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Theorizing hospitality

INTRODUCTION

This new journal has been motivated by a paradox. As each of us has explored 
questions of hospitality from within our different areas of research, we have 
been struck by the extent to which the field has become intrinsically inhos-
pitable to the interdisciplinary study of hospitality. This inhospitableness 
stems in part from the fact that there is limited interaction between schol-
ars working in different academic traditions of hospitality, and perhaps even 
less interaction between practitioners and academics. To us, this absence of 
interdisciplinary conversation and collaboration within and beyond the acad-
emy represents a missed opportunity to infuse hospitality studies with critical 
significance and to bring the concept of hospitality to bear on some of the 
most pressing social, cultural and political questions of our time. In conse-
quence, the study of hospitality requires a more hospitable approach that is 
accepting of difference and presents an open face to its various intellectual 
representations. This journal aims to fill that gap. In addition to laying out the 
key aims of the journal, then, this editorial is meant as a metaphorical ‘open 
door’. We invite readers to join us in the critical and interdisciplinary explora-
tion of hospitality. Our intention is to create in these pages a space of ‘intel-
lectual hospitality’ (Kaufman 2001) in which we can share insights derived 
from various backgrounds, engage in vigorous debate and contribute to the 
intellectual possibilities for the investigation of hospitality. The main part of 
the editorial reviews major traditions and themes in the study of hospital-
ity, drawing out certain major contributions and reaching out to stimulate the 
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various academic communities invested in this field. We then propose some 
of the specific research areas that we believe warrant further study, debate 
and theorization. Finally, we articulate the aims for the journal and introduce 
this first issue as an example of the kind of creative, critical and interdiscipli-
nary approaches to hospitality we hope to foster here.

One of the problems with the current state of hospitality studies is that 
different disciplines and sectors frame hospitality in quite distinct ways. Even 
a brief review of the literature reveals that scholars and practitioners are 
approaching hospitality from very different perspectives and with very differ-
ent objectives. Hospitality is framed quite differently in the social sciences than 
it is in the managerial sciences. Consider, for example, historical accounts of 
hospitality, which often hark back to Greek and Roman or Enlightenment 
antecedents (O’Gorman 2007; Still 2006). In these traditions, hospitality 
entailed a sacred obligation not just to accommodate the guest, but to protect 
the stranger who arrived at the door. Historians have also traced the shifting 
boundaries of hospitality, highlighting its specificity within particular religious 
and cultural contexts and historical periods. Even here, however, definitions 
of hospitality range from codes of etiquette to the ethical treatment of stran-
gers to the provision of food and drink (Browner 2003; Pohl 1999; Walton 
2000). Like many historians, anthropologists have approached hospitality as 
a cultural form, paying particular attention to the way kinship and friendship 
are negotiated through dialectics of hospitality and hostility (Selwyn 2000). In 
science and technology studies, as well, hospitality has emerged as a frame-
work for thinking about the social dynamics of online interactions and virtual 
communities (Aristarkhova 1999, 2000) and the affordances of information and 
technology systems (Ciborra 1999, 2004). In this case, it is defined as a way of 
marking the boundaries between inside and outside, familiar and alien. More 
recently, academics within cultural and social studies have used the metaphor 
of hospitality to describe the often inhospitable, and even hostile, treatment 
by the state of migrants, refugees and asylum seekers (Ahmed 2000; Rosello 
2001; Gibson 2003, 2006; Yegenoglu 2003). Here, and elsewhere in the social 
sciences, hospitality extends into political questions of citizenship and human 
rights (Derrida 1999, 2000a; Dikeç 2002; Vertovec and Cohen 2002; Benhabib 
2004, 2006). These social and political connotations seem a far cry from the 
definitions that emerge in the commercial realm, where the study of hospital-
ity is articulated in business and managerial terms. In this context, hospital-
ity is defined at its simplest as the provision of the ‘holy trinity’: food, drink, 
accommodation (see Bell 2009; Brotherton 1999). Take for example, Cassee 
and Reuland’s definition (1983: 144) of organizational hospitality: ‘a harmo-
nious mixture of food, beverage, and/or shelter, a physical environment, and 
behaviour of staff’.

Clearly, hospitality is constructed as much by the disciplines that engage it 
as by the cultures and societies in which it is practised and made meaningful. 
Unfortunately, scholars working in these disciplines rarely engage with each 
other in substantial ways (although see Lashley and Morrison 2000; Germann 
Molz and Gibson 2007; Lashley, Lynch and Morrison 2007). Furthermore, 
perhaps because the vast majority of publications on hospitality emerge from 
the business and managerial sector, the definition that tends to dominate 
public and academic discourse on the topic is one based on organizational 
practices and the provision of food, drink and accommodation. Such a defini-
tion, whilst useful, is limited as it fails to address the essence of hospitality and 
constrains its intellectual possibilities. This narrow focus reduces hospitality 
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to an economic activity, just as it reduces the interactions between hosts and 
guests to commercial exchanges and the elements of hospitality (food, bever-
ages and beds) to commodities. Until now, however, there has not been a 
suitable outlet to bring these various perspectives and approaches together to 
debate the terms of hospitality and to share critical insights.

A considerable literature has been generated across a range of disciplines 
regarding definitions of and approaches to hospitality, but as this necessar-
ily brief review makes clear, there is neither a single definition of hospital-
ity (though certain connotations dominate the discussion), nor is there a 
unified theoretical framework within which hospitality studies are situated. 
Nor is it our intention to try to establish such a uniform approach to hospital-
ity. On the contrary, our impetus in creating this journal is to open hospital-
ity up to a rigorous debate on precisely these points. What does hospitality 
mean? What should it mean? How should we study it? How should it be 
practised? How can we unlock its critical and theoretical potential? What we 
have found useful as a point of departure for such questions are examina-
tions of the term’s etymology. In tracing the word’s trajectory through Middle 
English, Old Norse, Greek and Latin, scholars have highlighted some surpris-
ing connotations of the term: sacrifice, army, power, obligation, reciprocity 
and protection (Benveniste 1973; O’Gorman 2007). As we will see below, the 
fact that hospitality shares its linguistic roots with words like hostility, hostage 
and enemy should also not be overlooked. As a starting point, then, these 
definitions direct our attention from the material provision of food and drink 
to more theoretical and politically laden questions about power, identity, 
violence and equity. Zelinsky (1985: 51) in relation to two tangible elements of 
hospitality makes the connection that the study of hospitality is a potentially 
powerful tool of social analysis: 

The notion that food and drink might serve as a central organizing 
theme for anyone studying the world of humankind seems to have 
eluded virtually all social scientists; but, after a bit of reflection, it does 
make abundant good sense.

