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‘Don’t leave home without the 3rd edition! With new chapters and 
rigorous restructuring, this classic guide to critical tourism studies 
becomes even more useful to scholars and students across the social 
sciences and humanities.’   
Caren Kaplan, Professor, Cultural Studies/Science and Technology 
Studies, UC Davis

‘The original Tourist Gaze was a classic, marking out a new land to 
study and appreciate.  This new edition extends into fresh areas with the 
same passion and insight of the object.  Even more essential reading!’  
Nigel Thrift, Vice-Chancellor, Warwick University

This new edition of a seminal text restructures, reworks and remakes 
the groundbreaking previous versions making this book even more 
relevant for tourism students, researchers and designers. ‘The tourist 
gaze’ remains an agenda setting theory. Packed full of fascinating 
insights this major new edition intelligently broadens its theoretical 
and geographical scope to provide an account which responds to 
various critiques.

All chapters have been significantly revised to include up-to-date 
empirical data, new case studies and fresh concepts. Three new chapters 
have been added which explore:

•  photography and digitization 
•  embodied performances 
•  risks and alternative futures. 

This book is essential reading for all involved in contemporary tourism, 
leisure, cultural policy, design, economic regeneration, heritage and 
the arts. 

John Urry is Distinguished Professor of Sociology, Lancaster University, UK. 
Jonas Larsen is Lecturer, Department of Environmental, Social and Spatial 
Change, Roskilde University, Denmark.
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‘Don’t leave home without the 3rd edition! With new chapters and 
rigorous restructuring, this classic guide to critical tourism studies 
becomes even more useful to scholars and students across the social 
sciences and humanities. The Tourist Gaze 3.0 takes us on a detailed 
tour of the major concepts and approaches to one of the world’s 
largest culture industries. With fresh insights and new materials, this 
collaboratively written revision will immediately become required 
reading for those who pay attention to the world of travel, mobility, 
and visual culture.’
Caren Kaplan, Professor, Cultural Studies/Science and Technology 
Studies, UC Davis

‘The original Tourist Gaze was a classic, marking out a new land to 
study and appreciate. This new edition extends into fresh areas with the 
same passion and insight of the object.  Even more essential reading!’
Nigel Thrift, Vice-Chancellor, Warwick University

‘The first edition of The Tourist Gaze was a landmark in the theoretical 
development of tourism studies, and it inspired waves of research 
and often fierce debates that have reverberated over the following 
two decades. This new edition of the book is not only thoroughly 
revised but has also been given renewed cutting edge, particularly by 
the addition of chapters on risk and on digital photography. At the 
same time, our understanding of the tourist gaze has been reframed 
and broadened by the infusion of ideas about mobility and embodi-
ment, making this book an essential read for every tourism scholar.’
Allan Williams, Professor of Tourism Management, School of 
Management, University of Surrey

‘A great classic remade to capture the lives of tourists in the 21st 
century. For two decades The Tourist Gaze has been one of the 
most influential books in tourist research. This new and thoroughly 
reworked version meets the challenges of a changing world of tour-
ism and engages the lively contemporary debates in the field.’
Orvar Löfgren, Professor of European Ethnology at the University 
of Lund
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‘This thoroughly updated edition of John Urry’s seminal contribu-
tion to tourist studies will engage a whole new generation of scholars.  
The extensive addition of new material absorbs and expands upon 
new insights from within this shifting field of study to develop an 
enhanced understanding of the tourist gaze. The fresh input of Jonas 
Larsen adds a renewed vibrancy to the debates which are, as ever, 
communicated in a brisk, inclusive and lucid fashion, and will ensure 
that The Tourist Gaze book retains its relevance for students and aca-
demics across the world.’
Tim Edensor, Reader in Cultural Geography, Manchester Metropolitan 
University

‘The Tourist Gaze has been the most influential book on tourism
in the last twenty years. This extensively revised edition serves to 
remind us both why the original was so important and engages with 
the massive developments in the literature it helped to spawn. The 
impressive updating in response to theoretical debates is matched 
only by the response to the profound shifts in tourism itself, its mar-
kets, technologies and organisation, which indicates how much value 
still lies in the arguments made.’
Mike Crang, Reader in Geography, Durham University 
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Preface

I am very grateful for the advice, encouragement and assistance of 
the following, especially those who have provided me with tourist 
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Mary Rose, Peter Saunders, Dan Shapiro, Rob Shields, Hermann 
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I am also grateful to professionals working in the tourism and hospi-
tality industry who responded to my queries with much information 
and advice. Some interviews reported here were conducted under 
the auspices of the ESRC Initiative on the Changing Urban and 
Regional System. I am grateful to that Initiative in first prompting 
me to take holiday-making ‘seriously’.

John Urry
Lancaster, December 1989
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Preface to the Second Edition

This new edition has maintained the structure of the first edition 
except for the addition of a new chapter (8) on ‘Globalising the 
Gaze’. The other seven chapters have been updated in terms of data, 
the incorporation of relevant new studies and some better illustra-
tions. I am very grateful for the extensive research assistance and 
informed expertise that has been provided by Viv Cuthill for this 
new edition. I am also grateful to Mike Featherstone for originally 
prompting a book on tourism, and Chris Rojek who suggested this 
second edition as well as for collaboration on our co-edited Touring 
Cultures.

