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contextualized, and governed, with Law (2004) 

arguing that when social science tries to describe 

things that are complex, diffuse and messy, it tends 

to make a mess of it. He argues that standard meth-

ods are often extremely good at what they set out to 

do, but they are often not appropriate to study the 

ephemeral, the elusive, the indefinite, the subjective, 

and the irregular. He argues that we need to “teach 

ourselves to know some of the realities of the world 

using methods unusual to or unknown in social 

science” (p. 2).

A developing mobilities paradigm (Sheller & 

Urry, 2006) has come to illuminate some of the 

messy intersecting mobilities of capital, knowledge, 

Introduction

Tourism research has primarily relied on estab-

lished research methods rooted in the positivist and 

postpositivist traditions (Guthrie, 2007; Riley & 

Love, 2000), but the indeterminate, messy, ambigu-

ous nature of tourism often overwhelms both quan-

titative and qualitative researchers, with tourism 

ethnographic research often obscuring as much about 

phenomena as they expose (O’Gorman, MacLaren, 

& Bryce, 2012). Research on specific tourism 

movements often reveals little about how move-

ment is lived, practiced, performed, enabled, mobi-

lized, enacted, sustained, manipulated, regulated, 

METHODOLOGICAL BRICOLAGE: A JOURNEY ON THE 

ROAD LESS TRAVELED IN TOURISM STUDIES

MICHAEL O’REGAN

Faculty of Management, Bournemouth University, Poole, Dorset, UK

This article, by exploring an approach to research, argues a case for bricolage as an acceptable 

approach in tourism research. Tourism researchers thinking about utilizing methodological bricolage 

as a research approach have little scholarly literature to draw from; therefore, it remains relatively 

underused and misunderstood as a means of qualitative inquiry. This article presents an account of 

getting to grips with a multiparadigmatic methodological bricolage as a way of understanding the 

world of backpacking and its inhabitants, who actively constitute, distinguish, and label themselves 

as backpackers. It is an approach that delivered a coherent conceptual scaffold, producing a rich, but 

always partial, understanding of a social world, those who inhabit it, and how they sustain it. It doing 

so, the research design adds to methodological innovation and diversification in tourism research.

Key words: Bricolage; Research design; Backpacking; Tourism; Mobilities

brought to you by COREView metadata, citation and similar papers at core.ac.uk

provided by Bournemouth University Research Online

https://core.ac.uk/display/42142804?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=pdf-decoration-v1
http://www.cognizantcommunication.com


458	 O’REGAN

been primarily through traditional academic meth-

odologies such as ethnography, and have brought 

new articulations by way of taxonomies, segments, 

and typologies. While state-of-the-art ethnographic 

research, often worked within single disciplines, 

has moved backpacking beyond common tropes, 

enlarging the “community of discourse” (e.g., by 

articulating backpacker motivations), they often 

reveal little about how backpacking is practiced, 

performed, mobilized, sustained, and manipu-

lated within a complex, interconnected system. 

I do not argue for the abandonment of traditional 

academic methodologies in the study of back-

packing, with recent rich ethnographic studies, for 

example, finding that the desire to have sex is an 

important motivator for engaging in certain expe-

riences (Berdichevsky et al., 2013). However, the 

community of discourse is engendered because the 

phenomenon is only partially amenable to conven-

tional methodologies given the specific situational 

nature of many individual studies (Tribe, 2006), 

with gaps and weaknesses in methodologies point-

ing to undiscovered riches of human experiences 

behind the label “backpacker.”

While conventional methodologies have pro-

vided a bank of valuable data about backpacking, 

which continues to generate rich insight, findings 

have not been consistent and replicable over time, 

with variations in population coverage, definitions, 

and classification procedures (Van Egmond, 2007). 

I sought as part of a doctoral journey to engage 

in a more curious, open-ended, engaged explora-

tion of a phenomenon that often evades a purely 

ethnographic articulation with specific research 

questions, individual cases, or a conventional vali-

dated set of prespecified procedures. While these 

procedures provide the distance of objectivity by 

routinely selecting interviewees based on a priori 

order (age, length of journey, accommodation type 

usage), and reduce insecurity, they run the possi-

bility of destroying the encounter itself. Seeking 

an “ontic depth” so as to understand backpacker 

movement as lived experience remains a compara-

tively neglected area of research in tourism studies 

(Franklin, 2003), its construction in everyday life as 

a mode of being evading articulation in the litera-

ture. I sought to untangle and clarify backpacking’s 

complex nature, and understand backpacking’s 

recognizable coherence reproduces (maintaining 

ideas, danger, information, and bodies that consti-

tute and have enabled specific movements by ques-

tioning the processes by which distinct forms of 

tourism emerge, and how they express themselves 

as flows, lifestyles, or mobility cultures, with recent 

studies establishing the sociospatial practices (i.e., 

signifying practices, often corporeal and embodied, 

are often coded to a particular role or lifestyle) of 

those who travel from organic farm to farm, new 

age travelers, pilgrims, cyclists, recreational vehicle 

owners to musicians and hitchhikers (Jensen, 2009; 

