Annals of Tourism Research, Vol. 32, No. 1, pp. 199-216, 2005
Pergamon © 2005 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Printed in Great Britain

www.elsevier.com/locate/atoures 0160-7383/$30.00

doi:10.1016/j.annals.2004.07.008

THE TOURIST EXPERIENCE
Conceptual Developments

Natan Uriely
Ben-Gurion University of the Negev, Israel

Abstract:  This paper identifies four noteworthy conceptual developments in the study of
the tourist experience: a turn from differentiation to de-differentiation of everyday life and
touristic experiences; a shift from generalizing to pluralizing conceptualizations; a trans-
formed focus from the toured objects to the tourist subjective negotiation of meanings;
and a movement from contradictory and decisive statements to relative and complementary
interpretations. Thus, it is suggested that contemporary conceptualizations of this subject cor-
respond to the so-called “‘postmodernist’” theorizing in the social sciences. This turn in the
literature is evaluated while addressing past and future research. Keywords: tourist experi-
ence, postmodernism, theoretical analysis. © 2005 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

Résumé: L’expérience touristique: développements conceptuels. Cet article identifie qua-
tre développements conceptuels notables dans les recherches au sujet de I’expérience touris-
tique: une réorientation de la différentiation a la dédifférentiation entre la vie quotidienne et
les expériences touristiques, un changement des conceptualisations pluralisantes a celles qui
sont généralisantes, une priorité transformée des objets visités a la négotiation subjective des
significations de la part du touriste et un mouvement qui s’éloigne des énonciations décisives
et contradictoires et se tourne vers des interprétations relatives et complémentaires. On sug-
gére ainsi que les conceptualisations contemporaines de ce sujet correspondent a 1’élabora-
tion des soi-disant théories ‘‘postmodernistes’’ des sciences sociales. On évalue cette tournure
dans la littérature tout en considérant les recherches du passé et de ’avenir. Mots-clés: expé-
rience touristique, postmodernisme, analyse théorique. © 2005 Elsevier Ltd. All rights
reserved.

INTRODUCTION

This paper aims to track and evaluate noteworthy developments in
the conceptualization of the tourist experience, which has been a
key research issue since its early days during the 60s. Generally speak-
ing, the academic interest regarding this issue concerns the existential
dimension of tourists’ valuations of their personal experiences. Specif-
ically, such analyses focus on tourism motivations and the meanings
that participants assign to their experiences in light of everyday life
in “advanced’ industrialized societies. The subject is addressed in
numerous academic works carried out in various areas. Thus, an at-
tempt to provide a complete literature review is beyond the scope of
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this paper. Instead, the focus here is on identifying and evaluating
major developments in the conceptualization of the experience. Spe-
cifically, by reviewing relevant literature across various topics, including
the definition of the tourist role, typologies, authenticity, postmodern,
and heritage tourism, four developments emerge: a reconsideration of
the distinctiveness of tourism from of everyday life experiences; a shift
from homogenizing portrayals of the tourist as a general type to plural-
izing depictions that capture the multiplicity of the experience; a
shifted focus from the displayed objects provided by the industry to
the subjective negotiation of meanings as a determinant of the experi-
ence; and a movement from contradictory and decisive academic dis-
course, which conceptualizes the experience in terms of absolute
truths, toward relative and complementary interpretations.

The current analysis suggests that these changes in conceptual
trends involve a change in the style of academic theorizing. The con-
ceptualizations derive from various theoretical frameworks, including
phenomenology (Cohen 1979; Uriely, Yonai and Simchai 2002), a
neo-Durkheimian perspective (MacCannell 1973), Goffmanian role-
theory (Wickens 2002), conflict and cultural criticism (Barthes 1972;
Boorstin 1964; Turner and Ash 1975), and a constructivist narrative-ori-
ented approach (Elsrud 2004), but without attempting to endorse any
of them. Instead, these are characterized and evaluated hereafter
according to another theoretical construct, that of the distinction be-
tween ‘“‘modernist”’ and ‘‘postmodernist’’ forms or styles of academic
knowledge (Bauman 1987, 1992; Denzin 1991; Flax 1990; Frazer
1989; Hollinshead 2002; Ryan 2002; Uriely 1997). In line with this dis-
tinction, it is argued that while the early theories comply with the
notion of modernist academic knowledge, contemporary conceptuali-
zations of the same correspond to postmodernist modes of analysis.

TOWARD POSTMODERNIST CONCEPTUALIZATIONS

As a broad cultural phenomenon, postmodernity refers to a particular
set of generalized developments that may constitute a new cultural par-
adigm and social consciousness (Lash and Urry 1987; Rojek 1995; Urry
1990). However, postmodernity is also associated with diverse interre-
lated phenomena that developed after World War II in varied spheres
of activity, such as art, architecture, sports, politics, cinema, tourism,
and science (Denzin 1991). Accordingly, the term is utilized by scholars
who grasp contemporary trends in tourism as manifestations of post-
modernist rather than modernist culture (Baudrillard 1983; Eco 1986;
Featherstone 1991; Fjellman 1992; Lash and Urry 1994; Munt 1994; Pre-
tes 1995; Rojek 1995; Urry 1990). Similarly, the notion of ‘‘postmodern-
ist academic knowledge” or ‘‘postmodernist modes of theorizing” is
utilized by those who perceive recent developments in the social sciences
as reflection of postmodernity (Bauman 1987, 1992; Denzin 1991; Flax
1990; Frazer 1989; Hollinshead 2002; Ryan 2002; Uriely 1997).

Postmodernist forms and modes of theorizing are associated with a
variety of characteristics, including deconstruction, subjectivity, skepti-
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