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How do you interpret John Urry’s concept of ‘’the tourist gaze’’? How useful is the concept for helping to understand and interpret contemporary heritage tourism?
[bookmark: _GoBack]John Urry was a sociologist, he taught at Lancaster University, and published over forty books[footnoteRef:1]. Urry first published his book on the tourist gaze in 1990, he published a second edition in 2002 which had been updated and included a new chapter on ‘Globalising the gaze’[footnoteRef:2]. He published a third edition in 2011 which he co-authored with Jonas Larsen of the University of Roskilde, Denmark it contains new chapters on photography and digitization, embodied performances and risks and alternative futures[footnoteRef:3]. In 2010 Larsen had been critical that the tourist gaze reduced ‘tourism to a visual experience’[footnoteRef:4]. I will examine what is meant by the tourist gaze and its critique of the history of the tourist before looking at the specifics of the tourist gaze and its interpretation of tourism in the postmodern world. [1:  Lancaster University Research Directory (2016) Professor John Urry. Available at: www.research.lancs.ac.uk/portal/en/people/john-urry(dae58d46-d77b-4bd5-9a15-7a8188f80d89).html]  [2:  Urry, J. (2002) The Tourist Gaze second edition, London: Sage Publications Ltd, p141]  [3:  Sage Publishing (2011) The Tourist Gaze 3.0. Available at: https://uk.sagepub.com/en-gb/eur/the-tourist-gaze-30/book234297]  [4:  Haldrup, M. and Larsen, J. (2010) Tourism, Performance and the Everyday: Consuming the Orient. London: Routledge ] 

Urry’s concept of the tourist gaze is that when we go on holiday, when we are tourists, we look at the world differently, from a different perspective, and the things we look at are the focus of our gaze, a tourist gaze.  He says ‘At least 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.’[footnoteRef:5] He also states that ‘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 the mundane.’[footnoteRef:6] We can see that the broad premise of the tourist gaze is that when people are fulfilling the roll of tourist they look at the world differently than they do in their day to day lives. Urry explores the development of the tourist gaze through the development of the tourist. He looks at the relative increase in disposable income in the industrialised urbanised 19th century.[footnoteRef:7] Leading to the rise of the seaside resort.[footnoteRef:8] He examines how ‘the Romantic movement’ meant that ‘one could feel emotional about the natural world and scenery.’[footnoteRef:9] He considers the growth of holiday camps in the inter-war period and the Holidays Act of 1938 giving everyone paid holidays for the first time.[footnoteRef:10] (which came into effect after the second world war) He explores the rise of the package holiday in the latter half of the 20th century. He analyses the emergence of the ‘pleasure beach, which Shields characterised as a liminal zone, a built-in escape from the patterns and rhythms of everyday life.’[footnoteRef:11] The concept of liminal zones are important to the idea of the tourist gaze. Liminal zones give people the opportunity (or freedom) to act outside the ordinary whether those are beaches, Niagara Falls or the space between childhood and adulthood. The opportunity to act outside the ordinary will affect how and what people gaze upon. [5:  Urry, J. (2002) The Tourist Gaze second edition, London: Sage Publications Ltd, p1]  [6:  Ibid. p2]  [7:  Ibid. p18]  [8:  Ibid. Chapter 2]  [9:  Ibid. p20]  [10:  Ibid. p25]  [11:  Urry, J. (2002) The Tourist Gaze second edition, London: Sage Publications Ltd, p29] 