In this regard, we have also found Brotherton and Wood’s alternative approach 
(2007) to hospitality particularly useful. In their attempt to understand the 
meanings of hospitality, Brotherton and Wood identify two dominant themes 
in relation to definitions of hospitality in social scientific literature: hospitality 
as a means of social control; and hospitality as a form of social and economic 
exchange. The distinctiveness of the two themes is debateable, for example, 
social exchange might be considered as a form of social control (Burgess 1982; 
Lugosi 2009). However, the classification is useful in summarizing major themes 
in the literature and focusing attention away from simply regarding hospitality 
as a localized activity to thinking of hospitality as a tool of social analysis.

HOSPITALITY AS SOCIAL CONTROL 

A major dimension of this theme is the idea of hospitality being a means 
of controlling the ‘other’ or ‘stranger’, i.e. ‘people who are essentially alien 
to a particular physical, economic and social environment’ (Brotherton and 
Wood 2007: 40). Locating hospitality in this way highlights the manner in 
which hospitality acts as a powerful mediating social control mechanism. Of 
course, defining the ‘stranger’ is no simple or innocent act, as Bauman (1990) 
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and Brotherton and Wood (2007) acknowledge. Nevertheless, this strand of 
hospitality–social control–stranger investigation has permeated much of the 
literature. Historical analyses of hospitality have depicted it as concerned with 
managing the stranger who represents a potential for danger (e.g. Visser 1991) 
and is civilized through the process of providing hospitality, which facilitates 
the development of relationships (Selwyn 2000). As such, Selwyn (2000: 34) 
depicts hospitality as a means ‘by which societies change, grow, renew and 
reproduce themselves’. Selwyn (2000: 19) indirectly categorizes types of stran-
gers: ‘Hospitality converts: strangers into familiars, enemies into friends, 
friends into better friends, outsiders into insiders, non-kin into kin’. One can 
see how the categories are based upon the seemingly bipolar nature, and 
foundations, of hospitality. Hospitality operates on a knife edge, embodying 
its etymological origins, viz. hospes, meaning friend as well as enemy (Visser 
1991). Thus, antonyms commonly associated with hospitality in the literature 
include inter alia: stranger/friend, inclusion/exclusion, welcome/non-welcome, 
hospitality/inhospitality, conditional/unconditional, duty/pleasure, morality/
transgression, religiosity/bacchanalian, order/disorder and high/low (Bell 2007a, 
2007b; Derrida 1998, 2000b; Selwyn 2000; Sheringham and Daruwalla 2007). 
Conceiving of hospitality as a process concerning the management of stran-
gers locates the act of hospitality within social and cultural discourses regard-
ing duties, obligations and moral virtues involving two key participants: the 
host and the guest (Telfer 2000). It is the sociocultural expectations surround-
ing the hospitality encounter which contribute to the way that individuals 
manage difference (Cresswell 1996; Lugosi 2009). 

Debate is ongoing concerning the extent to which hospitality has evolved 
from historical times and is significantly different in relation to duties, obli-
gations and behaviours, with particular concerns focusing upon the influ-
ence of commercial hospitality and the contemporary nature of hospitality 
(cf. Brotherton and Wood 2007; Heal 1990; Zeldin 1994; Aramberri 2001). 
Such discussions draw attention to different domains in which hospitality 
takes place – social, private and commercial – and the ensuing nature of the 
hospitality produced (Lashley 2000; Lynch, McIntosh and Tucker 2009). The 
publication in the 1970s of Valene Smith’s influential collection Hosts and 
Guests established hospitality and the related concepts of hosts and guests as 
a foundational structure through which to understand the social interactions 
between tourists and local residents in both commercial and non-commercial 
settings. The contributions to the collection, drawn primarily from the field of 
anthropology, shifted the focus of tourism studies away from the tourist and 
towards the broader relational aspects of tourism. From this perspective, the 
impacts of tourism on local people, places and cultures and the often unequal 
relationships between hosts and guests were made visible. At the centre of 
many of these critiques was the increasingly commercialized nature of hospi-
tality. In fact, Aramberri (2001) subsequently suggested that the host should 
‘get lost’, arguing that the commercialized interactions now common in tour-
ism contravene ‘the old covenant’ of hospitality. On the contrary, he proposes, 
local people and tourists are more accurately described as ‘service providers’ 
and ‘customers’ than as hosts and guests (Aramberri 2001: 746). Nevertheless, 
hospitality remains a powerful term for describing social arrangements 
amongst strangers both within and beyond the commercial realm.