Nóvoa, 2012; O’Regan, 2012). These movements 

were found to have formed through all kinds of inter-

locking practices, meanings, experiences, stories, 

feelings, aspirations, systems, affects, ambiences,  

atmospheres, encounters, interactions, infrastruc-

tures, regulations, institutions, roles, governance, 

habits, assemblages, expectations, anticipations, and  

memories. However, the complexity and richness 

of spatial movements challenge researchers to 

“keep up.” Among the ever changing and pervasive 

nature of new forms of (im)mobility—especially 

within the specificity, context, and politics of par-

ticular forms of movement—are backpackers. Their 

mobility performances, with their “active and affec-

tive interventions in a world of relations and move-

ments” (McCormack, 2005, p. 122), remain elusive 

and difficult to articulate. This article argues, 

through a clear example, that tourism researchers 

creating a research design suited to the richness and 

often elusive nature of tourism mobilities should 

explore alternative methodologies such as method-

ological bricolage.

Backpacking

One particular form of tourism characterized by 

extensive spatial mobility is backpacking, wherein 

budget independent travelers (backpackers), pos-

sessing time and space flexibility and often trav-

eling for up to 1 year (Berdichevsky, Poria, & 

Uriely, 2013), move from place to place. Made up 

of geographically dispersed individuals, but shar-

ing sociospatial imaginaries and practices that are 

generative of intrinsic signifying meaning, their 

global spread and scope has been objectively estab-

lished, with various overlapping definitions field 

tested through empirical research. Attempts to 

establish a ground of “objective phenomena” have 
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revealing my true self by setting aside my backpacker 

role and renegotiating my relationship with intervie-

wees through the role of interviewer. It meant that 

I was no longer immersed—my questions breach-

ing the world of those that I chose to interview. 

As my professional credentials were presented, 

subjects clammed up, becoming defensive, using 

the opportunity for self-construction and selecting 

which truths to convey. In addition, because prac-

tices are about the ways things are or the way “we 

do things” and are not spelled out or written down, 

more experienced and knowledgeable backpackers 

found verbal explanations “superfluous,” except 

if such explanations are directed at “newcomers” 

(Johnson, 2008). As I alternated my researcher per-

spective with the perspective of those interviewed, 

their accounts were often ambiguous and even 

misleading, with significant differences between 

what I observed and what they said they did. They 

often downplayed violations of the any practices 

deemed inappropriate to the ideal form and type 

characteristics of backpacking (Uriely, 2009). My 

role as researcher was considered a form of “sym-

bolic violence” (Bourdieu, 1977), which rapidly 

used up “interview rapport” (Garfinkel, 1967/1984, 

p. 113). When I developed a second approach and 

downplayed my research, the interviewees assumed 

that my research was a “scam” (Lozanski & Beres, 

2007), which undermined my status as a competent 

researcher. Goffman (1961) described a “discrepant 

role,” which brings a person into a social establish-

ment under a false guise. In both cases, respondents 

utilized me as an object to shape their identity and 

performance by either being playful or hostile to 

academic scrutiny (Davidson, 1999; Edensor, 1998), 

with Thrift (1994) noting how we cannot extract a 

representation of the world if those interviewed are 

“slap bang in the middle of it” (pp. 296–297). As 

the noting of events, feelings, stories, and conversa-

tions through unplanned encounters became more 

important than “interviews,” I was thrown into con-

fusion over the problem of identifying and selecting 

an appropriate methodology.

Rather than seek to superimpose a rigid academic 

criteria or agenda on the research process or imple-

ment any controls on the fieldwork, I sought to con-

tinue the inquiry based on my own experience of 

backpacking, given research is an interactive process 

shaped by our “personal history, biography, gender, 

coherence and stability through time–space) and 

contributes to a world that offers particular forms 

of seeing, encounter, togetherness, and sociality 

that mapped onto alternative spaces and networks 

of mobility. I decided on an ethnographic and 

qualitative approach that was naturalistic, relying 

on constructivism and interpretivism as a general 

philosophic approach. To feel their world from an 

ethnographic perspective and get closer to repre-

senting their social world as it really was, I wanted 

to stress the human experience of the subjects under 

inquiry by “getting inside” and grappling with the 

complexity of everyday experiences that take shape 

and gain bodily expression in their world.

