How do you interpret Dean MacCannell’s concept of “staged authenticity”? How useful is the concept for helping understand and interpret contemporary heritage tourism?

Dean MacCannell first suggested the concept of ‘staged authenticity’ in 1973 in The Tourist – A New Theory of the Leisure Class (MacCannell 1999 [1973]). The concept of ‘staged authenticity’ has been seen by some scholars as a key reason why theories about authenticity have become an important topic in tourism studies. Since the initial publication of MacCannell’s work various academics have sought to refine or refute the idea of ‘staged authenticity’. This has led to many papers being published around the subject, applying the theory to various circumstances. While ‘staged authenticity’ can provide a way of understanding issues surrounding certain types of ethnographic tourism, it is not necessarily applicable to the heritage tourism sector.
Dean MacCannell first established the idea of ‘staged authenticity’ in 1973 as a development of Erving Goffman’s front and back region theories on the division of social establishments as a way to explain the tourist phenomenon (MacCannell 1999 [1973]). Goffman’s original theorem divided social spaces into two areas: the front, that which is used by customer/consumer and staff/host together, and the back, which is for sole use of staff/host alone. MacCannell refined this idea by suggesting that this front/back dichotomy actually exists on a scale of six different regions. While Goffman’s front/back areas still exist, there are a number of new areas introduced by MacCannell that he refers to as ‘staged authenticity’. These are areas in which a front area is set up to appear as if the visitor is entering a back area or an actual back area is deliberately set up to allow visitors in. Further to this, MacCannell has suggested this phenomenon can be linked to life in the modern world, with people seeking to make up for their own lack of attachment to today’s society by making up for it with an interest in the ‘real’ life of others. MacCannell uses examples to illustrate both true and ‘staged’ authenticity. In MacCannell’s view, school visits to places such as working banks or farms would be classed as ‘staged authenticity’ because they give a controlled glance into this place but not full access (MacCannell 1999 [1973]). However, places such as sites within the Swiss Alps or walking through an old Dutch town could be genuinely authentic as the visitor has access to the same experiences as the locals (MacCannell 1999 [1973] cited Olsen 2002).
MacCannell’s ‘staged authenticity’ has been seen by some as one of the key reasons why authenticity is a major topic of discourse in heritage tourism studies (Olsen 2002). Since initial publication a number of academics have sought to explain, rework, refine and dispute the idea of ‘staged authenticity’ (Lau 2010, Walby and Piché 2015). While summarising the concept of ‘staged authenticity’ can be done fairly easily, actually understanding the theory and applying it to real life situations is more difficult. A better understanding of MacCannell’s work can be found by looking at how others have interpreted it and expanded upon the idea. Two aspects of MacCannell’s work have been examined by others: ‘staged authenticity’ itself and the accompanying theory of social isolation. Olsen (2002) interprets that MacCannell is suggesting touristic behaviour is a result of a lack of intimacy in the modern world, while Reisinger and Steiner (2006) and Hohenstein and Moussouri (2018: 145) interpret the same as being a form of fulfilment and escapism from the modern world. Lau (2010: 480) notes that MacCannell related some of the social functions of tourism as being used to replace some activities that had once been religious. Zhou et al (2018) suggest that the idea of ‘staged authenticity’ was a way for MacCannell to understand tourist motives, and that this form of authenticity study is philosophical in nature. As the above shows, just this one part of the theory of ‘staged authenticity’ has elicited a variety of responses from other academics.
The examining of the authenticity part of ‘staged authenticity’ results in even more variation on how others have interpreted MacCannell’s work. Much of this revolves around the type of authenticity that is being referred to and what authenticity actually is. This has resulted in several different interpretations of ‘staged authenticity’ and a number of attempts to refine or replace the theory. 