Related to the hospitality/stranger theme is that of hospitality as the 
management of difference embodied in the other. The idea of difference 
management further emphasizes hospitality as central to the organization 
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of society and raises issues concerning inclusion and exclusion (Foster and 
Hagan 2007), welcome and non-welcome (Naas 2003), tolerance and conflict 
(Zlomislic 2004). It is unsurprising, therefore, that theological studies have 
shown a particular interest in concepts of hospitality, such as host and guest 
or inclusion and exclusion, given the intertwining of such concepts with the 
social signification of food and drink consumption practices (Douglas 1975; 
Wood 1995) as well as the symbolic importance of hospitality in various reli-
gions (Anderson 1987; Fieldhouse 2002; Sudakov 2005). In a similar vein, 
Kant’s ideas (1957: 21) on cosmopolitanism have been informed by the idea 
of ‘universal hospitality’ as necessary to enable peace and world citizenship 
(cf. Laachir 2007). Kant’s conception of hospitality is that it is conditional, with 
the guest expected to conform to acceptable behaviours with regard to their 
right to visit. This perspective is contrasted with the ideal of unconditional 
hospitality (Derrida 2001). Such a focus upon hospitality and the other has led 
to fertile discussions regarding hospitality as an ethic and the ways in which 
hospitality governs social relations (Ben Jelloun 1999; Germann Molz and 
Gibson 2007). In this respect, hospitality moves from difference management 
to an acceptance of strangeness and difference (Ben Jelloun 1999) whereby the 
other becomes a face, an individual (Levinas 1969). Hence, discussions have 
focused upon hospitality and racism (for example, Ben Jelloun 1999; Laachir 
2007), hospitality and treatment of asylum seekers (for example, Gibson 2003; 
La Caze 2004), hospitality and deportation (for example, Kurvet-Käosaar 
2003), hospitality and the Internet (for example, Germann Molz 2007), and 
hospitality and the homeless (for example, Bolland and McCallum 2002; 
Damon 1997). A significant ongoing debate in human geography and other 
subjects such as sociology and cultural studies, partly inspired by Derrida’s 
work on hospitality, relates to the transformation of human prejudice and the 
enactment of liberal values (Valentine 2008), and this perspective has driven 
a number of studies both illuminating as well as possibly obscuring the focus 
on ‘how we might live with difference’ (Valentine 2008: 334), such as Amin 
(2006) or Fincher and Iveson (2008). This debate is more broadly linked to 
the idea of creating a hospitable city through cosmopolitan hospitality (Yeoh 
2004; Dines and Cattell 2006). Therefore, the theme of hospitality as an ethic 
is a major focus of inquiry (Popke 2007).

Questions of social control also emerge at the intersection between hospi-
tality and mobility. Hospitality research, which often touches on complex 
patterns of physical and virtual mobilities, is uniquely positioned to reflect 
critically on the mobilities, immobilities and moorings that structure mobility 
systems and the increasingly networked patterns of economic and social life 
(Hannam, Sheller and Urry 2006). Hospitality is premised on the mobility of 
the visitor, the stranger, the exchange student, the tourist or the asylum seeker. 
At the same time, however, hospitality connotes slowing down, resting and 
stopping for a while. In this sense, it also always entails immobility; it moors 
the travelling subject (Germann Molz and Gibson 2007). Of course, just as not 
all travellers are mobile under similar conditions, neither are they hosted with 
the same degree of embodied or ontological comfort. Some guests may be 
constrained and smothered by too much hospitality, or left vulnerable by too 
little. The hotel rooms and resort suites that accommodate tourists are a far cry 
from the camps and prisons where refugees and asylum seekers are housed by 
the state (Gibson 2003; Pugliese 2002). Thus hospitality involves both move-
ment and stillness, as well as the dialectics of social control and resistance 
embedded in each. From this perspective, hospitality may entail enforced 
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immobility as well as voluntary mobility and stillness. Just as hospitality has 
been a useful metaphor for thinking about mobile social relations and control, 
so too can it offer a framework for teasing out the significance of geographies 
of confinement and imprisonment. Hospitality studies thus have much to gain 
from and contribute to a relational approach to mobility (Adey 2006).

A contribution by Bell (2007a, 2007b) acts as a bridge between the 
social control/social exchange categorization. Bell employs the simple but 
far-reaching definition of hospitality as ‘welcome’ and conceives a form of 
mobile hospitality that is at the heart of human relations and conforms to the 
idea of hospitality as a social ethic (Germann Molz and Gibson 2007). Bell 
(2007a, 2007b) proposes the idea of diurnal ‘moments’ of hospitality predicated 
upon interactions between hosts and guests in city spaces, such as commuting 
to work, mega events and hospitality, or everyday urban hospitableness. Thus, 
one can conceive of a mobile hospitality that transcends spatial association 
with buildings. Bell (2007b) locates this in the context of hospitable cities. 
Whilst Bell (2007b) is concerned with an examination of the contribution of 
commercial hospitality to the cityscape, his work on moments of hospitality 
(Bell 2007a) points to the social significance of mundane moments of 
hospitality in daily life that determine the ethics of social relations. He refers 
to the work of Laurier and Philo (2004) who analyse in a café setting the ways 
strangers manage the sharing of public space, which is ‘heavily gestural and 
lightly conversational’ (Laurier and Philo 2004: 195). 

Although stating that hospitality is not anchored to buildings, Bell (2007a) 
nevertheless draws attention to the mediatory role of non-humans, such as 
the (broader) built environment, in the affordance of daily hospitableness. 
For instance, public seating constitutes a form of non-human hospitality. 
With good reason, hospitality is typically represented as a human phenom-
enon. However, as Bell’s examples demonstrate, use of the host–guest meta-
phor extends the potential of hospitality analyses to examine human and 
non-human relationships, including divine–human relationships (Navone 
2004), terra–human or human–animal relationships; the latter two appear to 
have been neglected to date in published academic studies. This approach 
also opens up new possibilities for thinking about the relationship between 
humans and machines. It is not incidental that computing discourse draws 
on the language of hospitality: hosting, ports, home pages. This terminology 
suggests that the interface between humans and computing technologies is 
akin to a relationship between strangers, involving both the transgression 
and reiteration of various boundaries. Several studies have engaged the meta-
phor of hospitality to analyse the way users extend, limit or revoke inclusion 
in online settings and virtual communities (for example, Aristarkhova 1999; 
Kuntsman 2009). Ciborra (1999, 2004) takes a somewhat different approach, 
asking instead how humans and technologies host each other. Focusing 
on information and technology systems in organizational settings, Ciborra 
acknowledges that technology often appears to users as an ambivalent and 
threatening stranger. He suggests reaching out to technology as a guest. He 
explains that ‘hospitality is the human process of making the Other a human 
like oneself. Hosting the new technology is then seen to mean accepting a 
paramount symmetry between humans and non-humans’ (Ciborra 2004: 27). 
Ciborra goes so far as to suggest that, following Kant’s notion of the universal 
right to hospitality, ‘humans should grant a set of rights to technology, such 
as the right to visit – but not necessarily the right to stay’ (Ciborra 2004: 27). 
Yet, he warns, like all guests, technology can dominate the host. Technology 
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can turn into an enemy; humans and technologies can become hostages of 
each other. Ciborra’s claim that hospitality can render technology human, and 
his attention to the possibilities and dangers entailed in such a proposition, 
are emblematic of the kind of intellectual light a hospitality approach can shed 
on fundamental questions about identity, humanity, power and control. In 
this vein, we need to conceive of hospitality as infusing our day-to-day lives 
and as located in day-to-day activities, for example, language (Derrida 2000a, 
2000b; Still 2005), acts of translation (Gwiazda 1999; Phipps and Barnett 
2007), teaching situations (Higgins 2007) or taxi journeys (Toiskallio 2000). In 
undertaking such analyses, powerful new ways of examining or re-examining 
topics and problems arise offering new insights on the world.

