
 

 

‘People should try to escape limitations and expectations’ 
Compare how these two texts explore this idea 
 
In both texts, Robyn Davidson’s 1970’s memoir Tracks and Sean Penn’s adaptations if Jon Krakauer’s 
biography of Chris McCandless’s, Into the Wild; set 20 years later it is suggested that individuals should 
escape the limitations and expectations of society and its conventions in order to find a truer and authentic 
self. The texts expand on this perspective by critiquing the propensity of society with its deceit ridden fabric 
of modern consumerist and capitalist ideals to prevent individuals from seeking their true sense of self and 
convey an alternate by accessing the frontier in order to cleanse themselves and conquer their fears. In into 
the wild, Penn portrays the consequences of impetuous radicalism, highlighting the bleak consequences of 
hasty decisions made as a result of emotional issues and familial problems. This is also explored in Tracks, 
yet is counterbalanced by Davidson’s less extreme measures in embarking her journey, which stands in a 
stark contrast to the approach taken by Chris McCandless.  
 
Through the characterisation of central characters, the texts convey the importance of escaping the 
limitations imposed on them in order to locate a truer and more authentic self. In Tracks, set in the 1970’s a 
context fitting for youth seeking to interrogate the status quo and escaping the conventional standards and 
expectations of society, Davidson recollects and presents herself to be a tenacious woman who embarks on 
a quest with four camels across the outback of central Australia. Through her encounters with strong 
personalities such as Kurt; a ‘crazy afghan prick’ Robyn is able to overcome the ingrained values and attitudes 
of sexism and misogyny.  This is evident in the early stages of the memoir where Davidson realises that she 
needed to ‘develop beyond the archetypal female character who was sweet, pliable and door mattish’. As a 
result, this character development is made evident to the audience as Davison admits through the utilisation 
of a reflective voice that she had built a ‘bulldog tenacity’ which made her ‘ready to pounce on anyone who 
may be out to give her a hard time’. The desire to escape from the ‘western nets of society’ is established by 
her admission that she had become tired of life’s ‘repetitions’ which had so much to do with ‘the malaise of 
[her] generation, sex and class’. Contrastingly, in into the wild, although Chris is not oppressed by any gender 
barriers or misogyny he is portrayed by Penn to be ambitious in his approach to escape from the ‘irksome 
obligations’ of society and his parentals emboldened view of careerism, status and materialism. Penn further 
conveys this through the utilisation of Carine’s voiceover which invites the audience to a build a better 
perspective of Chris and his persona. However, in the film Penn maintains Chris as an elusive character 
whereas in Tracks, the use of a reflective voice by Davidson gives the audience an insight into her experiences 
as she encounters them. Carine mentions that ‘it was inevitable he would break away’ after the ‘absurd and 
tedious duty of completing a college degree’. Moreover, the impetuous desire for freedom from his socially 
constructed reality is exemplified through Chris’s adoption of a new name; ‘Alexander Supertramp’ which is 
symbolic of his desire to be stripped from the false identity and is portrayed as he cuts any identification that 
links him to his past. Penn portrays how Chris’s yearning to escape the limitations and expectations of society 
are ideals followed by literary heroes including writers such as Thoreau, Tolstoy and Jack London who 
preached and sparked ideals linked with the notion of transcendentalism, to find a sense of freedom by being 
stripped from unnecessary ‘things’. This is brought to light during the celebratory lunch, where Penn employs 
shaky camera angle movements and close up to the characters highlights the emerging conflict and tension. 
This seeks to reinforce the Chris did not measure himself and those around him with their material 
possessions whereas his parents had fallen prey to this false and debilitating belief of wealth and status Thus, 
it can be interpreted that both author and director highlight the importance of individuals to escape the 
oppression of society, to ‘rattle the foundations of habit’ and not fall prey to the ‘seductions of security’ as 
this can hinder one from finding their true and authentic self.   

  
Tracks and Into the wild utilise the vast landscape of the Alaskan wilderness and the central Australian 
outback, conveying that to escape limitations and expectations one can access the frontier and the vast 
open spaces to ‘rid themselves of extraneous debris’. However, in Into the Wild Penn’s portrayal of the 
protagonist’s idealism and urgency in heading North is eager in contrast to Robyn who spends 18 
months carrying out meticulous preparations. Hence, the notion that the limitations and expectations 
imposed by society can be forgotten by immersing oneself into the wilderness is romanticised to a 



 

 