Feeling Mobility

Any approach that is ontologically relativist 

and epistemologically subjectivist can reshape the 

researcher, requiring him or her to go beyond the 

surface, searching for and questioning tacit mean-

ings relating to movement, representations, and 

practice. Often unacknowledged in tourism ethno-

graphic research (O’Gorman et al., 2012), (social) 

worlds are socially constructed and always in a pro-

cess of becoming. Backpacking is a world one can 

see, feel, touch, and smell, but only through one’s 

embodied mobility and participation that yields 

encounters with a world with its own logic, agents, 

institutions, and capital. To uncover this world and 

its inhabitants is not as simple as interviewing back-

packers or visiting a backpacker destination, with 

those who enter this world enacting it “at every 

instant in the movement of existence” (Merleau-

Ponty, 1945/1962, p. 89). Lived bodies become 

caught in its fabric, with claims for a new subjec-

tively generating practices that leave “traces of 

varying degrees of solidity, opacity or permanence” 

(Shanks & Tilley, 1992, p. 131). I believed that by 

participating in patterns of movement as a form of 

sustained immersive engagement and interviewing 

backpackers could reveal the competencies, skills, 

and knowledge to feel at ease and get ahead in this 

world, and therefore how this world is constructed 

and reproduced.

Within 2 weeks of a 6-month field trip in South 

America traveling overland on a backpacker route 

from Rio de Janeiro to Cusco via Manaus, Iquitos 

and La Paz, I became increasingly concerned about 
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My position on the continuum was determined by 

unplanned events, activities, practices, and encoun-

ters as I bodily traveled with and among primarily 

Western, English-speaking backpackers (Sorensen, 

2003); sometimes “actors of our own roles, support-

ing actors in the performance of others, and at other 

times as part of the audience” but “always an inte-

gral part of the myriad of performances taking place 

around us” (Ateljevic & Doorne, 2005, p. 178).

While subjugating as much as possible all roles 

and possible selves except that of backpacker, rather 

than become wholly and unconsciously detached 

from a scholastic habitus, it meant not being overly 

infected with a scholastic point of view. This 

“engaged detachment” enabled me to keep distance 

with multiples “selves” and roles to understand 

“shared experiences, everyday routines, fleeting 

encounters, embodied movements, precognitive 

triggers, practical skills, affective intensities, endur-

ing urges, unexceptional interactions and sensuous 

dispositions” (Lorimer, 2005, p. 84). By “bracket-

ing” (Lynch, 1993) my researcher role, I became 

sensitive to backpackers and the complexity of their 

world; bricolage coming to exist “out of respect for 

the complexity of the lived world” (Kincheloe, 2004, 

p. 131) and an understanding “that there is far more 

to the world than what we can see” (Kincheloe, 2005, 

p. 346). Just as novelist, Hermann Hesse (b. 1877–d. 

1962) recognized the thinkers and craftsmen as two 

sides of the same coin, my stance allowed me to listen, 

learn, and interact, my “split (scholar-backpacker) 

habitus” (Bourdieu, 2004, p. 127) stretching my 

imagination, a creative tension reflecting the con-

tradictory dispositions of backpacking and scholarly 

life. Following Levi-Strauss, who sought “underly-

ing structures that govern human meaning-making” 

(Rogers, 2012, p. 2), I entered into a dialogue with 

the fragmented resources I had collected, and sought 

to assemble them into an emergent arrangement that 

would extend the knowledge of backpacking beyond 

situated accounts, but resisting ideal, preconceived 

solutions or conclusions.

Pulling it Together

I had a “vulgar competence” (Garfinkel & Wieder, 

1992) with backpacking and had gathered frag-

mented pieces and resources from participation, field 

notes, practices, photos, ideas, literary texts, popular 

social class, race, ethnicity and those of the people 

in the setting” (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, p. 4). As 

my background (white, European, male, English 

speaking, heterosexual), cultural capital (posture, 

look, and a previous 14-month travel experience as 

a backpacker), and “nomadic sensibility for routes 

and rituals” (D’Andrea, 2006, p. 113) made me 

“one of them” (Merleau-Ponty, 1945/1962, p. 135), 

I decided to “feel” their mobility (Thrift, 1994) to 

gain access to the world. Drawing on multiple meth-

ods to observe and participate in their world, I began 

to use my practical knowledge of backpacking and 

my “vernacular” familiarity with backpacker lan-

guage, codes, beliefs, dress, and values of this world, 

to provide me with the capacity to read, describe, 

investigate, and articulate the culturally contexted 

practices and processes that drive their world. This 

more curious, open-ended, engaged exploration way 

of seeing, labeled bricolage, sought to uncover new 

insights more “directly connected to specific con-

texts, practical forms of analysis that are informed 

by social theory, and the concreteness of lived situa-

tions” (Kincheloe, 2005, p. 345).