HOSPITALITY AS SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC EXCHANGE

The ideas of exchange and reciprocity permeate various definitions and 
descriptions of hospitality. For example, hospitality has been described as:

… a set of behaviours which originate with the very foundations of soci-
ety. Sharing and exchanging the fruits of labour, together with mutu-
ality and reciprocity, associated originally with hunting and gathering 
food, are at the heart of collective organization and communality. While 
later developments may have been concerned with fear of and need to 
contain strangers, hospitality primarily involves mutuality and exchange, 
and thereby feelings of altruism and beneficence. 

(Lashley 2000: 4)

… a reciprocal right to protection and shelter … 
(Ben Jelloun 1999: 1)

… an exchange of honour … 
(Selwyn 2000: 34)

… provided for diverse motives but always embrac[ing] the expectation 
of reciprocity. This is not the same as saying that all forms of the provi-
sion of hospitality actually involve reciprocity although many, and prob-
ably almost all do. 

(Brotherton and Wood 2007: 47) 

Brotherton and Wood (2007) locate the idea of exchange in relation to 
rational economic theory (Shilling and Mellor 2001) and gift exchange (Mauss 
2002), reflecting economic and social exchange respectively. The nature of 
the social exchange varies. In the above examples, it is ‘the fruits of labour’ 
(Lashley 2000: 4); ‘protection and shelter’ (Ben Jelloun 1999: 1); ‘honour’ 
(Selwyn 2000: 34), all of which lean towards the gift exchange. Lazzarato (1997) 
describes the contemporary rise of the ethical economy as concerned with the 
production of ‘“an ethical surplus”, a social relation, a value, an affective inten-
sity not there before’. This ethical economy is primarily structured by networks, 
and motivated by an accumulation of social recognition which is an effect of 
sharing and generosity such that participants have to give back more than 
they receive to acquire peer respect (Arvidsson, Bauwens and Peitersen 2008). 
The ethical economy description is reminiscent of some of the discussions of 
hospitality and hospitableness (for example, Lashley 2000; Telfer 2000) and 
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perhaps the nostalgic longing for ‘real hospitality’ in certain economically 
developed societies is a response to commodification (Ritzer 1996) and the 
superficial nature of some travel experiences where little cultural engagement 
really happens and very limited engagement with locals occurs (McIntosh, 
Lynch and Sweeney 2010). Ben Jelloun (1999: 3) refers to the test of hospital-
ity when someone comes to one’s home as being: 

Real. There should be no mask, no placating. No question of pretending 
or forcing oneself. Welcome and feigning are incompatible.

Featherstone (1987) citing Kroker (1985: 80) holds the ‘death of the social, 
the loss of the real’ responsible for the emergence of ‘a nostalgia for the real: 
a fascination with and desperate search for real people, real values’ which 
the hope of hospitality may embody. By contrast, hospitality as economic 
exchange locates hospitality as part of the capitalist economy and a concern 
with profit realization. Here then are yet more dualisms for the hospitality 
scholar to engage with: social/economic, gift economy/capitalist economy, 
nostalgia/real.

The precise nature of the exchange in hospitality and the extent to which 
some descriptions of non-commercial exchange may be overly romanticized 
is a matter of debate. Sahlins (1965) conceives of reciprocity on a continuum 
from a unidirectional flow of gifts through balanced (two-way) exchange to 
negative reciprocity where there is an attempt to get something for nothing. 
Ben Jelloun (1999) illustrates through a true story concerning a social 
exchange that hospitality does not always imply reciprocity. Similarly, Bolton 
(2009: 554) describes the service encounter as creating ‘a distorted relation-
ship’. The paradoxical nature of the relationship has been highlighted, and 
this applies especially to commercial hospitality. For example, Robinson and 
Lynch (2007) refer to an exchange paradox in a commercial setting whereby 
the guest/consumer is enticed to consume hospitality of their own free will 
but the highly regulated experience may cause a loss of free will. Thus, Dikeç 
(2002) suggests that the generally held assumption that hospitality implies 
a desirable quality invites critical reflection. He argues that it is not always 
liberating and emancipatory; it may conceal an oppressive aspect beneath 
its welcoming surface. Likewise, Sheringham and Daruwalla (2007) draw 
out the complexity of the host–guest relationship whereby the host, through 
the provision of hospitality, imposes their sense of order upon the other. The 
other, while symbolically elevated, is subject to domination by the host, and 
to the rules of being a guest. Lashley et al. (2007: 174) prefer the term ‘trans-
action’ which is ‘interactional’ and ‘multi-faceted: social, cultural, psychologi-
cal, economic etc. and captures the idea of a “crossing over” between host 
and guest’. Such a crossing over is perhaps what Sheringham and Daruwalla 
(2007: 34–38) refer to as an ‘altered state’, ‘a liminal space’ and the ‘time out 
of the everyday’ which hospitality brings. Intrinsic to this host–guest transac-
tion is a recognition of the interchangeability of these roles during the course 
of a hospitality interaction (Lynch, Di Domencio and Sweeney 2007). Lugosi 
(2008, 2009) draws attention to the importance of guest–guest relations in 
constructing hospitality with guests taking on roles of hosts in relation to other 
guests. Indeed, it is perhaps better to conceive of multiple instances of hospi-
tality occurring in many social situations whereby people may be both hosts 
and guests simultaneously according to the analytical perspective. Bell (2007a) 
illustrates how mundane hospitality occurs through commuting to work on 



Theorizing hospitality

11

trains, for example, where the host passenger moves their bag from the adja-
cent seat to make way for another passenger temporarily transformed into the 
host’s (i.e. the bag-removing passenger’s) guest. In fact, it is more compli-
cated than this simple host–guest relationship since, as shown in Robinson 
and Lynch (2007), the hospitality relationship often involves micro-hosts such 
as the initial sitting passenger above whose own micro-host is, for example, 
the train guard and macro-hosts such as the train company. 