Over the past decade I have supervised various PhDs at Lancaster 
on issues of tourism, travel and mobility. I have learnt much from 
these doctorates and especially from the conversations about the 
ongoing work. I would especially like to thank the following, some of 
whom commented very helpfully on Chapter 8: Alexandra Arellano, 
Javier Caletrio, Viv Cuthill, Saolo Cwerner, Monica Degen, Tim 
Edensor, Hernan Gutiérrez Sagastume, Juliet Jain, Jonas Larsen, Neil 
Lewis, Chia-ling Lai, Richard Sharpley, Jo Stanley and Joyce Yeh. I 
have also benefited from many discussions with the MA students 
who have taken my ‘Tourist Gaze’ module over the past decade. 

Lancaster colleagues with whom I have discussed these topics 
(some also making very helpful comments on Chapter 8) include 
Sara Ahmed, Gordon Clark, Carol Crawshaw, Bülent Diken, Anne-
Marie Fortier, Robin Grove-White, Kevin Hetherington, Vincent 
Kaufmann, Phil Macnaghten, Colin Pooley, Katrin Schneeberger and 
Mimi Sheller. 

Working on graduate matters in the Sociology Department with 
Pennie Drinkall and Claire O’Donnell has been a pleasure over the 
past few years. 

John Urry
Lancaster, April 2001
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Preface to 3.0

The world of tourism is in constant flux and tourism theory needs to 
be on the move to capture such changes. This third edition of The 
Tourist Gaze radically restructures, reworks and expands the two 
first editions to make this book relevant for tourism researchers, 
students, planners and designers in the twenty-first century. There 
are many changes to the first two editions. Jonas Larsen, as co-author, 
has brought fresh eyes on the book. The original chapters have been 
thoroughly updated. Outdated data and studies have been deleted, 
new studies and theoretical concepts have been incorporated and 
the concept of the tourist gaze receives more theoretical considera-
tion, including its ‘darker’ sides. Three new chapters examine the 
tourist gaze in relation to photography and digitisation, recent analy-
ses of embodied performances within tourism theory and research, 
and the various risks of tourism, including global warming and peak 
oil, that problematise the desirability and future of the globalising 
tourist gaze.

We are very grateful for the inspiration, help and assistance in 
producing this new edition of The Tourist Gaze. We would particu-
larly like to thank Jørgen Ole Bærenholdt, Monika Büscher, Javier 
Caletrio, Beckie Coleman, Anne Cronin, Viv Cuthill, Monica Degen, 
Kingsley Dennis, Pennie Drinkall, Tim Edensor, Michael Haldrup, 
Kevin Hannam, Allison Hui, Michael Hviid Jacobsen, Juliet Jain, 
Jennie Germann Molz, Mette Sandbye, Mimi Sheller, Rob Shields, 
David Tyfield, Amy Urry, Tom Urry, Sylvia Walby and Laura Watts. 
Photos were taken by Amy Urry and ourselves.

John Urry, Lancaster 
Jonas Larsen, Roskilde
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‘To remain stationary in these times of change, when all the world is on 
the move, would be a crime. Hurrah for the Trip – the cheap, cheap 
Trip.’ (Thomas Cook in 1854, quoted in Brendon, 1991: 65)

‘A view? Oh a view! How delightful a view is!’ (Miss Bartlett, in 
A Room with a View, Forster, 1955: 8, orig. 1908)

‘[T]he camera and tourism are two of the uniquely modern ways of 
defining reality.’ (Horne, 1984: 21)

‘For the twentieth-century tourist, the world has become one large 
department store of countrysides and cities.’ (Schivelbusch, 1986: 197)

‘It’s funny, isn’t it, how every traveller is a tourist except one’s self?’ 
(an Edwardian skit, quoted in Brendon, 1991: 188)

‘Since Thomas Cook’s first excursion train it is as if a magician’s wand 
had been passed over the face of the globe.’ (The Excursionist, June 
1897, quoted in Ring, 2000: 83)

‘[The tourists] pay for their freedom; the right to disregard native con-
cerns and feelings, the right to spin their own web of meanings. … The 
world is the tourist’s oyster … to be lived pleasurably – and thus given 
meaning.’ (Bauman, 1993: 241) 

‘Going by railroad, I do not consider travelling at all; it is merely being 
“sent” to a place, and no different from being a parcel.’ (John Ruskin, 
quoted in Wang, 2000: 179)

‘Wow, that’s so postcard!’ (Visitor seeing Victoria Falls, quoted in 
Osborne, 2000: 79)
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1

Theories 

The Importance of Tourism 

The clinic was probably the first attempt to order a science on the 
exercise and decisions of the gaze … the medical gaze was also organ-
ized in a new way. First, it was no longer the gaze of any observer, but 
that of a doctor supported and justified by an institution. … Moreover, 
it was a gaze that was not bound by the narrow grid of structure … but 
that could and should grasp colours, variations, tiny anomalies … 
(Foucault, 1976: 89)

The subject of this book would appear to have nothing whatsoever 
to do with the serious world of medicine and the medical gaze that 
concerns Foucault. This is a book about pleasure, about holidays, 
tourism and travel, about how and why for short periods people 
leave their normal place of work and residence. It is about consum-
ing goods and services which are in some sense unnecessary. They are 
consumed because they supposedly generate pleasurable experi-
ences which are different from those typically encountered in every-
day life. And yet at least a part of that experience is to gaze upon or 
view a set of different scenes, of landscapes or townscapes which are 
out of the ordinary. When we ‘go away’ we look at the environment 
with interest and curiosity. It speaks to us in ways we appreciate, or 
at least we anticipate that it will do so. In other words, we gaze at 
what we encounter. This gaze is as socially organised and systema-
tised, as is the gaze of the medic. Of course it is of a different order 
in that it is not a gaze confined to professionals ‘supported and justi-
fied by an institution’. And yet even in the production of ‘unneces-
sary’ pleasure many professional experts help to construct and 
develop one’s gaze as a tourist.