Bricolage was introduced by Claude Lévi-Strauss 

(1966) to enable various paradigms to interbreed 

and disciplinary and methodological boundaries to 

dissolve “between the personal and the professional, 

self and other, theory and experience” (Galani-

Moutafi, 2000, p. 216). As a multimethodological 

approach to qualitative inquiry, my methodologi-

cal practices were based on notions of emergent 

design and flexibility; combining (social) construc-

tivist, participatory and interpretive paradigms; 

appropriating, reinterpreting, and blending eth-

nography, historiography, cultural studies analysis, 

ethnomethodology, and grounded theory as well as 

multiple disciplines (transport studies, human geog-

raphy, history, sociology). It was an approach that 

enabled me to “remain sensitive to the data by being 

able to record events and detect happenings without 

first having them filtered through and squared with 

pre-existing hypotheses and biases” (Glaser, 1978, 

p. 3). Spending 1 year backpacking over three trips 

with a multisite approach (Marcus, 1995) to capture 

backpacking behavior in its broad natural context, 

I incorporated a reflective (thinking) aspect, where 

the “researcher-as-interpreter bricoleur” (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2000) is “more or less” a participant 

and “more or less” an observer (Tedlock, 2000). 
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hoping to connect to all aspects of the collected 

resources and give it coherence.

Seeking to “develop complex concepts, construct 

alternate modes of reasoning, and produce unprec-

edented interpretations of . . . data” (Kincheloe, 

2005, p. 339), bricoleurs see “different ways of  

making sense, and pragmatic solutions that are not 

degraded by their pragmatism” (Kincheloe, 2005, 

p. 326). Over the course of 12 months, I sought to 

apply various conceptual theories, and looked at not 

only to general theories of tourism, but various mod-

els and heuristic tools that could capture the com-

plexity of the world I had observed and participated 

in. I entered into a “dialogue” with a variety of con-

ceptual maps, by threading the collected resources, 

fragments, and pieces through them to make previ-

ously repressed features of the social world visible. 

Rather than a rational and deliberate process, Rüling 

and Duymedjian (2014) note that bricolage proceeds 

through “processes of permutation and substitution, 

trial and experimentation” (p. 99). From anthropo-

logical theories of globalization (Appadurai, 1990), 

actor-network theory (Callon, 1999), the theory of 

collective action (Olson, 1971), ability theory of 

practice (Giddens, 1984), worldmaking (Goodman, 

1978), serious leisure (Stebbins, 1982), leisure 

involvement (Havitz & Dimanche, 1997), the travel 

career trajectory (Pearce, 1988), de Certeau’s (1988) 

theory of everyday practices, the theory of cosmo-

politanization (Beck, 2000), social world theory 

(Unruh, 1980), and Garfinkel and Wieder’s (1992) 

theory of practice to assemblage theory (Deleuze, 

1992), I sought to apply various conceptual theories 

that could contribute to a understanding of the onto-

logical character of backpacking.

A Partial and Situated Bricolage

A conversation with Pierre Bourdieu began when 

I was threading various pieces through Bourdieu’s 

“theory of the art of practice” (de Certeau, 1988, 

p. 43), creating an emergent and unpredictable 

arrangement that reassembled Bourdieusian con-

cepts, so as to articulate an assemblage of con-

cepts in the form of an impure theory that created 

a new way to explain the human drama, contradic-

tions of a complex, interconnected system. Using 

the Bourdieusian concepts of habitus, capital, and 

field allowed me to draw from diverse practices, 

media, notes, observations, interviews, blog entries 

(blogging 3,000 entries on www.nomadx.org), per-

formances, stories, conversations, fiction, and the 

daily discursive reality of backpackers that usually 

remain hidden and unconscious even to the subject, 

but reconstructable to the researcher. Employing bri-

colage helped me move into a new, more complex, 

domain of knowledge production, becoming “far 

more conscious of multiple layers of intersections 

between the knower and the known, perception and 

the lived world, and discourse and representation” 

(Kincheloe, 2001, p. 686). I began deciphering and 

connecting isolated pieces with other apparently 

isolated pieces, connecting parts to the whole, more 

interested in how things “go together” rather than in 

their inner properties. By stitching pieces together in 

a pragmatic and self-reflective way so as to contextu-

alize and conceptualize different aspects of the world 

and work outwards towards the discovery of new 

truths (Hollinshead, 1999), the bricoleur becomes a 

“quilt maker” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Employ-

ing multiple strategies, different and often compet-

ing interpretive practices and theories, the bricoleur 

seeks out and piece together sets of observed and 

encountered practices and performances to make a 

solution to a puzzle.