Ben Jelloun (1999: 1–2) suggests that the act of hospitality involves ‘an 
action (a welcome), an attitude (the opening of oneself to the face of another 
[…] and the opening of one’s door and the offering of the space of one’s 
house to a stranger), and a principle (disinterestedness)’. Likewise, Ben Jelloun 
(1999: 2) argues that Derrida identifies hospitality as greeting ‘… another as 
a face. A welcome is offered simply to a face’. This ‘face’ makes the concep-
tion of the other into ‘a living presence […] an expression […] a discourse’ 
(Levinas 1969: 66). Telfer (2000: 42) associates hospitableness in the private 
sphere with requiring ‘an “appropriate” motive’ and these may include other-
regarding motives ranging from pleasing others to being dutiful; reciprocal 
motives which include both giving and getting pleasure as well as hoping to 
have the hospitality returned; non-reciprocal motives where the host seeks to 
benefit in some way. For Telfer (2000: 45), the commercial host may also be 
hospitable if their motives are appropriate; for example, they may be drawn 
to the work through motives of genuine hospitality and ‘if a commercial host 
looks after his guests well out of a genuine concern for their happiness and 
charges them reasonably, rather than extortionately’.

It is apparent that dynamics in spaces of hospitality are critical to under-
stand. Dikeç (2002), whilst recognizing the importance of boundaries in hospi-
tality, argues that hospitality is about opening those boundaries and giving 
space to the stranger such that mutual recognition is achieved. Hospitality then 
becomes concerned with provision of the social, cultural, institutional, ethical 
and political spaces where participants can learn to engage with and learn from 
one another. Indeed, hospitality space should facilitate not just recognition but 
also enable contestation and conflict to occur. Friese (2004) also argues for the 
opening up of spaces of hospitality and draws attention to the importance of 
etiquette in regulating hospitality situations. Grit (2010) argues for the need to 
open up spaces of hospitality to difference in commercial and non-commercial 
settings in order to facilitate serendipitous and more enriching hospitality 
experiences. Valentine (2008) reflects upon the geographies of the encounter 
and argues the need for a greater focus upon socio-spatial inequalities, the 
insecurities created and the manifestations of power that occur.

While many studies of hospitality centre the host–guest relationship at the 
heart of the hospitality encounter, such labelling has been challenged in the 
context of commercial hospitality. For example, as noted above, Aramberri 
(2001) rejects ‘host–guest’ terminology on the basis that it is not relevant 
in commercial tourism, suggesting that ‘service provider–consumer’ is more 
relevant; a consequence of such an approach is to reframe the nature of the 
relationship to give much greater emphasis to the economic rather than 
social side of the exchange. Or, to paraphrase Lugosi (2009), to perpetuate a 
common divide between ‘the social or philosophical dimensions of hospital-
ity from its organizational and commercial manifestations’. One could in fact 
posit hospitality as operating on a continuum with commercial hospitality at 
one end, ulterior-motives hospitality a bit further along, reciprocal hospitality 
somewhere in the middle and genuine altruistic hospitality at the other end. 
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Certainly, we now have enough insights to recognize a variety of motives and 
ethical positions in relation to hospitality provision.

Nevertheless, commercial settings for hospitality and questions regarding 
hospitality work and organizations have been and continue to be a major theme 
of inquiry. For example, hospitality organizations have served as a significant 
arena of investigation in order to surface broader social themes. For example, 
Ritzer’s thesis (1996) of the ‘McDonaldization of Society’, or Goffman’s study 
(1959) based on his work in a small hotel both point to intersections between 
commercial and social concerns. Hospitality organizations have also been 
used to highlight labour issues such as poor working conditions (Orwell 1993; 
Ehrenreich 2001; Wood 1997), as well as significant human relations issues 
such as work-group behaviour, including inter-group conflict, status within 
groups, workflow (Whyte 1948); and the significance of emotional labour 
(Hochschild 1983). Emerging themes of importance in this area include labour 
mobilities, with particular reference to labour migration patterns, the nature 
of hosting as work (Veijola 2009) and the labour involved in home hosting. 
Hospitality, and the related roles of ‘host’ and ‘guest’, thus serve as power-
ful metaphors for making sense of and critiquing the dynamics of control and 
exchange that shape economic and social life in an increasingly mobile world.

HOSPITALITY AS METAPHOR

Urry (2000: 21) observes that ‘much of our understanding of society and 
social life is based upon, and reflected through, various metaphors’. Metaphors 
convey meaning by linking two different things based on their shared charac-
teristics; they enable ‘the understanding and experiencing of one kind of thing 
in terms of another’ (Urry 2000: 21). Hospitality, as a metaphor, thus links 
separate but related worlds of meaning, conjuring up certain assumptions, 
fantasies, threats and promises in order to make sense of the lived experiences 
and tangible qualities of human (and non-human) relations. Drawing on the 
metaphor of hospitality, and related metaphors of hosts and guests, scholars 
have been able to convey certain meanings of belonging and comfort, protec-
tion and inclusion, difference and strangeness, violence and exclusion within 
everyday encounters between people, objects and places.

It is significant that there is considerable academic interest in the 
application of concepts of hospitality as a means of examination of a vari-
ety of issues, from organizational analysis (cf. Human Relations special issue, 
Vol. 61, No. 7 (2008) on food, work and organization and Peter Lugosi’s 
review in this journal) to the hospitable or otherwise treatment of immigrants 
(Ben Jelloun 1999), to theological discussions of divine hospitality (Boersma 
2003), to the discussion of mobile hospitality as welcome as a means of 
analysing social interactions (Bell 2007c), to the application of theories of 
hospitality as a means of analysing academic life (Phipps and Barnett 2007). 
The use of hospitality as a metaphor fits into a long-standing academic tradi-
tion (Morgan 1980; Ortony 1979). In the case of hospitality, it is proving a 
powerful analytical tool facilitating interdisciplinary engagement in the topic. 
Burgess (1982) links hospitality and gift exchange, and employs the idea of 
hospitality as a gift metaphor. Derrida (1992) undertakes a similar analytical 
focus to reveal the conditional nature of hospitality (i.e. the limits and restric-
tions that frame hospitality being given and received) counterposed with its 
ideal unattainable opposition, pure unconditional hospitality i.e. the abso-
lute openness to others (Derrida 2000a). As already discussed, Bell (2007c) 
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employs the metaphor of hospitality as welcome. The metaphor of hospitality 
is at the heart of analyses by cultural theorists, geographers, philosophers, 
sociologists, theologists, linguists and other foreign-language scholars all of 
whom have made significant contributions to advancing the understanding 
of hospitality. Examples of topics analysed in this way include postcolonial 
hospitality (Rosello 2001), cosmopolitanism (Derrida 2001) and migrant 
memory (Cresswell 2007); language as hospitality (Still 2005); the ethics of 
social relations (Germann Molz and Gibson 2007); and post-conflict recon-
ciliation (Causevic and Lynch 2009). 