After laying out the history of the tourist and the tourist gaze Urry turns his focus to the present or postmodern era. The postmodern age presents many challenges for the tourist industry. Urry informs us that ‘The tourist gaze is intrinsically part of contemporary experience, of postmodernism, but the tourist practices to which it gives rise are experiencing rapid and significant change.’[footnoteRef:12] Tourists want many different things. While some tourists still want the package holiday or the seaside resort (modernism) many people now want to feel that they are travellers not tourists (although this distinction has been made since the conception of the tourist) Today many people from many different walks of life want to feel that the trips they make are individual to them, special and unique (postmodernism). This has led to the tourist gaze being cast over the whole planet, and even further[footnoteRef:13]. As Urry says ‘The industry is inevitably competitive since almost every place in the world could well act as an object of the tourist gaze.’[footnoteRef:14] Urry also asserts that the boundaries between home and away have now broken down to a point where it is far more difficult to establish were the tourist gaze begins and ends. He asks ‘Just why have ‘spectacle and display’ become characteristics of almost everywhere? What processes have produced the generalising of the tourist gaze?’[footnoteRef:15] It is interesting to consider the profound changes that have taken place over the period of the three editions of Urry’s book ‘The Tourist Gaze’, which is no doubt why he revisited the topic. In 1990 the internet, as least for the public, was in its infancy, by 2002 it was a common factor in the lives of many in the western world and it’s effect had to be considered and acknowledged, by 2011 the dominance of the internet in many peoples lives was complete and this led to a phenomenon whereby the way you portray yourself across social media will affect where you chose to cast your tourist gaze (and camera lens). We see this in the rise of the ‘Instagrammable holiday’ which major travel operator TUI are now offering.[footnoteRef:16] We can also see how the ascent of social media have given rise to controversy within dark tourism as seen in the debate concerning selfies at Auschwitz which was explored by Maria Zalewska.[footnoteRef:17] We can also see it in the work of Shahak Shapira who took peoples social media posts of the Memorial to the Murdered Jews of Europe in Berlin and superimposed them over pictures from ‘Nazi extermination camps’.[footnoteRef:18]  [12:  Ibid. p74]  [13:  See the rise of space tourism]  [14:  Urry, J. (2002) The Tourist Gaze second edition, London: Sage Publications Ltd, p38]  [15:  Ibid. p36]  [16:  Males, R. (2017) 10 of the most Instagrammable holidays with friends. Available at: https://www.skyscanner.net/news/inspiration/best-instagram-holiday-destinations-for-friends]  [17:  Zalewska, M. (2017) Selfies from Auschwitz: Rethinking the relationship between spaces and memory and places of commemoration in the digital age. Studies in Russian, Eurasian and Central European New Media, (18) pp95-116 ]  [18:  Shapira, S. (2014) Yolocaust. Available at: https://yolocaust.de] 

Urry also touches of Dean MacCannell’s concept of ‘staged authenticity’ In a postmodern world when he says ‘The media have also undermined what is to be thought of as properly backstage, as what should be kept private and what can be made public.’[footnoteRef:19] A idea he explores further when looking at the post-tourist who’s three characteristics are they don’t ‘have to leave his or her house in order to see many of the objects of the tourist gaze’, that they are ‘aware of a multitude of choice’ and that they are a tourist and there is ‘no single authentic tourist experience.’[footnoteRef:20] [19: Urry, J. (2002) The Tourist Gaze second edition, London: Sage Publications Ltd, p83]  [20:  Ibid. pp90-91] 

[bookmark: _Hlk25074769]We can see that the tourist gaze is far reaching and has adapted over time until it finds itself, in the present, willing to consume almost anything and everything. We have not yet discussed the different types of tourist gaze as defined by Urry. Urry characterizes the two main types of the tourist gaze as the romantic and the collective gaze. The romantic gaze is solitary, it involves the silent contemplation of great majesty, whether it be the wonders of nature or awe-inspiring creations of man. It is the preference of the middle and upper classes. The subject of the romantic gaze can be diminished by sharing the view or space with others. The collective gaze is the opposite. Much of the pleasure in the collective gaze is derived from the presence of others like oneself. The seaside resort and the package holiday are examples of the collective gaze. They are in their nature working class. Urry informs us that ‘The weakened collective powers of the working class and the heightened powers of the service and other middle classes have generated a widespread audience for postmodern cultural forms and particularly for what some have termed ‘post-tourism’.’ [footnoteRef:21] We can see that the romantic gaze is the popular way of seeing in the internet age as ‘holidays have become less to do with reinforcing collective memories and experiences and more to do with immediate pleasure.’[footnoteRef:22] It is also important to acknowledge in a society were the distinctions of working and middle class have become less defined that the collective gaze has become less desirable .. unless of course you are spending your summer on the festival circuit. As well as the two main types of gaze Urry has identified some other ways of gazing; the spectatorial gaze as from the window of a tour bus, the reverential gaze when looking on something sacred, the anthropological gaze which allows one to place what is seen in a framework of knowledge, the environmental gaze which considers the carbon footprint of all it sees and the mediatised gaze with looks upon things made familiar by the media.[footnoteRef:23] [21:  Ibid. p79]  [22:  Ibid. p92]  [23:  Urry, J. (2002) The Tourist Gaze second edition, London: Sage Publications Ltd, pp150-151] 

As we can see Urry’s concept of the tourist gaze is quite comprehensive and although it has faced criticism that holidays are ‘physical or corporeal’ and the gaze is ‘too static or passive’[footnoteRef:24] I think that is a well-conceived concept which has been adapted well to account for the passage of time and the changes in tourism that accompany it. It also looks in some detail at ideas of class and sex while touching on issues of race. On occasions I felt slightly uncomfortable about representations of the roles of women, the idea that the decline of the holiday camp means that women have to cook more meals and look after the children felt gendered, but the edition I relied upon was written in 2002 and undoubtably there is still a division of labour in some homes.   [24:  Ibid. p145] 