I confronted backpacking through the lens of an 

interpretive perspective in order “to see beyond the 

literalness of the observed” and move “to a deeper 

level of data analysis as he or she sees ‘what’s not 

there’ in physical presence, what is not discernible 

by the ethnographic eye” (Kincheloe, 2001, p. 686). 

Each phase of “field” research was followed by 

interpretation and intensive introspection and (self)

reflection, my participatory encounters when I saw 

and felt backpacking as natural, giving way to an 

interpretative stance when I stepped back. After 

being engrossed and immersed, stepping back “put 

distance” (M. Richardson, 1980, p. 217) between 

me and the phenomenon. Critical distance emerges 

as the researcher “returns home to make sense” of 

the research (Grossberg, 1989, p. 23), where “back 

in the recesses of his mind, he asks in a whisper, 

almost as if he were afraid: What does it all mean?” 

(M. Richardson, 1980, p. 221). Writing in particular 

was central to my journey, helping to fashion “mean-

ing and interpretation” (Denzin, 2009, p. 34); writ-

ing itself became a form of inquiry (L. Richardson, 

1995) as I weaved together sets fragmented pieces, 

http://www.nomadx.org
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rework their relations, not merely searching for 

authenticity of the Other, but searching the authen-

ticity of, and between, themselves Those starting 

their journey incorporate a habitus that is strategic 

in the way it develops, is demonstrated and com-

municated, and acted upon, the socialization pro-

cess initially fastening the subject firmly to social 

structures (to the world provided), generating prac-

tices and performances that have a visible coher-

ence. Accumulated capital over time–space serves 

as a resource for more “grounded” action meaning, 

as newly internalized dispositions become partially 

incorporated into an individual’s subjectivity. As 

the scapes get “under the skin,” each new encounter 

and experience provides new learning opportunities 

and reflexivity that soon demands some reinterpre-

tation of the role, the enthusiasm in which they seek 

capital not without reflection. While reflexivity or 

cognitive reflection is initially used to grasp the 

objectified world, the accumulation of (embodied) 

(sub)cultural capital enable individuals to act with a 

deeper knowledge and understanding of the scapes, 

its boundaries, and their position in it.

While strategic backpackers tend to misrec-

ognize the scapes as an external, naturally given 

world, I argued that tactical backpackers recog-

nize the scapes as a game and deem it worthy of 

struggle. These backpackers see a range of visible 

tactical options and opportunities available as they 

travel, their performance affirming their authentic 

self and their “superior” position to themselves and 

others. Tactical backpackers seek to mobilize their 

competencies, knowledge, and skills to struggle 

against labeling and ascribed discourses as they 

utilize cracks and opportunities, while those with a 

strategic intent initially seek out other backpackers, 

routes, and infrastructure. They stick to the center of 

the scapes and pour themselves into “the backpacker 

role.” A tactical stance becomes very visible when a 

more reflexive backpacker feels a lack of fit between 

the habitus (feel for the game) and field (the game 

itself), without it actually constituting a break from 

the game or the role. A tactical stance is an ongoing 

script and comes about after much travel experience 

and reflexivity, their embodied capital manifesting 

itself as (economic, cultural, social) skills, abilities, 

knowledge, and competencies that are put to use in 

the scapes in which they are embedded. This capital 

helps them to maneuver with naturalness and ease 

conversations, observations, and field data, with 

his concepts acting as a form of glue that offered 

an explanation for a social world where “practices 

emerge and (re)make the world that makes them” 

(Wacquant, 2005, p. 136). Reworking Bourdieusian 

concepts allowed me to delve deeper, investigat-

ing the conscious and beyond conscious repetitive, 

beliefs, norms, forces, meaningful relationships, 

practices, and performances that set the pace and 

pattern of interrelations among backpackers and 

constitutes their sense of the world, even though 

members are often unaware of many of the values 

that bind them together or are unable to verbal-

ize them. My account of backpacking generated a 

composite, but partial, picture of a phenomenon, 

where conscious (and beyond conscious) forms of 

desire, motivation, belief, and action can lead an 

individual to redraw boundaries in their life, their 

search for new openings, beginnings, rhythms, or 

possibilities propelling them towards an world that 

promises, but also demands, so much.

