification, which describes a 

four-phase process by which Nirvanic space is constructed, deployed, protected and 

contested. The four phases of Nirvanification in the context of surfing tourist space in 

the Mentawai Islands are: 

 

1. The construction of Nirvana based on four symbolic elements; 

 

2. Nirvanic space and symbolic elements are threatened by a range of sources; 
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3. Nirvanic myths are deployed by the tripartite marketing synergy of surfing tourism 

operators, the surf media and surf corporations to protect Nirvana; and, 

 

4. An alternative discourse has developed as a form of resistance to the hegemonic 

power of Nirvanic myths.  

 

The phases are discussed in detail in the following sections. 

 

7.2.1 Phase one: The social construction of Nirvana 

The first phase of the Nirvanification process, the construction of the symbolic elements 

of Nirvana, was outlined in Chapter Six. The symbolic elements are based upon 

Nirvanic discourse disseminated through the surf media. A high level of homogeneity 

exists in the understanding and articulation of these elements between surfing tourists 

and surfing tour operators. Figure 7.1 which first appeared in Chapter Six is 

representative of phase one. Here, the symbolic elements comprising Nirvana are shown 

to be informed by Nirvanic discourse, disseminated through the surf media. 
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Figure 7.1 The Symbolic elements of Nirvana, constructed and maintained by Nirvanic discourse 
 

Tourism operates largely within the framework created by the international travel 

industry. As a result, tourist discourse is greatly influenced by the international travel 

industry (Urry, 2002). Tourist discourse has established conventions which direct the 

ways in which an individual experiences tourism to the extent that tourist discourse 

becomes a form of cultural production which provides a framework for understanding 

the ‘Other’ in terms of the tourist’s existing knowledge base (Suvantola, 2002: 46).  

 

Tourism advertising tries to insert day dreams of destinations into our consciousness and 

then sell us these daydreams as if they were our own. (Reimer, 1990: 503; Urry, 1990b: 

13). Evidence lies in Krippendorf’s (1987a: 22) observation that tourist articulations of 
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travel motivation were the same as those commonly featured in tourism advertising. 

Indeed, this is not a new idea. Dann noted its influence in 1981.  

 
Travel advertising causes us to fantasise about finding something valuable or exciting in the 

destination. At the surface level of the advertisement we are sold the pull-factors of the place, but 

at the deeper level of representation we are offered our dreams. This way the potential travellers 

project their travel according to those fantasies and form their expectations beforehand (Dann, 

1981: 201).  

 

Travel advertising promises tourists a positive transformation in self (Bruner, 1991). 

Travellers are told that as they pursue tourism products marketed as ‘adventure’ or 

‘extreme’ for example, they will be transformed into heroic modern-day adventurers 

daring to break conventional boundaries and achieve something far greater than possible 

through everyday life and conventional forms of tourism (Suvantola, 2002: 108-109). 

Travel advertising is representative of the powerful myths that comprise the tourism 

discourse created, sustained and utilised by the travel industry. In the context of the 

Mentawais the myth of Nirvana is constructed in a very similar fashion, though it is the 

discourse of the surf corporations and the tripartite marketing synergy, disseminated 

through the surf media, which informs surfing tourist discourse and Nirvanic myth. 

 

The constructed notion of the ‘perfect wave’ and the comfortable hedonistic pleasure 

associated with Nirvana provides symbolic elements of a universalised surfing tourist 

space that prevail over multiple destinations in euphoric physical transcendence of, and 

detachment from, the realities of everyday life in each geographic location.  

 

We construct tourism places to reflect ourselves, rather than the places we are visiting… The 

powerful expectations of tourists often impose particular forms of development and provision upon 

host communities… places actually begin to lose their sense of identity – they become placeless 
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and quite indistinct from other tourist places, and quite unrepresentative of the realities of 

indigenous places (Williams, 1998: 178). 

 

As discussed previously in Chapter Five, Giddens (1990; Giddens, 1991) referred to 

universalised cultural space in terms of ‘disembeddedness’. The disembedding of 

Nirvana has enabled the development of a model of surf tourism which is market 

focussed, economically neo-liberal and disconnected from local place and people. 

 

The mythical and disembedded nature of Nirvana’s symbolic elements and the resulting 

instability and mobility in the ongoing ‘search’ for Nirvana invites comparison with 

research concerning tourists’ search for Shangri-La, a mythical lamasery in the 

Himalayas. Zurick (1995: 56) observes that “Because utopia is so elusive, so 

unattainable, so inviting, so mysterious, it is sought after in the world’s most remote and 

difficult places, the ‘ends’ of the earth rather than close to home”. The parallels with 

Nirvana are striking. In the context of Shangri-La tourism, Cater argues that “the pursuit 

of the dream is relentless. There is a never-ending search for new, extraordinary, 

locations to fire, fuel and fulfil the dream” (Cater, 2001: 47). 

 

Bishop (1989), then Hutt (1996) and later Cater (2001), outline the case of Shangri-La, a 

fictitious utopian place described in the novel Lost Horizons by James Hilton (1933), a 

remote corner of the Tibetan plateau into which four Europeans crash-land when their 

plane is high-jacked. The passengers are led by a passing Tibetan lama to the Shangri-

La lamasery, a paradisiacal location where the lives of those present are extended to 

extraordinary ages. All but one of the European passengers are content to live out their 

lives in Shangri-La. Once they had left, the Europeans wanting to return could not find 

their way back again. The imagery of extended longevity in a peaceful setting was so 
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powerful that during the troubled period leading into the Second World War, the name 

Shangri-La formally entered the English language. The Concise Oxford English 

Dictionary (1999: 1317) defines Shangri-La as “an imaginary earthly paradise”. It has 

been adopted as the name of an international hotel chain, by many other tourism 

businesses around the world, and entered the lexicon of tourism marketing. 

 

The notion of myth, fantasy and imagination as essential elements of the social 

construction of tourism destinations has been discussed by a range of scholars 

(Bramham, 2000; Knudsen et al., 2007; C.  Rojek & Urry, 1997). However, the work of 

Bishop (1989), Hutt (1996) and Cater (2001) represents an empirical precedent for the 

construction of a mobile mythical tourist space. Shangri-La has become, for many, a 

socially constructed mythical tourist space, the symbols of which are broadly defined 

and widely agreed upon by those familiar with the myth. A significant tourism industry 

has developed around the myth of Shangri-La in the region of the story’s setting. Once a 

site for Shangri-La had been established in the minds of a critical mass of tourists, the 

physical and social changes associated with increased visitation ultimately led to a 

betrayal of the myth of Shangri-La and the abandonment of these sites by Shangri-La 

tourists. The myth of Shangri-La moves on from the tourist masses in order to create a 

new mythical tourist space in a setting which possesses the requisite symbols, one of 

which is a lack of large scale tourist visitation.  

 

Initially, Tibet was the mantle of Shangri-La however a general change in journalistic 

interpretation of Tibet in the 1970s from “mystical realm on the northern periphery of 

India”, to “anachronistic feudal society at the western periphery of China” effectively 

sealed off Western imaginings of an earthly paradise in this region (Hutt, 1996: 52). As 
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such, the mantle passed to Nepal, Sikkim, Ladakh and Bhutan. Nepal, for example, used 

to host around half a million tourists annually, however, according to Hutt (1996: 52-

53), Nepal’s mantle was betrayed by a Maoist guerrilla insurgency. Furthermore, Sikkim 

lost its semi-autonomous political status, Ladakh is threatened by large scale tourism 

and problems in neighbouring Kashmir, and Bhutan has embraced a tightly managed, 

small scale, high tariff approach to tourism. Hutt explains that “as the sanctity of each 

forbidden city or country was violated by travellers, the fantasy moved on” (1996: 51). 

More recently the tourism industry has attempted to harness the power of Shangri-La by 

grounding this mobile dream space in the Chinese province of Yunnan. Cater highlights 

concern that again “injudicious commercialisation may destroy the image of harmony 

with nature… which may shatter the aspirations of both the producers and the 

consumers of this representation” (Cater, 2001: 49). 

 

The cyclic production and destruction of temporary anchorages of the mythical and 

mobile space of Shangri-La over particular regions of North Asia has parallels with the 

production and destruction of Nirvanic surfing tourist space in many of the tropical surf 

rich developing nations of the Indian and Pacific Oceans. Following de Certeau (1988), 

and Foucault (1986) this study has argued that space is what happens when place is 

assigned socially constructed meanings. The view of de Certeau and Foucault involves a 

single, real place, such as a city or an open air market, as an arena for action and 

interaction. The approach taken here seeks to broaden this understanding of space to 

include symbolic spaces not intrinsically tied to a particular place but discursively 

constructed by actors remote from specific destinations. 
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This study argues that the symbolic elements of Nirvana described thus far have become 

symbolic anchors which temporarily secure Nirvanic space in place. If it is destabilised 

then Nirvana may become disembedded and shift, if only temporarily, into another place 

which contains the requisite symbols. History suggests that exposure and greater 

exploitation of such regions by the tourism industry, despite their best efforts to continue 

to market such regions as maintaining their Shangri-la/Nirvanic qualities, leads to a 

betrayal of the myth. As such the symbolic anchors of Shangri-la/Nirvana are 

destabilised and the mythical space becomes disembedded and mobile (Giddens, 1990, 

1991), and the search begins for a new place in which to anchor the myth.  

 

Bishop (1989: 225) argues that “the loss of connection between creative, disciplined 

imagination and the particulars of geographical place” in Tibetan travel accounts left the 

way clear “for the underground fantasies of utopianism and tourism, both of which are 

completely disengaged from the paradoxical actuality of place”. Cater (2001: 53) 

observes that “ironically, in terms of tourist satisfaction, it may be crucially important 

that it is so”. The irony was not lost on Laing and Crouch (2006: 9) who point out that 

seeking mythical spaces in places that are known may lead to rapid increases in 

visitation leaving destinations “commercialised, over-crowded and despoiled”. This set 

of circumstances directly mirrors the development of surfing tourism in the Mentawai as 

fantasies of Nirvana are played out in a manner disengaged from place. Indeed, to 

maintain the appeal of the Mentawais as the ultimate expression of Nirvanic space, as 

Cater (2001) suggests, it is crucially important to those profiting from Nirvanic space 

that it remains disembedded from place. 
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7.2.2 Phase two: Threats 

Socially constructed understandings by their very nature are impermanent, fragile and 

under constant threat of change (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Lefebvre, 1991; Urry, 

1995). Lefebvre (1991) argues that, as space is constantly produced and reproduced, 

sites become areas of struggle and contestation as natural space is transformed through 

the processes of capitalism to created space. The Mentawais have been promoted as a 

surfer’s Nirvana with constantly perfect surf free from crowds. The environment is 

promoted as pristine, untouched and exotic. Local communities are either left out or are 

treated as part of the exotic landscape itself, which guests may view, if they choose, 

cushioned by the luxury of an adventurous life onboard their charter boat. These 

symbolic elements of Nirvana are under constant threat of being undermined by 

variables beyond the control of Nirvanic discourse. For example, poor weather, 

overcrowding, or tourists’ subjective experiences of place which are negative.  

 

The elements and symbols of ‘Nirvana’ have been shown to be a fragile and potentially 

volatile commodity. Each threat to Nirvana makes it more unstable. The process is 

symbolised in the Figure 7.2 which shows Nirvanic discourse penetrating the core of 

Nirvana and informing and maintaining its symbolic elements. The diagram shows the 

symbolic elements under threat from outside variables. 
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Figure 7.2 Second phase of the Nirvanification process: Threats to Nirvana and its symbolic elements 
 

Threats to the symbolic elements of Nirvana are able to undermine the symbolic 

elements that hold it in place and diminish its value for those with a stake in its 

commodification. This may happen in one or more of three ways: 

 

1. The recreational amenity afforded by uncrowded perfect waves may become 

diminished; this will impact on the nature of demand and the ability of tour operators 

to charge a premium for their services; 

 

2. The aesthetic values and cultural capital associated with a Nirvanic tourist 

experience in an exotic cushioned adventure may become diminished or transformed 

as the region becomes increasingly ‘scarred’ by land based tourism development and 
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the destination itself becomes outmoded in terms of adventure through excessive 

visitation; and,  

 

3. The generic utopian dream imagery required for the marketing purposes of the 

surfing industry may become compromised along with the ability of the surf media 

to uncritically report the existence of an imagined Nirvana and the consumer’s 

ability to buy access to paradise.  

 

In order to protect Nirvana from such disruption and potential diminishing of its 

commercial value, a range of myths have been developed and deployed in the 

Mentawais. The following section addresses this third phase of the Nirvanification 

process. 

 

7.2.3 Phase three: Nirvana’s armoury of myth 

The frequent, almost ubiquitous use of the word ‘dream’ by participants to describe their 

subjective experience of the Mentawais (see for example Chapter Five section 5.3.1) is a 

clear indication of the separation of Nirvana from everyday life and its construction as a 

social dreamworld (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).  

 

Nirvanic myth offers Mentawai surfing tourism consumers neat, tidy and non-

threatening explanations of experiences which fall beyond the scope of Nirvanic space. 

Nirvanic myth highlights established elements of Nirvana, and simultaneously 

subjugates and marginalises dissenting voices. The use of myth in constructing 

understandings of places visited, based on the cultural understandings and worldview of 

Western observers of the other, is as old as international travel and many of the place 
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myths which endure today have their roots in the discourse of enlightenment period 

explorers of those regions (Cohen, 1982; d'Hauteserre, 2005; Douglas & Douglas, 1996; 

B. Smith, 1960). D’Hauteserre (2005) argues that eighteenth century explorers of the 

Pacific, Captain James Cook and Louis Antoine de Bougainville, for example, together 

forged an agreed narrative of the Pacific as a reflection of European power through 

science. Citing Barthes (1973), d’Hauteserre (2005: 197) surmises that myth has ignored 

both the history and geography of Tahiti to construct it as a place of erotic fantasy. This 

results from discourses of mythical representation embedded in “relational frameworks 

of power established between the centre and the periphery and reinforced through 

repetition and reiteration” (d'Hauteserre, 2005: 199). Eventually, these assigned 

differences in power appear natural. Upon close inspection then, the discourse of 

Nirvana only ever existed in words, and has gained currency through repetition and 

reiteration. 

 

As tourist space becomes commodified28, increasingly homogenised and predictable, 

actual destinations, actual places which play physical host to tourist space become less 

important (Clifford, 1997; d'Hauteserre, 2005; Kirschenblatt-Gimblett, 1998; Zurick, 

                                                 

28 Many writers suggest that the major effects of capitalism upon leisure and tourism stem from the 
processes of commodification and homogenisation. The industrialization of travel and the assignment of 
exchange value to the things which attract tourists to particular destinations, both tangible and 
otherwise, have transformed them into commodities (Boorstin, 1972: 85; Britton, 1991: 454; Craik, 
1991: 87-88; Greenwood, 1977: 130; Pi-Sunyer, 1977: 155; Pretes, 1995: 2; Suvantola, 2002; B.M. 
Wearing & Wearing, 1992; S.L. Wearing & Wearing, 1999). Thus, it is argued, commodification of 
tourism systems tends to shift power relations within destinations, often local cultures are positioned as 
other and reduced, typified and inferiorised by the tourism industry for marketing purposes. As tourist 
attractions become standardised by the functions of the tourism industry, landmarks and representations 
of local culture become increasingly designed for tourists. Similarly the actions through which visitors 
experience the other are standardised (eg sightseeing, similar accommodation procedures and 
experiences, tours, yacht charters, surfing sessions, fishing, drinking and socialising). This process is 
referred to as homogenisation, ‘the levelling down of experience so that variety is replaced with 
uniformity’ (C. Rojek, 1995: 4).  
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1995). Based upon the work of Bourdieu (1986: 137) concerning the production of 

belief, d’Hauteserre (2005) argues that tourists are predisposed to believe the myth of 

tourist spaces, and further, that myth acts to stifle resistance to dimensions of economic 

and political power that underlie commodified socially constructed tourist space. In the 

context of the South Pacific it is argued that singular interpretations of place inherited 

from early European explorers, their literary counterparts and descendants need to be 

removed in favour of more inclusive interpretations of place. 

 

Doyle (1989: 1) argues that attitudes and politics will not change if the bedrock of 

unassailable truths - myths – remain unquestioned. “It is this bedrock of ideas which 

constantly legitimates both social and political structures and compatible attitudes, 

values and goals. In short, myth is the basis for ideology and political organisation”. The 

empty tourist space of Nirvana has been made to function by neo-liberalist ideals that 

attempt to subordinate the interests of destination communities in developing countries, 

focussing instead on the marketplace of developed countries. In a manner highly 

suggestive of Berger and Luckmann’s ‘nihilation’ of alternative discourses by the 

dominant discourse, the indigenous other in the Mentawais was not just exoticised but 

actually written out (Dann, 1999) of a commercially created, mythical and widely shared 

conception of Nirvana. Suvantola (2002) acknowledges that tourist space is largely 

mythical and that tourists’ experiences of commodified tourist space are more a 

reflection of the tourists’ cultures than that of the host. 

 

Tourists may commonly forget that the world in which tourism takes place is largely a mythical 

space, the Other to which the tourism industry direct them to is often based more upon the ideas, 

ideals, stereotypes, and fantasies common amongst the tourists’ home culture rather than 

representations of Other cultures in their own terms. A tourist’s experience of a destination may in 

many ways reflect their own culture as it is the tourist discourse embedded in the tourist’s home 
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culture which informs the projection of the world of the tourist onto host cultures and places 

(Suvantola, 2002: 168). 

 

As well as rationalising the presence of others, the formation of tourist space involves 

the deployment of standardising mechanisms associated with commodification including 

the standardisation of facilities, creation of attractions and transformation of places 

(Britton, 1991: 455; Cohen, 1972: 170). The result of the standardising mechanisms of 

commodification as they operate in tourist space is, according to Suvantola, that 

“different places are easily perceived to be similar everywhere” (Suvantola, 2002: 132). 

By marginalising and standardising the other, surfing tourist discourse encourages 

perceptions of generic tropical paradise locations which match the production and 

marketing needs of surf corporations, the surf media and surfing tourism operators, 

rather than reflecting local space (S. Williams, 1998). By the admission of those 

involved at the most influential levels of surf media production, the portrayal of the 

Mentawais has been one based on fantasy from the outset. The presence of an 

indigenous population has been ignored by the surf media.  

 

For the first five years you wouldn’t even have known there were locals there. You would’ve 

thought they were uninhabited islands… I think initially people just got blown away by the waves 

and the set up… people didn’t even realise there were locals there… we went through that stage 

when it was just a production line of boats up there shooting. You don’t set foot on land and you’re 

back at Padang airport before you know it flying home with out seeing a local face. I think we just 

got so bombarded with the perfect waves in the Mentawais that nothing else mattered (Brad, Surf 

Magazine Editor). 

 

For more than half a decade the focus of surf media coverage of the Mentawais was on 

the opulent convenience of a newly emerged business class form of surfing tourism. The 

presence of the Mentawais in the surf media reached saturation point in the late 1990’s 
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and early 21st century, creating a new market of surfers who wanted to live out the 

fantasy they were consuming in the surf media. 

 

You can be in the most isolated corner of the world, i.e. the Mentawais, and you can have DVD, 

you can have sat phones you’ve got all your mod cons… [and] the dream of isolated, uncrowded 

perfect waves. You can begin to understand why there are fifty boats up there working. (Brad, Surf 

Magazine Editor). 

 

All these great photos, besides promoting the image of our companies as being real and a part of 

the movement, at the forefront, it was also inadvertently fuelling this desire to go to these exotic far 

reaching locations… Now you’ve got hundreds of surf camps and surf charters. That whole 

industry has fed off it. I worked it out. From those early days in the 80’s we [surf corporations] 

were all spending hundreds of thousands or a couple of million dollars promoting the Mentawais 

inadvertently. No wonder all of those operators popped up, because that was creating a demand of 

all these people wanting to get there. All the operators had to do was stick their accommodating 

vessel there and we were inadvertently creating the market for it (Mick, Surf Corporation 

Marketing). 

 

  

As the Mentawai Nirvana came increasingly under threat from increased exposure in the 

surf media, a range of myths began to appear. These have been propagated and deployed 

by surf tour operators, surfing tourists and the surf media in an attempt to limit the 

impact of the various threats to Nirvana. Tour operators and the needs of the surf 

media’s major advertisers (the surf corporations) have the greatest influence over the 

development and perpetuation of many surfing myths. Their discourse is then 

disseminated to the surfing population through the surf media. Several Mentawai tour 

operators described this process in the Mentawai context. 

 

You wouldn’t know it from what gets in the mags and in the videos and that, but it is crowded and 

there’s not as many fish as everyone thinks. Every anchor is killing coral and we don’t all go 

running off into the jungle giving mozzie nets to kids. There is a bit of fantasy (Luke, Surf Tour 

Operator). 
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Look at Surfer’s Path Magazine on the Mentawais, you will see 10s and 10s of errors in a very 

sophisticated magazine… Very elemental types of error that any intelligent reporter should know. 

But, all he has to go by is what he’s told. The reporter is just writing what he’s heard the surf 

charter captain say. And he is going to drill it in to him. “Oh you should have heard about the last 

guy that went onto the land. Man, he just about died from malaria”. It’s natural for a reporter to 

take on these elements. They’re what he’s looking for, something that will draw people’s attention 

and give his article some flair. It’s only natural that there’s ‘cooperation’ between the reporters 

who are getting a free trip off the boats and operators who are expecting promotion (Kelly, Surf 

Tour Operator). 

 

Surfing tourists bring these myths with them to the Mentawai. While most will be 

satisfied to seek and collect the symbolic elements of Nirvana established for them by 

Nirvanic discourse in the surf media, some will find that their subjective experience has 

exposed them to some of the threats to Nirvana. However, Nirvanic myth is self-

reinforcing, hegemonic in nature and is capable of deflecting such threats. For example, 

tour operators described tourists’ tendency to rewrite their experiences in the Mentawai 

to sit more comfortably with popular conceptions of Nirvana enabling them to report to 

their peers that they experienced the dream of Nirvana and are deserving of the 

associated cultural capital that comes with it. 

