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Chapter 1 Perspectives on tourism today 

 

 

This Chapter presents a brief overview of different ways of looking at tourism. 

Section 1.1. addresses developments in contemporary tourism theory and 

the way in which globalization and neoliberalism have impacted tourism over 

the past decades. It concludes with the points of departure of this study. 

Section 1.2 discusses whether these points of departure are also valid when 

looking at tourism in China today. 

 

1.1 Tourism theory and tourism today 

Tourism studies are a relatively young academic field. They are, indeed, 

generally referred to as a field (Xiao & Smith, 2006; Jamal & Everett, 2007; 

Tribe, 2010; Pritchard, Morgan & Ateljevic, 2011) and not a discipline, 

implying that mostly theories and methods from other disciplines are used to 

produce knowledge. Many of these borrowed concepts and theories have, 

however, since the early years of tourism studies been “stretched or 

contextualised to give them a tourism dimension” (Tribe, 2010, p. 12). 

 

The first generation tourism researchers in the 1960s and 1970s were mainly 

geographers, economists, sociologists and anthropologists. These different 

backgrounds already pointed towards the development of tourism studies 

into a multidisciplinary field of enquiry. They also foreshadowed the two main 

directions into which this multidisciplinary field was to mature. These are 

what Tribe (2010) referred to as “the business of tourism”, which became 

especially prominent in the 1980s and 1990s, and “tourism as social science”, 

which has maintained a strong position from the beginning. This apparent 

dichotomy in tourism studies does not mean that other approaches were 

excluded. The advantage of it being considered a “field” was that other 

angles have been possible and accepted all along. This has led, according to 

Benckendorff and Zehrer (2013), to a “broad consensus within the tourism 

academy that the corpus of tourism research is fragmented and eclectic” (p. 

121). Taking a more positive stand, Xiao, Jafari, Cloke and Tribe (2013) 

stated that tourism studies “have been developing a character or identity of 

its own” (p. 373). 
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Nonetheless, the academic field of tourism remains dominated by positivist 

approaches underpinned by neoliberal values. As one of the academics 

interviewed by Tribe (2010) asserted: “Scientism, capitalism, neo-liberalism, 

materialism, individualism. These aren’t the only ideas out there, but they’re 

the hegemonic ones” (p. 14). Botterill (2001, 2003) also mentioned the 

predominance of scientism in tourism studies when he noted the ample use 

of the questionnaire which lends itself for quantification and statistical testing 

and “perhaps more than any other research technique, has become the 

social scientist’s positivist flag” (2001, pp. 203-204). 

 

This dominance of the scientific-positivistic paradigm was also found by Xiao 

and Smith (2006) in their content analysis of the 1973-2003 subject indexes 

of Annals of Tourism Research, one of the most important journals in tourism 

studies based in social sciences. They also noted a recent increase in 

contributions from interpretive and critical theory perspectives. Pritchard, 

Morgan and Ateljevic (2011) remarked that although the academic field of 

tourism research is expanding, it “remains resistant to sustained 

philosophical entanglements and is fixated with market-focused and 

narrowly-defined empirical studies” (p. 957).  

 

The often narrow orientation of tourism studies has much to do with the fact 

that many tourism researchers are located in business and management 

schools. Usually, empirical studies focusing on “the business of tourism” 

(including consumer behaviour or destination management) are favoured 

here, while critical reflections on the neoliberal market economy, research 

addressing political questions or philosophical debates regarding 

methodologies remain rare (Botterill, 2001, 2003; Franklin, 2007; Tribe, 

2009; Ren et al., 2010; Tribe, Xiao & Chambers, 2012).  

 

Although positivist and applied research studies have been crucial to the 

development of tourism knowledge, they do not, in Tribe’s (2006) words, 

“tell the whole truth” (p. 376). Such research orientations have not only 

resulted in an overall lack of theoretical and philosophical engagement 

(Franklin, 2007; Tribe, 2009; Pritchard et al., 2011) but also in the neglect of 

numerous aspects of the tourism phenomenon. These - based on Tribe (2010) 

and Pritchard et al. (2011) - can be summarized as follows: 
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other knowledges 

With “the business of tourism” and “tourism as social science” as key foci in 

tourism studies, contributions from areas such as history, philosophy, 

literature, cultural studies and even economics are currently 

underrepresented (Benckendorff & Zehrer, 2013). Non-Western and 

indigenous knowledge as well as emotions are also often overlooked. 