I argue Bourdieu’s concept of habitus can be 

applied as a secondary socialization, a (Western) 

backpacker habitus emerging not within a relatively 

bounded locality but through embodied and per-

ceptual engagement with travelerscapes (scapes) in 

which they seek distinction. Changing life circum-

stances and limited forms of discontinuity enables 

geographically dispersed individuals to enact, per-

form, and combine mobility into a new set of dis-

positions of being, seeing, acting, and thinking that 

enable them to navigate landscapes of mobility and 

practice successfully. By illustrating how partici-

pants get a feel for the “game” through a second-

ary socialization, I illustrate how backpackers learn 

competencies, skills, knowledge, and the capacity 

to move both socially, temporally, and spatially 

the “right” way by engaging in a “learning trajec-

tory” (Wenger, 1998). While each backpacker has 

a unique learning trajectory and “apprenticeship of 

observation” (Lortie, 1975), backpackers become 

active participants and creators of the discourse used 

in a field that is historically and socially situated.

I also argue there is a continuum between strate-

gic and tactical positions within the scapes; dispa-

rate points on a continuum on which we can find 

discrete gradations or depth and breath. Backpack-

ers, I found, are locked into relations of conflict 

and cooperation, as they constantly renegotiate and 
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of multiple methods, empirical perspectives and 

observers in a single study is best understood, then, 

as a strategy that adds rigor, breadth, and depth to 

any investigation” (p. 4). I agree there is on-going 

suspicion of approaches such as mine given the 

researcher’s fidelity to procedure cannot simply be 

“checked off and certified” (Kincheloe, 2001), my 

work “vulnerable to dismissal and to trivialization 

as commonplace” (L. Richardson, 1993, p. 705) as I 

make no attempt to attach notions pertaining to reli-

ability and (internal and external) validity.

Given I had no hypotheses to confirm or disprove, 

the constant data comparison, writing, and reflection, 

later encompassing literature to look for convergent 

evidence from different sources progressed slowly 

and organically. I adopted the concept of crystalli-

zation (L. Richardson, 1994), which considers the 

traditional notion of “validity’ as a rigid, fixed, two-

dimensional object. Using a crystal as a metaphorical 

description, it assumes that there can be no single or 

triangulated truth, and instead there are many sides 

or perspectives. Like a crystal, bricolage expands, 

mutates, and alters as possibilities are played with, 

while at the same time reflecting and refracting the 

“light” of the social world under inquiry. Crystal-

lization embodies the many intricacies inherent in 

my journey, with the objectivity of a singular truth 

rejected, with no perfect outcome or “right” answer. 

The measure of my work is whether “it adds to 

our knowledge of the world and our understanding 

of ourselves or enhances life, not whether it fol-

lows methodological rules precisely” (Relph, 1981, 

p. 112). I (partially) capture backpacking’s complex-

ity, since new knowledge, while complex and deep, 

is always a partial and constructed. The work can be 

evaluated on the researcher’s ethical obligation and 

criteria such as substantive contribution, aesthetic 

merit, reflexivity, impact, and expression of reality 

(L. Richardson, 2000).

Researcher Reflections

Traditional academic methodologies have led 

to an impressive bank of valuable data and insight 

about backpacking, but methodologies are some-

times poorly adapted or implemented, with conven-

tional research often resulting in “gaps, silences and 

misconstructions” (Tribe, 2006, p. 361). The com-

plexity of a social world like backpacking means it 

within the scapes and its implicitly agreed logic of 

what it takes to be a real traveler.

Those who develop a tactical stance can demon-

strate it by undertaking shortcuts and roundabout 

paths—so as to define and individualize their pres-

ence within the scapes, performing it to the point 

where it flows seamlessly from them, bodily and 

linguistically without any apparent effort or fore-

thought. I argue they are not better backpackers, sim-

ply because of their more reflexive way of seeing, 

or because they seek to create their own trajectories 

or pathways if given such affordances. However, I 

argued their tactical interventions shape or contest the 

scapes boundaries. I found that interplay (encounters 

of conflict and collaboration) is central to backpack-

ing, since the habitus must be shared, or at least be 

understood and accepted by all the other actors in the 

game. While the more tactical traveler will feign the 

position of the resistant, independent, autonomous, 

down-to-earth “traveler” who can seek recourse in 

ambivalence, self-organization, self-reliance, and 

uncertainty, their victories must be ultimately com-

municated, feeding back into the scapes through 

myths, gossip, and stories allowing for the continual 

reproduction and rejuvenation of the scapes.