 

A lot of people come out here and they’ll have an experience on the boat and… they might even go 

as far as to say that they have a bad trip because of breakdowns, bad food, other boats, crowds, all 

of the above. But, when you get them off the boat and back into the everyday rat race… they tend 

to have more of a positive memory of what they had on the boat. They also want their friends to 

believe that they had a great time. They tend to ‘forget’ the bad things (Bert – Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Sometimes you get guys who were disappointed and thought it was going to be better. They go 

home and within a week it was the best thing ever. It just takes a while for them to realise it. With 

their mates from the trip they’ve got someone to share it with. Someone to bump the stories up a 

little bit, to back them up that they got that 6 second barrel when it was actually a two second head-

dip (Luke, Surf Tour Operator). 
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The following quote from Williams (1998) sheds light on the processes at work as 

tourist myths become self fulfilling prophecies. 

 

Promotional material that presents selective representations of realities is, of course, to be 

expected. What is more interesting, perhaps, is the emerging trend in some sectors of tourism 

towards promotion of places that do not actually exist or which are entirely imagined 

reconstructions of a locality… having constructed specific images of peoples and places in order to 

draw the visitor, it is obligatory for destinations to match the images that are projected. Thus the 

tourist must confirm his or her expectations… in this way tourist images tend to become self-

perpetuating and self-reinforcing (Williams, 1998: 177-178). 

 

The process of the deployment of Nirvanic myth is represented in Figure 7.3. Media 

disseminated Nirvanic discourse informs and constructs Nirvanic space. This space is 

recognised by the presence of the four symbolic elements of Nirvana that emerged from 

the data: perfect waves, uncrowded conditions in a pristine natural; tropical 

environment; and, in the case of the Mentawai Nirvana, the cushioned adventure of 

surfing charter boats. These symbols, being social constructs are under constant threat 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966). In Figure 7.2 the symbolic elements of Nirvana are 

protected from threats by Nirvanic myth that is introduced by the Nirvanic discourse. 

This Nirvanic myth acts to insulate the symbolic elements from the threat posed by 

uncontrollable variables.  
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Figure 7.3 Nirvanic discourse constructs and maintains symbolic elements of Nirvana and armours them 
against threats with Nirvanic myth 

 

In some cases, this insulation is purely discursive and acts to pre-empt a subjective 

experience of place with predetermined meanings. In other cases, myth is aimed at 

discouraging certain behaviours which may undermine the symbolic elements of 

Nirvana. For example, the practice of feral overland surfing tourism is discouraged as in 

other locations it has spawned a low-cost high-volume local tourism industry that has 

impacted upon the recreational amenity of the surf resource and prevented a high-end 

foreign-controlled tourism industry from becoming established. To insulate the 

Mentawai Nirvana from this threat, a variety of mythologies have been deployed to 

prevent surfers from wanting to make landfall, and to prevent the establishment of a 

locally controlled surfing tourism industry. For the purpose of illustration it may be 
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considered in terms of the threats being blocked or deflected from undermining the 

symbolic elements by Nirvanic myth.  

 

As previously mentioned, the deployment of Nirvanic myth reflects Berger and 

Luckmann’s (1966) notions of legitimation and reality maintenance, though introduces 

new ideas concerning the ways in which, and by whom reality may be constructed. It is 

the contention of this study that surfing tourist space has been constructed by 

commercial interests distant from the destinations visited, with profit maximisation, 

through exploitation of the dream of Nirvana, as their central concern. Given the value 

of Nirvana, there is an added incentive for the Nirvana-builders to issue legitimations 

and reality maintaining stories to aid in the socialisation and internalisation of Nirvana. 

However, Berger and Luckmann suggest that socialisation is never complete. Despite 

attempts by Nirvana-builders to nihilate discourse alternative to the mythical paradise of 

Nirvana. Many tour operators and some tourists, particularly land-based tourists, have 

been influenced by exposure to this alternative reality. These groups, and their actions, 

represent the source of an alternative discourse that is a genuine threat to the 

maintenance of Nirvanic discourse in its current form.  

 

7.2.4 Phase four: Alternative discourse 

Space is shaped and constructed by, and thus reflects the discourse of, the powerful 

(d'Hauteserre, 2005; Olwig, 1993; Shields, 1991; Suvantola, 2002; S. Williams, 1998). 

As tourist space reflects relations of power between the cultures, ideas, histories and 

discourses involved, an understanding of these configurations of power is necessary for 

understanding tourist space. Pritchard and Morgan (2000) argue that ‘tourism 
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landscapes’, or in the terms used here, ‘tourist spaces’, are shaped by the discourse of 

the powerful. Namely:  

 

The discourses of patriarchy, (hetero)sexuality and racism… the ways in which landscapes and 

destinations are imaged reveal the power geometries of the international tourism and advertising 

system, having significant implications for how those places and their peoples are perceived 

(Pritchard & Morgan, 2000: 118).  

 

Britton argues that:  

 

In order to transform travel and tourist experiences into commodities they must be standardised 

and rendered amenable to capitalist production techniques. A tourist industry has evolved which 

simultaneously enables tourist experiences to occur, encourages tourists to anticipate their 

experience and the expected social returns, and convinces tourists they have had the requisite 

experiences (Britton, 1991: 454-5). 

 

Changes to space have taken place on the road to globalisation such that place has lost 

its importance but increased in significance. Evidence for this is taken from the 

changing relations in colonialism, the exercise of global power relationships and the 

nature of contemporary warfare. Where previously power translated into the 

accumulation of an empire and the occupation of lands, globalisation has led to a 

turnaround in the exercise of power such that  territorial annexation has become a 

liability and “disengagement has replaced engagement as the paramount technique of 

power” (Bauman, 2001: 4). Power is thus exercised through the threat of disengagement 

of investment and being denied access to markets, the global elite are able to exercise 

power through the threat of moving offshore, down sizing, outsourcing, applying 

economic sanctions and so on. 
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Baldwin (2005) outlines the case of tourism development in Antigua where the 

development of a mass tourism industry has come at the expense of severe 

environmental, social and cultural impacts such that Antiguan activists have 

successfully closed down the construction of major hotel projects. 

 

Contestations of socially valued places are closely associated with the evolution of new forms of 

agency, or subject formation. Castells (1997: 8) also suggests this process of producing place and 

space plays a role in producing identities. He argues that people with an awareness of their 

subjugation, in this case of their personal losses from coastal development, may seek to redefine 

themselves as they transform both places and the processes by which meanings are ascribed to 

places. Through social movements organised around resistance identities and shared agency, 

people experience transformed subjectivities and create alternative power bases (Baldwin, 2005: 

236). 

 

Despite the hegemony of commodified tourism discourse and efforts to control tourist 

spaces, the agency of less powerful stakeholders (for example indigenous Mentawai 

communities) means that tourist space cannot be completely reduced to a single 

discourse with prescribed meanings. Rather, understandings of space remain multiple 

and dynamic and reflect the culture from which they emanate (C. Aitchison & Reeves, 

1998; Edensor, 1998; Sahlins, 1985). In this way tourist space can provide a context for 

examining the ways in which, “power, identity, meaning and behaviour are constructed, 

negotiated and renegotiated according to socio-cultural dynamics” (Aitchison & Reeves, 

1998: 51), and provide scope for resistance and change. 

 

The deployment of Nirvanic myth has generated an alternative discourse amongst some 

stakeholders in Nirvana. The subjective experiences of surfing tourists who look beyond 

affirmation of the symbols they are conditioned to search for find that this experience is 

at odds with the media discourse of Nirvana. In response, many have sought to form 
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their own opinions about the Mentawai and have developed a discourse alternative to 

the myths constructed by the tripartite surf marketing synergy. The population of 

Mentawai indigenes and mainland Sumatran ethnic groups living on the islands who 

have had interactions with surfing tourism also hold markedly different views from the 

discourse of Nirvana. In this way a discourse that is alternative to, and which challenges 

Nirvana, has developed in the Mentawai.  

 

While for the most part the construction of Nirvanic myth predates the development of 

an alternative discourse in the Mentawais, Nirvanic myth also protects Nirvana from the 

alternative discourse by providing simplistic answers to the questions it raises. Nirvanic 

myth is able to placate the tourist who may have momentarily, perhaps accidentally, 

glimpsed beyond the invisible borders of their comfortable Nirvanic space and into the 

unfamiliar space of local subsistence communities and found the experience disturbing, 

confronting and a genuine threat to the blinkered euphoria of Nirvana.  Figure 7.4 

completes the model of Nirvanification by including the fourth phase of the process – 

the alternative discourse. The model shows the majority of the alternative discourse 

being deflected and nihilated by Nirvanic myth. A small amount of influence, however, 

represented by the dotted line stemming from the alternative discourse and entering 

nirvana, is included. This represents the agency of the alternative discourse to resist the 

hegemony of Nirvana and leaves open the possibility of change. 
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Figure 7.4 The Nirvanification Process 
 

For local communities inhabiting the Mentawai islands that are marginalised from an 

already struggling national economy, daily life is quite different to the hedonistic 

indulgence of surfing tourists. Surf media participants provided insight into the priorities 

of surfing magazines and the way that Nirvanic destinations such as the Mentawai are 

reported. 
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The truth is that surf media has increasingly grown alienated from understanding how to represent 

the places themselves in a true light. A lot of these places aren’t ‘Nirvanic’. Like the Mentawais, 

the surfers who travel there for two weeks a year have the luxury of holding that surf media picture 

of Nirvana in their heads and they don’t like to be instructed in it otherwise. But if you’re a 

Mentawaian person, its home but its not fuckin’ Nirvana. It’s tough, its poor, you get sick… It’s 

not Nirvana (Tom, Surf Magazine Editor). 

 

Some tour operators in the Mentawais also questioned the way in which the image of the 

Mentawais has been socially constructed through the surf media. 

 

There have been special surf magazines on the Mentawai. Out of 60 pages I’d say there’d probably 

be not even a quarter of a page about the islands. It will be about the surfers that were on the boat, 

the trip, the Singapore part and the thing at the airport, being in town, being on the boat, the maps 

and everything but there was nothing about the culture. It’s sad… I was shocked to see there was 

nothing about the culture. I guess they don’t have time because they’re too busy shooting the pros 

(Lauren, Surfing Tourist - Land). 

 

I don’t know that a lot of the cultural aspects of the area are portrayed in surf movies at all. Other 

than surfer boys behaving badly, surf culture. In actual fact I remember a few years ago a bunch of 

professional surf girls making a video. Having knowledge of the area and seeing these women 

walking around villages in bikinis, I found it quite offensive. There was no recognition of the local 

customs at all and it gave the impression to other people that it’s OK to walk around dressed like 

that. Portraying guys that get up to anything on a surf boat, again thumbing your nose at the local 

culture. Unfortunately they don’t really portray the local culture other than smiling faces (Richard, 

Surf Tour Operator). 

  

Mick shed light on the behaviour of the surf media from the perspective of a surf 

corporation. Mick defends his own approach to Nirvanic marketing which has a vision 

statement that includes having empathy for local cultures. Mick’s interpretation of 

empathy is an extreme interpretation of the ‘precautionary principle’ approach which 

involves having as little impact (positive or negative) upon local cultures as possible by 

remaining distant and not introducing the idea of surfing tourism to remote communities 
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in developing countries with the surf resources to enter the market, and not revealing 

locations. 

 

Our goal and our mission is to find the surf, have empathy for local cultures and people and to give 

something back to the local environment. I can tick all of those boxes in our behaviour, you can do 

an audit. We can’t impose what we want on the magazines and tell them what to do. What we get 

from them is they do the editorial of the action surfing stuff. That’s all they do pretty much unless 

it’s to take a swipe at us. What they don’t do is bother to ask us what we’re doing. They have this 

cynical approach that we’re all evil empire. So they take the cream, contribute nothing to the 

cultures or environments in conjunction with us (Mick, Surf Corporation Marketing). 

 

This same Nirvanic marketing campaign Mick refers to acted as the destination research 

in the development of what is currently the most exclusive surfing tourism operation in 

existence. The results of this empathy by exclusion policy to local communities in terms 

of the way surfing tourists dream of the Mentawais before arrival are quite clear and are 

demonstrated by the following quote:  

 

I never really got much of any impression prior to coming here of the inhabitants of these islands. 

Most of the media picture that I’ve gotten, you see the geography, you see the westerners surfing it 

but you don’t really see or hear anything about the people that live here. I was under the 

impression that the breaks are really far from any civilisation or settlement of any kind (Ben, Surf 

Charter Tourist). 

 

The alternative discourse questions the hegemony of Nirvanic discourse and provides an 

alternative interpretation of the Mentawais. The details of the micro-narratives of all 

phases of Nirvanification in the context of the Mentawais are presented in Chapter 

Eight.  
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7.3 Summary 

This chapter has developed theory explaining the development of surfing tourist space in 

the Mentawais based upon a four-phase process which has been labelled Nirvanification. 

The theory expands existing theories of the construction of space to include the 

symbolic elements of space that have been remotely constructed by commercial 

interests. As such, the rendering of Nirvana as a generic, mythical and mysterious space 

has enabled it to become disembedded from any geographical location. The 

Nirvanification process can be considered to take place in four phases which occur 

simultaneously and which interact and influence each other. Firstly, Nirvana is 

constructed around the symbolic elements which were described in detail in Chapter 

Six. Secondly, the symbolic elements are threatened by a range of environmental and 

discursive threats. Thirdly, the tripartite marketing synergy deploys a range of myths in 

order to protect Nirvana from these threats. Fourthly, the subjective experience of 

tourists, tour operators and indigenous Mentawaians falls outside of Nirvanic discourse 

and represents an alternative social reality to the dominant Nirvanic discourse. 

 

It was noted that the Nirvanification process reflects Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) 

legitimation and reality maintenance of institutions and their social worlds. A conceptual 

model of the Nirvanification process was developed, and although the model depicts a 

binary division between Nirvanic and alternative discourse, this does not characterise 

the actual relationship. Alternative discourse and resistance to the hegemony of Nirvanic 

space is not unidirectional and comes from a number of different groups including 

tourists, some tour operators, and several Indonesian ethnic groups.  
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The second research question guiding this study asked how surfing tourist space came to 

be overlaid upon the geographic and social domain of the Mentawais. This chapter has 

identified the processes which enabled this to take place, however, detail of how the 

processes of Nirvanification have woven themselves into the fabric of the Mentawai 

Nirvana and continue to play out in the Mentawai context have not yet been explored in 

detail. This forms the focus of Chapter Eight. 
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CHAPTER 8. GROUNDING NIRVANIFICATION 

8.1 Introduction 

Chapter Seven outlined the mechanics of Nirvana and explained the elements involved 

in establishing, maintaining and protecting a mythical space designed with commercial 

value in mind. Chapter Seven also detailed four phases of the Nirvanification process. 

Having constructed an overview of the workings of Nirvanification in Chapter Seven, 

the question remains, how do these processes interact at the micro level? How are 

individual elements of Nirvana threatened, protected and contested? This chapter 

examines the micro-level workings of the Nirvanification process in the Mentawai.  

 

Chapter Seven developed a model of the Nirvanification process which is repeated 

overleaf in Figure 8.1. Nirvana is shown to be informed by Nirvanic discourse, the 

sources of which (the tripartite marketing synergy) were discussed in Chapters Five, Six 

and Seven. Nirvana is shown surrounded by threats. However, Nirvana is protected from 

these threats by Nirvanic myths. This myth in turn generates an alternative discourse as 

a form of resistance to the hegemony of Nirvana. Much of the alternative discourse is 

deflected from Nirvana by existing myths. However, the model shows a small measure 

of alternative discourse penetrating the myth and influencing Nirvanic space. This 

leaves room for the possibility of resistance and change. 
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Figure 8.1 Model of Nirvanification process  
 

This chapter is structured around the four symbolic elements of Nirvana, which are 

shown as four smaller circles upon which the central circle of Nirvana is based. Each 

symbolic element is assigned its own dedicated section for analysis. These sections are 

comprised of four subsections which analyse the micro-narratives of the Nirvanification 

process by:  

   
The     

Perfect  
Wave 

 
      Uncrowded 

 
 Pristine 
Tropical          
Environ’t 

 
 Cushioned   
Adventure 

 Nirvana
 (Profitability) 

Alternative 
Discourse 

Nirvanic 
Discourse 
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1. Recapping the symbolic element of Nirvana;  

 

2. Identifying the threats to that element; 

 

3. Outlining the range of myths which protect the symbolic element from threat; and,  

 

4. Identifying alternative discourse in resistance to hegemonic Nirvanic discourse 

relating to each a symbolic element and its myths.  

 

The following table provides an overview of the remainder of the chapter based upon 

this format. The table should be read in rows rather than columns. For example, the first 

symbolic element, perfect waves, has one threat, the weather. This threat is diffused by 

the myth that the Mentawais are a wave machine. In turn, the wave machine myth is 

countered by the alternative discourse which suggests that the surf quality is usually 

good, but infrequently perfect. Where there is more than one threat to a symbolic 

element, each threat is analysed separately with its associated myths and alternative 

discourse. 
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Table 8.1 Conceptual outline of Chapter Eight structure 
Symbolic Element Threat Myth/Response Alternative Discourse 
Section 8.2  
Perfect Waves  

Section 8.2.1 
Threat 1. 
Weather 
 

1. The Mentawais are a wave machine 1. Surf quality is usually good, infrequently perfect 

Section 8.3  
Uncrowded 

Section 8.3.1 
Threat 1. Too 
Many boats at 
breaks 
 

1. The myth of new surf discoveries waiting to be made 
in uncharted waters  

1. Surf charters are highly commodified packaged tours. Captains 
engage in pro-active crowd management  

 Section 8.3.2 
Threat 2. 
 Local Surfers 
 

1. Giving surfboards to local children will increase the 
level of crowding for future foreign surfing tourists. 
Don’t teach locals to surf. 

1. Surfing should be a gift for locals, to think exclusively about the 
sport is surfing’s greatest crime. 

 Section 8.3.3 
Threat 3. 
Land based 
accommodation 
 

1. Staying on land inevitably leads to a life threatening 
and potentially fatal malaria infection 
 
 
 
2. It is not legal or possible to stay on land. 
 
3. The development of land based surfing tourism will  
lead to an environmental disaster 
 

1.  Malaria risk is overstated and is a surf charter industry scare 
tactic. The level of risk taking adequate precautions and prophylaxis 
drugs is little greater than other popular South East Asian, African 
and Pacific destinations. Mentawais are increasingly popular 
‘jungle trekking’ destination for backpackers. 
 
2. Several land based options exist 
 
3. Sustainable tourism 

Section 8.4  
Cushioned 
Adventure 

Section 8.4.1 
Threat 1. 
Experiences of 
local space 

1. Locals are simple and happy with the way things are 
 
2. Tourism that engages with local communities 
condemns them to becoming ‘bell boys and 
prostitutes’. It is best to avoid interactions with them 
 

1. Locals are not happy 
 
2. Locals want to participate in tourism and enjoy the economic 
benefits 

Section 8.5 
Pristine Tropical 
Environment 

Section 8.5.1 
Threat 1. 
Impacts from 
tourism 
 

1. Yacht based tourism is sustainable tourism that 
leaves no footprint on the islands.  In fact surfing 
tourism is a conservation driver  
 

1. Evidence of environmental, socio-cultural and economic impacts 

 Section 8.5.2 
Threat 2. 
Local Developmen

1. Malaria Myth 
 
2. Bell Boys and Prostitutes 
 
3. Development = Disaster Myth 

1. Malaria risk is overstated & a charter industry scare tactic. 
 
2. Locals want in on tourism but are marginalised from it 
 
3. Sustainable resorts 
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8.2 First Symbolic Element of Nirvana: Perfect Waves  

8.2.1 Recapping the symbolic element 

 

Most of it is chasing the Holy Grail. The chance of maybe getting insane waves… That hope of 

fuckin’ just all time perfect insane waves (Matt – Surfing Tourist). 

  

Perfect waves are the most important symbolic element of the Mentawai Nirvana. This is 

the foundation upon which the surf tourism industry is built. While there are threats to this 

element, and mythology has been deployed as a part of Nirvanic discourse. Most objective 

assessments of surfing conditions in the Mentawai suggest that it is the most consistently 

perfect surf region yet discovered. In this sense, a realistic assessment of the likelihood of 

high quality waves being encountered on a twelve-day boat charter is high. The marketing 

of the region and related media imagery, advertising copy and editorial, however, tend to 

overstate the likelihood of this. From the gap between promotion and reality stems the 

fragility of the symbolic Nirvanic element of the perfect wave in the Mentawai. Table 8.2 

outlines the threats, myth and alternative discourse related to the symbolic element of 

perfect waves. 

 

Table 8.2 Key to Threats, Myth/Response and Alternative Discourse associated with perfect waves. 

Threat to Perfect Waves Myth/Response Alternative Discourse 
Weather 

 

Wave Machine Myth Surf quality is usually good, infrequently 

perfect 
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8.2.2 Perfect waves: Threat One, weather 

The biggest threat to perfect surf in the Mentawais is the weather. While good waves are 

common in the Mentawais, the production of perfect waves at any given break is 

dependent on a wide range of factors. The swell size, direction and period must be optimal 

for a particular break to support what would be commonly regarded as perfect waves. This 

must coincide with favourable tides and wind directions. While days of good surf are 

frequent, the chances of these three elements aligning to produce waves of a quality which 

might be termed ‘perfect’ are quite slim. Often the weather will not provide the optimal 

conditions required. At the time of data collection, winds blew from the south for 72 days, 

limiting the potential for perfect waves. 

 

Like this year we had 72 days of southerlies, they started in June and didn’t stop for 72 days. Just 

about enough to drive somebody to suicide you know (Marco, Surf Tour Operator).  