I now turn to the question of how useful Urry’s concept of the tourist gaze is in understanding and interpreting contemporary heritage tourism. 
Urry tackles the issue of contemporary British heritage tourism himself when he looks at the impact of globalisation and the economics of tourism.[footnoteRef:25] He tells us that ‘Britain has come to specialise in history and heritage and this effects both what overseas visitors expect to gaze upon, and what attracts UK residents to spend time holiday-making within Britain.’ He talks about ‘the availability of many tourist sites suitable for attracting large numbers of overseas tourists.’[footnoteRef:26] We can see that in Britain there are a multitude of landscapes for the heritage tourist to gaze upon; capital cities, palaces, castles, stately homes, Welsh mines, Northern industrial heritage, the Lake District and Viking York as well as a plethora of museums with one to be found in almost every town, Urry tells us that ‘the universalisation of the tourist gaze is reaping its postmodern harvest in almost every village, town and city in Britain.’[footnoteRef:27] While Larson and Svabo assure us that ‘Museums depend upon tourists and a significant part of the tourist experience is that of gazing upon exhibited objects.’[footnoteRef:28] When considering anything in the heritage industry whether it be a new attraction or a redesign one must consider what will be provided for the tourist to do or gaze upon. The choices range from artefacts in cases through multi-media extravaganzas to the hyper-real as seen in places like the Yorvik Viking museum, Castell Henllys iron age village or the crannog at Loch Tay. Whatever the format all at their core are producing something for their visitor to look at although increasingly the tourist gaze can only be satisfied with a variety of options for a diverse range of people.  [25:  Ibid. p45]  [26:  Ibid]  [27:  Ibid. p117]  [28:  Larsen, J. and Svabo, C. (2014) The tourist gaze and ‘Family Treasure Trails’ in museums. Tourist Studies, 14(2) 106] 

 We can see an example of the development of the tourist gaze when looking at the Lake District. Today the Lake District is a massive attraction attracting both foreign and domestic tourists, so much so that on a sunny summer day it can be almost unnavigable. This is an example of the collective gaze being cast upon a sight when it’s participants would prefer to engage in a romantic one. However, the Lake District was not always a place that attracted visitors. Until the 18th century it seems to have be widely written off as a dismal and forbidding place.[footnoteRef:29] The triumph of the Lake District was down to Romanticism and the romantic poets and Urry informs us that ‘In the case of what we now call the Lake District, this only in a sense became part of England when many visitors, including artists and writers, began to travel to it, particularly from the metropolitan centre.’[footnoteRef:30] It can be said that when looking at the tourist gaze or contemporary heritage tourism what proves to be attractive must be shaped, moulded, created in order to be attractive to viewer. The Lake District is a very early example of the mediatised gaze where publicity of a place or an imagined image of a place creates a desire for people to view it. Urry calls this the place-myth.[footnoteRef:31] Another way where Urry’s concept of the tourist gaze can be applied to contemporary heritage tourism is in looking at the example of Llandrindod Well’s Victorian Festival which lasts for a week every August and involves people of the town dressing up in costume.[footnoteRef:32] This can be seen as a wider movement to present communities in their entirety as a attraction to tourists. Other examples include Laugharne and Tenby in South Wales where communities are preserved, somewhat artificially for the benefit of the tourist gaze rather than the convenience of the residents, although the resident may enjoy or deliberately choose to live in somewhere worthy to be gazed upon. [29:  Urry, J. (2002) The Making of the Lake District, Consuming Places. London: Routledge, pp193-210]  [30: Urry, J. (2002) The Making of the Lake District, Consuming Places. London: Routledge, p194]  [31:  Ibid]  [32:  Llandrindod Wells (2019) Victorian Festival. Available at: https://www.victorian-festival.co.uk/] 

I hope I have demonstrated that Urry’s concept of the tourist gaze is relevant and could and should be applied when looking at contemporary heritage tourism. While what constitutes heritage tourism today is wide-ranging and the variety of formats used to display artefacts or amuse and inform the tourist diverse, all at their core involve capturing the tourist’s interest or gaze. The tourist gaze as laid out by Urry is capable of informing decisions on how best to promote components of contemporary heritage tourism and opponents who suggest that the gaze is too static may be seeing the concept of a tourist gaze in its most constricted form.
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