Limitations

There is the issue as to whether the bricolage over 

theorizes–conceptualizes issues at the expense of a 

solid, empirically based assessment with internal–

external validity, reliability and objectivity. Given 

that the bricoleur’s perspective mediates all interpre-

tation, critics argue that such research is thus laden 

with presuppositions, values, and biases, given bri-

colage largely rests upon the researcher’s confidence 

in self-auditing observations, encounters, and prac-

tices. However, recent analysis shows similar issues 

in tourism ethnographic research, with O’Gorman 

et al. (2012) noting it is inevitably skewed by the 

researcher. Hammersley (1999) goes further and 

suggests that mixing and binding competing and dis-

similar theoretical and methodological perspectives 

is a sign of impurity, leading to an incoherent whole. 

However, bricolage avoids one-sidedness and par-

tial vision by learning “how to employ a variety of 

perspectives and interpretations in the service of 

knowledge” (Nietzsche, 1969, p. 119), with Denzin 

and Lincoln (1998) noting that “the combination 
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landscapes. While on the surface this article high-

lights a simple model, it adds to methodological 

innovation and diversification in tourism research, 

and adds a new layer to our understanding of “mobile 

methods” and forms of inquiry, explanation, and 

engagement in mobilities research (Büscher & Urry, 

2009). It accounts for how global flows of people, 

images, information, knowledge, norms, technolo-

gies, and capital have become the building blocks 

of emerging social worlds. However, the approach, 

given it involves a significant degree of introspec-

tion and reflexive consideration, requires sufficient 

time to understand the knowledge bases from which 

particular modes of research emanate and the many 

unplanned encounters that may shake understanding 

of a world’s points of reference. As researchers and 

universities come under financial and research output 

pressure, more standardized timetabled approaches 

that have been tried and tested may emerge. 

Kincheloe (2004) feels that becoming a bricoleur 

is a lifelong process, and I continue to indulge in a 

longer reflective effort “that the logic of qualitative 

methodologies is inclined to demand” (Hollinshead, 

2004, p. 67), since the bricoleur “always put some-

thing of himself in to it” (Lévi-Strauss, 1966, p. 21). 

I continue to reexamine accepted interpretations by 

drawing upon backpacking literature, the process of 

bricolage meaning there was no fear of such litera-

ture contaminating, constraining, inhibiting, or sti-

fling, since they interweave within this still emergent 

study. While I believe the conceptual arrangement 

“works,” in methodological bricolage everything 

still matters and deserves attention.

Conclusions

My research journey emerged as a type of creation; 

its components found, collaged, quilted, cut and 

pasted, collaborated; sewed; montaged and cobbled 

together from ideas, notes, observations, interviews, 

photos, practices, literature, blog entries, stories, 

and conversations to create something more, some-

thing new, based on what I have come to know and 

continue to learn about backpacking. Addressing 

the complexity of this world meant crossing disci-

plines, working within and between competing and 

overlapping perspectives, paradigms, and methods 

to focus on shared embodied encounters to pursue 

new knowledge, while putting aside the order and 

may be fully studied from outside with researchers 

who immerse themselves as short-term participants 

in worlds often become lost, unable to see every-

day life in this world as normal and natural, where 

experiences, emotions, beliefs, and practices may 

be seen as strange and mysterious. The liberation 

from seizing each encounter as a potential research 

subject enabled me to locate backpacking not 

through a small sample of individual voices at a par-

ticular location whose contradictions are explained 

away by contradictory classifications and various 

typologies, taxonomies, and segments. From Loker- 

Murphy’s (1996) four subgroups of backpackers 

(escapers/relaxers, social/excitement seekers, self-

developers, and achievers) to O’Reilly’s (2006) 

five backpacker types, typologies and segmenta-

tion, while addressing backpacking’s diversity, may 

not increase our understanding of how backpackers 

shape and are shaped by the social world in which 

they circulate.

The process of bricolage provided a breathing 

space to make sense of often seemed chaotic and 

contradictory, enabling new connections between 

previously unconnected pieces to emerge, uncover-

ing what has been dismissed, deleted, and covered 

up. In making a variety of previously repressed fea-

tures of the social world visible, engaging in what 

might be termed the fictive element of research 

rather than seek findings, bullet points of knowl-

edge, and the “truth,” my construction is not the 

definitive or authoritative account of backpacking 

given my interaction was with primarily Western, 

white, English-speaking, and heterosexual back-

packers. Rich ethnographic studies are emerging to 

“de-center” the Western focus of much backpacker 

literature and “reclaim epistemological space” for 

backpackers from Israel, China, Japan, and South 

Korea. The Israeli backpacker habitus, for example, 

has integrated Israeli culture, traditions, media, his-

tory, military service, and language to develop their 

own set of dispositions that can be seen as a struc-

tural variant of the Western backpacker habitus.