It has been noted (Reisinger and Steiner 2006) that the original use of the word authenticity in the heritage tourism setting was utilised in museums to refer to the ‘realness’ of an item on display, but has now been expanded to include a wider variety of definitions, such a social sincerity (Lau 2010).  Many academics reduce MacCannell’s theories down to being about tourists seeking an ‘authentic’ experience, but instead being met with something false dressed up to be the real thing, often being fooled in the process to believe they are experiencing the genuine. However there is often disagreement about the core concept of authenticity and what it means (Lau 2010, Olsen 2002). This has led to other writers creating additional theories of authenticity to further refine MacCannell’s original theory. 
Much of this further work on authenticity revolves around the concept of object authenticity: the ‘realness’ of an object, place or practice being visited and is independent from other, more sociological theories of authenticity (Wang 1999, Lau 2010). Object authenticity can be related to the original use of the concept of authenticity in museums, and it can be difficult to see how MacCannell’s theory on staged authenticity can be applied in these situations. In response to this Wang (1999) suggests that authenticity can be divided into two types: the authenticity of the visited place or item, and the authenticity of tourist experiences. It is these touristic experiences that MacCannell’s work is then associated with. 
A simple understanding of the theory of ‘staged authenticity’ can now be gleaned from examining the work of MacCannell and other writers trying to further define the original concept; staged authenticity relates to the tourist desire to escape the everyday and seek a glimpse into the authentic lives of other people through experience. However the visited place or population has often been set up in such a way that the visitor is not actually seeing the real thing but a simulated/ prepared version of that real thing instead, with the tourist potentially unaware of the difference. ‘Staged Authenticity’ could be understood as a way to both understand touristic motives and the way in which local populations provide for them.  Two examples of the setting up of ‘staged authenticity’ can be found in Nepal as described by Chapagain (2017). First is the restoration of a Gompa (a Buddhist religious site) in the Himalayan walled town of Lo Manthang. Initially the restoration was intended to be authentic in nature, but the opportunity arose to create a small museum in the entrance to house artefacts found during restoration. This necessitated a change in design to make the area less authentic but able to better serve its new purpose. It can be argued that this space then becomes ‘staged authenticity’ because although the methods of construction used were traditional, the space meets the needs of tourists rather than locals.  The second example is the building of new infrastructure to service tourists. Chapagain (2017) cites that locals were supportive of a plan that saw a modern teahouse built in front of the town walls and an access road built right up to the main entrance of the town. Here the altering of the infrastructure of the settlement to accommodate tourists could be understood to be ‘staged authenticity’. 
This definition of staged authenticity has been understood and criticised by several authors. Much of the criticism is related to the fact that ‘staged authenticity’ is too narrow a concept to accurately understand tourist motives. Many writers such as Cohen (1998), Bruner (1994) (both cited in Olsen 2002: 163) and Wang (1999) have criticised MacCannell’s theories as being too simplistic and lacking in any overt acknowledgement that tourists have their own agency when visiting a place or culture. Richter (2005) argues that MacCannell’s ideas fail to explain tourist motives to visit ‘dark tourism’ places, instead suggesting the lack of taught humanities in schools as a reason for people deciding to visit heritage sites. Cohen (2004, cited Lau 2010) argues that the concept of authenticity itself is socially constructed and that each individual has their own definition of authenticity. What may be considered ‘staged authenticity’ by some may not be by others. Ritzer and Liska (1997, cited Wang 1999) suggest that not all tourists actually want an authentic experience, for example choosing a restaurant over preparing their own food. An additional problem is that tourists can be aware that a setting is staged, but still gain something out of their visit. Visitors to the recreated Old West town of Old Town, Scottsdale, Arizona are aware that the town is a construction; a modernised, sanitised version of the Old West, but still enjoy it anyway (McMullen 2014). 
MacCannell has however responded to some of his critics, criticising them in turn for not fully understanding his initial thesis. He argues that he does not believe all tourists are seeking authenticity, and that ‘staged authenticity’ is purely about spaces/places rather than touristic motivations (MacCannell 2011: 14). He further clarifies (MacCannell 2008) that staged authenticity was never about the front or back but an entirely new space. He explains that this new space must reveal back place secrets and uses an example provided by Ed Bruner (2005, cited MacCannell 2008). The example is of three instances of Maasai dance, one on a tourist ranch, one at a government entertainment complex, and the last at a game preserve where the visitor can join in. In the case study, Bruner believes the first instance is an example of ‘staged authenticity’ while MacCannell states that only the last can be considered ‘staged authenticity’. 