We welcome the provocative links that scholars make by using the meta-
phor of hospitality, but we wish to engage hospitality’s metaphorical potential 
in another way as well. To us, the metaphor of hospitality has the power to 
convey not only meaning, but also to transport intellectual projects across disci-
plinary boundaries. Despite the advances in the study of hospitality and the 
application of hospitality concepts, at present the study of hospitality is trans-
acted largely within distinct and separate academic subjects and disciplines, 
such as anthropology, architecture, art, cultural and media studies, French stud-
ies, geography, hospitality management and hospitality studies, leisure, litera-
ture studies, linguistics, management, marketing, media studies, organizational 
studies, philosophy, social history, sociology, theology and tourism.

Current explorations of hospitality range from deepening understand-
ing of its construction and production, to exploring hospitality as a metaphor 
for social behaviours, to understanding hospitality as a business and cultural 
phenomenon. Its study is further differentiated according to particular geopo-
litical regions where specific origins, intellectual emphases and geopolitical 
perspectives have shaped the study of hospitality. The study of hospitality is 
therefore fragmented, composed of distinctive communities of hospitality 
scholars with their own institutional forms (subject associations, conferences 
and journals) and interaction. According to Dann (2002: 1), the word ‘meta-
phor’ derives from the Greek metaphora, which means ‘the carrying from one 
place to another’. Indeed, metaphors are often referred to as ‘vehicles’. We 
hope that in this journal the metaphor of hospitality will mobilize meaning not 
just across a linguistic and conceptual landscape, but across disciplines, geogra-
phies and sectors of hospitality studies as well. As Friese (2004: 74) notes, ‘what 
is at stake is not only the thinking of hospitality, but thinking as hospitality’. 
In a recent study, Phipps and Barnett (2007) address this notion of academic 
hospitality. The authors identify not only material hospitality and hospitable-
ness (hosting and welcoming of academics) but also the welcoming of new 
ideas (the hospitality of knowledge), virtual academic hospitality (from Internet 
conferences to access to online knowledge), linguistic hospitality (language 
employed and translation). Of interest is the simultaneous, multi-layering of 
hospitality events that emerge from the analysis and its forms, which range 
from the material to the ethical to the neuroaesthetic to the imaginative.

AN AGENDA FOR HOSPITALITY STUDIES

As our discussion so far has suggested, scholars are bringing innovative theo-
retical and methodological approaches to bear on the new forms of social and 
spatial relations made possible by globalization, technology and mobility. In 
some cases, hospitality itself is the object of study, as in historical accounts of 
hospitality or studies of hospitality labour; in others, it serves as an analytical 
framework through which to make sense of other social phenomena, such 
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as migration, imprisonment or urban regeneration. In either case, hospitality 
serves as a means of understanding society. Hospitality is, as Lashley, Lynch 
and Morrison (2007) suggest, a social lens. Hospitality thus has considerable 
potential for analytical development to explore myriad forms of macro-level 
structures and mundane practices of interaction in an array of settings. As a 
social lens, hospitality reveals both the large-scale organization of welcom-
ing (and excluding) others at the institutional or state level and the everyday 
experiences of living with difference. 

With important exceptions, existing hospitality studies research have 
tended to assume a particular context of hospitality as given, rather than 
accounting for the ways in which academic discourse and hospitality prac-
tices both create and are an effect of that context. Rather than assuming that 
hospitality entails a particular context (such as the home or hotel) or particular 
objects (such as food or beds) or particular actors (such as hosts and guests), 
we see hospitality as both a condition and an effect of social relations, spatial 
configurations and power structures. Hospitality is constructed by, but also 
productive of, certain contexts, spaces, politics, objects, social roles and rela-
tions. We want to encourage contributors to consider the way discourses and 
practices of hospitality create their own contexts in which certain ways of 
being together, caring for one another, or excluding the other are normalized 
and reproduced. At the same time that discourses of hospitality reproduce 
conventional performances of togetherness, however, they also open up the 
possibility of doing togetherness differently – of imagining inside and outside, 
stranger and friend, self and other, host and guest in new, radical and poten-
tially dangerous ways. This is what is at stake in many of the research areas 
we outlined in the previous sections. Our intention in reviewing these stud-
ies has not been to delimit the scope of research on hospitality, but rather 
to begin to open up new areas for exploration, debate and further scholarly 
development. Among the research areas that we feel merit further attention 
and debate are:

Historical approaches to hospitality• . Historical analyses bring the incredibly 
rich and contested legacy of hospitality to bear on contemporary practices. 
Studies ranging from ancient customs and religious traditions to postco-
lonial articulations of hospitality help to make sense of the philosophical, 
political and ethical dimensions of social relations in a globalized world.
Narrative hospitality• . The examination of narrative hospitality through, 
for example, literature, autobiography and travel writing is a rich and 
under-developed seam that can enhance our understanding of hospital-
ity. Likewise, the study of depictions of hospitality through moving and 
still images and representations has much to contribute. For example, 
Treadwell’s careful deconstruction (2005) of Edward Hopper’s oil paint-
ing Western Motel (1957) demonstrates the significance of representations 
of hospitality.
The relationship between hospitality and (im)mobilities• . Hospitality offers a 
distinctive perspective on the way social life is patterned through inter-
secting mobilities (including the mobilities of tourists and migrants) and 
immobilities. As noted earlier, the mobilizing and constraining capacities 
of hospitality merit further scholarly attention. Hospitality research can 
benefit immensely by engaging a mobilities perspective and, in turn, criti-
cal studies of hospitality have much to contribute to the emerging field of 
mobilities studies. 