greater degree in Into the Wild. This is exemplified in Into the wild in the initial scenes where Chris is 
depicted driving down the open plains in his yellow Datsun, his voice over quoting ‘it should not be denied 
that being footloose has exhilarated us, it is associated in our minds with escape from history, 
oppression… the road has always lead west’. The appealing impact of this moment in the film is 
exemplified by the musical soundtrack of Eddie Veddar, the song ‘hard sun’ emulates a joyous mood and 
urges the audience to feel connected with the protagonists desire to escape from the ‘sick society’. There 
is a brief moment in the film where Chris is entering the virgin and uninhabited land of Stampede trail 
once being dropped off Gallien, the enormity and vastness of the landscape is depicted through a birds-
eye view of Chris taking small steps into the snow, the diegetic sound encapsulating the loneliness of the 
landscape. These values of a communion with nature as being closely tied with freedom and isolation 
from the ‘social crutches’ of society both author and director convey the importance of escaping 
limitations imposed on one and seek adventure in the most simplistic ways. 
Similarly, in Tracks, Davidson utilises figurative language to celebrate the ‘simple beauty’ of the 
Australian desert which stands in a stark contrast to her vivid descriptions of the westernised world, 
where there was ‘no nakedness’ and people had their ‘social personae well fortified’ with a fake 
personality. Davidson describes the desert as a ‘paradise’ that is ‘magical’, at one point she mentions 
that the ‘mountains roared’. Although at the risk of incorporating mystical language which Davidson 
mentions in her postscript to feel ‘dispassionate about’ it seeks to critique the constructs of a conformist 
society where conformist values were ingrained and people were after all ‘just getting by’. 
On the other hand, in Tracks Davidson fumbles upon the brutality of the environment whereas in Into 
the wild Penn casts his protagonist in a positive light for his inner desire to escape the boundaries and 
oppression albeit his rejection of relationships he encounters in a dogmatic pursuit. Hence it can be 
interpreted that perhaps both author and director convey an ideal of escaping from the imposed 
restrictions of society through the means of seeking adventure in the uninhabited wilderness. These 
values are further reinforced in the ‘Rise montage’ where Chris is seen traversing through the empty 
plains, shaving his face using sprinklers and showing gratitude to an ‘organic super apple’, enjoying the 
simple pleasure life has to offer. Moreover, in the yellow text overlay of postcards Chris sends to Wayne, 
Chris mentions that the ‘simple beauty was too good to pass’, this invites audiences to grapple with the 
sublime beauty of nature and its ability to rejuvenate one from the repetitions and limitations of life.  
 
Alternatively, both texts seek to convey the emotional strength needed by individuals to overcome the 
limitations and expectations in order to locate solitude and truthfulness. Although both texts share the 
overarching message of physical strength as being a prerequisite, each of the texts convey the 
propensity of fear to act as a barrier, ultimately leaving one vulnerable. This is exemplified in Tracks, as 
Robyn is torn between the conflicting desires that have been growing in her as life becomes more 
comfortable at Basso’s in the presence of friends; she is desperate to embark on the trip and equally 
desperate to have an excuse to abandon it. Robyn admits that this ‘would be the perfect excuse’ and is 
portrayed to be struggling with the inner voice in her head that was ruled by practicality and common 
sense. Unable to decide if she should ditch her plans of traversing the hostile landscape as illustrated 
through Rick Smolon’s visuals in the memoir. Moreover, Robyn is exposed to fear and vulnerability after 
the tragic death of her ‘beloved dog’ Diggity. The aftermath of this plagues Robyn with a sense of failure 
and doubt, a ‘physical ache’. However, this is markedly different in Into the Wild is Chris is hungry for 
the ‘Great Alaskan Adventure’ and rejects the offers of building strong relationships with those he 
encounters on his journey, Jan, Rainey and Ron. Perhaps Penn depicts this as a fear from the ‘fraudulent 
marriage and daily bouts of rage’ he was forced to experience in his childhood as made evident though 
Carine’s voice over who also mentions that these ‘revelations struck to the core of Chris’s identity and 
made his childhood seem like fiction’. However, in Tracks, Robyn is able to utilise the intimate 
relationship with her animals for comfort as depicted through the anthropomorphisation of the camels. 
On of the most important moments of personal growth in Robyn’s journey occurs in a self reflective way 
where Robyn admits that she had learnt to use her ‘fears as stepping stones rather then stumbling 
blocks’. Davidsons revelation and accompanying message conveys that in order to escape the limitations 



 

 

and expectations, to discovers one’s true self one must possess the emotional strength to learn and face 
their fears. Conversely this is portrayed in Into the Wild as Chris conquers his fear of water, he agrees to 
collect Rainey from the ocean stating that ‘it is not important to be strong but to feel strong’, he is soon 
depicted jumping into a pool of water from a rock, the jubilant expression on his face indicative of the 
exuberance and utter delight.  
Therefore, perhaps both author and director aim to highlight the importance of escaping from the 
restricting barrier of relationships as this enables one to ultimately face their fears, learn from them and 
unveil a stronger individual.  
 
In Tracks, a travel memoir reflecting the solo journey of a woman in a context fitting for the constant 
interrogation of the status quo and questioning of the materialistic and misogynistic ideals of society, 
Robyn a tenacious woman embarks on a self reflective journey with the aim of ‘shedding burdens’. 
During the journey Robyn is exposed to encounters with other members of the society such as 
indigenous Australians with whom she aims of developing a strong bond. In the travel memoir, unlike 
Chris McCandless in into the wild, who exists the relationships he forms with others as instantly as he 
enters the; Robyn is tied to an obligation with Rick, a deranging aspect in the initial stages of the 
journey who soon becomes ingrained in the voyage and a detrimental part who enables Robyn to 
complete the journey. Robyn’s sheer depression at the idea of having someone present on what was 
meant to be a ‘private and personal’ journey demonstrates her desire to escape the ‘western nets’ of 
society.  