Pritchard et al. (2011) mentioned that the lack of emotions in tourism 

studies “has produced a relatively sterile scholarship” (p. 952). Xiao, Jafari, 

Cloke, and Tribe (2013) pointed out the need to pay more attention to “life-

experiences in the context of tourism - background moods, shared 

atmospheres, fleeting feelings, emotional grasp, immediate visceral and 

neurological responses - that speak to the process of becoming tourist at any 

given moment” (p. 375). 

 

under-empowered groups 

This broad heading includes indigenous peoples and ethnic minorities (also in 

non-Western countries), women, people with disabilities, the old, the very 

young. Although, according to Aitchinson (2001), tourism could maybe be 

characterized as “the world’s most sex-segregated service sector or the 

world’s most sex-role stereotyped industry” (p. 133), issues of race, ethnicity, 

race, and gender are not the most popular ones in tourism studies. 

 

power and politics 

This topic comprises human rights, work and labour, and decision making 

processes in tourism where, for example, the interests of governments and 

big business do not always run parallel. As Jamal and Everett (2007) stated, 

questions of “why”, “what is the purpose” or “who will really benefit” remain 

often unanswered in tourism research. Franklin (2007) spoke in this context 

of “touristcentricity” - a focus on tourists rather than on the social, political, 

cultural and technical contexts that have produced tourism and tourists - as 

the overriding paradigm in tourism studies. Picken (2006) supported this 

when he stated that researchers have mainly been looking through a “tourist 

looking-glass”. Botterill (2001) remarked that even though tourism affects 

the lives of practically everybody at a destination, “those in our societies who 

are not tourists are by definition absent from studies of tourism” (p. 208). 
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According to Judd (2006), an important reason for this could be that tourism 

has mainly been studied as a system of consumption rather than production. 

 

quality of life and the more spiritual, humanistic side of tourism 

This category refers, for example, to research on how tourism contributes to 

the world’s problems or how it could benefit the quality of life of local 

residents by, for example, contributing to the creation of health regions 

offering care to both residents and medical tourists (Volgger, Mainil, 

Pechlaner & Mitas, 2014). It also refers to issues of aesthetics and beauty or 

New Age inspired tourism (Pernecky, 2007). 

 

Another overlooked topic in tourism studies is the person of the researcher, 

who is usually a man. According to Ren, Pritchard and Morgan (2010), 

gatekeepers in the field of tourism studies “have traditionally been male, first 

generation scholars grounded in the Western, Anglocentric epistemic 

research traditions” (p. 887). This has resulted in, for example, only six 

women being included in Zhao and Ritchie’s (2007) list of 57 leading tourism 

scholars as measured by the number of articles they published in eight 

tourism journals between 1985 and 2004. Benckendorff and Zehrer’s (2013) 

table of most cited lead authors, based on a citation analysis of Annals of 

Tourism Research, the Journal of Travel Research and Tourism Management 

between 1996 and 2010, featured 30 authors. Of these only three were 

women.  

 

This notable lack of contributions by women could be related to the fact, 

noted by Pritchard and Morgan (2007), that the leading international tourism 

journals have overwhelming majorities of men on their editorial boards, 

ranging from - the lowest - 11% female members on the board of Annals of 

Tourism Research to - the highest - 31% on Journal of Sustainable Tourism. 

Recently, Annals has embarked on a conscious effort to redress this 

imbalance, with 41% of newly appointed resource editors over the last three 

years being female. Nevertheless, of the total of 88 resource editors only 25 

are women (Tribe et al., 2012, p. 9).  

 

In tourism studies, the researcher also is usually absent from his (or her) 

research. Tribe (2006) remarked that “the self is generally ignored (or often 
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banished) in tourism research. For example, the ‘I’ word is proscribed from 

many journals (including Annals), presumably in deference to scientific 

objectivity” (p. 364). However, since 2011 first person articles can be 

submitted to Annals of Tourism Research, “if the method deployed by the 

research justifies and explains its use” (Tribe & Xiao, 2011, p. 9), indicating 

that times are changing. 

 

Reflexivity - defined by Feighery (2006) as the “act of making oneself the 

object of one’s own observation, in an attempt to bring to the fore the 

assumptions embedded in one’s perspectives and descriptions of the world” 

(pp. 270-271) - is practiced by few authors in tourism research. An example 

is Botterill (2003), who described his personal journey as a researcher from 

positivism via constructivism to critical realism. More recently, Ren et al. 