Theorizing hospitality

15

Cartographies and spatialities of hospitality• . Critical geographical approaches 
to hospitality recognize that hospitality does not just take place in space, 
but rather produces certain spaces as more or less welcoming, more or less 
hospitable. In particular, studies of urban and civic hospitality, regional 
hospitality, the imagined (in)hospitableness of nature, or humankinds’ 
(in)hospitableness towards nature and the environment, bring an impor-
tant spatiotemporal perspective to the way people relate to and in places.
Hospitality and virtuality• . As social relations are increasingly conducted 
in mediated formats, hospitality provides a useful lens through which to 
explore the way humans interact with each other in virtual spaces and with 
new technologies in physical spaces. To date, surprisingly little research 
has applied a hospitality perspective to these emerging phenomena. 
Those authors who do engage the metaphor of hospitality in this context, 
however, reveal that bringing hospitality to bear on studies of human–
machine interactions, online social networking and virtual communities 
enables us to ask important questions about belonging, exclusion, power 
and identity.
Hostipitality• . The term ‘hostipitality’ reminds us that hospitality always 
entails its opposite: hostility. Acts of hospitality framed as welcoming 
to some often exclude others. Studies focusing on the way hospitality is 
enacted often entail acts of violence and exclusion. Such critical accounts 
of the treatment of unwanted guests enable us to understand how a 
discourse of hospitality is often marshalled in support of what are, in real-
ity, failures of hospitality.
The ethics and politics of hospitality• . The writings of Kant, Derrida and 
Levinas have recently inspired much philosophical deliberation on the 
ethics and politics of hospitality. In these philosophical accounts writers 
have used hospitality to reflect critically on broader questions about citi-
zenship, human rights and the ethical treatment of strangers. The philo-
sophical and ethical implications of hospitality, and in particular Derrida’s 
challenging concept of ‘absolute hospitality’, may shed light on social rela-
tions and encounters between strangers in various contexts.
Embodied hospitality• . Even as we pursue the philosophical dimensions 
of hospitality, we must not lose sight of the fact that it is, after all, an 
embodied practice that engages multiple senses. Thus studies of food, 
drink, accommodation and other forms of consumption have important 
implications for understanding the embodied performances of hospital-
ity. Hospitality is offered to and by embodied subjects. The power rela-
tions embedded in the hospitality encounter are often negotiated around 
embodied markers of difference, such as race, class, gender, sexuality and 
age, which intersect to shape the practice of hospitality (or hostility) in 
distinct ways. Furthermore, hospitality may be quite literally embodied 
in the case of organ or tissue donation. Hospitality implies a politics of 
comfort that applies not only to the host’s and guest’s ontological security, 
but also to their embodied well-being.
Hospitality and materiality• . Beyond, but closely related to, the embodied 
aspects, it is important to acknowledge that hospitality is often constructed, 
mediated and experienced through material objects, and that ‘things’ have 
agency. Moreover, materiality is important at multiple scales: for exam-
ple, clothing, jewellery, electronic devices, glassware, foodstuffs, cutlery, 
crockery, tables, chairs, lights, doors and decorations enable hospitality to 
emerge at the micro scale, but walls, roads, streets, buildings and entire 
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blocks are also entangled in manifestations of hospitality. Future work can 
not only help to appreciate the multifaceted relationship between materi-
ality in hospitality, but can also help to understand how materiality oper-
ates at and across different scales.
Hospitality as work• . Working within but also moving beyond commercial 
settings of hospitality, critical studies of hospitality as work call attention 
to relations not only between ‘guests’ and ‘hosts’, but also between 
employers and employees (for example, with regard to transformational 
change, cost-cutting exercises or innovation in organizations) and amongst 
workers. This perspective also highlights the broader issues concerning the 
international and migratory labour force that undertakes hospitality work 
in the neo-liberal global economy. We look forward to engaging with the 
Critical Tourism Studies Conference 2011 (http://www3.uwic.ac.uk/english/
cardiff-school-of-management/research/critical-tourism-studies-confer-
ence/pages/home.aspx), where a dedicated track on critical hospitality and 
work will explore such themes as the aesthetics of the hospitality industry; 
performance, embodiment and emotional labour in hospitality; employee/
worker voice and experience; labour mobilities; and new domains of host-
ing and work. It is anticipated that this track will encourage debates which 
connect critical hospitality and tourism research and pedagogy.
Researching hospitality• . In addition to innovative theoretical interventions, 
we welcome all methodological approaches to the study of hospitality, 
although we would particularly welcome new and critical approaches 
that allow for inter-disciplinary understanding and debate. We consider 
researcher reflexivity as in need of further examination in the context of 
the study of hospitality; for example, in relation to the context of personal 
hospitality or with regard to lessons of the reflexive hospitality researcher.
Inclusive hospitality. • We are conscious of relying on an overly Eurocentric 
literature to inform our understandings of hospitality, and this is something 
we hope that this journal can help to redress, although we acknowledge 
practical as well as linguistic barriers to doing so. For example, we would 
welcome studies examining hospitality in agricultural, hunting and gathering 
as well as industrial societies, which are under-represented in the literature. 