 

Because of all the pictures, I think they [surfing tourists] have a warped sense of reality. When they 

actually get out here they have really high expectations. They just expect it; ultimately I think it 

comes from the images. A lot of times people will promise things that they can’t really deliver in an 

effort to get people out here: anything from food to boats to accommodation on the boat to certain 

size waves, certain waves that they’ll surf. Maybe the high media waves like HTs or Maccas, they’re 

told they’re going to surf it but there’s no way to know whether they are or not with the changing 

wind and swell conditions (Bert, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Unrealistic expectations of the frequency of perfect surf in the Mentawais has the potential 

to dissatisfy surfing tourists. Griff, a land based surfing tourist, explained that tourists are 

expecting to live the dream surfing experience as described and illustrated in surf 

marketing. Something which is based in aesthetic appeal rather than, in Griff’s words, “a 

soulful experience”. 
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Marketing is selling the images which are the things that get embedded in your mind rather than 

selling some kind of soulful experience. It’s more about aesthetic gratification plus the surfing 

element, and if the surfing experience hasn’t lived up to what they’ve imagined, it leaves a sour taste 

in their mouth. They’ve seen so many images and its been so sold as the dream surf experience that if 

it doesn’t give you what you dreamed of they feel cheated (Griff, Surfing Tourist - Land). 

 

Perfect Waves: Threat One, weather: Myth One, wave machine 

 
It’s weird that people come out here with the expectation that it’s a wave machine when, as surfers, 

we know that you can get skunked29 anywhere (Griff, Surfing Tourist - Land). 

 

The perfect wave and the wave machine mythology is traced by some commentators to 

early surf film Endless Summer (1964) and to the discovery of a perfect shoulder high 

wave at Cape St. Francis in South Africa which Bruce Brown, the film’s maker and 

narrator, claimed was ‘perfect’ for the vast majority of the year. It has subsequently 

transpired that this was a fiction constructed by the film maker and that the wave in 

question breaks only on rare occasions (George, 2000; Kampion, 2003). The myth of the 

wave machine however, looms large in the collective imaginings of surfing tourists. The 

data suggests that the wave machine myth in the Mentawais is a product of unrealistic 

expectations of the destination created through the marketing activities of the surf 

corporations. Some tour operators also contribute to the creation of unrealistic 

expectations by highlighting only the best possible conditions.  

 

                                                 

29 To be ‘skunked’ in the surfing vernacular is to travel to reach a surf break only to find that the surf is of 
poor quality. 
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When they’re booking they’re thinking that it’s going to be six foot and offshore and perfect 

everyday and I do play on it a little bit I suppose. I write newsletters and amp them up on when its 

been good… more and more everyday and all day they’re thinking that the perfect wave is here 

(Luke, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

I think first and foremost, after all the media hype and all the pictures and all the videos, they think… 

that there’s going to be an unlimited supply of perfect waves (Bert, Surf Tour Operator).  

 

Threat One, weather: Alternative Discourse One, surf quality is usually good, 

infrequently perfect 

The meteorological fact is that wave machines which produce perfect waves twenty four 

hours a day, seven days a week, 365 days a year do not exist. However, the Mentawai 

islands now support the world’s largest surf charter fleet, and surf resort accommodation 

will soon challenge the dominance of live-aboard yacht-based tourism. Thus, in order to 

maintain levels of interest in the Mentawais’ high-end surfing tourism products, it is in the 

operators’ interests to “hype” the frequency of perfect surf occurring in the region. The 

previous chapter revealed the role of the media in creating unrealistic expectations 

amongst surfing tourists. The alternative discourse that has arisen is the commonsense 

view that while more often than not the Mentawais will have good quality waves, the 

‘perfect’ days are rare. Most operators reported that expectations of surfing tourists were, 

in the main, unrealistic. 

 

I used to say “I’m not a surf god, I’m a surf guide” because here you are in the Mentawais, its 

supposed to be five foot and glassy everyday, I mean there is some beautiful days. They get that from 

the mags and videos. Good surfers make everything look good, even if it’s not a good day (Lauren, 

Surfing Tourist - Land). 
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A lot of them come here and come unstuck because the wave looks so perfect and whatever but if 

you’re not ready for it, it will snot you. Magazines make the waves look pristine, nice warm water, 

nice big open tube. “Yep looks easy I’m going on a holiday I’m going to get that wave on”, because 

they think its on 365 days a year. They get out there and the wind is the wrong direction or there’s no 

swell or its too big and they go “Oh, that’s not like the magazines, why isn’t it like in the magazines 

Captain Peter?” Well, its probably like that only three or four times a year (Peter, Surf Tour 

Operator). 

 

I try and set them straight on the boat in my speech in the beginning and tell them: “We’re not on 

Planet Surf we’re on Planet Earth”. Shit you know the waves go flat, if you get two or three good 

days on a charter think yourself really lucky you know (Marco, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

I would say that the surf is really as good as they say, but maybe not as often as they say. I think it’s 

exaggeration, as you’ll find in any destination. The weather is definitely not as ideal as they make it 

out to be. I read stories about other destinations and I’m sure exaggeration applies across all of them. 

Magazines have to make a story and I think that the Mentawais is just one of many destinations that 

are blown up (Marco, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

We had HTs on the TV last night [the surf guide showed footage of perfect waves at the break known 

as ‘HTs’ from the previous charter]. Immediately I’m getting like either “When are we going there? 

Why aren’t we there now? When are we going to get there?” And of course if they see it great on the 

video it’s going to be like that when they get there. I can explain to them that “Well there are south 

winds right now, its onshore, there’s not enough swell”. But in their minds eye if we just go there it’ll 

be just like in the movie. They don’t know how many variables go into the whole thing. They just 

think “OK I saw it, I visualised it and now I’m going to get it”. It’s not as easy as that, I wish it would 

be but its not (Bert, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Despite the misplaced faith of some surfing tourists in the wave machine mythology, few 

who visit the Mentawai at the peak of the swell season complain about the quality and size 

of the waves they experienced. There is some evidence that tourists collude with each 

other to exaggerate some stories and gloss over some of the less satisfactory conditions so 

that their trip fits within the socially constructed parameters of a Nirvanic experience. The 
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perfect wave is the most stable symbolic element of the Mentawai Nirvana. This is not the 

case with many surfing tourism destinations which may offer only a single, or several, 

inconsistent breaks. The Mentawais are probably the destination in the world most likely 

to yield the perfect wave to a short term visitor in the peak swell season. More serious 

threats to the symbolic elements of Nirvana and Nirvanic myth in the Mentawai therefore 

tend to come in other forms. 

 

8.3 Second Symbolic Element of Nirvana: Uncrowded Conditions 

8.3.1 Recapping the symbolic element 

 

No crowd, more waves. More perfect waves, no one getting in the way, no one hassling (Mal, Surf 

Charter Tourist).  

 

An important symbolic element of Nirvana is the absence of uninvited surfing peers. 

However, this element is far more fragile than perfect surf in the Mentawai context, as 

even surf that is below the average level of quality tends to be ‘rounded up’ by surfing 

tourists to ensure that ‘bragging rights’ are intact upon returning home. However, in order 

to extract the maximum return per tourist and maintain the Nirvanic myth that is so 

important to surf industry marketing, Nirvanic discourse requires the surf to be 

uncrowded. Additionally there is far less cultural capital associated with surfing high 

quality or perfect waves which are crowded with scores, even hundreds of other surfers 

than that associated with experiencing ‘uncrowded perfection’. The opening quote to this 

section and section 6.3 of this thesis demonstrate some of the reasons for this. As Table 
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8.3 demonstrates, the threats to uncrowded conditions in the Mentawai are many. Indeed, 

the threat of crowds has a number of sources all of which have been addressed in some 

form by those with a stake in preserving the most commercially viable incarnation of 

Nirvanic space possible. The following sections detail these threats, the myths which 

protect Nirvana from them, and the alternative discourses which have emerged as forms of 

resistance to myth propagation and dissemination. 

 

Table 8.3 Key to Threats, Myth/Response and Alternative Discourse associated with uncrowded conditions. 
Threat Myth/Response Alternative Discourse 
Section 8.3.2 
Threat 1. Too many boats at breaks 

Discovery Myth 
 

Package tourism & active crowd 
management  

Section 8.3.3 
Threat 2. Local Surfers 

Don’t give boards, discourse Surfing should be a gift for locals

Section 8.3.4 
Threat 3. Land Based 
Accommodation 
 

Malaria Myth 
 
No Land Camp Myth  
 
Development = Disaster Myth 

Malaria is overstated – tourism 
industry ploy  
 
Sustainable land-based tourism 
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8.3.2 Uncrowded: Threat One, too many boats at breaks 

 

Figure 8.2 Five boats at anchor at Lance’s Right, Katiet  
 

This section covers the myth and alternative discourse related to Threat 1 (too many boats 

at breaks) to the second symbolic element (uncrowded conditions). See Table 8.3.1, 

below. 

  

Table 8.3.1 Key to Uncrowded: Threat One, too many boats 
Threat to Uncrowded Myth Alternative Discourse 
 1. Too many boats at breaks Discovery Myth 

 
Active crowd management by 
operators and guides 

 

The arrival of many charter boats at a particular surf break at the same time, with all the 

surfers onboard all the boats attempting to surf the break simultaneously, represents the 

greatest and most immediate threat to the uncrowded symbolic element of Nirvana. Peter, 

a surf tour operator, explains how Nirvana can be transformed into a disappointing and 

frustrating scramble for waves when crowding occurs in a context where many surfers 
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competing for the same waves have all paid a premium to experience uncrowded 

perfection: 

 

Unfortunately its crowded out there with that many boats and punters wanting the same thing. You 

got top spots maybe three or four boats which means nearly 40 guys waiting to have a surf. It’s like a 

big chess game out there. Who’s going where and when, who’s just been there and who’s not going 

there? There’s no order to this chess game, the weather controls the game (Peter, Surf Tour 

Operator). 

 

Uncrowded: Threat One, too many boats at breaks: Myth One. discovery myth 

In their attempts to assuage fears that the Mentawais are becoming crowded as a surfing 

tourism destination, some operators highlight the possibility of charter tourists discovering 

new surf breaks, and by inference, surfing the break with just the surfers onboard, as they 

move through the island chain. The possibility of discovering a new world class surf break 

in the Mentawai chain, particularly in the now well charted regions frequented by the 

majority of charter boats, and now also serviced by resorts, is extremely remote. In 

addition to the promise of uncrowded perfection associated with a new discovery, surf tour 

operator Luke alludes to reasons of cultural capital for employing this myth. 

 

Everyone loves a challenge and everyone loves to think they’re discovering new spots. That’s another 

thing that I push… It is a bit of a myth in the marketing. We do it as much as anyone. It is a bit of a 

myth (Luke, Surf Tour Operator). 
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Uncrowded: Threat One, too many boats at breaks: Alternative Discourse One, 

package tourism and active crowd management 

The beginnings of surf tourism in the Mentawai in the early 1990’s saw a handful of 

surfing tourism operators and genuinely uncrowded conditions. Much of the early 

marketing imagery of the Mentawai focussed on this element. Since the late 1990’s 

however, the high volume of tourists in the Mentawai has changed the nature of the 

experience. For those tourists expecting the isolation from other surfing tourists implied 

by the discovery myth, the density of the charter fleet, particularly in low swell conditions 

when many boats cluster around breaks the few breaks which are most exposed to the 

swell comes as an unwelcome surprise. 

 

The major let down for the tourists when they’re paying big money is to see six boats already there. 

“I thought we were up here in Sumatra, I didn’t expect to have 40 boats up here doing the same thing 

that I’m doing”. People just don’t expect that. People like to think that they're the only ones doing 

something special. In reality there’s 80 to 100 people doing it at the same time, 3000 every season 

(Brad, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Indeed, the Mentawai surf charter has become a mainstream commodified tourism product 

with all the limitations associated with the homogenisation of a commodified product. The 

following two excerpts are from the surf tour operator Marco explained why the notion of 

surf discovery on a standard Mentawai charter is a myth. 

 

The whole concept of surf exploration is of some concern. To explore for waves you need to go when 

there’s swell and when the winds are right which means that you’re going to be driving away from 

some really good waves to find some unknown ones. In order to find pumping surf you’re going to 

have to watch pumping surf disappear in your rear view mirror. So you’ll have to say, “I’ve surfed 

that wave, its pumping right now but I’m going to drive away and try and find something new”. It 
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takes a certain calibre of explorer to do that and those are the guys who find the waves. You can drive 

past certain islands for years and see nothing because you surfed until the surf was small and then 

thought, “Oh lets go and explore”. No, it doesn’t work like that. You’re not going to find anything. 

You could drive past Lances Left at one foot and think “wow that’s got a lot of potential” and keep 

driving. Surf exploration is definitely not an option for a guy on a two week holiday, there’s no way 

he could do that so he has to come on this Mentawai package. 

 

In a way it’s the most mainstream holiday you can have [Mentawai surf charter]. Its like going on a 

ski trip where there’s guys advising you on all the conditions, it takes the danger and all the 

unknowns out of it. But if you’re on a holiday from a stressful job you don’t want to fuck around for 

weeks and weeks hunting for waves having the wrong equipment when you arrive… There are a lot 

of Australian, South African and American surfers who do go out there and find it for themselves. 

They just grab an atlas and go. They are not usually the kind of client that goes on a boat (Marco, 

Surf Tour Operator). 

 

At the time of data collection, the Mentawais continued to be promoted as a unique, 

frontier experience with the potential for further surf discoveries, however crowding had 

already reached such levels that an informal policy of crowd management had been 

implemented by charter operators. Former Mentawai charter skipper Jody Perry explained 

his view of this process in an interview with surf journalist Tim Baker for Australian 

publication Surfing World. 

 

We took responsibility for our guests’ behaviour in the water, threatening free-surfers and pros alike 

that they would be pulled out of the water and steamed away if they didn’t play well with others. It 

worked to a point. It works if everyone complies, but others didn’t. It only takes one person to fuck 

that up (Jody Perry quoted in T. Baker, 2006: 115). 

 

Operators interviewed for this study added another layer of complexity to this process 

involving communication and cooperation between operators to disperse surfing tourists 

effectively between the breaks which are surfable on a given day. Additionally, if on 
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arrival at a break another group is already surfing, this informal crowd management policy 

dictates that operators instruct their clients to wait, allowing the group in the water to 

enjoy the waves unhindered. After an hour or two the newly arrived tourists will be 

allowed to enter the break and the previous group are expected to exit the water, a process 

that surfing tourists were observed to refer to as a ‘shift change’. 

 

It’s been better this year and it’s better with the guys who’ve been here for a while. You give them a 

couple of hours and tell your guys to hang back. Then another boat comes around the corner, unless 

you trust that captain and unless your guys trust you, your guys get antsy and want to go out. Then 

the new guys all go out and your guys all go out and it’s all like that. If you trust the captain then 

we’ll move off to another place. It’s hard like that (Luke, Surf Tour Operator).  

 

As Jody Perry and Luke explained above, this system is fragile in that it only takes one 

boat to breach these rules and the system disintegrates. For the system to work all 

operators need to comply and trust each other to comply. Further, tourists need to respect 

and trust their surf guide or captain, comply with their instructions, and trust that they will 

get the chance to surf in relatively uncrowded conditions as well. 

 

8.3.3 Uncrowded: Threat Two, local surfers 

Table 8.3.2 Key to Uncrowded: Threat Two, local surfers 
Threat to Uncrowded Response Alternative Discourse 
2. Local Surfers 
 

Don’t give surfboards to kids 
discourse 

Surfing should be a gift for locals 

 

Stemming all the way back to Duke Kahanamoku in Sydney in 1914, there is a long 

history of surfing tourists leaving surfboards as parting gifts to their local hosts and 

introducing surfing to the local population. In many destinations, over time, a population 
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of local surfers has developed and grown to the extent that is has impacted on the 

recreational value for surfing tourists. In the Indonesian Island of Nias, some 300 nautical 

miles north of the Mentawais, for example, before the earthquake of March 2005, the 

recreational carrying capacity (c.f. Buckley, 1999, 2002b) of the break would often be 

reached or exceeded solely by local surfers from the new village at Sorake Beach, which 

developed to cater for surfing tourists after the discovery of the break in 1975 (Lovett, 

1998, 2005). Some of the local surfers had become resentful of the surfing tourists and 

were antagonistic towards them in the surf. Based on the experience of Lagundri Bay in 

Nias and other surfing tourism destinations, some tour operators see the development of a 

population of local surfers in the Mentawai as a threat to their business. 

 

Uncrowded: Threat Two, local surfers: Response One, don’t give surfboards to kids  

In response to the perceived threat of developing local populations of surfers in the 

Mentawais, some charter operators actively discourage local people from taking up the 

sport in order to maximise the number of surfing tourists that can be accommodated by a 

surf break before recreational carrying capacity is eclipsed and crowding is experienced by 

participants. Tom, a veteran of many surfing tourism trips with leading operators for surf 

media and surf marketing promotional purposes, explains how this perceived threat is 

addressed by some operators.  

 

Oh yeah, I’ve been told on various trips. Local kids have seen us surfing and I’ve got a couple of old 

boards and I’ve thought “fuck it”. You know? “Let’s give them these boards, it’ll stoke them out. 

They’ve seen us out there surfing and they’ll be stoked”. The operator has said “don’t do it because if 

you do that next time you come back here they’ll be out there” (Tom, Surf Magazine Editor). 
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Threat Two, local surfers: Alternative Discourse One, surfing should be a gift  

 

Figure 8.3 Mentawai boy from Katiet village with a broken surfboard with makeshift leg rope and fin 
cemented into the hull. 

 

Despite the efforts of some operators to prevent Mentawai locals from taking up the sport, 

particularly in the Katiet region, local children and some adolescents have constructed 

rudimentary surfboards from broken and discarded pieces of surfing tourists’ surfboards. 

Many of these are little more than children’s toys with fins attached to the snapped halves 

of surfboards with cement. However, the local children ride these boards on a nearby 

break called Mini-HTs which rarely exceeds knee height and is well suited to learning. An 

older adolescent was observed surfing the HTs break proper, riding a surfboard 

constructed from two halves of different surfboards held together by gaffer tape. This 

generation will likely go on to form Katiet’s first local surfers. Surf media participant 

Tom, addresses the philosophical ramifications of excluding local from surfing. 

 

I’ve never been against people surfing, I think its really fucking good for them. I can see it from the 

operator’s point of view. Somewhere like Lagundri where the surf is already packed without any 
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surfing tourists there. But I think that’s where the real responsibility lies in surfing… localism, it’s 

a fucking nightmare - that whole way of thinking to exclude people. There’s places in the world 

where surfing has just begun in the last 20 years and it’s become unbelievably violent and 

localised. I think it’s a poisonous thing that surfers have done there. They’ve handed on their sport 

but in a poisonous way. I think it’s our individual responsibility - as well as maybe thinking about 

how we effect the environment and stuff - how we effect the way people see surfing, who are 

beginning to surf. Do you want to give it to them the way Duke Kahanamoku did? In a way which 

says ‘this is for everyone’. Like the way he did it here [Sydney, Australia], he engaged everybody 

in the whole thing. He got help to get the piece of wood, the timber company planed it down for 

him, he helped them cut it out and roughly shaped it and shit. And he went surfing and he took a 

girl out with him! This was an inclusive act. To act against that, to act exclusively with surfing, I 

think that’s a crime. I think that’s a great crime. A surfer’s crime is to act exclusively about the 

sport, much bigger than engaging with the capitalist system. It is to misunderstand the soul of 

surfing… The outcome that personally I’d like to see most of all in the Mentawais is that there’d be 

locals. I think it would be really cool (Tom, Surf Magazine Editor). 

 

8.3.4 Uncrowded: Threat Three, land based accommodation 

Table 8.3.3 Key to Uncrowded: Threat Three, land-based accommodation 
Threat 3. Myth/Response Alternative Discourse 
Land-based Accommodation 1. Malaria Myth 

 
1. Malaria is overstated – 
tourism industry ploy 

 2. No Land Based Options Myth 2. Land based options exist 
 3. Development = Disaster Myth 3. Sustainable land-based 

tourism 
 

As mentioned in Chapter Four, the foreign-owned resort sector of Mentawai surfing 

tourism is growing rapidly. Four resorts are now in operation on the Islands of Mainuk and 

Karamajet off the southern end of Siberut, nearby the village of Silabu and the break 

known as Macaronis, and in Katiet village nearby Lance’s Right or HTs. As public 

transport linkages, local infrastructure and services improve, uncontrolled resort 

development combined with the proliferation of low cost local accommodation threatens 

to transform the Mentawais into a Kuta Beach, Bali style tourist enclave. This would lead 

to the crowding of those surf breaks more easily accessed from resort accommodation. As 
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such, the charter industry has an interest in maintaining its own dominance and retarding 

the growth of land based alternatives for as long as possible. A range of myths and 

responses have been employed to this end. The introduction of land-based alternatives has 

been considered inevitable for some time (c.f. Ponting, 2001), though has been greatly 

hindered by the following myths and responses to the threat of land-based development. 

 

Many locations throughout Indonesia have become crowded and environmentally 

degraded by progressing along the natural succession of surfing tourism development 

from feral surfers camping, to simple homestay development, to local infrastructure 

investment ending in significant foreign investment and development. For example, pre-

earthquake Sorake Beach on Nias, Nusa Lembongan, Central Sumbawa, sections of East 

Java, Nembrala Beach on the West Timorese island of Roti, Kuta beach, Bali, and sections 

of the Bukit Peninsula, Bali – just to name a few. Options for the feral surfer looking for 

the more traditional, pre-commodified surfing tourism experience in the Mentawai have 

existed for some time at the surf break known as E-Bay on Nyang-Nyang Island, in Katiet 

village adjacent to the break Lance’s Right or HTs, and close by the break known as 

Telescopes. Further expansion of this market poses a threat to the business class Nirvana 

protected by the charter operators. The process has, however, already begun in the 

Mentawais, as Peter describes below. 

 

There’s always a stream of surfers coming through, hardcore guys who want to camp with the locals 

and live village life. They give some money for fuel and the locals fish while the guys are surfing. 

The fisherman’s happy and the surfers are happy… they’ve got enough money for a boat trip but 

they’ve got more sense. They talk to the fishermen, learn their language and they’re probably paying 

one thirtieth of the price of a boat trip but getting the same waves but with more effort and more 
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interaction with the locals. I met a couple of guys who had rented a motorized canoe at Thunders last 

year. They recognized me from Western Australia. They came over and said “Hey Peter what are you 

doing here” and I was like “What are you doing here?” Here were the extremes. I was captain of a 

luxury boat doing charters and he was hiring a dugout canoe. We were side-by-side catching the same 

waves: the ends of the spectrum (Peter, Surf Tour Operator).  