The concept of the gaze highlights that looking is a learned ability 
and that the pure and innocent eye is a myth. What the medic gaze 
saw, and made visible, was not a simple pre-existing reality simply 
waiting ‘out there’ according to Foucault. Instead it was an epistemic 
field, constructed linguistically as much as visually. Seeing is what 
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the human eye does. Gazing refers to the ‘discursive determinations’, 
of socially constructed seeing or ‘scopic regimes’. Foster refers to 
‘how we are able to see, allowed or made to see, and how we see this 
seeing or the unseen herein’ (1988: ix). To depict vision as natural or 
the product of atomised individuals naturalises its social and historical 
nature, and the power relations of looking. 

Just like language, one’s eyes are socio-culturally framed and there 
are various ‘ways of seeing’. ‘We never look just at one thing; we are 
always looking at the relation between things and ourselves’ (Berger, 
1972: 9). People gaze upon the world through a particular filter of 
ideas, skills, desires and expectations, framed by social class, gender, 
nationality, age and education. Gazing is a performance that orders, 
shapes and classifies, rather than reflects the world. Jenks maintains: 

The world is not pre-formed, waiting to be ‘seen’ by the ‘extro-spection’ 
of the ‘naked eye’. There is nothing ‘out-there’ intrinsically formed, 
interesting, good or beautiful, as our dominant cultural outlook would 
suggest. Vision is skilled cultural practice. (1995: 10, our italics)

Gazing at particular sights is conditioned by personal experiences 
and memories and framed by rules and styles, as well as by circulating 
images and texts of this and other places. Such ‘frames’ are critical 
resources, techniques, cultural lenses that potentially enable tourists 
to see  the physical forms and material spaces before their eyes as 
‘interesting, good or beautiful’. They are not the property of mere 
sight. And without these lenses the beautiful order found in nature 
or the built world would be very different. These different ways of 
seeing have many consequences for physical and built worlds.

This book, then, is about how in different societies and especially 
within different social groups in diverse historical periods the tourist 
gaze changes and develops. We elaborate on processes by which 
the gaze is constructed and reinforced, and consider who or what 
authorises it, what its consequences are for the ‘places’ which are its 
object and how it interrelates with other social practices. The ‘tourist 
gaze’ is not a matter of individual psychology but of socially pat-
terned and learnt ‘ways of seeing’ (Berger, 1972). It is a vision 
constructed through mobile images and representational technolo-
gies. Like the medical gaze, the power of the visual gaze within 
modern tourism is tied into, and enabled by, various technologies, 
including camcorders, film, TV, cameras and digital images. 

There is no single tourist gaze as such. It varies by society, by social 
group and by historical period. Such gazes are constructed through 
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difference. By this we mean not merely that there is no universal 
experience that is true for all tourists at all times. There are many 
ways of gazing within tourism, and tourists look at ‘difference’ dif-
ferently. This is in part because tourist gazes are structured according 
to class, gender, ethnicity and age. Moreover, the gaze in any histori-
cal period is constructed in relationship to its opposite, to non-
tourist forms of social experience and consciousness. What makes a 
particular tourist gaze depends upon what it is contrasted with; what 
the forms of non-tourist experience happen to be. The gaze there-
fore presupposes a system of social activities and signs which locate 
the particular tourist practices, not in terms of some intrinsic char-
acteristics, but through the contrasts implied with non-tourist social 
practices, particularly those based within home and paid work.

Tourism, holidaymaking and travel are more significant social phe-
nomena than most commentators have considered. On the face of it 
there could not be a more trivial subject for a book. And indeed since 
social scientists have had plenty of difficulty in explaining weightier 
topics, such as work or politics, it might be thought that they would 
have great difficulties in accounting for more trivial phenomena such 
as holiday-making. However, there are interesting parallels with the 
study of deviance. This involves the investigation of bizarre and idi-
osyncratic social practices which happen to be defined as deviant in 
some societies but not necessarily in others. The assumption is that 
the investigation of deviance can reveal interesting and significant 
aspects of ‘normal’ societies. Just why various activities are treated as 
deviant can illuminate how societies operate more generally.

This book is based on a similar analysis applying to tourism. Such 
practices involve the notion of ‘departure’, of a limited breaking with 
established routines and practices of everyday life and allowing one’s 
senses to engage with a set of stimuli that contrast with the everyday 
and mundane. By considering the typical objects of the tourist gaze 
one can use these to make sense of elements of the wider society 
with which they are contrasted. In other words, to consider how 
social groups construct their tourist gaze is a good way of getting at 
just what is happening in the ‘normal society’. We can use the fact 
of difference to interrogate the normal through investigating typical 
forms of tourism. Thus rather than being a trivial subject, tourism is 
significant in its ability to reveal aspects of normal practices which 
might otherwise remain opaque. Opening up the workings of the 
social world often requires the use of counter-intuitive and surprising 
methodologies; as in this case the investigation of the ‘departures’ 
involved in the tourist gaze.
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Although we insist on the historical, geographical and sociological 
variations in the gaze, there are some minimal characteristics of the 
social practices which are conventionally described as ‘tourism’. We 
set these out to provide a baseline for more historical, sociological, 
and global analyses developed later.

l	 Tourism is a leisure activity which presupposes its opposite, namely 
regulated and organised work. It is one manifestation of how work and 
leisure are organised as separate and regulated spheres of social practice 
in ‘modern’ societies. Indeed, acting as a tourist is one of the defining 
characteristics of being ‘modern’ and is bound up with major transfor-
mations in paid work. This has come to be organised within particular 
places and to occur for regularised periods of time.