With more mobile tribes, groups, and figurations 

now “empowered” and more visible than ever before, 

“self-making” and self-determined life(styles) are 

leading more people to negotiate new habituses, 

which may provide individuals with the necessary 

skills, confidence, and knowledge to traverse and 

contest fluid, contested, and ever-changing (tourism) 
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Publications.
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Polity Press.

Berdichevsky, L., Poria, Y., & Uriely, N. (2013). Sexual behav-

ior in women’s tourist experiences: Motivations, behaviors, 

and meanings. Tourism Management, 35, 144–155.

Bourdieu, P. (1977). Outline of a theory of practice (R. Nice, 

Trans.). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.
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Éditions Raisons d’Agir.
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Publishers.

D’Andrea, A. (2006). Neo-nomadism: A theory of post-

identitarian mobility in the global age. Mobilities, 1(1), 

95–119.

Davidson, K. J. (1999). Traveller acts: A critical ethnogra-

phy of backpacker India. Ph.D. dissertation, University 
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de Certeau, M. (1988). The practice of everyday life. Berke-

ley, CA: The University of Berkeley Press.
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Denzin, N. (2009). The research act in sociology: A theo-

retical introduction to sociological methods. Piscataway, 

NJ: Transaction Publishers.

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1998). Entering the field 

of qualitative research. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln 

(Eds.), The landscape of qualitative research. Theories 

and issues (pp. 1–34). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage.

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2000). Introduction: The 

discipline and practice of qualitative research. In N. K. 

Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook of qualitative 

research (2nd ed., pp. 1–28). London: Sage.

Denzin, N. K., & Lincoln, Y. S. (2005). The Sage handbook 

of qualitative research. London: Sage.

Edensor, T. (1998). Tourists at the Taj: Performance and 

meaning at a symbolic site. London: Routledge.

Franklin, A. (2003). Tourism: An introduction. London: Sage.

Galani-Moutafi, V. (2000). The self and the other: Trav-

eler, ethnographer, tourist. Annals of Tourism Research, 

27(1), 203–224.

Garfinkel, H. (1984). Studies in Ethnomethodology. Cam-

bridge, UK: Polity Press. (Original publication 1967).

Garfinkel, H., & Wieder, D. L. (1992). Two incommensu-

rable, asymmetrically alternate technologies of social 

analysis. In G. Watson & S. M. Seiler (Eds.), Text in con-

text: Contributions to ethnomethodology (pp. 175–206). 

New York: Sage.

Giddens, A. (1984). The constitution of society. Outline of the 

theory of structuration. Cambridge, UK: Polity Press.

Glaser, B. (1978). Theoretical sensitivity: Advances in the 

methodology of grounded theory. Mill Valley, CA: Soci-

ology Press.

the certainty of old beliefs and the certainty of objec-

tivity. When choosing to listen, observe, participate, 

and read, the objective was to render explicit what 

was taken for granted, before stepping back and 

picking up the pieces of what is left, and sewing 

them together by engaging in different perspectives, 

readings, discourses, activities, literature, narratives, 

stories, concepts, and theories; generating a compos-

ite (but evolving and partial) picture of a global phe-

nomenon, where conscious (and beyond conscious) 

forms of desire, motivation, belief, and action can 

lead to collectively held patterns of feeling, think-

ing, and acting emerge, which over time and space 

can become strongly held dispositions of the mind 

and body; a practical logic and a way of seeing  

and doing.

However partial and incomplete, the journey 

existed out of respect for the complexity and context 

of a lived world, an inductive approach ensuring 

different voices were heard and unplanned encoun-

ters acknowledged. Rendering participants’ move-

ment and practices as well as representations into a 

readable conceptual theory appropriate to the social 

structure, I used Bourdiean theory as a heuristic 

framework and deconstructive foil. By loosening the 

shackles that discursively shape our understanding 

of backpacking, I hope to have added to the body of 

knowledge. By proceeding in an organic, intuitive 

fashion, and going as far as to diverge from a for-

mal literature review and findings, I sought to com-

municated a reflexive collage in writing; one that 

is internally coherent and externally recognizable. 

While not the final and correct truth, methodologi-

cal bricolage can add depth, rigor, and multiplicity 

to an inquiry, while challenging assumptions, estab-

lished values, and claims to truth.
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