 

Threat Three, land-based accommodation: Myth One, malaria myth 

One of the most apparent factors to emerge from the data concerning the attitude of boat-

based tourists towards the idea of a land-based alternative was an overwhelming paranoia 

about contracting malaria. The researcher observed many surfing tourists refusing to visit 

a beach during the height of the midday sun (when the Anopheles mosquito responsible 

for transmitting the disease is least active) despite taking a prescribed malaria prophylaxis 

drug, and having access to long sleeved shirts, trousers, and powerful insect repellents. 

The following excerpts demonstrate the dominant view of boat-based tourists. 

 

I was told when I first got there that the islands were really infested with cerebral malaria which can’t 

be cured and that you’ll die in two days - you won’t even get to Singapore... One day I got bitten on 

the head and I thought, “That’s it. I’ve got cerebral malaria. I’m gonna die!” (Lauren, Surfing Tourist 

- Land). 

 

It’s not real appealing travel wise for waves, staying on land and getting a life threatening illness. 

Snakes and parasitical type encounters which can happen anywhere but are less frequent in other 

temperate parts of the world (George, Surf Charter Tourist).  

 

I have an apprehension about malaria as far as just travelling and cruising around all the islands. How 

easy it seems, like it is pretty easy to get malaria. Stories I’ve heard from people getting malaria. Like 

***** [surf guide] said at HTs [Katiet], there’s a fifty percent chance of somebody getting malaria 

within the first three weeks. If there are four people there then in two weeks two of them are going to 

contract it (Damon, Surf Charter Tourist). 
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I take tourists on land and they’re too scared to spend more than 30 seconds in case they get malaria 

(Brad, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Uncrowded: Threat Three, land based accommodation: Alternative Discourse One, 

malaria risk is overstated 

One school of thought places the malaria myth in the realm of protecting surfing Nirvana 

from over visitation by other surfers. In order to keep others from visiting a newly 

discovered surfing Nirvana, the dangers of visitation are enhanced. 

 

I think its something that surfing as a whole has a paranoia about, it’s worked well for the charter 

industry but I think it’s got its roots within surfing… it’s been used to say don’t go there at all… its 

something that the boats have benefited from because that mythology was put out there by surfers 

protecting it anyway. If you look at the backpackers, they’re so much less paranoid about it (Griff, 

Surfing Tourist - Land).  

 

There is… you can’t hide it, but you can overstate it. You can say if you go on land you’ll die. It’s up 

to the individual to read between the lines. There’s a lot of hype. Don’t believe the hype... there’s 

always, “it’s too sharky” or “it’s got malaria” or “the sea urchins eat you” or “the monster in the 

ocean”. You’ve got to create some sort of myth that keeps a certain percentage away. That’s what its 

about I think (Peter, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Most participants expressing an alternative discourse, however, saw the malaria myth as a 

construct of some charter operators designed to prevent upmarket land-based 

accommodation from claiming their market share, and to prevent low-end land operations 

from introducing a new demographic of surfer into the region leading to declining profit 

margins and over-crowding in terms of recreational amenity. 

 



 266

Collusion is not the right word because the reporter is just writing what he’s heard and the captain is 

going to drill it in to him “Oh you should have heard about the last guy that stayed there, man he just 

about died from malaria.” It’s natural for a reporter to take on these elements they’re what he’s 

looking for, something that will draw people’s attention and give his article some flair. It’s only 

natural between the reporters who are getting a free trip off the boats and operators who are expecting 

promotion (Kelly, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

I personally haven’t met anyone who has caught malaria out in the Mentawais. There is malaria out 

there and it is a risk. You can take medication and precautions and you can’t think that every single 

mosquito is going to kill you. People are paranoid about it and that’s sad because they’re not getting 

to see the real Mentawai islands, they’re just surfing the waves around the islands… I think the hype 

about malaria is a scare tactic to get people on the boat. Obviously there’s not many facilities at the 

moment for staying on land, but the threat of malaria is a great thing for the boats (Richard, Surf Tour 

Operator). 

 

The media was, “you can’t stay on land, malaria, mosquitoes, rats, blah blah”… that was all mainly 

from one company and that was definitely overkill: Scaring people to not go on the land so they’d go 

on the boats. Otherwise they’d be on the land and people on the boats would see a cheaper option. 

That was definitely a scare tactic, it wasn’t true (Luke, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

I find that a lot of people’s attitudes about malaria are ill-conceived, misjudged and hyped-up… god 

forbid they would ever subject themselves to malaria which they are guaranteed to get if they set foot 

on land. That’s something that the media and the marketing of individual businesses has been 

responsible for throughout the entire time I’ve been out here… [it] is not something that boat 

operators are going to discourage. Why would they ever discourage that viewpoint? That singular 

vision is going to keep the market in their pocket (Kelly, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Always wear long pants at night time and shit. Socks. I sleep in a tent. I’ve spent two and a half years 

out in the islands, haven’t got malaria, don’t intend to (Dave, Surfing Tourist - Land). 

 

Local Mentawaian and Minangkabau stakeholders in surfing tourism also feel the impacts 

of the malaria myth upon their ability to enter the market and access the surfing tourism 

economy. The following excerpts demonstrate. 
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They have this scared with malaria… The media expose too much about that… I even hear that 

sometimes captain said to the guests “don’t ever go to the land, even one minute”. This is crazy. I 

think this is a tactic or strategy help people to still choose with the boat (Achmal: Minangkabau 

Participant). 

 

Malaria actually, maybe not so bad like people say. I’ve been there many times, I stayed on land and I 

never got malaria. I don’t know maybe some malaria but not big portion. Maybe some people try to 

make business about the malaria. Do you know that? (Rickie, Minangkabau Participant). 

 

Most of the white people are scared with malaria or where they can stay. But the first thing I think 

they’re scared with malaria. I think many people want to stay on land but I think the malaria is really 

a problem but so far I don’t see any tourist get malaria in the Mentawai. Stay under the mosquito net, 

it's alright (Rizal, Mentawaian Participant).  

 

Most of the surfers are worried about malaria. Most of the surfers like to be out on the land with the 

local people, maybe? But the first thing on their mind is malaria. That’s stopping them from going on 

the land (Bangbang, Mentawaian Participant). 

 

You can count on your fingers how many [surfers] stay on land. They are paranoid with the malaria 

(Andi, Mentawaian Participant). 

 

I not really understand why surfers so scared. Sometimes I thinking that they can take a tablet or kind 

of but they still scared to go on land. When the tourist trekking group, when I tell them to take 

malaria pill because we go to the island they are fine. Yeah, they don’t worry at all to be in the 

jungle… Why so scared? It is not very reasonable. I think that maybe the tour operator company, the 

boat charter make the propaganda that “It’s not safe to stay on land” or something like that (John, 

Mentawaian Participant). 

 

Even humanitarian aid NGO Surf Aid International came in for criticism from local 

stakeholders. Much of their early work involved, and continues to involve, steps to 

eradicate malaria from indigenous Mentawai populations. In doing so they have run 
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‘shock’ style advertisements in the surf media, which have highlighted the endemic nature 

of malaria in the region. Some locals resent the international spotlight being cast on the 

Mentawais as a high-risk endemic malarial region. The following is typical. 

 

If I could also complain about the promotion of malaria control by Surf Aid. This also implies a 

negative image about the island, because Surf Aid with this project of malaria control, raise the image 

of that island as having danger with malaria, so more tourists don’t want to stay on the island (Dede, 

Mentawaian Participant). 

 

Uncrowded: Threat Three, land based accommodation: Myth Two, no land based 

options myth 

Accompanying the malaria myth in stifling demand for land based accommodation in the 

Mentawais until the mid 2000’s was the general perception amongst the surfing public that 

there were no available options for staying on land and that there were legal restrictions on 

the movement of tourists in the islands. The following extracts from interviews with 

Mentawaian, Minangkabau and a surf resort owner articulate the myth. 

 

I asked the New Zealand people [marooned on Sipura by broken down charter boat] “why don’t you 

stay on the island?” “Firstly we don’t know. We didn’t have access to the information that we can 

stay on the island” (Dede, Mentawaian Participant). 

 

But right now people from Australia, United States, I don’t know maybe there is promotion from the 

agent that you cannot stay on land, that you have to stay on the boat. When many people come and 

stay on the land, not much passengers for the boats (Rickie, Minangkabau Participant). 

One of the sole reasons they’re [surfing tourists] coming on a boat is they don’t know there are land 

based options (Kelly, Surf Tour operator). 
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I met the Brazilian guy, when he open the internet back home in Brazil they didn’t see that you could 

stay on land. Always boat, boat. Many people want to go with the small money who cannot pay the 

boat maybe they can stay on the land, stay with the local people but they didn’t find the information 

like that (Rizal, Mentawaian Participant). 

 

Uncrowded: Threat Three, land-based accommodation: Alternative Discourse Two, 

land-based options exist 

 

Figure 8.4 Despite Nirvanic myth to the contrary Wave Park Mentawai has been in operation since 1998 
 

At the time of data collection (2003) there was one foreign/local joint venture surf camp in 

operation, as well as three locally-run camps for surfers in existing villages nearby popular 

surf breaks. The existence of these was denied in the surf media. The foreign operator was, 

until the mid 2000’s, unable to find a surf travel retailer who would carry his product for 

fear of destabilising the Mentawai charter industry which represented a cash cow for many 

surf tourism retailers. While there are now a number of high-tariff surf resorts operating in 

the Mentawais, many of which advertise in the surf media, there has yet to be a positive 

editorial or feature article based on resort accommodation in the Mentawais. The 

Macaronis Resort, HTs Villas, Wavepark Mentawai and Kandui Resort do maintain a web 
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presence, and the former two regularly advertise in the surf media. Since mid 2006, the 

myth of an absence of land-based accommodation has lost much of its credibility in the 

face of such extensive public scrutiny. 

 

Uncrowded: Threat Three, land based accommodation: Myth Three, development 

equals disaster myth 

An argument voiced by operators and boat based surfing tourists for not wishing to see 

land based development in the Mentawai was a fear that development on land would 

inevitably end in an environmental, socio-cultural and economic disaster. There is some 

basis for this assumption, based on previous experience in Indonesia, the most commonly 

cited example being the ‘surf slum’ of Lagundri Bay, Nias (c.f. Barilotti, 2002; Lovett, 

1998; Surfer'sPath, 2002), and the possibility of the Mentawai becoming another crowded 

and polluted tourist enclave such as Kuta, Bali. With the assumption of the inevitable 

failure of land-based tourism development, charter operators encourage the view that 

development equals disaster for the Mentawai Islands. 

 

The perception is that land camps will become what they’ve seen elsewhere. That there’s going to be 

a huge sewage problem, environmental disaster, it will ruin the lives of all the local people around, it 

will bring everyone’s economic level down. The worst one is screwing the environment and this is an 

assumption made on a very broad scale about future development in the Mentawais. It’s a very strong 

myth within the media and charter operators themselves. It provides a perfectly good reason not to 

support land-based development. It’s as strong as malaria as a reason not to support land-based camps 

(Kelly, Surf Tour Operator). 
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Uncrowded: Threat Three, land based accommodation: Alternative Discourse Three, 

sustainable land-based tourism  

The alternative discourse to the development-equals-disaster myth is the establishment of 

surf camps and resorts in the Mentawais which appear to be performing well and in a 

sustainable manner. Not only is it possible to do so without an environmental disaster, the 

Mentawai government has legislated to encourage it, and local communities are eager to 

become involved in surfing tourism and see land-based operations as the only way 

forward. Further, the resorts that were open for business in 2005, namely Wavepark 

Mentawai and Macaronis Resort are joint-venture operations in which a percentage of the 

profits is channelled directly back into local community projects. In addition, staff from 

local villages are trained and employed in these operations. Two other resorts, Kandui 

Resort and HTs Resort have subsequently opened in 2006 and 2007 respectively without 

ecological collapse though there is some recent anecdotal evidence that the former maybe 

upsetting competitors by accepting too much volume and crowding adjacent surf breaks, 

and that the latter has caused tension within the local community in relation to a land 

dispute between rival foreign tour operators. 
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8.4 Third Symbolic Element: Cushioned Adventure 

8.4.1 Recapping the symbolic element 

 

There’s definitely a sense of adventure being out on a boat, out on the high seas, sort of a classical 

romantic element to it… It was something I’d never done before. It was sort of adventurous not only 

to be on the trip but to be on the boat… I think it’s also very easy, all the creature comforts are taken 

care of. You’re fed and housed and even taken out into the lineup with some one who knows the 

idiosyncrasies of each break. It’s nice to be on the boat because it’s a low effort way to experience the 

area (Ben, Surf Charter Tourist).  

 

The above excerpt demonstrates that the Mentawai charter boat experience maintains a 

balance between perceived adventure, perceived danger, and the reality of a full-service 

tourism packaged deal. Charter operators struggle to maintain the balance between 

adventure and the cushioning effect of their role in providing their services and product. 

Enabling tourists to experience the perception of high seas adventure and the adventure 

associated with Nirvanic space from within the relatively comfortable and familiar 

surroundings of a well appointed charter yacht emerged as an important symbolic element 

of the Mentawai Nirvana. This cushioning comes at the expense of, amongst other things, 

interactions with local communities and their economy. As such, a number of factors 

threaten the precarious balance of adventure and comfort that the Mentawai yacht charter 

encapsulates. Table 8.4 provides a key to the threats, protective myth, and alternative 

discourse associated with the symbolic element of cushioned adventure. 
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Table 8.4 Key to Threats, Myth/Response and Alternative Discourse associated with Cushioned Adventure. 
Threat  Myth Alternative Discourse 
Section 8.4.2 
1.Too Much 
Adventure/Experiences of local 
space 

1. Locals are happy 
 
2. Tourism which engages with 
local communities condemns 
them to being bell boys and 
prostitutes 
 

1. Locals are not happy 
 
2. Locals want to share in the 
benefits of tourism 

Section 8.4.3 
2. Real Danger 

1. Charter boats are totally safe 1. Charter boats are 
questionably 
seaworthy/Someone will die 
soon 
 

Section 8.4.4. 
3. Too little adventure 

1. Discovery myth 1. Mainstream Packaged 
Tourism 

 

8.4.2 Cushioned Adventure: Threat One, too much adventure/experiences of local 

space 

Table 8.4.1 outlines the myths and alternative discourses related to the first threat to the 

symbolic element of cushioned adventure. Too much adventure equates with unmediated 

experiences of local space. 

 

Table 8.4.1 Key to Cushioned Adventure: Threat One, too much adventure 
Threat 1. Myth Alternative Discourse 
Too much Adventure/Experiences 

of local space 

1. Locals are happy 

 

2. Bell Boys and Prostitutes 

1.Locals are not happy 

 

2. Locals want to share in the 

benefits of tourism 

 

Tour operators report that most boat based tourists self-regulate their experiences of the 

islands, choosing not to see or ignoring elements that are not a part of the Nirvanic myth. 

The tourists have paid for an experience of Nirvana and will selectively view their 

surroundings in order to construct Nirvanic space in the Mentawais. Local people are 

avoided or shooed away by tour operators, allowing tourists to ignore their presence. 
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They’re [charter guests] not aware if there’s people living there or not. Sometimes they think that 

they’re the only ones in the world out there… They’re just on the boat and everything is supplied for 

them on the boat and what else do you look for? You’ve got the surfing and the video and the food 

and your bed. Why bother? You don’t want to look for that trouble? You don’t want to ruin your 

holiday. You paid for it you want everything perfect, I think maybe going on the land things might 

disturb you too much (Lauren, Surf Tourist - Land). 

 

Local people are often told by operators not to hang around. They stare and tourists don’t really like 

it… It’s like going to India and wanting to see nice things but not the beggars and the leprosy. People 

often say “How was India?”, “Oh great, but all these poor people”. You don’t want to see that. You 

want to go to these places and see the nice things. It’s like anywhere. You walk in Padang and they 

have these disfigured people begging and you’d really rather not see it. A car crash, it’s something 

you don’t want to have in your mind, it’s not fun (Brad, Surf Tour Operator).  

 

 

Note that Brad compared Mentawai locals with lepers and the horrors of witnessing a car 

crash – scenes which have no place in a Nirvanic experience. In order to justify the 

dominant ‘ignore them and they’ll go away’ rhetoric towards local people adopted by 

many tourists, apologist myths have been constructed to divert attention away from 

contemplation of the juxtaposition between the worlds of the surf charter tourist and local 

communities. 



 275

Cushioned Adventure: Threat One, too much adventure/experiences of local space: 

Myth One, locals are simple and happy  

 

Figure 8.5 A surfing tourist films a ukulele playing local at Katiet 
 

A frequently repeated myth among both tour operators and tourists alike is a variation of 

the noble savage myth. According to this view, the Mentawai people, despite extreme 

poverty and its related diseases (described by former CEO of Surf Aid International 

Andrew Griffiths as a ‘humanitarian crisis’), are very lucky to live a simple life, away 

from the stress of affluence. The following excerpts demonstrate this view: 

 

[Do you get the sense that they’d like to be more involved in the industry?] Truthfully, no, not as a 

majority. I talk to the guys at Katiet and they’re really happy with their lot… The Mentawai people 

might not understand how a boat comes here, they’re really simple people (Luke, Surf Tour 

Operator). 

 

It should be kind of a sanctuary; a real one not, just verbalisation. The key points are the preservation 

of the culture of the people and environment. If you can preserve the people and the environment and 

you can put in infrastructure for the future then we can have a beautiful place out here for generations 

to come (Bert, Surf Tour Operator). 
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I feel for the people here but it doesn’t appear that they have it all that bad. Simple is good, ha! Less 

stress, I’m kind of jealous (George, Surf Charter Tourist). 

 

I lean a little bit towards wanting to assist people, but not wanting to change them too much either. 

Too much interaction is going to be a bad thing because the beauty of the local people is there’s not 

too many places in the world left like it. If they can be left alone to a certain extent and continue 

living the way they live, good luck to them. They haven’t got a lot of money but they don’t need a lot 

of money…. family interaction is very very important to them. They live a simple life and I’m sure 

there are lots of stressed out businessmen who’d like to be in their shoes (Eddy, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Mentawai people are often characterised as ‘simple’ and their way of life is also described 

as ‘simple’. The assumed simplicity of the local people dictates that they are not interested 

in entering the tourism economy, and besides, they would be too simple to fathom the 

complexities of the industry even if they did. Another element of the discourse of this 

myth is that cultural preservation should be enforced through explicit non-engagement 

with local people. Surfing tourists and operators espousing this view would deny local 

people development in their own terms in favour of encapsulating them in an open-air 

time capsule for the touristic viewing pleasure of travelling surfers: A living museum of an 

ancient ‘simple’ civilisation. At best, this myth is inspired by a desire not to see the 

Mentawai people exposed to the social and cultural impacts of tourism development which 

have played out in other surfing tourism destinations in Indonesia. At worst, it prioritises 

the romanticised fantasies of foreign tourists and tour operators over any desire of local 

people to alleviate extreme poverty and achieve development in their own terms. 
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Cushioned Adventure: Threat One, too much adventure/experiences of local space: 

Alternative Discourse One, locals are not happy 

 

Figure 8.6 A surf guide mediates interactions between handicraft sellers attempting to enter the surfing 
tourism economy and surfing tourists under his care at Katiet 

 

The data revealed an alternative discourse to the happy contented local myth. 

Communities are becoming frustrated with ongoing marginalisation from the tourist 

economy by foreign operators. This view was recognised by some tour operators. 

 

They’re [local communities] alienated to the extent that they don’t even know how much a person 

pays for a boat trip… I thought it was only right to answer their questions and tell them that people 

pay two and a half thousand dollars, 12 and a half million rupiah for 10 days on these boats. They 

were like “Whoa, holy shit I can’t believe this”. They think it’s extremely unfair. They’re sharing 

their waterways, their fish are being fished and they’re not getting anything from it. People don’t 

even come in and visit the village. They feel a bit insulted that they haven’t been introduced to 

tourism. Especially when it’s such high-end tourism (Brad, Surf Tour Operator).  
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Most of the stakeholders aren’t interested in becoming involved with the Mentawai people. You’ll 

hear stakeholders saying that the Mentawai people are happy paddling around in their canoes, happy 

with what they’ve got. That’s bullshit (Brad, Surf Tour Operator).  

 

People in the villages near the surf breaks don’t much like that they’re dying from tuberculosis and 

malaria and can’t get supplies and good education for their kids and millionaires are playing on their 

beaches and all they get is the trash dumped in the coconut trees or washed up on the beaches. That’s 

the reality of what’s gone down and we are as guilty as anyone else (Paul, Surf Tour Operator).  

 

They’re kind of standing outside of the bubble looking in at their own land and their own reef and 

their own place and they’re standing outside the bubble looking in wondering how they can become a 

part of it. I see resentment starting to build in those people (Bert, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Mentawaian participants also articulated a growing sense of frustration with continued 

marginalisation from the surfing tourism economy which relies completely on the 

resources of the Mentawai. 

 

I knew a long time before 2000 about surfing tourists. I knew that the companies exploited the local 

people. There weren’t any locals employed on the boats, they just enjoyed the waves without 

interacting with local people. The local people and their place is an object to them (Andi, Mentawaian 

Participant). 

 

This is my moral requirement of these companies. If you count economically there is no business 

between the locals and tourism but if you see this social/moral dilemma you have to be concerned 

about that because you use the resource and involve the locals if they like it or if they don’t like it. In 

this way you cannot pass by while the people are sick. You stop where the people are supposed to 

fish. You anchor where the people go and come from the beach, of course they not bother that much 

they can find a way somewhere else, but at least, because you are joining the circulation of this 

environmental circumstances you must adjust yourself by involving the new circumstances where the 

local also exists (Dede, Mentawaian Participant).  
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If they keep going like this the local people won’t trust them… Australian companies come to the 

Mentawai to do business, promise to work together with the Mentawai people but they never do what 

they said. This makes the Mentawaian unhappy. That’s my experience. They have to build a good 

relationship, they have to learn more about what the Mentawaians want because the object is the 

Mentawai… If you can’t promise then just don’t promise with the local people. Don’t make them 

hope and waiting for the nonsense. Maybe someday they will drive you away from the Mentawai… 

The companies have to be honest. Don’t be a fucking liar! They know what they have to do if they 

want to keep their business in the Mentawai. It’s not a threat, but many of the Mentawais already 

know that they only exploit without handing over some benefit (Andi, Mentawaian Participant). 