2	 Tourist relationships arise from a movement of people to, and their stay 
in, various destinations. This necessarily involves some movement through 
space, that is, the journeys and periods of stay in a new place or places.

3	 The journey and stay are to, and in, sites outside the normal places of 
residence and work. Periods of residence elsewhere are of a short-term 
and temporary nature. There is intention to return ‘home’ within a 
relatively short period of time.

4	 The places gazed upon are for purposes not directly connected with 
paid work and they normally offer some distinctive contrasts with work 
(both paid and unpaid).

5	 A substantial proportion of the population of modern societies engages 
in such tourist practices; new socialised forms of provision are devel-
oped in order to cope with the mass character of the gaze of tourists (as 
opposed to the individual character of ‘travel’).

6	 Places are chosen to be gazed upon because there is anticipation, espe-
cially through daydreaming and fantasy, of intense pleasures, either on a 
different scale or involving different senses from those customarily 
encountered. Such anticipation is constructed and sustained through a 
variety of non-tourist technologies, such as film, TV, literature, magazines, 
CDs, DVDs and videos, constructing and reinforcing the gaze. 

7	 The tourist gaze is directed to features of landscape and townscape 
which separate them off from everyday experience. Such aspects are 
viewed because they are taken to be in some sense out of the ordinary. 
The viewing of such tourist sights often involves different forms of 
social patterning, with a much greater sensitivity to visual elements of 
landscape or townscape than normally found in everyday life. People 
linger over such a gaze, which is then often visually objectified or cap-
tured through photographs, postcards, films, models and so on. These 
enable the gaze to be reproduced, recaptured and redistributed over 
time and across space.

8	 The gaze is constructed through signs, and tourism involves the collec-
tion of signs. When tourists see two people kissing in Paris what they 
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capture in the gaze is ‘timeless romantic Paris’. When a small village in 
England is seen, what they gaze upon is the ‘real olde England’. As 
Culler argues: ‘the tourist is interested in everything as a sign of itself. … 
All over the world the unsung armies of semioticians, the tourists, are 
fanning out in search of the signs of Frenchness, typical Italian behav-
iour, exemplary Oriental scenes, typical American thruways, traditional 
English pubs’ (1981: 127).

9	 An array of tourist professionals reproduce ever new objects of the tour-
ist gaze. These objects are located in a complex and changing hierarchy. 
This depends upon the interplay between, on the one hand, competition 
between interests involved in providing such objects and, on the other 
hand, changing class, gender and generational distinctions of taste among 
potential visitors.

In this book we consider the development of, and historical trans-
formations within, the tourist gaze. We mainly chart such changes in 
the past couple of centuries; that is, in the period in which mass tour-
ism became widespread within much of Europe, North America and 
most other parts of the world. To be a tourist is one of the character-
istics of the ‘modern’ experience. It has become a marker of status in 
modern societies and is also thought to be necessary for good health 
and a cosmopolitan outlook (see Feifer, 1985: 224; Urry, 2007). 

There was organised travel in premodern societies, but it was very 
much the preserve of elites (see Towner, 1988). In Imperial Rome 
there was a fairly extensive pattern of elite travel for pleasure and 
culture. A travel infrastructure developed, partly permitted by two 
centuries of peace. It was possible to travel from Hadrian’s Wall to 
the Euphrates without crossing a hostile border (Feifer, 1985: ch. l). 
Seneca maintained that this permitted city-dwellers to seek ever 
new sensations and pleasures. He said: ‘men [sic] travel widely to 
different sorts of places seeking different distractions because they 
are fickle, tired of soft living, and always seek after something which 
eludes them’ (quoted in Feifer, 1985: 9).

In the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries pilgrimages had become 
a widespread phenomenon ‘practicable and systematized, served by 
a growing industry of networks of charitable hospices and mass-
produced indulgence handbooks’ (Feifer, 1985: 29; Eade and 
Sallnow, 1991). Pilgrimages often included a mixture of religious 
devotion and culture and pleasure. By the fifteenth century there 
were regular organised tours from Venice to the Holy Land.

The Grand Tour had become firmly established by the end of the 
seventeenth century for the sons of the aristocracy and the gentry, and 
by the late eighteenth century for the sons of the professional middle 
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class. Over this period, between 1600 and 1800, treatises on travel 
shifted from a scholastic emphasis on touring as an opportunity for 
discourse, to travel as eyewitness observation. There was a visualisa-
tion of the travel experience, or the development of the ‘gaze’, aided 
and assisted by the growth of guidebooks which promoted new ways 
of seeing (see Adler, 1989). The character of the tour itself shifted, 
from the earlier ‘classical Grand Tour’ based on the emotionally neu-
tral observation and recording of galleries, museums and high-cultural 
artefacts, to the nineteenth-century ‘romantic Grand Tour’ which saw 
the emergence of ‘scenic tourism’ and a much more private and pas-
sionate experience of beauty and the sublime (see Towner, 1985). 
Travel was expected to play a key role in the cognitive and perceptual 
education of the male English upper class (see Dent, 1975).