(2010) used actor-network theory to scrutinize their own research practice. 

They drew attention to the importance of self-awareness as the self 

influences the way in which researchers perceive the world. This applies to 

positivist researchers as well who, according to Tribe (2006, p. 369), “must 

also be viewed as constrained truth tellers for two reasons”. The first reason 

is that only limited parts of the tourism phenomenon - mainly those which 

are measurable - can be investigated by positivist methods, leaving many 

topics unaddressed. Second, the scientific-positivist researcher also makes 

choices regarding topics to research and interpreting results (Tribe, 2010; 

Ren et al., 2010).  

 

Finally, the researcher is usually a Western, English speaking person. Tribe, 

Xiao and Chambers (2012) confirmed that 87% of the authors who published 

in Annals of Tourism Research in 2010 and 2011 came from North America, 

Europe, Australia, New Zealand and Israel. Benckendorff and Zehrer’s (2013) 

30 most cited authors mentioned above also originated from these parts of 

the world. Leung, Leung, Bai and Law (2011) looked for contributions that 

were “either Asia-focused or co-authored by researchers from Asian 

universities” (p. 196) in Annals of Tourism Research, Tourism Management, 

the Journal of Travel Research, and the Journal of Travel & Tourism 

Marketing between 1999 and 2008. Of the 2,157 articles they examined, a 

total of 521 papers (24.2%) had at least one author affiliated with an Asian 

university. Leung et al. (2011) pointed out that this - still modest - 
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percentage has increased considerably over the years: from 12.2% of the 

total in 1999 to 29.7% by 2008. Leung et al. (2011) identified Hong Kong as 

the region’s most active research centre with the Hong Kong Polytechnic 

University playing a crucial role.  

 

Also journal editors and publishers are from predominantly Western, English 

speaking origins. Over three-quarters of journal editors are based in the USA, 

UK, Australia, New Zealand and Canada. Journal publishing is also dominated 

by these countries which might limit the chance of getting published for 

authors from other regions as well as the range of topics covered (Ren et al., 

2010). It might also explain the lack of attention to domestic tourism within 

and tourism flows between non-Western countries in these journals.  

 

The strong focus on West-to-East and North-to-South encounters (Winter, 

2009) in tourism studies and journals combined with the lack of reflexivity, 

calls for a critical examination of the mainly Western representation of non-

Western communities involved in tourism flows. In another context, Chow 

(2010a) mentioned that the European representation of the non-West “often 

reduces members of the non-Western communities that are being ‘studied’ 

to silence” (p. 25), something that seems to apply to many tourism studies 

and journals. Ultimately, the ability of researchers to present the stories of 

others becomes questionable, an issue which was poignantly phrased by bell 

hooks in her book Yearning: Race, Gender and Cultural Politics published in 

1990:  

 

I am waiting for them to stop talking about the “Other”, to stop describing 

how important it is to be able to speak about difference. It is not just 

important what we speak about, but how and why we speak. . . . Often this 

speech about the “Other” annihilates, erases: no need to hear your voice 

when I can talk about you better than you can speak about yourself. No need 

to hear your voice. Only tell me about your pain. I want to know your story. 

And then I will tell it back to you in a new way. Tell it back to you in such a 

way that it has become mine, my own. Re-writing you, I write myself anew. I 

am still author, authority. I am still the colonizer, the speaking subject, and 

you are now at the centre of my talk. (cited in Aitchinson, 2001, p. 137 and 

Tribe, 2006, p. 370) 
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Discussions about issues of representation or the Other which in the post-

modern era have generated a multitude of theoretical concepts on identity, 

gender, feminism, and postcolonialism in cultural studies have largely by-

passed the tourism academy until quite recently. Lately, however, new 

approaches have become more accepted in the field. Ateljevic, Morgan and 

Pritchard (2007) and Ren et al. (2010) called this the “critical turn” in 

tourism studies, a more culturally critical and reflexive scholarship. Pernecky 

(2007) talked about a “qualitative makeover” (p. 125) while Franklin (2007) 

spoke of a “relational materialist turn” (p. 132), pointing to the influence of 

actor-network theory, critical theory and some Foucauldian concepts. Hall 

and Tucker (2004b) noted that postcolonialist perspectives are more and 

more used in tourism studies. 