JOURNAL AMBITIONS

Against the foregoing background, Hospitality & Society’s aim is to be an 
international multidisciplinary social sciences journal focusing upon academic 
perspectives on hospitality and hospitableness, however broadly conceived, 
including their connections with wider social processes and social structures. 
Our intention is to balance theory and applications; however, it is ultimately 
concerned with developing theoretical perspectives on hospitality and hospita-
bleness. The journal is consciously seeking submissions from a wide range of 
disciplines. As stated in the introduction, we aspire to be an inclusive, welcoming 
forum in which researchers from a wide range of diverse disciplines may 
interact so as to expand the frontiers of knowledge and contribute to the 
literature on hospitality social science. The journal will address all aspects of 
hospitality and its connections with wider social processes and social struc-
tures. The aim will be to consider issues associated with hospitality leading to 
its advancement and understanding, including developing new approaches to 
the study of hospitality. The contextual scope for the journal is considerable, 
addressing hospitality from a macro to a micro level. The journal will serve as 
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a multidisciplinary forum. The journal aims to be international in scope and 
inclusive in its coverage. We will publish empirical and conceptual research, 
state-of-the-art reviews, discussion papers seeking to open up new lines of 
inquiry and highlighting important controversies, short research notes, letters to 
the editor, book reviews and extended review essays on either particular works 
or on groups of works published on related themes and reports on conferences. 
The journal will aspire to high standards of scholarship and aim for articles writ-
ten in a style accessible for a multidisciplinary audience. The intended audience 
is that of scholars and researchers with an interest in hospitality, hospitableness, 
guest and host relations whether the phenomena in themselves or as a means 
to deepen understanding of society. We believe that the journal has the poten-
tial to make a major contribution to hospitality pedagogy through broadening 
traditional conceptions of hospitality and informing the education and teaching 
of hospitality studies, as well as infusing the study of hospitality management 
with more critical perspectives (Lugosi, Lynch and Morrison 2009).

As journal editors we are conscious of the structural challenges posed in 
reaching out across disciplinary boundaries, overcoming the pressures on 
academics in some parts of the world where research assessment exercises 
prevail and are increasingly being linked to employment status, to only aim 
for publication in certain ‘ranked’ journals. (Indeed, we believe that the nexus 
of hospitality, education and knowledge is worthy of study!) However, such 
concerns are outweighed by the intellectual developmental possibilities for the 
study of hospitality that may accrue if successful. We have been delighted to 
receive messages of support for the journal from international scholars repre-
senting a wide range of disciplines. 

In this issue, we present three refereed journal articles. We have deliber-
ately taken a quality approach with regard to our refereeing process and so for 
this first issue, all accepted papers have had to pass an internal review by the 
three journal co-editors before being submitted to external review by a mini-
mum of three reviewers, which sometimes involved three rounds of reviews. 
A consequence of the rigours of the reviewing process has been that many 
submissions were either rejected outright as a consequence of the reviewing 
process, or have been rejected but, where merit has been seen in aspects of the 
article, authors have been encouraged to consider revision and resubmission. 

We see this first issue as a guiding example of the type of interdiscipli-
nary insights and conversations we hope to cultivate in the journal. Though 
speaking to very different contexts and connotations of hospitality, the three 
articles and the controversies and reviews pieces included in this issue demon-
strate the critical potential of hospitality as a social lens. In the first article, 
Zampoukos and Ioannides advocate for a political economy analysis of hospi-
tality work and workers to inform a critical understanding of the tourism and 
hospitality labour geography. Their socio-spatial perspective brings attention 
to the ways in which reproductive labour is mobilized, internationalized and 
interlinked with the lives of female and/or immigrant workers. They find that 
gender, immigration status, race, class and age intersect in ways that lock an 
already vulnerable workforce into low-paid, high-turnover, dead-end jobs. 
At the same time, their intersectional approach reveals that this workforce is 
highly differentiated, not only in terms of race, class and gender, but also in 
terms of motivations and long-term career aspirations. In the second article, 
we see how these precise issues are reproduced in popular imaginaries of hotel 
work. Harris, Tregidga and Williamson add to a surprisingly limited number of 
analyses of hospitality in the media through an examination of representations 
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of housekeeping and housekeepers in the popular television series Hotel 
Babylon with a particular focus on identity and role construction. Their analysis 
resonates with long-standing perceptions of hotel employees as being mainly 
composed of sexualized victims, migrant workers and denigrated employees. 
The implications of such representations are discussed with regard to occupa-
tional image, service quality and employment relationships. The third article 
is also concerned with representations of hospitality. Tressider introduces a 
social semiotic methodology for the analysis of hospitality marketing texts and 
explores the complexity of reading websites as a sign vehicle. His article adds 
to the use of qualitative research methods for the study of hospitality. The 
study gives recognition to how the marketing and interpretation of hospitality 
within society are influenced by both historical and ideological constructs. In 
so doing, the article affirms that to understand the practice of hospitality we 
need to take account of not just its industrial significance, but also hospitality’s 
significance to the culture and society that it reflects or is located within. 

This first issue also contains five further contributions, which help to 
demonstrate the journal’s broad scope and intellectual eclecticism. The first is 
a review essay by Peter Lugosi in which he reconsiders the special issue of 
Human Relations (Vol. 61, No. 7 (2008)) on food, work and organization, guest 
edited by Rob Briner and Andrew Sturdy. The essay highlights that the special 
issue’s editorial introduction and the five articles contained within examine 
numerous issues related to the production and consumption of hospitality, but 
without any acknowledgement of or overt engagement with concepts of hospi-
tality. Lugosi thus reconsiders each of the contributions to the special issue, 
discussing their relationship with hospitality, while stressing how the themes 
examined by the authors could be reconsidered though specific concepts of 
hospitality. The aim is to identify how our understanding of organizations and 
research on organizations may be enhanced by drawing on hospitality studies.

The subsequent article is a review of the nineteenth annual research 
conference of the Council for Hospitality Management Education (CHME), by 
Jill Poulston. Poulston’s piece identifies and reflects upon the diverse research 
themes and associated issues emerging through the CHME conference. This 
helps to highlight some of the contemporary critical and cultural studies of 
hospitality phenomena, whilst also pointing to the social and intellectual 
opportunities afforded by CHME to the readership of this journal. We have 
also included in this first issue three book reviews: Mustafa Dikeç, Nigel Clark 
and Clive Barnett’s edited volume: Extending Hospitality: Giving Space, Making 
Time, Kevin O’Gorman’s The Origins of Hospitality and Tourism and the reissue 
of Gary Alan Fine’s Kitchens: The Culture of Restaurant Work. The reviews help 
demonstrate the diverse nature of hospitality research, which, as this editorial 
introduction has stressed, reaches across disciplinary boundaries of history, 
philosophy, geography, sociology and anthropology. Moreover, their inclu-
sion in this first issue is a further gesture of hospitality to contributors from 
multiple fields and disciplines to consider our journal as a critical but inclusive 
space through which to develop a broad understanding of the complex rela-
tionships between hospitality and society.
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