The eighteenth century had seen the development of a considera-
ble tourist infrastructure in the form of spa towns throughout much 
of Europe (Thompson, 1981: 11–12; Blackbourn, 2002). Myerscough 
notes that the ‘whole apparatus of spa life with its balls, its prome-
nades, libraries, masters of ceremonies was designed to provide a 
concentrated urban experience of frenetic socialising for a dispersed 
rural elite’ (1974: 5). 

There have been periods in which much of the population engaged 
in play or recreation. In the countryside, work and play were particu-
larly intertwined in the case of village or town fairs. Most towns and 
villages in England had at least one fair a year and many had more. 
People would often travel considerable distances and fairs involved 
a mixture of business and pleasure, normally especially centred 
around the tavern. By the eighteenth century the public house had 
become a major centre for public life in the community, providing 
light, heat, cooking facilities, furniture, news, banking and travel 
facilities, entertainment and sociability (Harrison, 1971; Clark, 1983).

But before the nineteenth century, few outside the upper classes 
travelled to see objects unconnected with work or business. And it is 
this which is the central characteristic of mass tourism in modern 
societies, namely that much of the population in most years travels 
somewhere else to gaze upon it and stay there for reasons basically 
unconnected with work. Travel is thought to occupy 40 per cent of 
available ‘free time’ in Britain (Williams and Shaw, 1988: 12). If 
people do not travel, they lose status: travel is the marker of status. 
It is a crucial element of modern life to feel that travel and holidays 
are necessary. ‘I need a holiday’ reflects a modern discourse based on 
the idea that people’s physical and mental health will be restored if 
only they can ‘get away’ from time to time.
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The importance of this can be seen in the scale of contemporary 
travel. There are around 880 million international passenger arrivals 
each year, compared with 25 million in 1950. It is predicted that this 
figure will rise to 1.6 billion by 2020, although it dipped by over 
4 per cent in 2009 (www.unwto.org/index.php; accessed 31.03.10). 
At any one time there are 300,000 passengers in flight above the 
USA, equivalent to a substantial city (Gottdiener, 2001: 1). Half a 
million new hotel rooms are built annually, while there are 31 million 
refugees across the globe (Papastergiadis, 2000: ch. 2). ‘Travel and 
tourism’ is the largest industry in the world, accounting for 9.4 per 
cent of world GDP and 8.2 per cent of all employment (www.wttc.
org/eng/Tourism_Research/Economic_Research/; accessed 31.03.10).

This travel occurs almost everywhere, with the World Tourism 
Organization publishing tourism/travel statistics for 204 countries with 
at least 70 countries receiving more than one million international tour-
ist arrivals a year (www.unwto.org/index.php; accessed 31.03.10). 
There is more or less no country in the world that is not a significant 
receiver of visitors. However, the flows of such visitors originate very 
unequally, with the 45 countries with ‘high’ human development 
accounting for three-quarters of international tourism departures 
(UNDP, 1999: 53–5). Such mobilities are enormously costly for the 
environment (see many accounts in the journal Tourism in Focus and 
Chapter 9 below). There is an astonishing tripling of world car travel 
predicted between 1990 and 2050 (Hawken et al., 1999).

In the next section we consider some of the seminal theoretical con-
tributions that have attempted to make sense of these extensive flows.

Theoretical Approaches 

Making theoretical sense of ‘fun, pleasure and entertainment’ has 
proved a difficult task for social scientists. In this section we sum-
marise some of the seminal contributions to the sociology of tour-
ism. They are not uninteresting, but they leave much work still to be 
done. In the rest of the book we develop some of the notions rel-
evant to theoretical understanding of tourist places and practices 
(see Jamal and Robinson, 2009, and Hannam and Knox, 2010, for 
state-of-the-art reviews).

One early formulation is Boorstin’s analysis of the ‘pseudo-event’ 
(1964). He argues that contemporary Americans cannot experience 
‘reality’ directly but thrive on ‘pseudo-events’, with tourism being 
the prime example (see Eco, 1986; Baudrillard, 1988). Isolated from 
the host environment and the local people, mass tourists travel in 
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guided groups and find pleasure in inauthentic contrived attractions, 
gullibly enjoying ‘pseudo-events’ and disregarding the ‘real’ world 
outside. As a result tourist entrepreneurs and the indigenous popula-
tions are induced to produce ever more extravagant displays for gul-
lible observers who are thereby further removed from local people. 
Over time, via advertising and the media, the images generated 
through different tourist gazes come to constitute a closed self-
perpetuating system of illusions which provide tourists with the 
basis for selecting and evaluating potential places to visit. Such visits 
are made, says Boorstin, within the ‘environmental bubble’ of famil-
iar American-style hotels that insulates them from the strangeness of 
the host environment.