 

On another level, the indigenous Mentawai are becoming increasingly disturbed by the 

rise of land-based surfing tourism in the islands. While certainly not opposed to the 

development of land-based facilities, indeed most were supportive of this idea, locals were 

concerned that surfing tourism companies were pressuring local people to sell their land 

against their wishes. Land ownership is a complex matter in the Mentawais. Many family 

members collectively own particular areas of land and boundaries are often contested. 

While one group may own land, an entirely different group may own the coconut trees 

which have been planted on that land. Mentawaians with experience in dealing with 

foreigners all advocated a joint venture approach to land-based tourism in which local 

communities retain ownership of their land. Without retaining their land, indigenous 

Mentawaians fear that the tour companies will leave them with nothing, not even a place 

or piece of earth to subsist on. 

 

But look what’s happening in the Mentawai, they lose their land, they lose their governance… They 

cannot harvest the coconut, because the land has been sold to surfing activities… they just become a 

watcher waiting for the tourist, waving their hands saying “Hello, apa kabar?” with their dirty faces 

and shorts, simple house, and now become an object of the surf activities. I feel bad because they sell 

the Mentawaian, they sell me. How much goes to the Mentawaian? That is neo-colonialism. Make 

them understand that. Make them agree to address their activities… The local people, they loose their 
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land, they loose their rights because they do not know the trick of business… Is it helping the 

community? NO! You kill the community because you take their land away where their life depends 

on it. You take the coconuts where they’re supposed to make copra so you take away their life. You 

kill the locals. So surfing tourism is not actually helping the people, tourism kills the locals (Dede, 

Mentawaian Participant). 

 

I don’t think it’s a good idea to buy the land. If you buy the local land, where will the locals stay? 

They have their assets at the islands. Coconut trees, this is their business before the surfers come, they 

sell this to the traders. They have changed their traditions, their old business… Actually they don’t 

want to sell their land but the surf companies push them to sell the land. (Andi, Mentawaian 

Participant). 

 

Local people need money too. Sometimes when you offer money to them, because they are not well-

educated about our world they are just looking to the money. But to me the land is good to their grand 

children. Now they can sell their land and enjoy the money but when the money is gone, the land is 

gone, the grandchild asks: “The land belongs to who?. Not us anymore because we already sold it”, 

and the grandchild will not think they are at home anymore (John, Mentawaian Participant). 

 

Even a Minangkabau participant who is, by admission, suspicious and distrustful of 

Mentawai people recognised the importance of retaining land ownership. Drawing on the 

lessons of tourism development in Bali, she advocated locals retaining ownership of their 

land and building their capacity over a relatively long period and eventually being able to 

own and control their tourism industry themselves rather than simply selling land and 

leaving no recourse for the future. 

 

If the land belonged to me I don’t like to sell, I think you can work together with a contract but not to 

buy. To buy can be jealousy for next time. The natural reality like in Bali where no-one from Bali 

have anything in Bali, they just work there. The owner of the big hotels and big restaurants are is 

from outside Bali. For next twenty years, twenty five years it will be like that. Jealousy and 

demonstrations, this is the true reality in Bali. I hope the Mentawai cannot be like that, maybe they 

can limit it. Ten years or something like that is OK. After the local people watching that, learning 



 281

how to work, how to handle people maybe they can do on their own after that. But to sell, I think that 

is not a good idea (Rickie, Minangkabau Participant). 

 

Another form of dissatisfaction on the part of Mentawaians came from a Mentawaian tour 

guide who works onboard surf charter boats. As one of the few local people to enter into 

the surfing tourism economy, he was confused as to why he was paid less than thirty 

percent of the wage of a Western tour guide doing the same job. His view was that he 

added value to the tour through his knowledge of local culture, in addition to knowledge 

of the surf breaks. 

 

The Western guide gets big money, they local guide gets maybe a quarter or a half of that, not even 

half. They can only show the beach area, that’s the only information they can give to their guests. But 

the local guide, maybe they can do more than that. Maybe they can talk about the Mentawai a little 

bit about the waves a little bit. Western guides get about $700 USD in 10 days, local guides get $200 

USD in 10 days. But information, we can give them more and we can take them to the jungles for a 

certain price. I’m not upset about that it’s just a big unsure for me, a big asking: What difference? 

(Rizal, Mentawaian Participant). 

 

Cushioned Adventure: Threat One, too much adventure/experiences of local space: 

Myth Two, bell boys and prostitutes 

This argument was articulated to the researcher by a pioneering Mentawai charter captain 

who did not want his interview to be recorded or presented verbatim. The myth is that 

surfing tourism and Western culture in general have nothing to offer poverty stricken 

indigenous peoples living on the margins of developing nations. Attempts to involve local 

people in a tourism economy would inevitably lead to their moral and cultural decline, a 

betrayal of the noble savage myth. To engage with local communities is to condemn their 

children to becoming bells boys and prostitutes to their future Western masters. In this 
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view, the correct behaviour for surf explorers uncovering new world class surf breaks in 

the realm of remote communities generally living traditional subsistence lives on the 

fringes of the cash economy, is to avoid contact. To enjoy and utilise the resources of 

these communities, to provide surfing corporations with the main thrust of their Nirvanic 

marketing campaign for the better part of a decade, but to give nothing back to these 

communities. To keep the locations of these waves secret, thereby protecting local 

communities from moral decline at the expense of the opportunity of entering the cash 

economy by utilising a renewable, unutilised resource that is in great and growing 

demand. 

 

Surf corporation executive Mick felt compelled to implicitly adopt the bell boys and 

prostitutes philosophy as a corporate precautionary principle in his company’s soul 

marketing activities.  

 

It occurred to me that as we go exploring for surf in our normal stuff of running our business,… that 

if we prepared ourselves responsibly then we could give the local chief or the local mayor or the local 

leader of the country or the minister or whoever it might be, all the information that we have, 

bipartisan, about what their opportunities are from surf tourism… Rather than taking a passive role 

and just letting whatever happens happen maybe we should be taking a pro-active role in making 

good things happen… I put it into my international marketing budget to sponsor a paper on that… I 

carried that in the budget for 2 or 3 years, kept rolling it over but never executed because our media 

liaison person here advised me that it doesn’t matter which way you go with it, people think that 

we’re the big company that just wants to go out and start surf resorts. Everything that we say and do, 

they don’t trust because they think we’re a big greedy machine and just care about money and bugger 

everything else. (Mick, Surf Corporation Marketing) 
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While he had recognised that better outcomes for local people could be achieved via 

engagement (such as informing local communities of the potential of their natural surf 

resources and providing them with information on how to pursue this potential should they 

so choose), the company’s brand manager advised that this would lead to suspicion about 

the company’s motives and a potential market backlash. The fear was that the company 

would see profits diminish by appearing greedy if the surfing public misinterpreted their 

good intentions. In essence the decision was to be greedy (choosing not to take “a pro-

active role in making good things happen” in order to protect profits) to avoid being 

perceived as greedy.  

 

Cushioned Adventure: Threat One, too much adventure/experiences of local space: 

Alternative Discourse Two, locals want tourism but are marginalised from it 

While Nirvanic myth suggests that Mentawaian people are happy and have no interest in 

entering the tourism industry, data revealed an alternative discourse articulated both by 

some tour operators and Mentawaian participants. The tour operators who expressed the 

alternative discourse highlighted not just a desire to enter the tourism industry on the part 

of Mentawaian people but also unwillingness on the part of tour operators to see the 

potential of local people and invest in building their capacity such that they can enter the 

tourism market themselves.  

 

The surf industry is business and some people attempt to monopolise it and create a major empire and 

shut other people out. That’s just business, that’s the way it is. I’d like to see more local people 

trained to work on the boats. There are boats here that have a policy of not having Indonesian people 

on their boats. There’s only two really, all the other boats have a lot of Indonesian crew. That’s a 

pretty fucked up attitude I reckon (Richard, Surf Tour Operator).  
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They’re [Mentawaian people] willing to work but they just need to know how and where they can fit 

in, in a way that they can be respected - not just as servants to the industry. They should be held in 

high regard because they’re opening their place to us. I think there’s a lot of arrogance from a lot of 

the people that come out here and just treat them like indentured servants or slaves (Bert, Surf Tour 

Operator). 

 

They want to be involved, obviously, as we would be if there was tourism in our region. They think 

that they’re not capable of working in resorts… It’s just crap. They all want progress. They want 

businesses too. They want better lives and they should be involved especially because it’s their 

region. People are going to employ people on boats, they should at least be employing one Mentawai 

person, train them up, show them the ropes, give them some education (Brad, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Mentawaian participants also highlighted a lack of initiative on the part of the tourism 

industry to engage creatively with Mentawaian people. There is a sense that it is 

incumbent upon the tourism industry to devise ways of including local people in the 

tourism economy, whether it is directly or indirectly. 

 

They [Mentawai people] think that the surf companies that bring surfers should hand over some 

contribution to the local people. When at the beach, ask for a coconut and pay for it. It’s simple. That 

will make them happy (Andi, Mentawaian Participant). 

 

If you want to help them, OK help them hand by hand to enter the world of tourism… convince them 

not to sell their land… They have land, they have the wave, it is capital, this is the resource, without 

that you cannot make any business (Dede, Mentawaian Participant). 
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8.5 Fourth Symbolic Element: Pristine Tropical Environment 

8.5.1 Recapping the symbolic element 

 

Little sandy atolls and coral reefs with beautiful fish, palm trees, warm beautiful water that 

changes colour every ten minutes. You get deep aquas and turquoises, every single shade of 

blue and green you’ve ever seen, and you can see all of them in a day. And you can see another 

set the next day: green, blue and white (Sam, Surf Charter Tourist). 

 

Table 8.5 Key to Threats, Myth/Response and Alternative Discourse associated with pristine tropical 
environment. 
Threat  Myth/Response Alternative Discourse 
1. Impacts from tourism 1. Boats have no Impact & 

surfing tourism is a conservation
driver 
 

1. Environmental, Socio-Cultural and 
Economic Impacts 

2. Land Based Accommodation 1. Malaria Myth* 
 
2. Bell Boys and Prostitutes* 
 
3. Development = Disaster 
Myth* 

1.Malaria is Overstated* 
 
2. Locals want in on tourism* 
 
3. Sustainable resorts* 

* Outlined in previous sections 

 

8.5.2 Pristine Tropical Environment: Threat One, impacts from surfing tourism 

Table 8.5.1 Key to Pristine Tropical Environment: Threat One, impacts from tourism 
Threat 1. Myth Alternative Discourse 
Impacts from tourism 1.Boats have no impact myth & 

surfing tourism is a conservation 
driver  

1. Environmental Impacts 
 
2. Social, cultural and economic 
impacts 

 

The pristine tropical environment of the Mentawai is threatened by the possibility of 

widespread change to the current Nirvanic condition of the islands. Many locations in the 

Indonesian Archipelago have been adversely impacted by the development of surfing 

tourism. As surfing tourism intensifies throughout the Mentawai chain of islands Nirvanic 
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space is increasingly threatened by the potential for negative environmental, social, 

cultural and economic impacts. 

 

Pristine Tropical Environment: Threat One, impacts from surfing tourism: Myth 

One, boats have no impact myth 

The myth which aims to protect Nirvana from the threat of impacts from the charter 

industry, and which in some ways is the counter-point to the development-equals-disaster 

myth’ is that the non-engagement of the charter fleet with the terrestrial environment, 

which in the Mentawais equates to an absence of any kind of impact from the industry. 

Direct impacts of the charter fleet on the marine environment are dismissed as 

inconsequential compared with the impacts of local fishing boats. This position is 

explained by charter skipper Marco. 

 

The charter boat industry is probably, has the least amount of environmental impact for the number of 

tourists that it carries that it could possibly have. Apart from the odd bit of oily bilge that gets 

pumped out that is a fraction of what gets pumped out of the Indonesian fishing boats, and the odd bit 

of coral here and there that gets destroyed by an anchor, which is minimal - I can assure you that 

most of the anchorages are sand, that’s really a non issue - the environmental impact must be close to 

zero. Apart from interaction with these Indonesian guys who stare at you as you cruise by in your 

fancy charter boat, you could take all of the charter boats out of the Mentawais tomorrow and the 

Mentawais would be exactly as they were before… As far as environmental impacts go I think the 

impacts are minimal and they will continue to be minimal (Marco, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Additionally, the discourse of tourism as a conservation driver is favoured by some tour 

operators. This argument suggests that far from tourism having a negative impact upon the 

local environment, it is the only way for the Mentawai environment to be protected from 

resource exploitation. 
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The Mentawai environment has been under massive threat for a long time. Tourism is the area’s only 

chance to bring the destruction to a halt or even slow it down. The logging industry is huge, reef 

bombing and potassium poisoning for tropical fish capture are rampant and many local people have 

been seduced into these activities because they pay well. The government has many other urgent 

priorities and the area is an infrastructure vacuum. The ZAP ‘zone’ based environmental protection 

system is a vital and practical first step in that it empowers private companies with the legal software 

to stop the destruction in specified zones. Tourism companies have a vested interest in preservation. 

No other industry can make a credible claim that they will try to protect any part of this huge and 

remote archipelago. This is a first in Indonesia. I know of no other viable option given the budget 

constraints faced by the regional administrations around the country… Surfers come first but they are 

a tiny minority of the world’s travel market. Tourists with other interests will eventually outnumber 

surfers, and the challenge in the future will be to manage their impact on the few remaining pockets 

of surviving tribal cultures and the areas unique but shrinking wilderness. Tourism is the only 

economic alternative to logging, overfishing and reef bombing that continue to devastate the area 

(Cameron, 2000). 

 

Pristine Tropical Environment: Threat One, impacts from surfing tourism: 

Alternative Discourse One, environmental impacts 

Despite claims that the surfing tourism industry is the only mechanism for achieving 

environmental conservation in the Mentawai, there has been no observable headway made 

in this regard. The argument made was based on an assumption that market forces would 

ensure that the conservation of the Mentawais natural environment would become a 

priority. As the majority of revenue and foreign exchange generated through surfing 

tourism leaks out of the province and the country there is no economic imperative 

powerful enough to challenge the dominance of extractive resource industries. Wavepark 

Mentawai resort owner has begun to lobby the Mentawai government in relation to the 

issue of dynamite and cyanide fishing in the region (Carter & Ponting, 2005a, 2005b). 
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Whilst receiving support from the Mentawai constabulary he is yet to see any positive 

steps taken by the political administration to curb these activities. 

 

With respect to the myth of an absence of environmental impacts, some charter operators 

have raised a variety of concerns about the collective activities of the Mentawai charter 

fleet. 

 

Places like where we are now, Silabu, Macaronis, Slingshots, all the different names that people have 

coined, it’s pretty  brutal if you have 6 or 7 boats in here and you get a morning with an incoming tide 

and everyone uses the bathroom. Everything is flushed directly into the water; the tide is coming in so 

the current is going into the bay. You don’t get anything for a while, but if the tide switches within an 

hour of that morning evacuation of bowels, you see them come back out. All of a sudden you’re 

paddling in the lineup or sitting in the boat and you’re watching turds float by in a steady stream: a 

parade of turds. I don’t think that’s the reason people come here and they’re appalled disgusted when 

they see it (Bert, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

One thing is the number of boats in the area, that has certainly had an impact on the environment. All 

forms of pollution. All boats, all waste goes overboard into the sea. I’m not just talking toilet waste, 

scraps go in the sea. Some less scrupulous operators, I’ve actually seen bags of rubbish thrown off 

one of the high profile boats here. A guy who’s initial platform in this area was the environmental 

thing. I’ve seen his personal boat throwing rubbish overboard. The captains, with or without their 

permission, the crew take rubbish ashore. Macaronis for example, there’s really quite a large rubbish 

tip on the beach… The anchors cause damage everyday. The reefs here aren’t in the best shape 

anyway, having us dropping anchors on them all day long for six or seven months of the year doesn’t 

help (Richard, Surf Tour operator). 

 

 

 

 

 



 289

Pristine Tropical Environment: Threat One, impacts from surf tourism: Alternative 

Discourse Two, social, cultural and economic impacts 

A broad range of environmental and socio-cultural impacts from surfing tourism were 

identified in the data. Land-based surfing tourists, for example, have noticed changes 

within local communities over time involving social upheaval and tension caused by 

jealousies within communities, tension between land-based tourists and local 

communities. These tensions are thought to be the product of frustration brought about by 

their continuing exclusion from the tourism economy and the disparity in wealth between 

visitors and hosts. 

 

I think its like there’s intrigue, there’s excitement, like any relationship the start is excitement. All of 

sudden there’s boats showing up you’ve never seen the like of with satellite dishes and video 

equipment, cameras and surf boards, high tech clothing and there’s a lot of intrigue and interest in all 

of that. Then after a period of time when they’re seeing a lot of it the intrigue wears off and they’re 

left with a desire to have all that. I see that development already. It’s resulted in some thievery and 

animosity between the two cultures that have come together (Griff, Surfing Tourist - Land). 

 

In Katiet for example this time I called it ‘Quiksilver city’, because they all have Quiksilver shorts 

and they are all in the surf fashion… I can tell you I’ve seen some things. Some kids came up to me 

“fuck you mister” with the finger like that. I’m sure that when I was there the first time we had never 

seen this… Before the people were really nice and now they are really angry. If you don’t stop by 

their store to buy something they get really mad (Bob, Surfing Tourist - Land).  

 

Everyone wants to build a bungalow or something like that close to the wave and maybe have a bit of 

finance through the busy part of the year from that. From the fifth to the eighth month of the year the 

waves are abundant, so every wants to earn a living from that. Warring starts. A person comes and 

wants to stay at one place because he already has the address of this one place but word was turned 

around in the village saying this and that within a few hours there was a quarrel between two main 

families in the village (Bob, Surfing Tourist - Land). 
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They realise that there are things that they want now. They want watches now; I think “You live on 

an island, what do you want to have the time for?” They see things, staring at the boat saying “What 

is that?” Definitely once you see that it will stay in your mind forever and you want to know more 

about it (Lauren, Surfing Tourist - Land). 

 

Some charter operators also noticed a range of impacts from the arrival of surfing tourism 

in the islands. Local children have begun to surf in the Katiet region and there appear to be 

new communities developing around some surf breaks, presumably in the hope of 

developing some kind of exchange with the visiting surfers. Bert directly compares the 

changes occurring in Katiet with those in Kuta Beach Bali in the early to mid 1970’s and 

in doing so alludes to the potential for rapid and massive change. 

 

That whole little village [Katiet], because of the trade with the wood carvings and sales of fruits and 

vegetables has changed dramatically because it has brought a new economy to the area and people 

realise it. So, there’s probably 30, 40 new dwellings off the end of the village closest to the surf 

break. There’s a new path in there which is hauntingly reminiscent of what Kuta was in the 70s, that 

was only 30 years ago and you look at what Kuta is today and it’s a haunting reminder of what it 

could become and what we are starting up here… Definitely you can see developments in surf areas 

have changed the face of the environment out here and threaten to do so at an alarming pace (Bert, 

Surf Tour Operator). 

 

The younger kids, grommets, they want to interact more as a lot of them are starting to surf, 

especially in the Katiet region. Had they not seen surfers there they would never have had the chance 

to paddle out into a wave and surf like they’ve been watching for a few years. Whether that’s a good 

thing or a bad thing we’ll find out in a few years (Eddy, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

There’s a lot of changes with the people’s attitudes, it’s happening already. They also have 

expectations. We’ve seen it economically rise up and down now and they’ve kind of become 

dependent upon the different resources that the industry creates for them. You see a lot more local 

people wearing surf gear; kind of showing their colours. You see land development going on in 
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places where there is good surf. In some places you see them welcoming it, in some places they’re 

already slighted because they haven’t been carried along with the rest of it (Bert, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

I’ve seen communities develop where previously there were no communities at all, such as the 

Playgrounds area or at Lances Left. There definitely seem to be growing communities at some of the 

surf breaks like Maccas (Marco, Surf Tour Operator).  

 

You can see the attitude of the people changing. At Katiet, because they’ve got so much of a business 

going there selling the carvings and that sort of stuff. Slowly but surely they’re getting a little bit 

more aggressive, more demanding. There is an increase in theft, I believe, from tourists in the village. 

Money is an influence that corrupts unfortunately (Richard, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Mentawai participants highlighted what they interpreted as positive and negative impacts 

stemming from surf tourism. In the first instance the development of a handicrafts trade 

between villagers in canoes and charter boats anchored off newly developing villages is 

viewed as a positive economic influence. On the other hand, some potentially negative 

aspects appear related to the demonstration effect (c.f. Fisher, 2004; Jafari, 2000: 140-141; 

McElroy & de Albuquerque, 1986; Swarbrooke, 1999). This refers to local communities 

taking up the styles and mannerisms of tourists and has been observed by both 

Mentawaian participants, surf tour operators and some land-based tourists as local youth 

adopt the more obvious tenets of surfing culture. This has been socially and culturally 

damaging in other parts of Indonesia, notably Lagundri Bay in Nias. Local youth are 

exposed to the behaviour of surfers on a two-week (and usually) annual holiday. In these 

cases, local youth only see surfers in a state of regressive self indulgence often binge 

drinking, taking drugs, soliciting prostitutes and surfing all day. The danger is that the 

local youth then aspire to lead this lifestyle all year round. 
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I can see [changes to local community] in HTs yeah because the community of local people they can 

make handicraft and they can sell to the surfer. Before they just fishermen, some times they make 

money, 50,000 [approx AUD$10] or 100,000 [approx AUD$20] for one day. Now they see the surfer 

coming to Mentawai, they know what the surfer want, they can make handicraft that they can sell. I 

think this is grow up from two canoe before now five, six, ten. Right now I think there’s 20 or 30 

canoe. The community can make money from that. In Katiet these changes are good, good sport, 

good waves so most people have to go there. I think in Playgrounds [Southern Siberut, Nyang 

Nyang/Karamajet area] the influence very small but I’m sure they are getting grow up. Most people 

they can make money, can make a house from the handicraft they sell (Bangbang, Mentawaian 

Participant).  