By looking at how others have interpreted the theory of ‘staged authenticity’ it can be seen that there is a difference of opinion between what Dean MacCannell originally intended ‘staged authenticity’ to mean and how others have interpreted it. In my understanding ‘staged authenticity’ can be perceived to be a theory about the creation of touristic spaces to create a sense of authenticity by allowing the visitor to have a glimpse of the ‘real life’ of another. This can be used in a limited fashion to potentially understand tourist behaviour. 
The way in which ‘staged authenticity’ can be used to understand contemporary heritage tourism could be considered to be rather narrow. As established above, MacCannell himself acknowledges that it is a theory about touristic space so has limited applications to understand tourist motives. While MacCannell has suggested a link between a modern disconnect with ‘real’ life and the desire to witness the ‘real’ lives as others as part of the tourist motive, this only has limited application in the heritage setting. 
One issue is that heritage tourism can be applied to a wide variety of sites. Prentice (2005: 248) lists 23 different types of heritage attraction ranging from natural history, to museums, to historic regions. Prentice uses this to argue that there can be a wide variety of differences between heritage attractions and that can make even the use of the word ‘heritage’ in a tourism setting problematic.  If, then, there is an issue with defining what contemporary heritage tourism actually consists of there will be problems with any theory that tries to explain the phenomenon. As with the types of heritage tourist attraction, visitor motive are also many-varied. All visitors will have a different impetus for visiting an attraction, and come equipped with different knowledge (Roth 1998).
The main thesis of ‘staged authenticity’ relies on the staging of a setting to allow the visitor in. This can become an issue in the majority of contemporary heritage attractions that deal with the historic past, as by their very nature they will require some form of staging. It is after all, impossible to visit the actual past. Indeed some visitors go to heritage sites expecting some form of staging or reconstruction (Roth 1998).  In some cases the staging of heritage for tourists may even be absorbed into actual local life (Halewood and Hannam 2001). If the concept of staging as a necessity in an historical heritage setting is taken as a given then other methods must needs be applied to understand this aspect of the heritage sector. In many cases this can be done by entering into discourse with visitors or heritage professionals. Studies of visitors and curators/professionals can be used to understand subjects as diverse at visitor motives and perception to curatorial agendas, all affecting contemporary heritage tourism. For example a study of museum curators in Iowa (Chhabra 2008) concluded that a variety of ideologies, including an individual’s background, influence curatorial decisions and opinions on authenticity in museums. A study of visitors to a Highland Games in North Carolina, USA concluded that for these visitors it was the perception of authenticity that was important for visitor satisfaction (Chhabra et al 2003). Much has been written on the subject of visitor studies in museums and heritage settings over the years, see for example Belcher (1991) and Hooper-Greenhill (1994), suggesting that for museum professionals at least it is the visitors themselves that can provide insight into visitor motives. 
In conclusion Dean MacCannell’s concept of ‘staged authenticity’ is an attempt to understand touristic spaces. This is achieved by introducing the idea that tourism providers deliberately set up spaces that allow visitors a glimpse at something ‘real’ which is in fact falsified or staged. In addition to this MacCannell has posed the idea that tourists are seeking a form of authenticity that they are unable to find in their own lives. By using these concepts together it may be possible to understand tourist motives and the response of the locals in the visited place. This may be particularly useful when dealing with tourism to ethnographic tourism locations. However there are flaws in MacCannell’s work. Other academics have created their own interpretation of ‘staged authenticity’ that is at odds with what MacCannell originally intended which has led to some confusion as to what ‘staged authenticity’ actually is. The concept, while adequate for ethnographic tourism, has limitations when applied to heritage tourism in an historical context. This is due to many historical heritage setting needing to be staged in some way or another. Because of this there are other, more relevant and insightful methods of understanding contemporary heritage tourism when compared to ‘staged authenticity’. 
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