A number of later writers develop and refine this relatively simple 
thesis of a historical shift from the ‘individual traveller’ to the ‘mass 
society tourist’. Turner and Ash’s The Golden Hordes (1975) fleshes 
out the thesis about how the tourist is placed at the centre of a 
strictly circumscribed world. Surrogate parents (travel agents, couri-
ers, hotel managers) relieve the tourist of responsibility and protect 
him/her from harsh reality. Their solicitude restricts the tourist to 
the beach and certain approved objects of the tourist gaze (see 
Edensor 1998, on package-holidaymakers at the Taj Mahal). In a 
sense, Turner and Ash suggest, the tourists’ sensuality and aesthetic 
sense are as restricted as they are in their home country. This is fur-
ther heightened by the relatively superficial way in which indigenous 
cultures are presented to the tourist. They note about Bali: ‘Many 
aspects of Balinese culture and art are so bewilderingly complex and 
alien to western modes that they do not lend themselves readily to 
the process of over-simplification and mass production that converts 
indigenous art forms into tourist kitsch’ (Turner and Ash, 1975: 159; 
Bruner, 1995; and see Figure 1.1). The upshot is that in the search 
for ever-new places to visit, what is constructed is a set of hotels and 
tourist sights that are bland and lacking contradiction, ‘a small 
monotonous world that everywhere shows us our own image … the 
pursuit of the exotic and diverse ends in uniformity’ (Turner and 
Ash, 1975: 292).

Somewhat critical of this argument, Cohen maintains that there is 
no single tourist as such but various tourist types or modes of tourist 
experience (see 1972, 1979, 1988, mainly drawn from the sociology 
of religion). What he terms as the ‘experiential’, the ‘experimental’ 
and the ‘existential’ do not rely on the environmental bubble of con-
ventional tourist services. To varying degrees such tourist experiences 
are based on rejecting such ways of organising tourist activity. Moreover, 
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one should also note that such bubbles permit many people to visit 
places which otherwise they would not, and to have at least some 
contact with the ‘strange’ places thereby encountered. Indeed, until 
such places have developed a fully-fledged tourist infrastructure 
much of the ‘strangeness’ of such destinations will be impossible to 
hide and package within a complete array of pseudo-events.

The most significant challenge to Boorstin is MacCannell, who is 
also concerned with the inauthenticity and superficiality of modern 
life (1999; orig. 1976). He quotes Simmel on the nature of the sen-
sory impressions experienced in the ‘metropolis’: ‘the rapid crowd-
ing of changing images, the sharp discontinuity in the grasp of a 
single glance, and the unexpectedness of onrushing impressions’ 
(MacCannell, 1999: 49). He maintains these are symptomatic of the 
tourist experience but disagrees with Boorstin’s account, which he 
regards as reflecting a characteristically upper-class view that ‘other 
people are tourists, while I am a traveller’ (MacCannell, 1999: 107; 
see Buzard 1993, on this distinction). 

All tourists, for MacCannell, embody a quest for authenticity, and 
this quest is a modern version of the universal human concern with 
the sacred. The tourist is a kind of contemporary pilgrim, seeking 
authenticity in other ‘times’ and other ‘places’ away from that person’s 
everyday life. Tourists show particular fascination in the ‘real lives’ of 
others that somehow possess a reality that is hard to discover in their 
own experiences. Modern society is therefore rapidly institutionalising 
the rights of outsiders to look into its workings. ‘Institutions are fitted 
with arenas, platforms and chambers set aside for the exclusive use of 
tourists’ (MacCannell, 1999: 49). Almost any sort of work, even the 
backbreaking toil of the Welsh miner or the unenviable work of those 
employed in the Parisian sewer, can be the object of the tourist gaze.

MacCannell particularly examines the character of the social rela-
tions which emerge from this fascination people have in the work lives 
of others. He notes that such ‘real lives’ can only be found backstage 
and are not immediately evident to us. Hence, the gaze of the tourist 
will involve an obvious intrusion into people’s lives, which would be 
generally unacceptable. So the people being observed and local tourist 
entrepreneurs gradually come to construct backstages in a contrived 
and artificial manner. ‘Tourist spaces’ are thus organised around what 
MacCannell calls ‘staged authenticity’ (1973). The development of the 
constructed tourist attraction results from how those who are subject 
to the tourist gaze respond, both to protect themselves from intrusions 
into their lives backstage and to take advantage of the opportunities it 
presents for profitable investment. By contrast, then, with Boorstin, 
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MacCannell argues that ‘psuedo-events’ result from the social relations 
of tourism and not from an individualistic search for the inauthentic.

Pearce and Moscardo further elaborate the notion of authenticity 
(1986; Turner and Manning, 1988). They maintain it is necessary to 
distinguish between the authenticity of the setting and the authen-
ticity of the persons gazed upon; and to distinguish between the 
diverse elements of the tourist experience of importance to the tour-
ist in question. Crick, by contrast, points out that there is a sense in 
which all cultures are ‘staged’ and inauthentic. Cultures are invented, 
remade and the elements reorganised (Crick, 1988: 65–6). Hence, it 
is not clear why the apparently inauthentic staging for the tourist is 
so very different from the processes of cultural remaking that 
happens in all cultures anyway (Rojek and Urry, 1997). 

Based on research at New Salem, where Abraham Lincoln spent 
some years in the 1830s, Bruner interestingly distinguishes conflicting 
senses of what is meant by ‘authentic’ (1994; Wang, 2000). First, 
there is the authentic in the sense of a small town that looks like it 
has appropriately aged over the previous 170 years, whether the 
buildings are actually that old or are newly, if sensitively, constructed. 
Second, there is the town that appears as it would have looked in the 
1830s, that is, mostly comprising in fact new buildings. Third, there is 
authenticity in the sense of the buildings and artefacts that literally 
date from the 1830s and have been there ever since. And fourth, there 
are those buildings and artefacts that have been authorised as authen-
tic by the Trust that oversees ‘heritage’ within the town. Holderness 
similarly describes the processes in Stratford-upon-Avon by which 
the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust has come to exert a hegemonic role 
in the town, determining which buildings, places and artefacts are 
authentically part of ‘Shakespeare’s heritage’ and those which are not 
so ‘authenticated’ (1988). Bruner also notes that New Salem now is 
wholly different from the 1830s since in the previous period there 
would not have been camera-waving tourists wandering about in 
large numbers excitedly staring at actors dressed up as though they 
are residents of a previous and long-since disappeared epoch. 