 

They try to imitate tourists’ way of life… they just see the tourists come and see them just hang 

around surfing, smoking marijuana, finding women, fuck around, so they imitate this way. But maybe 

tourists in their daily life not like that. Maybe a serious person, maybe actively working. Locals don’t 

understand why the tourists just come and hang around, they just want to join them. They try and 

pretend with this way of talking ‘How ya going maate’ [affected Australian accent] maybe not really 

English, the new Indonesian surfer, especially in West Sumatra and around the islands making their 

hair blonde like a tourist, they make their bodies full of tattoos and try to like this surfing stuff, 

Billabong, Quiksilver. Way to smoking, way to walk, way to dress. They try to imitate everything 

from tourists (Andi, Mentawaian Participant). 

 

8.5.3 Pristine Tropical Environment: Threat Two, local development 

Table 8.5.2 Key to Pristine Tropical Environment: Threat Two, local development,  
Threat 2. Myth Alternative Discourse 
Local Development 1. Malaria Myth* 

 
2. Bell Boys and Prostitutes* 
 
3. Development = Disaster Myth*

1. Malaria is Overstated* 
 
2. Locals want in on tourism* 
 
3. Sustainable resorts* 

 

‘Surf Slum’ is a term frequently used in the surf media and in surfing tourism discourse to 

describe the results of uncontrolled development of high density, low budget surfing 

tourism. Local entrepreneurs build accommodation and provide basic services for 

travelling surfers. Start up capital and knowledge does not extend to provisions for 
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adequate environmental safeguards with respect to effluent and waste disposal, 

construction sites and materials, water supply or aesthetic appeal. With several village 

losmens already in operation at E-Bay on Nyang Nyang, Katiet on Sipora, and Sioban also 

on Sipora, the prospect of uncontrolled growth of this industry amongst local communities 

is growing. 

 

Development in general represents a threat to the Nirvanic space of the Mentawais. A 

good portion of its aesthetic appeal is the lack of what surfers might consider to be normal 

modern living conditions. For example, corrugated iron roofing, moorings, water tanks, 

power boats, permanent housing, beachside tourist accommodation, shops, restaurants, 

hospitals, schools, infrastructure like roads and electricity, satellite dishes, manufacturing 

industries, a higher standard of living and greater levels of education leading to a more 

assertive and empowered local community. All of these symbols of development lead to 

an erosion of the surfers construction of the Mentawai Nirvana. 

 

Pristine Tropical Environment: Threat Two, local development: Myth One, malaria 

myth 

Outlined in Section 8.3.3 

The malaria myth works to stymie opportunities for local entrepreneurs entering the 

market by impacting upon demand for land based products. 
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Pristine Tropical Environment: Threat Two, local development: Alternative 

Discourse One, malaria is overstated 

Outlined in Section 8.3.3 

 

Pristine Tropical Environment: Threat Two, local development: Myth Two, bell boys 

and prostitutes 

Outlined in Section 8.4.1  

 

Pristine Tropical Environment: Threat Two, local development: Alternative 

Discourse Two, locals want in on tourism 

Outlined in Section 8.4.1 

 

Pristine Tropical Environment: Threat Two, local development: Myth Three, 

development equals disaster 

Outlined in Section 8.3.3 

 

Pristine Tropical Environment: Threat Two, local development: Alternative 

Discourse Three, sustainable land-based tourism 

Outlined in Section 8.3.3 

 

8.6 Summary 

This chapter has analysed the micro-level workings of the Nirvanification process in the 

Mentawais. The model of Nirvanification developed in chapter seven was expanded and 
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its elements examined in detail, in the context of the data. The first symbolic element of 

perfect waves was found to be at greatest threat from the weather which determines surf 

conditions. The discourse of Nirvana in the context of the Mentawais has responded to this 

threat by propagating the myth that the Mentawais are a wave machine. The alternative 

discourse suggests that the surf is usually good in the Mentawais but truly perfect days are 

actually quite rare. It was also noted that most participants remained satisfied with surf 

quality levels despite its overstatement in the media and surfing tourism marketing 

information. 

 

The second symbolic element, uncrowded waves, is threatened by the introduction of 

more surfers into the Mentawais from either too many boats, the development of a 

population of local surfers in the Mentawais, and the possibility of the development of 

widespread land-based surfing tourist accommodation. In diffusing these threats, the 

Nirvana-builders deployed a range of myths and responses including the myth that new 

surf discoveries will be made on trips, the response that giving surfboards to locals is 

going to cause future crowding, and the myths that staying on land is potentially fatal 

through malarial infection, illegal, impossible, and environmentally damaging. The 

alternative discourse suggests that surf charters are, in the main, formulaic and there are 

often many boats at the same break requiring active but informal crowd management 

which is implemented by charter captains. Further, that surfing should be a gift to locals 

and not something they should be excluded from, and finally that the malaria risk is 

overstated in light of preventative measures available to tourists, that staying on land is 
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legal, that land-based options do indeed exist and have done so since at least 1998, and 

that land-based development need not be an environmental disaster.   

 

The symbolic element of cushioned adventure is threatened by tourists’ unmediated 

experiences of local space, leading to uncomfortable interactions with local community 

members, and exposure to the associated poverty and poor living conditions. Two myths 

have been deployed in the face of possible guilt or discomfort that surfing tourists may 

experience in response to the juxtaposition of their luxurious dream holiday and the daily 

lives of Mentawai people. Firstly, that the local people are happy and content with the way 

things are in the Mentawais and don’t want to interact with surfing tourism or surfing 

tourists. The second myth claims that surfing tourism can only exploit and condemn the 

youth of the communities it touches to an inevitable destiny as bell boys and prostitutes to 

the tourism industry. As such, tour operators should try and avoid interactions with local 

people, anchoring off shore, surfing local reefs in front of villages, but not interacting or 

cooperating with villages in any economic sense in order to protect them from an awful 

destiny. The alternative discourse shows a markedly different perception which suggests 

that local communities are frustrated and increasingly resentful of being left out of the 

surfing tourism economy: They want to enjoy the benefits of tourism even if at the risk of 

social and moral decline. 

 

The fourth symbolic element, pristine environment, is threatened by impacts from tourism, 

both yacht-based and land-based. The Nirvana-builders, and particularly the charter 

industry and most surf journalists who are the guests of the charter industry, deploy a 
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range of myths to deal with these twin issues. In the case of yacht-based tourism, the myth 

is released into the Nirvanic discourse that there are no impacts whatsoever from yacht 

based tourism. With regard to the threat of land-based development, the now familiar 

myths of certain malaria infection, the bell boys and prostitutes argument, and the myth 

that land-based development will, without doubt, cause massive environmental damage to 

the region. The alternative discourse argues that there are significant and growing 

environmental and socio-cultural impacts from the charter industry and that the risk of 

malaria for surfing tourists taking adequate precautions is overstated, that locals do want 

to share in the benefits of tourism despite the concerns of the industry for their well being, 

and that sustainable forms of land-based tourism already exist in the Mentawais. 

 

Thus, this chapter has empirically traced the Nirvanification process, grounding theory in 

data and reaching a detailed understanding of how Nirvana has come to be socially 

constructed and overlaid upon the geographical domain of destination communities in the 

Mentawai. The links between Nirvanification the process and the outcomes of surfing 

tourism for destination communities are made explicit, and the implications of this study 

for the practice of surfing tourism in the Mentawais, and as a basis for future research are 

discussed in Chapter nine. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusion - Consuming Nirvana 

9.1 Introduction 

The aim of this study was to explore the social construction of contemporary surfing 

tourist space involving an analysis of the development of surfing tourism and the 

development of a theoretical diversification of the current Western understanding of 

tourist space by acknowledging alternative understandings of place. The main argument 

stemming from this inquiry is that surfing tourist space has been socially constructed, 

largely informed by Nirvanic discourse deployed by a tripartite marketing synergy 

between surf corporations, surf media and the surfing tourism industry. The commercially 

produced interpretation of surfing tourist space in the Mentawai context, labelled Nirvana 

in this study, represents the confluence of four symbolic elements: perfect waves, 

uncrowded conditions, a pristine exotic environment, and cushioned adventure. The 

process of constructing this space, and overlaying it upon the geographic and social 

domain of others, referred to here as Nirvanification, may be considered as a four-phase 

process involving: 1) the establishment of Nirvana’s symbolic elements; 2) environmental 

and discursive threats to Nirvana arise; 3) a range of responses and Nirvanic myths are 

deployed to neutralise threats to Nirvana; and 4) a reactionary alternative discourse 

develops in resistance to the hegemony of Nirvanic space. Nirvanic space becomes 

disembedded from the place which (temporarily) houses it through remotely informed, 

largely mythical symbolic elements with vast geographical reach. As such Nirvana may 

become mobile as tourists and the tripartite marketing synergy comprising the surf 
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corporations, the surf media and surfing tourism operators seek out new places in which to 

overlay Nirvanic space. 

 

This concluding chapter summarises the main substantive elements of this study by 

reviewing each of the preceding chapters. This is followed by a discussion of the 

implications and potential areas of future research that this inquiry raises.  

 

9.2 A Summary of the Study 

The small number of studies which have specifically investigated surfing tourism utilising 

primary empirical data (Frood, 2007; Ponting, 2000, 2001; Tantamjarik, 2004) have been 

concerned primarily with issues of environmental sustainability as they relate to 

management. The relationship between surf tourism, the imagery it generates, the 

imagined lifestyle implied by this imagery, and its interaction with destination 

communities has not previously been the subject of academic inquiry.  

 

Nirvanic imagery has been found to be extremely effective marketing tool for an 

astonishing range of consumer goods and services (including tourism products) based 

upon its association with freedom from the constraints of contemporary society and the 

implied access to a perfect life through consumption. The surfing industry has 

unapologetically become a component of the hegemony of global capitalism (Buckley, 

2003; Hammerscmidt, 2004). As a result of the growing success of the global surfing 

industry and the popularisation of surfing as a recreational activity, growing numbers of 

remote communities in less developed regions find themselves as unwilling hosts to a 
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surfing tourism industry from which they are, sometimes pro-actively, marginalised. 

Given the massive changes that surfing tourism is bringing to remote destination 

communities in less developed regions of the world (c.f. T. Baker, 2006, 2007; Barilotti, 

2002; Lovett, 1998, 2005) the nature of the surfing tourist space created through the 

marketing discourse of the surf industry and its interactions with local spaces is under-

researched and under-developed in terms of theoretical discussions and frameworks which 

contribute to the understanding of the processes at work. Therefore the aim of this study 

was to explore the social construction of contemporary surfing tourist space involving an 

analysis of the development of surfing tourism and the development of a theoretical 

diversification of the current Western understanding of tourist space by acknowledging 

alternative understandings of place. Two research questions were employed to guide the 

research process. 

 

1.  How has surfing tourist space been socially constructed?  

 

2. How has surfing tourist space come to be overlaid upon the geographic and social 

domain of host communities?  

 

Surfing tourism was defined as ‘travel and temporary stay undertaken by a surfer, 

involving at least one night’s stay away from the region of the surfer’s usual domicile 

which is undertaken with the major expectation of actively surfing waves’, where a surfer 

is assumed to be ‘a person who possesses sufficient skill and knowledge to utilise the 
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power of a wave for forward momentum, track at an angle across the face of a wave and 

anticipate and respond to its changing contours’. 

 

To begin with, in keeping with Berger and Luckmann’s (1969) call for understanding the 

historicity of socially constructed realities, a history of surfing tourism was developed 

from secondary data which traces surfing from its ancient roots in the Pacific, through the 

beginning of its modern era in the early twentieth century, to the contemporary 

commodified expressions of surfing culture and surfing tourism. Whilst a range of 

publications outline the history of surfing per se (c.f. Bristick, 2004; Kampion, 2003; 

Walding, 2003) and many surfing travel guides exist (c.f. Colas, 2004; Lueras & Lueras, 

1997; Neely, 2007)  this study represents the first collation of a history of surfing tourism. 

Several key milestones in the construction of contemporary surfing tourist space were 

noted. The notion of a perfect wave and the surfers’ ‘search’ for the perfect wave was 

traced back to Bruce Brown’s 1964 surf film The Endless Summer (George, 2000; 

Kampion, 2003), a film which set the early parameters for surfing tourists as “goofball 

neo-colonialists” (Barilotti, 2002: 36). The surfers’ collective imagining and quest for the 

perfect wave began at this point and was intensified by the crowding of popular surf 

breaks in the U.S. and Australia in the wake of the teenage surf fad in the 1960’s fuelled 

by popular culture such as Gidget and Beach Party films and the music of the Beach Boys. 

 

‘Soul surfing’ entered the lexicon of surfing in the late 1960’s and early 1970’s as a form 

of resistance to the growing commodification and professionalisation of surfing 

(Hammerscmidt, 2004; Henderson, 2001). However, as with many forms of resistance to 
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the processes of capitalism it became commodified itself and continues to underpin the 

marketing campaigns of the multi-billion dollar surf corporations and drive demand for 

commercially created experiences of Nirvana. The beginnings of the Australian surf media 

coincided with the discovery of high quality surf at Uluwatu on the Indonesian island of 

Bali in 1971. Surf media exposure of this discovery is credited with starting Indonesia’s 

surfing tourism industry by portraying Indonesia as a paradisiacal surfer’s Nirvana 

(Abraham, 1996; King, 1996). 

 

In order to explore surfing tourist space, a social constructionist approach to grounded 

theory was employed. Grounded theory is specifically designed for exploratory qualitative 

theory building where an under-researched phenomena requires new insight, knowledge 

and understanding (Charmaz, 2000, 2005; Daengbuppha et al., 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 

1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990; Wagenaar, 2003). A range of researchers have also argued 

that grounded theory is an appropriate methodology for the exploration of the experiential 

and symbolic meaning of consumption (Cunningham, 2006; Daengbuppha et al., 2006; 

Goulding, 2000; Hirschman & Thompson, 1997; Jennings, 1997; Johns & Gymiothy, 

2002; Martin, 2007; Pettigrew, 2002; Riley, 1995). Grounded theory is, in essence, a 

package of research methods which are conducted in a cyclic, iterative process involving 

“data collection, coding and analysis through memoing, theoretical sampling and using the 

constant comparative method” (Glaser, 1998: 12). Data collection, analysis and 

presentation are linked and influence each other in light of the developing theory through 

theoretical sampling (Glaser, 1992: 14). The social constructionist revision of grounded 

theory questions the epistemology and ontology of the knowledge and theory produced 



 303

through grounded theory, but does not challenge the rigour and validity of the 

methodology and its processes (Bryant, 2002, 2003; Charmaz, 2000, 2005; Clarke, 2003b, 

2004; Selden, 2005).  

 

The Mentawai Islands, Indonesia were selected as an instructive case study site because it 

is argued that the island group represents the most recent and most extreme case of rapid 

surfing tourism development in a remote rural setting, in a less developed region of the 

world. As such the Mentawais were considered likely to encapsulate the broad array of 

issues that arise in the establishment of surfing tourist space in such settings. Data 

collected for this study included guest entries in a charter boat guest book, participant 

observation onboard surf charter boats and a surf resort, and twenty nine unstructured in-

depth interviews. Snowball sampling was used and was guided by the information needs 

dictated by theoretical sampling. Constant comparison allowed the researcher to assess 

whether the developing theory of surfing tourist space ‘rang true’ with ongoing 

observations in the field.  

 

Globalising forces have facilitated new forms of spatial organisation and, consequently, 

new forms of tourist space, as such consideration of space and place have increasingly 

become a part of the evolving discourse of tourism studies with contribution from a range 

of social sciences. Geographers have tended to consider space as a static geographic 

region which becomes place once contextualised by human derived meaning (c.f. 

Gustafson, 2001, Young, 1999), other disciplines have inverted the relationship between 

space and place (c.f. Cunningham, 2006; de Certeau, 1988; Foucault, 1986; Ponting et. al., 



 304

2005), as has this study. The second objective of this study called for an expansion of 

existing theory. The study responded through development of a theory of ‘Nirvanification’ 

which established a position that tourist space may be constructed based upon remotely 

constructed commercially driven symbols and narratives, and can form a powerful 

hegemony which influences a broad range of actions from tourist behaviour, purchasing 

choices and destination selection, to the character and management styles of tourism 

development. It was argued that the transformation of places into tourist spaces, based on 

symbolic features constructed to maximise the value of commodified tourist space, is not a 

neutral process but represents a struggle over representation and meaning (Iwashita, 2003; 

Knudsen et al., 2007). The outcomes of this struggle reflect the ideologies of the powerful 

and can transform destinations by marginalising local communities and instituting 

inequitable systems of exchange.  

 

The notion of tourist space developed in this study follows Berger and Luckmann’s (1966) 

work on the social construction of reality in allowing that more than one social reality may 

exist in the same place. Similarly de Certeau (1988) explains that a variety of 

discourses/spaces may interact in a place without any one having absolute authority or 

legitimacy. Foucault (1986) described this in terms of “heterotopias”, that is “the 

juxtaposing in a single real place (of) several spaces, several sites that are in themselves 

incompatible” (Foucault, 1986: 25). Thus surfing tourist space is just one social reality, 

one discourse amongst others, which is present among the various actors in the Mentawai 

Islands.  
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Edensor (1998; 2000) describes a continuum of tourist spaces from highly commodified 

and controlled neo-colonial enclavic tourist space through to the heterotopic spaces 

described by Foucault. Tourism industry marketing performs the role on transforming 

places into marketable symbols which direct tourists’ expectations and perceptions, setting 

up a preconceived landscape for them to discover. This drives a hermeneutic circle of 

representation as tourists seek out the imagery which constructed their notion of the 

destination in the first instance. In this way images of tourist space used to sell the tourism 

commodity become self-fulfilling prophecies (Butler & Hall, 1998; C. M. Hall, 1997a; 

Jenkins, 2003; Ponting, in press; Ryan, 2002; Urry, 1990a, 1990b). 

 

Where similar images are used to promote a variety of very different places offering 

homogenised experiences of surfing tourist space, differences in imagery and narrative 

may be difficult to detect (the specific character of different surf breaks being one notable 

exception). Giddens (1990; 1991) referred to this universalised cultural space in terms of 

‘disembeddedness’, meaning that identity and action are influenced by references with 

vast geographical reach. Rodaway (1995: 252) concurs suggesting that the subject’s (in 

this context the surfing tourist)  rationally derived understandings of the world are 

replaced by the seduction of ready made interpretations and symbols. In this way the 

tourists’ biographical and geographical grounding is lost. Nirvanic discourse transmitted 

through the surf media has constructed a surfing tourist space disembedded from everyday 

life in each geographic location by providing symbolic references that prevail over 

multiple destinations.  
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In the Mentawai context surfing tourists articulate their understanding of socially 

constructed surfing tourist space with a striking degree of congruency centred on the 

notion of Nirvana which is experienced as a dream come true. This dream of Nirvana 

represents a highly seductive, desired and valued ideal which is considered in terms of a 

pilgrimage or a right of passage for those who wish to be considered ‘real’ surfers. Visual 

technologies are employed by surfing tourists to ensure that they are able to compare 

images of themselves in the Mentawais with the Nirvanic images that are created by the 

surf industry which inspired their desire to visit in the first instance. These images also 

ensure that the surfing tourist is able to claim cultural capital upon their return home. 

Comparison with surf media imagery was also observed to structure the surfing tourists’ 

behaviour. Surfing tourists attempted to recreate classic surf imagery and favoured 

sequences of surf films. A range of commentators note that consumerism, which surfing 

tourism has come to represent, is based upon the desire for a perfect life which it is 

believed can be attained through the consumption of goods and services (Campbell, 1987; 

Lury, 1996; Ormrod, 2005a). In effect the Mentawai surf charter and the search for the 

perfect wave has become a consumers’ search for the perfect life. 

 

The dream of Nirvana drives every part of the surf industry; its ongoing success requires 

that it should remain so. In less than thirty years Nirvanic discourse and imagery 

disseminated through the surf media has propelled the wider surf industry from backyard 

operations and car boot sales to multi-billion dollar publicly listed multi-national 

corporations. A range of researchers have noted the importance of the media in 

constructing tourist demand both in general terms (Edensor, 1998, 2000; Pritchard & 
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Morgan, 2000; Urry, 2002) and in the specific case of surfing tourism (Barilotti, 2002; 

Ford  & Brown, 2006; George, 2000; Ponting, 2006, in press; Preston-Whyte, 2001, 

2002). Data from this study has illustrated that for most surfing tourists Nirvana was 

installed as the pinnacle of surfing experience by exposure to surf media imagery dating 

back to childhood. In some instances particular images or particular films were pinpointed 

as the source of desire for a Mentawai surf charter. The data demonstrates that in this case 

images of the Mentawais played a role normally assigned to tourism industry destination 

marketing. There is little opposition to the idea that tourism industry marketing influences 

the ways in which tourists understand and experience destinations and which destinations 

are chosen to visit (c.f. Suvantola, 2002; Urry, 2002; S. Williams, 1998). As the agenda of 

the tripartite marketing synergy communicated through the surf media as Nirvanic 

discourse performs the role of tourism industry marketing in the Mentawais it has, to a 

large extent, dictated the manner in which surfing tourism has developed in the islands. 

This brings into question the ways in which the Mentawais and Nirvanic discourse in 

general have been constructed in the surf media. 

 

From a surf media perspective the Mentawais reliably deliver Nirvanic imagery that is the 

perfect symbolic distillation of contemporary Nirvanic discourse. Additionally the luxury 

model of surf charter tourism in the Mentawais is appealing to professional surfers on 

promotional trips and thus more of these trips are undertaken and find their way into the 

surf media. From the surf corporations’ perspective, the goal is to keep Nirvanic imagery 

as generic as possible and to be as inclusive as possible to the widest possible audience. 

As such the specific identity of surf locations is often obscured, and any geographically 
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bounded forms of knowledge or culture suppressed. Nirvanic imagery has effectively been 

reduced to four symbolic elements. In the context of the Mentawai these were widely 

understood by surfers and were articulated by each with remarkable levels of congruency. 