MacCannell also notes that, unlike the religious pilgrim who pays 
homage to a single sacred centre, the tourist pays homage to a large 
array of centres and attractions. These include sites of industry and 
work as work has become a mere attribute of society and not its 
central feature (MacCannell, 1999: 58). MacCannell characterises 
such an interest in work displays as ‘alienated leisure’. It is a perver-
sion of the aim of leisure since it involves a return to the workplace 
but now as leisure.
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He also notes how each centre of attraction involves complex 
processes of production in order that regular, meaningful and profit-
able tourist gazes can be generated and sustained. Such gazes cannot 
be left to chance. People have to learn how, when and where to 
‘gaze’. Clear markers are provided and in some cases the object of the 
gaze is merely the marker that indicates some event or experience 
previously happened at that spot. 

MacCannell maintains that there is normally a process of sacralisa-
tion that renders a particular natural or cultural artefact a sacred 
object of the tourist ritual (1999: 42–8). A number of stages are 
involved in this: naming the sight, framing and elevation, enshrine-
ment, mechanical reproduction of the sacred object and social repro-
duction as new sights (or ‘sites’) name themselves after the famous. 
It is also important to note that not only are there many attractions 
to which to pay homage, but many attractions may only be gazed 
upon once. In other words, the gaze of the tourist can be amazingly 
fickle, searching out or anticipating something new or something dif-
ferent. MacCannell notes that ‘anything is potentially an attraction. 
It simply awaits one person to take the trouble to point it out to 
another as something noteworthy, or worth seeing’ (1999: 192).

The complex processes involved here are partly revealed in 
Turner’s analysis of pilgrimage (1973, 1974). Important rites de pas-
sage are involved in the movement from one stage to another. There 
are three such stages: first, social and spatial separation from the 
normal place of residence and conventional social ties; second, limi-
nality, where the individual finds him/herself in an ‘anti-structure … 
out of time and place’ – conventional social ties are suspended, an 
intensive bonding ‘communitas’ is experienced, and there is direct 
experience of the sacred or supernatural; and third, reintegration, 
where the individual is reintegrated with the previous social group, 
usually at a higher social status.

Although this analysis is applied to pilgrimages, other writers have 
drawn out its implications for tourism (see Cohen, 1988: 38–40; 
Shields, 1990; Eade and Sallnow 1991). Like the pilgrim, the tour-
ist moves from a familiar place to a far place and then returns to 
the familiar place. At the far place both the pilgrim and the tourist 
‘worship’ shrines which are sacred, albeit in different ways, and as 
a result gain some kind of uplifting experience. In the case of tour-
ists, Turner and Turner talk of ‘liminoid’ situations where everyday 
obligations are suspended or inverted (1978). There is licence for 
permissive and playful ‘non-serious’ behaviour and the encourage-
ment of a relatively unconstrained ‘communitas’ or social togetherness. 

01-Urry & Larsen-4212-Ch-01.indd   12 09/06/2011   11:01:04 AM



Theories

13

What is often involved is semi-routine action or a kind of routinised 
non-routine.

One analysis of such a pilgrimage is Shields’ (1990) exploration of 
the ‘honeymoon capital of the world’, Niagara Falls. Going on honey-
moon to Niagara did indeed involve a pilgrimage, stepping out into an 
experience of liminality in which the codes of normal social experience 
are reversed. In particular, honeymooners find themselves historically 
in a liminal zone where the strict social conventions of bourgeois 
families were relaxed under the exigencies of travel and of a relative 
anonymity and freedom from collective scrutiny. In a novel written in 
1808, a character says of Niagara: ‘Elsewhere there are cares of business 
and fashion, there are age, sorrow, and heartbreak; but here only youth, 
faith, rapture’ (quoted in Shields, 1990). Shields also discusses how 
Niagara, like Gretna Green in Scotland, has become a signifier now 
more or less emptied of meaning, a commercialised cliché.

Some writers in this tradition argue that such playful or ‘ludic’ 
behaviour is restitutive or compensatory, revitalising the tourists for 
their return to familiar places of home and work (see Lett, 1983 on 
ludic charter-yacht tourism). Other writers argue that general 
notions of liminality and inversion have to be given a more precise 
content. It is necessary to investigate the nature of the social and 
cultural patterns within the tourist’s day-to-day existence in order to 
see just what is inverted and how the liminal experience works out. 
Gottlieb argues, for example, that what is sought for in a vacation/
holiday is inversion of the everyday. The middle-class tourist will 
seek to be a ‘peasant for a day’ while the lower middle-class tourist 
will be ‘king/queen for a day’ (1982). Although these are hardly 
profound examples, they do point to a crucial feature of tourism, 
namely the distinction between the familiar and the faraway and 
how such differences produce distinct kinds of liminal zones.

It therefore seems wrong to suggest that a search for authenticity is 
the basis for the organisation of tourism. Rather, one key feature would 
seem to be that there is a difference between one’s normal place of 
residence/work and the object of the tourist gaze. Now it may be that 
a seeking for what we take to be authentic elements is an important 
component here, but that is only because there is in some sense a 
contrast with everyday experiences. Furthermore, it has been argued 
that some visitors – what Feifer (1985) terms ‘post-tourists’ – almost 
delight in the inauthenticity of the normal tourist experience. ‘Post-
tourists’ find pleasure in the multiplicity of tourist games. They know 
that there is no authentic tourist experience, that there are merely a 
series of games or texts that can be played (see Chapter 5 later). 