They include: 

  

1. The perfect wave; 

2. Uncrowded/surfed with friends; 

3. Exotic/pristine environment; and, 

4. Cushioned adventure.  

 

In answering the first research question, the data show that the Nirvanic discourse which 

informs surfing tourist space (Nirvana) has been socially constructed by the dissemination 

of these symbols by the tripartite marketing synergy through the surf media.  

 

The ways in which Nirvana has come to be overlaid upon the geographical and social 

domain of the Mentawais has been described in this study by the term Nirvanification. 

Nirvanification is not a simple linear process, it is a cyclic, interactive, four-phase process 

which involves the following. 

 

1. The construction of Nirvana, a mythical space, based on four symbolic elements 

informed by Nirvanic discourse disseminated through the surf media. 

Surfing tourism discourse has become a form of cultural production as it seeks to provide 

a framework for understanding a tourist destination in terms familiar to the tourist (c.f. 
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Suvantola, 2002). Tourism advertising, in the case of the Mentawais a role carried out by 

the surf media and the advertising of surf corporations’ products and services, aims to 

insert dreams of destinations into the consciousness of potential tourists and then sell these 

dreams to tourists as if they were their own (Bruner, 1991; Dann, 1981, 1988, 1993, 1996; 

Krippendorf, 1987a; Reimer, 1990; Urry, 2002; S. Williams, 1998). Williams (1998: 178) 

points out that these constructions of tourism space reflect the tourists’ culture rather than 

the places they are visiting, and that places visited by tourists become “placeless… 

indistinct from other tourist places and quite unrepresentative of the realities of indigenous 

places”: in Giddens’ (1990; 1991) terms ‘disembedded’. The disembedding of Nirvana has 

enabled the development of a model of surf tourism which is market focussed, 

economically neo-liberal and disconnected from local place and people. Chapter Seven of 

this study drew parallels between Nirvanic space and the construction of Shangri-La as a 

tourist space in a range of North Asian destinations. Ultimately each place betrayed the 

mythical space of a peaceful utopia forcing Shangri-La to move on to new places to 

become temporarily anchored until the myth was again betrayed (Bishop, 1989; Cater, 

2001; Hutt, 1996). This study contends that the symbolic elements of Nirvana have 

become symbolic anchors which temporarily secure Nirvanic space in place. If 

destabilised Nirvana may become disembedded (Giddens, 1990, 1991) and shift, if only 

temporarily, to another ‘place’ which contains the requisite symbols. This view expands 

existing theories of space outlined in Chapter Five, which consider space a place informed 

by human experience and therefore rooted in place (Cunningham, 2006; de Certeau, 

1988). This new understanding of tourist space is inclusive of mobile, socially constructed 
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mythical tourist spaces which may become temporarily emplaced through the presence of 

generic symbols. 

 

2.  The symbolic elements of Nirvanic space are threatened by a range of sources. 

As the symbolic elements of Nirvana are socially constructed,  they are impermanent, 

fragile and under constant threat of change from alternative and competing discourses 

(Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Lefebvre, 1991; Urry, 1995). Threats to Nirvana’s symbolic 

elements are environmental and discursive in nature and are capable of significantly 

undermining the profitability of Nirvana for the tripartite marketing synergy by impacting 

on tourism demand and eroding the aesthetic value of pristine Nirvanic space. 

 

3. Nirvanic myths have been deployed by the tripartite marketing synergy of surfing 

tourism operators, the surf media and surf corporations to protect the value of Nirvana. 

In response to threats to Nirvana the tripartite marketing synergy has deployed a range of 

myths designed to protect the profitability of Nirvana. Myths of paradise are not new. 

Indeed, notions of South Pacific paradise can be traced back to eighteenth century 

explorers such as de Bougainville and Cook (Cohen, 1982; d'Hauteserre, 2005; Douglas & 

Douglas, 1996; B. Smith, 1960). Such myths tend to ignore the history and geography of 

place to construct a fantasy world, a discursively constructed mythical space which only 

exists in words and which is maintained through repetition and reiteration (Barthes, 1973; 

d'Hauteserre, 2005; Douglas & Douglas, 1996). Tourists are predisposed to believe in the 

myth of Nirvana which acts to diffuse threats, nilhilate alternative discourses and smother 

resistance (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; d'Hauteserre, 2005; Doyle, 1989). Nirvanic myth 
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has been made to function by neo-liberalist ideals which subordinate the interests of 

destination communities.  

 

The data show that the Nirvanic myth is self perpetuating and self re-enforcing as surfing 

tourists collude to re-write, re-imagine and re-cast experiences which fail to meet the 

widely held understandings of the symbolic elements of Nirvana to fit Nirvanic myth. This 

is linked to the surfing tourists’ desire to claim all possible cultural capital associated with 

a Mentawai surf charter and being able to report to their surfing peers that they lived the 

dream of Nirvana based upon the presence of all four symbolic elements. 

 

4. An alternative discourse has developed as a form of resistance to the hegemony of 

Nirvanic myths.  

Nirvana is based upon myth constructed to protect its symbolic elements from being 

discredited. For surfing tourists and operators who look beyond affirmation of the 

symbolic elements, their experience is often at odds with Nirvanic discourse. In response a 

discourse which challenges and is alternative to the myths constructed by the tripartite surf 

marketing synergy has developed. The experience of Mentawai indigenes also differs 

markedly from Nirvanic discourse. To a large extent Nirvanic myth also shields Nirvana 

from intrusions by the alternative discourse and tourists’ subjective experiences of local 

space by providing simplistic answers for any questions that are raised. The data suggest 

that the alternative discourse is beginning to gain a foothold into Nirvana. A small but 

growing number of surf media articles have featured stories which include the voices and 

concerns of the indigenous Mentawai (T. Baker, 2006, 2007; Barilotti, 2002) and in late 
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2007 a surfing corporation secured naming rights to a village health training centre in 

Katiet (Wilcox, 2007). It is through the re-embedding of Nirvana in locally bounded 

knowledge and cultural forms that a more equitable form of surfing tourism may be 

achieved. 

 

This study has responded to the second research question (how has surfing tourist space 

come to be overlaid upon the geographic and social domain of host communities) and the 

second objective (to provide a theoretical diversification of the current Western 

understanding of tourist space by acknowledging alternative understandings of place) with 

the theory of Nirvanification outlined above. The process of Nirvanification is grounded in 

data collected in the Mentawai in Chapter Eight. Each symbolic element, its threats, myths 

and alternative discourse are traced through and exemplified by the collected data. Thus 

tourist space has come to be overlaid upon the geographic and social domain of host 

communities in the Mentawai through the four stage process of Nirvanification 

represented by Figure 9.1. 
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Figure 9.1 Model of the Nirvanification Process 
 

The model in Figure 9.1 shows Nirvana (a profitable tourist space) comprised of four 

symbolic elements which are informed by Nirvanic discourse (which emanates from the 

tripartite marketing synergy and is disseminated through the surf media) and protected 

from threats by Nirvanic myth (also deployed by the tripartite marketing synergy). The 
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final component of Nirvanification is the presence of an alternative discourse which also 

represents a threat to Nirvana. The model shows that the majority of the alternative 

discourse is deflected from contaminating the product, Nirvanic space, by Nirvanic myth 

and the defensive tendencies of Nirvanic space towards alternative interpretations of place. 

A modicum of alternative discourse does, however, penetrate Nirvana’s armoury of myth 

– this is indicated by the broken line which penetrates into the inner circle of Nirvana. It is 

this component of Nirvanification which allows for the agency of alternative perspectives 

to resist the hegemonic power of and bring change to Nirvana. As Knudsen et. al. (2007: 

230) argue, because the experience of tourist space involves interaction with place and the 

multiplicity of meanings and social realities constructed around these places, tourist space 

is always heterotopic to a degree. The multiple meanings of place must be negotiated and 

in this process hegemonic tourist spaces are contested and resisted (Kirtsoglou & 

Theodossopoulos, 2004). 

 

The model of Nirvanification enables an analysis of tourism, and in particular an analysis 

of the social construction of tourist space in destinations in where the product is based 

upon the generic appeal of natural geographic conditions. This analysis is more 

sophisticated than previous models due to its recognition of the symbolic nature and 

inherent fragility of socially constructed Nirvanic space and the agency of alternative 

discourses to effect change. Whilst geographers have discussed the construction of 

mythical meanings and tourist spaces based upon myth for some time, for example 

Hughes’(1992) ‘mythification’ of Scotland, the model constructed here differs in that the 

Nirvanic space is disembedded from its geographical reality. The Nirvanification of place 
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described here is transitory, unstable, and ultimately mobile. As such, should a place 

which hosts Nirvanic space betray the myth of Nirvana and its symbolic elements in some 

way, because it is not embedded in the local, Nirvana is able to simply relocate to another 

place which contains the requisite symbols for its re-construction. As such, the production 

mechanism in the production of Nirvana is natural geographic conditions. Space is 

produced, but space is also a production mechanism in this context. This raises a range of 

issues including, in the context of the Mentawais, who actually owns the waves that are 

the basis of Nirvana and who has the right to sell them. This an issue that is central in 

many forms of tourism in the less developed world in which natural geographic and/or 

social/cultural conditions form the production mechanism for tourist space, and one which 

has generally lacked a theoretical and philosophical platform for analysis. The theory of 

Nirvanification developed in this study provides a basis for understanding the social 

construction of Nirvanic space by outlining the specific implications for surfing tourism in 

the Mentawais. The following section discusses the implications of this study and possible 

lines of future research that it raises. 

 

9.3 Implications and Further Research 

The discussion here begins with an examination of the more abstract implications of the 

study. These implications are then framed in the specific context of the Mentawai surfing 

tourism by providing a number of recommendations that seek to provide a platform for the 

development of a more sustainable and equitable industry 
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9.3.1 Disembedding and mobilisation of Nirvana as a means of deterritorialisation. 

The exploration of surfing tourist space undertaken in this study has revealed the manner 

in which Nirvana, has been constructed (through media disseminated imagery and 

messages forming Nirvanic discourse), by whom (the tripartite marketing synergy) and to 

what ends (the maintenance and protection of Nirvana which drives the multi-billion 

dollar surf industry). This study has argued that Nirvana is symbolic in nature. Whilst 

requiring a physical environment (place) in which to be anchored, Nirvana exists only as 

discourse in terms of a shared understanding of symbolic elements and meanings. In this 

sense Nirvana has transcended its once local roots to become packaged as a mythical 

Shangri-La-esque utopia for global dissemination and consumption as part of a self-

replicating hermeneutic circle of representation. With this understanding, the 

disembedding of Nirvana from the local comes as no great surprise. As the participant 

from the global surfing corporation (Mick) explained, the value of Nirvanic imagery from 

a marketing perspective lies in its generic nature which allows the consumer to work with 

a few basic symbols and construct their own personalized Nirvana. In this way Nirvana 

becomes far more inclusive and able to reach across social groupings, even outside of the 

global surfing community. Embedding Nirvana in the local precludes this kind of detached 

inclusivity of imagery and opens Nirvana up to greater levels of scrutiny and possible 

interaction with locally bounded social realities. In essence, the marketing of a myth 

demands disembedding from the local as the myth could never withstand local processes 

of analysis and resistance: the myth would be revealed as such and thus destroyed. Surfing 

Tour Operator Bert recognized this in the Mentawai context. 
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I think they [surfing tourists] look at it as an escape from reality, then if consumers realise that it’s not 

really an escape but just another whole range of issues and problems, then people won’t come here as 

much. Won’t be as interested in seeing those pictures and videos because they realise what’s attached 

to promoting and being involved in it (Bert, Surf Tour Operator). 

 

Chapter Eight explained how Nirvanification is played out on a local level. An important 

feature of this theory is the deployment of Nirvanic myth in defence of its symbolic 

elements which enable it to become disembedded from the local – a process of self-

ligitimation and a defence from the encroachment of alternative meanings (Berger & 

Luckmann, 1966). For example the uncomfortable juxtaposition of local communities 

living in abject poverty on land while, within sight, surfers are feasting and drinking 

onboard luxury charter boats is normalised by the discourse of locals being happy as they 

are, or at the very least better off without the trappings of Western development, whether 

they know it or not (see section 8.4.2). In this way the surfing tourist is free to remain 

disengaged from local realities and revel, guilt free, in their own disembedded social 

reality. Participant Lauren, who was interviewed as a land based surfing tourist but who 

had previously worked onboard a surf charter boat explained her experiences negotiating 

the discursive borders between Nirvana and local spaces and the nihilistic tendencies of 

Nirvana in overriding local spaces. 

 
When you see people dying of tuberculosis not far from you, you see their faces. You know, if you 

hear about it, it doesn’t really matter if you hear about it. You know that people are dying and 

suffering, well you hear that on the news all the time. But, when you suddenly see them, see the 

people that are sick, that touches you. I remember when I got back on the boat I had 10 Americans 

that were just really really horrible. They’d just surf and annoy everybody in the water. Complain that 

the air conditioning was too cold and the beer too warm. I thought “jeez this guy’s complaining about 

his beer too warm while someone right in front of him, fifty metres away, does not even have food to 
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feed their kids”. I got really upset I just lost motivation. I didn’t even feel like surfing anymore I was 

so disgusted by the whole thing… I felt horrible. 

 

There is a contrast everywhere in the world that happens and you can’t do much about it, but the fact 

they didn’t acknowledge it, and the fact that they didn’t want to hear about it, and they didn’t care. 

That hurt me. I know they’re only there for 10 days and they don’t have time to worry about these 

people. But you’re there surfing! You’re there having a good time! Don’t you feel like you want to 

give something back? Or a least listen to what they have to say? To hear a little bit about the culture 

and not just come empty and leave empty? I thought I could have changed them and it got me really 

sad when I realized that wasn’t going to happen (Lauren, Surfing Tourist - Land). 

 

In the practice of surfing tourism, the Mentawai surfing fields are sequestered by surfers 

from all over the world and treated as their own. The sense of ownership felt by surfing 

tourists over the surf breaks of the Mentawais, which seems to surpass any local claims to 

ownership, was reflected by surf tour operators both in terms of their observations of 

surfing tourists’ behaviour and also in the operations of the surfing tourism industry. The 

industry operates in and around the islands with very few interactions of any kind (social 

or economic) with local communities,30 while generating an income through the 

exploitation of the resources of those same communities. The sense of ownership of the 

worlds’ surfing resources by surfing tourists is reflected in the practices of the surfing 

tourism industry and can be linked back to Nirvanic discourse and the messages that 

surfing corporations are sending out to the world: a perfect life is attainable through the 
                                                 

30 It should be noted that the alternative discourses have now gained a foothold in the Mentawais since 
data collection in 2003. This has been driven by the growth in land based tourism developments and an 
increasing presence of Surf Aid International and the buy in of Quiksilver to their activities in Katiet 
(Wilcox, 2007). Additionally a series of earthquake disasters in 2004, 2005 and 2007 has focused attention 
on the plight of Mentawai people. As the alternative discourse has revealed the social reality of the 
Mentawai people it has become increasingly difficult for Nirvana-builders to continue to ignore the 
humanitarian crisis that has formed an invisible social backdrop to Nirvana in the Mentawais. Quiksilver’s 
position in Katiet (Wilcox, 2007)demonstrates this point. 
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consumption of Nirvana, and one may buy-in to the symbolic freedom of Nirvana by 

consumption of the products of the surfing corporations. Several other messages appear in 

the subtext of Nirvanic discourse  

 

1. The world’s waves are part of the global commons and therefore able to be exploited 

without conscience;  

 

2. Surfers are the only ones who understand the ‘soul’ of waves and what that means - 

Billabong’s marketing slogan ‘Only a Surfer Knows the Feeling’ being a case in point; 

and,  

 

3. Points one and two mean that surfers’ claims to ownership of, and free access to, surf 

resources are viewed by surfers as more legitimate than those of local communities 

who do not ‘know the feeling’.  

 

Thus disembedding mechanisms, particularly the time/space compression (Giddens, 1990) 

of transport and communications technologies, enable the deterritorialisation of surfing 

tourism destinations (Noyes, 1992; Spurr, 1993). Nirvana has become another consumer 

product and the discourse of its marketing messages has left surfers with a sense that they 

have the right to enter the domain of others and surf the waves breaking on their coastlines 

and reefs because only surfers understand the meaning and value of these symbols. 

 

The de-territorialisation of local resources and the overwriting of existing spaces with the 

socially constructed parameters of a surfing Nirvana is not a simple process of attaching 

new meanings to common symbols (eg beaches, perfect waves, palm trees, sunsets, 

villages of thatched huts), it extends to include the overwriting of indigenous place names 
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with those coined by surfing tourists and the surfing industry. For example the 

‘Mentawais’ and the names of the best surf breaks contained within the group of islands 

have become household names in the global surfing community. The names of villages 

and islands however remain mysterious to the vast majority of surfing tourists. Almost 

every surfer who has been exposed to the surf media over the last decade will be aware of 

the surfbreaks known as HTs/Lances Right and Macaronis (the latter regularly features in 

surfer polls of the 10 most fun waves in the world) but very few are familiar with the 

associated place names of Katiet, Sipora Island or Silabu at Pasangan. The area at the 

southern end of Siberut Island including the smaller Penanggalan Island, Karamajet 

Island, Mainuk Island and Nyang Nyang Island and containing hallmark breaks such as 

Rifles, Hideaways, E-Bay, Pit Stop, Bengbengs, Nipussie, Four Bobs, and No Kandui 

(which is an exception and bears the name of the point on which it breaks – Kandui) has 

variously been known to the surfing world as Disneyland, Luna Park, Wave Park, and 

more enduringly The Playground.  

 

Unwritten rules govern the naming of newly discovered surf breaks. ‘Naming rights’ are 

given to the first person to surf the wave or the first person to get ‘barrelled’ at a particular 

wave. The author has witnessed paddling races between surfers jumping off boats to be 

the first to catch a wave at a newly discovered break in order to secure naming rights. 

Many surfers name breaks after themselves but such monikers rarely stick. A notable 

exception is Lances Right and Lances Left in the Mentawais, however in this case the 

name was not given by Lance Knight who was first to surf these waves but by Martin 

Daley, the second surfer at these breaks who named them after Lance out of respect for the 

unwritten rules of naming surf breaks. The overwriting of place names in the Mentawai 
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may also have been undertaken in a conscious effort to conceal locations. Until recently 

the location of surf breaks in the Mentawais was a jealously guarded secret of the charter 

captains. From their perspective it is this hard earned knowledge that allows them to 

establish a business and which transforms the Islands into a viable surfing tourism 

destination. Freely imparting this information to others encourages unwanted competition. 

Anecdotal evidence from surfing tourists suggests that some charter captains actively 

prevent surfing tourists from viewing maps and navigational charts, though this is not 

universal.  

 

In many other realms of tourism the hegemonic construction of tourist space through the 

overwriting of place names has been challenged and many, particularly in the case of 

national parks and wilderness areas around the world, are reverting back to the names 

given by their traditional custodians. Examples include the reversion of Ayres Rock in 

Australia to Uluru, of Mt Everest to Sagamartha, of Mt McKinley in the United States to 

Denali and there are many other examples. The reversion of place names acknowledges 

the existence of indigenous knowledge and history which pre-dates discovery by European 

explorers and which provides a highly symbolic gesture in the re-embedding of tourist 

space in the local context of place. Participant Lauren noted the relationship between the 

overwriting of local place names and the neocolonial nature of surfing tourism 

development in the Mentawais. Surf tour operators simply arrived uninvited in the islands 

and began writing out local communities through the manipulation of language and thus 

knowledge and power. 
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It feels like there’s nothing on the islands, no words, no mouth, no ears, no eyes, nothing. We just 

came there. We came and we didn’t ask them. We just came and said ‘look at these waves’ and gave 

them our names. ‘Burger World’, ‘HTs’, ‘Lances’, whoever’s name sticks. But even just the fact that 

we give names like this to waves where it’s not ours. It’s not anybody’s. Mentawai people have more 

right. I think it’s strange that there’s never been acknowledgement or thought as to what could be the 

implication of the fact that we’re here, and that we just came and said “OK! Bring the boat! Bring the 

people!” Nobody said anything (Lauren, Surfing Tourist - Land). 

 

Disembedding is necessary to the maintenance of Nirvana as interaction with the social 

worlds of destination communities would quickly dispel the myth that local communities 

are unconcerned by the exploitation of their resources by a tourism industry that at the 

time of data collection had never asked local communities permission to use those 

resources and which did not make an effort to interact with them or include them in the 

surfing tourism economy. Should the myth of Nirvana be betrayed by the intrusion of 

local concerns its mobile nature, like that of Shangri-La (Bishop, 1989; Cater, 2001; Hutt, 

1996) enables Nirvana to find a new place in which to become established. This carries 

implications for the sustainability of surfing tourism. As with other forms of tourism 

which develop generic attractions and tourist discourses, for example the sun, sand and sea 

resorts which typify much of the world’s mature tropical destinations in less developed 

countries, the disembedding of tourist space from place serves the interests of those other 

than local players. As geographically remote and culturally disparate destinations are 

perceived as being the same they become infinitely substitutable and competition tends to 

shift towards price rather than the unique features of particular places (Buckley, 2002b; 

Swarbrooke, 1999). 
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Essentially then, Nirvana is an abstraction that is divorced from its production and the 

social reality of the inhabitants of the place where it has become temporarily anchored. It 

is the estrangement of the product from its production which bequeaths the commodity its 

enigmatic and mythical qualities. Surfing tourists have articulated this by referring to their 

experiences in the Mentawai as experiences of “Nirvana”, of “a dream come true” (see 

section 5.3.1). The production of Nirvana however is unusual, because like many other 

products, it is produced by unique geographic conditions and its consumption is not 

simply a process of picking it up off a shelf, buying it and taking it home. In contrast, 

tangible commodities such as those produced in the factories and fields of the less 

developed world are much more completely divorced from their production because, from 

the consumers’ perspective, the commodity seemingly appears out of nowhere onto the 

shelves of developed world shopping malls. The commodity’s links to the poverty and 

sweatshop conditions of its production are severed. This frees the consumer from any 

feelings of guilt or the need to become entangled in the complex social relations that a 

wider knowledge of their production would create. In this way the product remains 

‘uncontaminated’.  

 

In the case of surf tourism to the Mentawai Islands the natural geographic conditions, 

meteorology, bathymetry and geomorphology are the production mechanisms which 

create the perfect waves upon which Nirvana is based. Nirvanic discourse positions the 

production of perfect waves as the creation of a benevolent God, a mystical phenomenon 

that is a part of the global commons. This places the ownership of production of the key 

symbol of Nirvana, perfect waves, beyond the reach of local communities, however, 
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unlike products sold in Western shopping malls, the perfect wave is consumed in close 

proximity to its custodians. Yet Nirvanic discourse is steadfast in support of access to the 

world’s surf breaks to any that make the effort to travel to them without consideration of 

the wishes of those who actually live there. Additionally, Nirvana is overlaid upon the 

place and space of the Mentawai Islanders despite the fact that links to local cultural 

practices, identity and aspirations may be severed in the process. Yet the resources 

deterritorialised by Nirvanic discourse represent one of the few means open to local 

communities to pursue economic development and to enjoy the benefits that flow from 

this. To be clear, the special geographic conditions that make up the islands (which may 

be considered to belong to the Mentawai Islanders as the original custodians) are the 

production mechanism of the product on which the industry is based: uncrowded perfect 

waves in a pristine tropical environment. However, if the commodity is to retain its appeal 

as a mystical and euphoric tourist space, it must remain uncontaminated by the potentially 

difficult social interactions with local people and the tourist’s experience of poverty and, 

disease. Therefore if Nirvana it is to survive intact it must remain disembedded.  

 

9.3.2 Beyond Nirvana 

This study has explored the social construction of surfing tourist space and has shed light 

upon the production of Nirvanic discourse and space driven by the marketing agenda of 

the tripartite marketing synergy formed by the surf corporations, the surf media and the 

surfing tourism operators. The construction of surfing tourist space, it has been shown, is 

not a neutral process but one which represents an ongoing struggle for meaning and 

representation (Berger & Luckmann, 1966; Iwashita, 2003; Kirtsoglou & 
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Theodossopoulos, 2004; Knudsen et al., 2007; Lefebvre, 1991; Soja, 1989; M. Young, 

1999a, 1999b). Nirvanic discourse has a profound impact in the production of the surfing 

tourism commodity. This study has shown that Nirvanic discourse influences destination 

choice, and the behaviours and experiences of surfing tourists. Less obvious is the impact 

of Nirvanic discourse on the models and management styles of surfing tourism in 

destination regions. The disembedding of Nirvana has removed any imperative for the 

surfing tourism industry to interact with local communities, or to include them in the 

surfing tourism economy, in fact quite the opposite. A large part of the appeal of Nirvana 

is the ability to avoid interactions with local communities and to enjoy, free from 

responsibility and guilt, the mythical tourism space of an empty paradisiacal playground. 

As such it becomes necessary to minimize or remove the local presence from Nirvana. On 

this basis, Nirvanic discourse Mentawai local communities have been marginalised from 

the surfing tourism economy for fifteen years (see section 8.4.2). 

 

This study has demonstrated that the surf corporations and the surf media, intentionally or 

otherwise, fill the role of destination marketing normally carried out by the tourism 

industry and are often spectacularly successful in generating demand. As such these 

groups can no longer be considered free from influence over the ways in which surfing 

tourism destinations develop. To be clear, the marketing efforts of the surf corporations 

disseminated through the surf media (including promotional videos and corporate 

sponsored feature articles) drive demand for surfing tourism destinations whether it is 

wanted or not. The manner in which these destinations are presented to the surfing public 

influences the style of tourism that will develop. Disembedded Nirvanic discourse which 

continues to ignore the presence of local communities and alternative worldviews 



 326

authorises, indeed directs, the surfing tourism industry to proceed in a manner which 

provides the market, mobilised by the surf media, with the experiences they have been 

preconditioned to expect. With the relationships between those that construct Nirvana and 

the practice of surfing tourism revealed, debate can now move forward, beyond Nirvana, 

to encompass ways of changing surfing tourism practice to derive more sustainable 

outcomes for the traditional custodians of place. The theory of Nirvanification developed 

in this study and represented by Figure 9.1 argues that it is resistance to Nirvanic discourse 

through alternative discourses that will introduce change to Nirvanic discourse and thus 

nirvanic space, and the practice of surfing tourism. 

 

9.3.3 Moving forward, challenging assumptions 

In discussions of capacity management in the development of surfing tourism, arguments 

of sustainability are put forward to justify limiting surfer numbers (Buckley, 1999, 2002b). 

The main centres of argument along these lines emanate from the Mentawai tour 

operators, notably Rick Cameron of Great Breaks International who is a long time 

advocate of privately controlled capacity capping and who facilitated Ralph Buckley’s 

research trip to the region, and Fiji’s Tavarua Island Resort which has secured exclusive 

rights, albeit on dubious legal grounds, to two world class waves in Fiji’s Mamanuca 

group of Islands (c.f. Borden, 2005; Hawk, 1998; Ponting, in press). Three basic 

arguments are put forward, each of which contains a kernel of truth. These are as follows. 

 

1. Managing capacity at low levels is the only way to ensure that there are no major 

environmental impacts from surfing tourism.  
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2. The crowding of surf breaks makes them dangerous, only with tightly controlled 

capacity caps can the safety of surfers be assured. 

 

3. Crowding will ultimately lead to the decline of the destination, or at best a shift 

towards lower cost, higher density surf tourism which will lead to a downscaling of 

profitability of the destination. 

 

Critical review of these points from a perspective outside of the social reality of Nirvana, 

however, reveals that they prioritise the needs of surfers and the surfing tourism industry. 

Ultimately, the agenda of private capacity management and exclusivity of access and 

control is, quite understandably from a business perspective, one of profit protection and 

Nirvana maintenance in the face of growing global demand and concomitant growth in the 

number of surfing tourism operators attempting to extract value from a pool of resources 

that is limited. If the logic of Nirvana and the imperative of the preservation of its 

symbolic elements are set to one side, alternative priorities can be considered. For 

example, within limits of acceptable change (derived by local resource owners), how can 

the most value be most appropriately extracted from the tourism resource in a manner 

which maximizes benefits to local communities?  

 

Buckley (2002b) provides a useful analysis of possible management mechanisms for the 

introduction of recreational carrying capacity management in the Mentawais based upon 

models of capacity management in river rafting and kayaking in the Grand Canyon in the 

United States and mountain gorilla tours in Uganda. Buckley’s rationale for the 

introduction of capacity management in the Mentawais is expressed within the bounds of 

the new Nirvanic discourse which seeks to normalise the establishment of managed surf 
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destinations offering small-scale high-yield surfing tourism in the image of Fiji’s Tavarua 

Island resort. The arguments Buckley uses are familiar: capacity management is the only 

way to ensure the economic success of the industry, and unless capacity is managed 

breaks will become crowded and visitors will stop coming.  

 

In the first instance, methods for ensuring economic success of surfing tourism will vary 

widely according to the definition of economic success. In the case of surfing tourism in 

the Mentawais the industry is completely dominated by foreign investors who, by their 

own admission, put almost nothing back into the economy of the islands. If we examine 

the underlying power relations in the assumption that this approach should be continued 

and protected by capacity capping, it becomes obvious that we are talking about the 

economic success of foreign investors and not the traditional custodians of the surfing 

resources of the Mentawai Islands. From a local perspective, the industry could not be any 

less economically successful than in its current form. By enforcing a system of high-yield 

luxury surfing tourism the barriers of entry to the market for local entrepreneurs become 

insurmountable in practical terms.  

 

The second rationale for private capacity management is also flawed if examined from 

outside of the social reality of Nirvana. Bali is cited as an example of a surfing tourism 

destination that has gone wrong. Yet Bali is an incredibly successful surfing tourism 

destination in terms of visitor numbers and local participation in the industry. Many breaks 

are crowded, they no longer represent Nirvanic surfing tourist space in its purest form, yet 

the quality of the waves still draws huge numbers of surfers to the island. Hawaii is 

another case in point where the surf is open to free public access and is also often crowded 
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in terms of recreational amenity yet surfing tourism remains significant. The Gold Coast 

of Queensland is another case in point. The ‘Superbank’, a massive sand bank that has 

formed from sand being pumped from the mouth of the Tweed river since 1995 and which 

produces waves of extremely high quality and length (occasionally approaching 2km) may 

well be the world’s most crowded wave (crowds of 500 in the water surfing have been 

reported) yet the quality of the break continues to draw large numbers of international and 

domestic surfing tourists (Reuters, 2007). To suggest that crowding will lead to the 

eradication of a reason for surfing tourists to visit a high quality surf break ignores the 

enduring appeal of famous, yet crowded, breaks around the world. If a surf break is 

genuinely worldclass it will continue to draw surfing tourists well beyond the recreational 

carrying capacity required to sustain a small foreign-controlled boutique industry. This 

may not be the best result in terms of recreational amenity for surfers and profit margins 

for individual investors, but the time has come to question the assumptions which 

underpin the discourse of private capacity management (c.f. Cheong & Miller, 2000; 

Hollinshead, 1999). 

 

An alternative surfing tourism management policy could shift priority from the needs of 

surfers seeking Nirvana, to extracting value from surfing resources for local interests. 

Indeed it may be the case that in some destinations local communities do not want to host 

surfing tourism at all, see for example Barilotti’s (2002) discussion of the rejection of 

surfing tourism from some Fijian Islands. Future research into surfing tourists’ willingness 

to pay a greatly inflated tariff for managed conditions, and the relative economic returns 

from different styles of surfing tourism would aid in making informed management 

decisions of this kind. Buckley (2002b) usefully discusses the value of a ‘surfer day’. Thus 
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future research in this area might ask, How much is a surfer day worth in a managed surf 

environment as opposed to a free access environment? Would the economic return to local 

communities from a break such as HTs/Lances Right in the Mentawai be greater if limited 

to say 10 surfers at a time paying a high tariff to a foreign investor, thirty surfers paying a 

reduced tariff, or if left to unlimited public access thus encouraging the development of 

low cost local tourist service provision but with markedly reduced levels of economic 

leakage? It may be that some surf breaks are more suited to smaller scale higher tariff 

arrangements because their unique configuration limits the numbers of surfers that can be 

accommodated whilst in other cases more value could be extracted from a resource by 

maintaining free public access. It may be the case that the majority of surfing tourists 

place greater value on the quality of accommodation, services and waves than on 

exclusive access to breaks. 

 

9.3.4 Re-embedding Nirvana 

There appear to be two divergent paths available to move surfing tourism beyond the 

consumption of disembedded Nirvanic space. One is to inject social valuing of the local 

into the surfing tourist discourse and surfing tourist product. As well as benefits, however, 

this may also have deleterious socio-cultural impacts upon local communities. It may also 

impact upon the surfing tourism industry and the wider surf industry which has relied 

upon Nirvanic imagery and discourse to drive its sales and grow to its current impressive 

global scale. As such a second alternative presents itself. 

 

This involves an acknowledgement of the mythical nature of Nirvana by those engaged in 

its production and presentation to surfing tourists. We need not destroy Nirvana in order to 
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achieve a better result for local communities and shift the industry towards sustainability. 

We need only adjust the back stage operations to include local communities in the 

production of Nirvana and ensure they are included in the economy of Nirvana production. 

This will involve alternative ways of protecting Nirvana’s symbolic elements other than 

the deployment of Nirvanic myth in defense of alternative social realities. 

 

The Mentawai Islands represent a tourism resource of immense value. There are numerous 

sites suitable for the development of a land-based surfing tourism industry that could be 

developed in partnerships with local resource owners. There is enormous potential for the 

development of a unique and sustainable surfing tourism destination offering both yacht-

based and land-based products. Whilst there is a legislative framework in place in Perdah 

16 (refer to Chapter 4) it seems that, with its insistence upon high-end tourism 

accommodation, it may further marginalise local communities from decision making and 

direct involvement in management and ownership of surfing tourism in their domain. 

What is needed is an effort to re-embed surfing tourism in the Mentawais without 

completely destroying the possibility of enjoying a more grounded interpretation of 

Nirvanic space. To work with local communities to find ways in which to bridge the 

economic distance between surfing tourism and local communities. There appear to be 

many opportunities and potential industry niches which are yet to be filled but many of 

which would require significant investment in capacity building and training. 

 

For example, currently the charter fleet transport surfing tourists to and from Padang on 

mainland Sumatra which is a long and often arduous journey which also has the effect of 

causing tourists to lose a day of surfing time. Several operators have been looking into the 
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possibility of running flights into the Mentawais at Tuapajet. With greater demand for 

flights between Padang and potentially even Singapore, direct flights could be made to the 

islands saving time and the necessity of boats having to return to Padang reducing costs 

for operators and meaning that they could also buy provisions and fuel in the Islands as 

well. This could have backward linkage potential into at least local transport, retail, and 

agricultural sectors. Such a linkage could also open the way to non-surfing tourists. 

  

There is further potential for the provision of services for the charter fleet. The Mentawai 

government and surfing tourism industry could usefully look to existing holiday yacht 

charter operations around the world for examples of the type of new businesses which may 

be possible to develop in support of the charter industry. There is also potential for local 

communities to become involved in reef conservation as a means of deriving income. The 

charter fleet causes damage to the local reefs on an ongoing basis through repeatedly 

anchoring in the same positions. The construction of strong safe moorings around surf 

breaks and in favoured overnight anchorages could supply local communities with an 

income by charging users a fee for construction, maintenance and use. Some form of 

organised attraction in the islands, an interpretive cultural centre or village tour, for 

example, could also aid in re-embedding Nirvana in the Mentawai and provide a source of 

income and an incentive for cultural preservation. This is not to say that surfing tourists 

should be forced to become cultural tourists or ecotourists as well, but rather that efforts 

should be taken to create opportunities for local entrepreneurs. 
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9.3.5 Broader applications of Nirvanification 

The main contribution of this study has been to provide an in-depth exploration of the 

social construction of Nirvanic space. The study has clearly outlined the implications of 

this in the context of surfing tourism in the Mentawais. More generally, the study found 

that by examining the historicity of a tourist space, it is possible to locate the social 

organisation that produces and maintains the discourse which informs it. A 

poststructuralist analysis can provide a theoretical pathway for understanding the links 

between the discourse of tourist space, and the outcomes of tourism for destination 

communities. It can facilitate an understanding of the shifting power relations involved 

when commercially-constructed tourist space (based upon myth and symbols) assumes 

dominance over the geographical and social domain of destination communities, and can 

highlight the inevitability of resistance, and the struggle for representation and meaning 

which underlies Nirvanic space. 

 

Whilst, in the context of the Mentawais, Nirvanification refers to the transformation of 

remote impoverished regions containing high quality surf breaks, it can potentially be 

applied in other contexts in which a specific discourse of place has created a largely 

symbolic tourist space, an attraction based on the combination of natural features (which 

are pre-emptively endowed with meaning by the specific discourse of space) and 

specialised tourism industry products and services. It is suggested that future research 

might employ the theory of Nirvanification in attempting to understand a wider range of 

worldviews and the social processes at work, in, for example, the Nirvanic space of luxury 

sun, sand, and sea resort-based tourism in the generic settings of international hotel chains 
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around the world’s tropical less developed destinations. Similarly Nirvanification might be 

used to explore, for example, the relatively under-researched tourist space of commodified 

mountaineering where clients from wealthy Western nations hire experienced Western 

mountain guides and local porters to reach dream summits situated in countries where 

civil unrest and poverty are rife.  

 

9.4 Final Comment 

In the final analysis I argue that surfing tourist space has been socially constructed on a 

Nirvanic discourse driven by the commercial interests of the tripartite marketing synergy 

of surf corporations, the surf media and the surfing tourism industry. Nirvana has become 

a symbolic mythical space based on four symbolic elements which have become 

disembedded from the place in which the tourism experiences takes place. Nirvana has 

been overlaid on the geographical and social domain of the Mentawai Islands through the 

four-phase process of Nirvanification.  

 

This inquiry has revealed the relationships between Nirvanic discourse and a range of 

tourism practices including destination choice, tourist behaviour and management models 

and styles. With a broader understanding of these issues and competing social realities in 

the Mentawais it is hoped that this study will provide a way to move beyond the 

disembedded consumption of Nirvana, the hegemony of Nirvanic discourse and the styles 

of surfing tourism it has produced in the Mentawai. The challenge ahead will be to re-

embed Nirvana in the local so that consuming Nirvana is no longer an activity which 
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involves the nihilation of alternative social realities and the marginalisation of traditional 

resource owners. 
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APPENDIX 1: STATEMENT OF RESEARCHER VALUES 

AND PRIOR ENGAGEMENT WITH SUBJECT MATTER 

In accordance with the epistemological approach of this study, and with the social 

constructionist interpretation of grounded theory which acknowledges the subjectivity of 

the researcher (Bryant, 2002, 2003; Charmaz, 2000, 2005), the following is a statement of 

values and previous engagement with the subject matter of the study. The aim of this 

statement is to allow the reader to recognise the influence of researcher subjectivity in this 

inquiry (c.f. Tribe, 2007). 

 

I began surfing at the age of 11 on the Mid-North Coast of New South Wales, Australia 

and began buying Tracks magazine each month shortly after. My friends at high school 

were in the main also surfers and my world revolved around going surfing with them as 

much as possible or talking about surfing. Like many of the participants in this research 

my bedroom walls were completely covered with posters and pages torn out of surfing 

magazines of perfect waves in exotic locations, many of which I now know to be in 

Indonesia. At this early age (12 years) I remember almost lusting after the waves in those 

images, an almost overwhelming desire to be surfing perfect waves in some idyllic 

tropical dreamland. Family holidays provided me with an opportunity to surf in some of 

these locations in Bali, Indonesia and Oahu, Hawaii at 12 and 15 years of age respectively. 

These were significant moments for me at that age and delivered significant cultural 

capital to me amongst my peers. Some of my fondest memories of the latter years of 
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secondary school are of tent-based surf trips with my peers to the North Coast of New 

South Wales. 

 

My undergraduate degree was in applied science from the Australian National University 

in resource and environmental management, having transferred from Sydney University. 

After completing this degree I spent one year living in the remote village of Tongunjamb 

on the Upper Sepik River, East Sepik Province, Papua New Guinea, as an Australian 

Volunteer Abroad (now known as Australian Volunteers International). My intention had 

been to work diligently towards conservation of the natural environment which was under 

pressure from extractive resource industries. It became rapidly and starkly clear to me that 

conservation could only be achieved if people’s needs were being met. In other words 

development and conservation are intrinsically linked.  

 

The Tongunjamb experience also showed me very clearly that despite my previous belief 

that my social reality was objectively true my understanding of the world was in fact 

completely culturally bounded and socially produced, as was that of my neighbors and 

friends in the village. I remember the notion crystallised whilst I was reading Robert 

Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (1974), in particular his discussion of 

Western education, and his thoughts on the ways in which we live with the ghosts of 

enlightenment thinkers and rationality. It dawned on me that this was key to the 

differences in worldviews between myself and the Tongunjamb community. In Berger and 

Luckmann’s (1966) terms we occupied completely different social universes with vastly 
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different historicity. By extension any development initiative would need to make sense 

within the context of the local social reality. 

 

After completing my contract in Papua New Guinea in 1997, and in order to re-establish 

my connection with the ocean and surfing (there is no surf on the flood plains of the Upper 

Sepik) I spent 12 months on a surfing tourism trip, six months of this traveling overland 

through Indonesia’s south eastern islands. It was during this trip that I realised the 

potential for surfing tourism to be a driver for development which could work for local 

communities. However, the forms of surfing tourism which were developing organically 

and without management were to my mind, having a negative socio-cultural and 

environmental impact. After another four month trip to Indonesia in 1999, this time to the 

islands off the coast of Sumatra, including work as a deckhand onboard a surf charter, and 

seeing the deserted surf slum of Lagundri Bay on Nias and the burgeoning charter industry 

in the Mentawais, I enrolled in a Masters program with a view to researching ways to 

achieve a more sustainable surfing tourism industry which yielded better results for local 

communities and minimised deleterious impacts. The subsequent eight years have been 

spent researching surfing tourism in Indonesia with a particular focus on the Mentawai 

Islands. All told I have spent more than twelve months in Indonesia as a surfing tourist, 

sustainable tourism consultant to surf resort developers, and surfing tourism researcher. 

 

To summarise, surfing has been central to my life since the age of 11 – therefore I have 

been well socialized in the discourse of Nirvana. I came to this inquiry not as a newcomer 

to surfing tourism in Indonesia, but as a relatively well traveled surfing tourist. My 
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education and experiences have led to me towards a research agenda which aims to 

achieve development and conservation in remote developing regions through sustainable 

surfing tourism development. A key part of my approach to this is in respecting and 

understanding local resource owners. My motivation for undertaking this inquiry was to 

aid this cause. 
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APPENDIX 2: LETTER OF CONSENT 

 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN STUDY 

 

I___________________________agree to participate in the research project 
Consuming Nirvana: An Exploration of Surfing Tourist Space being conducted by 
Jess Ponting at the University of Technology, PO Box 222 Lindfield NSW 2070 Ph 
+61 2 9514 5350 for the purpose of his PhD degree. 
 
I understand that the purpose of this study is to understand surfing tourism in the 
Mentawai Islands, West Sumatra, Indonesia. 
 
I am aware that I can contact Jess Ponting +61 2 9514 5350 or his supervisor  +61 2 
9514 5432 if I have any concerns about the research. I also understand that I am free 
to withdraw my participation from the research project at any time I wish and 
without giving a reason. 
 
I agree that Jess Ponting has answered all my questions fully and clearly. 
 
I agree that the research data gathered from this project may be published in a form 
that does not identify me in any way> Pseudonyms will be used in the thesis and any 
other published material. 
 
 
__________________________________________  __/__/____ 
Signed By 
 
 
 
__________________________________________  __/__/____ 
Witnessed by 
 
 
 
NOTE: 
This study has been approved by the University of Technology, Sydney Human Research Ethics Committee. If 
you have any complaints or reservations about any aspect of your participation in this research which you cannot 
resolve with the researcher, you may contact the Ethics Committee through the Research Ethics Officer, Ms 
Susanna Davis (ph: +61 2 9514 1279, Susanna.Davis@uts.edu.aube). Any complaint you make will be treated in 
confidence and investigated fully and you will be informed of the outcome. 
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