01-Urry & Larsen-4212-Ch-01.indd   13 09/06/2011   11:01:05 AM



The Tourist Gaze

14

We argue in this book for the fundamentally visual nature of 
many tourism experiences. Gazes organise the encounters of visitors 
with the ‘other’, providing some sense of competence, pleasure and 
structure to those experiences. The gaze demarcates an array of pleas-
urable qualities to be generated within particular times and spaces. It 
is the gaze that orders and regulates the relationships between the 
various sensuous experiences while away, identifying what is visually 
out-of-ordinary, what are relevant differences and what is ‘other’. 

We can date the birth of the tourist gaze in the west to around 1840. 
This is the moment when the ‘tourist gaze’, that peculiar combining 
together of the means of collective travel, the desire for travel and the 
techniques of photographic reproduction, becomes a core component 
of western modernity. As we show in Chapter 7, photography is cen-
tral within the modern tourist gaze. Tourism and photography 
commenced in the west in 1840, as Louis Daguerre and Fox Talbot 
announced their somewhat different ‘inventions’ of the camera (in 
1839 and 1840 respectively). In 1841, Thomas Cook organised what 
is now regarded as the first packaged ‘tour’; the first railway hotel was 
opened in York just before the 1840s railway mania; the first national 
railway timetable, Bradshaws, appeared in 1839; Cunard started the 
first ever Ocean steamship service; and Wells Fargo, the forerunner of 
American Express, began stagecoach services across the American 
west (Urry, 2007: 14). Also in 1840, Dr Arnold, the famous Headmaster 
of Rugby School, declared that ‘Switzerland is to England … the gen-
eral summer touring place’ (quoted Ring, 2000: 25). 1840, then, is one 
of those remarkable moments when the world seems to shift and new 
patterns of relationships become irreversibly established. 

Recent literature has, however, critiqued this notion of the ‘tourist 
gaze’ for reducing tourism to visual experiences – sightseeing – and 
neglecting other senses and bodily experiences involved in these 
doings of tourism. A so-called ‘performance turn’ within tourist stud-
ies highlights that tourists experience places in more multi-sensuous 
ways, touching, tasting, smelling, hearing and so on, as well as the 
materiality of objects and places and not just objects and places 
viewed as signs. With inspiration from Goffman’s (1959) dramaturgi-
cal sociology and Thrift’s (2008) non-representational theory, this 
performative turn conceptualises the corporeality of tourist bodies 
and the embodied actions of, and interactions between, tourist work-
ers, tourists and locals. It has been suggested that it is necessary to 
choose between gazing and performing as the tourism paradigm 
(Perkins and Thorns, 2001). But The Tourist Gaze 3.0 rethinks the 
concept of the tourist gaze as performative, embodied practices, 
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highlighting how each gaze depends upon practices and material 
relations as upon discourses and signs. What is distinct is the empha-
sis upon embodied and ‘hybrid’ performances of gazing and photo-
graphing and the various materialities and technologies constituting 
each way of seeing (see particularly Chapters 8 and 9). Moreover, 
while sightseeing is crucial, seeing is not the only practice and sense 
that tourists engage in and activate. There are limits on how much 
vision can explain. And yet the tourist gaze is always present within 
tourism performances, as hiking, sunbathing, whitewater rafting and 
so on are of importance in part through their location within distinct 
visual environments. Also The Tourist Gaze 3.0 illuminates some 
darker sides of the tourist gaze (Urry, 1992; Hollingshead, 1999; 
Morgan and Pritchard, 2005; Elliott and Urry, 2010). We subsequently 
discuss power relations between gazer and gazee within tourism per-
formances, different forms of photographic surveillance and the 
changing climates that the global tourist gaze seems to generate.    

For the moment, though, it is necessary to consider just what pro-
duces a distinct tourist gaze. Minimally, there must be certain aspects 
of the place to be visited which distinguish it from what is conven-
tionally encountered in everyday life. Tourism results from a basic 
binary division between the ordinary/everyday and the extraordinary. 
Tourist experiences involve some aspect or element that induces 
pleasurable experiences which, by comparison with the everyday, 
are out of the ordinary. This is not to say that other elements of the 
production of the tourist experience will not make the typical tour-
ist feel that he or she is ‘home from home’, not too much ‘out of 
place’. But potential objects of the tourist gaze must be different in 
some way or other. They must be out of the ordinary. People must 
experience particularly distinct pleasures which involve different 
senses or are on a different scale from those typically encountered in 
everyday life. There are, however, many different ways in which such 
a division between the ordinary and the visually extraordinary become 
established and sustained.

First, there is seeing a unique object, such as the Forbidden City 
in Beijing, the Eiffel Tower, Ground Zero, Buckingham Palace, the 
Grand Canyon, or the spot in the tunnel in Paris where Princess 
Diana fatally crashed. These are absolutely distinct objects to be 
gazed upon which everyone knows about. They are famous for being 
famous, although such places may have lost the basis of their fame, 
such as the Empire State Building in New York. Most people living 
in the ‘west’ would hope to see some of these objects during their 
lifetime. They entail a kind of pilgrimage to a sacred centre, often a 
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