 

None of these authors suggested replacing the positivist approach by a new 

dominant view but urged taking multiple approaches more seriously within 

tourism studies. Some of these interpretive and critical modes of tourism 

inquiry are briefly discussed below. 

 

Interpretive and critical approaches to tourism studies 

The word “critical” in the context of new tourism research is mostly used in a 

broad sense, denominating “a move beyond the traditional strait-jacketed 

obsession with applied, empirical and industry-driven business research” 

(Harris, Wilson & Ateljevic, 2007, p. 42). It stands for a reflexive, values-

based form of inquiry. Researchers grounded in critical theory as well as 

those operating from an interpretive / constructivist perspective call 

themselves critical scholars.  

 

The influence of cultural studies is visible in a deconstructionist tendency to 

de-emphasize binaries such as local-global, host-guest, work-leisure, origin-

destination, production-consumption (Picken, 2006) and to focus more on 

context and the connectedness of, for instance, the material and immaterial 

elements of tourism. An example is the application of actor-network theory 

to tourism studies (Van der Duim, 2007a, 2007b; Ren et al., 2010; Tribe, 

2010). Van der Duim (2007a) introduced the concept of “tourismscapes” - 

bringing to mind the various “scapes” formulated by Appadurai (1990) - as 

an alternative to structuralist approaches. Tourismscapes enable the study of 
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tourism in terms of “specific processes of association and ordering, which 

connect what was previously detached” (Van der Duim, 2007b, p. 150). 

Tourismscapes connect the material and immaterial elements of tourism and 

consist of “relations between people and things dispersed in time-space 

specific patterns” (Van der Duim, 2007b, p. 150). The role of the researcher 

is to investigate how these associations and orderings come into being and 

“how the roles and functions of subjects and objects, actors and 

intermediaries, humans and non-humans are attributed and stabilized” (Van 

der Duim, 2007b, p. 152).  

 

More recently, the conceptualisation of tourism as part of a wider mobilities 

paradigm gained popularity (Hannam, 2009; Büscher, Urry & Witchger, 

2011). This involves researching the movement - or potential movement or 

immobility - of people, objects, capital and information across the world. It 

also includes local or daily-life processes of transportation of people and 

goods, the virtual mobility of images and ideas and the relations between 

different kinds of mobilities (Büscher et al., 2011). With travel and tourism 

currently an integral part of social life, previously distinct categories such as 

leisure, tourism, transport, and migration have become blurred and need, 

according to Hannam (2009), “to be analysed together in their fluid 

interdependence” (p. 107). When tourism is considered as part of a wider 

mobilities paradigm, it becomes possible to move beyond common notions of 

place, space, scale and time (Hannam, 2009). For example, instead of 

looking at “place” and “people travelling to a place” as distinct and separate 

categories, by looking at the body “as an affective vehicle through which we 

sense place and movement” (Hannam, 2009, p. 109) a complex relationality 

of “place” and “people” can be seen to exist.  

 

Büscher, Urry & Witchger (2011) stated that inquiry into today’s complex 

mobile lives possibly requires new and mobile methods. These could, for 

example, consist of participating in movement and conducting research at 

the same time by walking-along, driving–along, shadowing or stalking 

(Büscher et al., 2011). Other approaches could include mobile video 

ethnography, “time-space diaries” in which respondents record what they are 

doing and where and how they move during their activities, or mobile 

positioning systems (such as GPS and GIS) to gain insight into the 
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movement of large groups such as commuters and tourists (Büscher et al., 

2011, p. 13). 

  

The interpretive / constructivist paradigm has enriched the field of tourism 

studies also by making possible the inquiry into some of the under-

researched topics listed above. Pernecky (2007), for example, remarked that 

his own research on New Age tourism and out-of-body experiences would 

not have been possible when departing from a positivist paradigm and realist 

ontology. Constructivist / interpretive perspectives are underpinned by an 

essentially relativist ontology - claiming that there are multiple, constructed 

realities, all of which might be equally “true” and can be explained through 

the interpretation of data by the researcher or by “letting the data speak for 

themselves”.  

 

Critical theory is the research paradigm originally associated with the 

Frankfurt School, whose adherent philosophers (a.o. Horkheimer, Adorno, 

Marcuse, Habermas) held different views on certain issues but shared their 

rejection of positivism as being incapable of providing adequate explanations 

for societal issues (Tribe, 2007; Chambers, 2007). They critiqued modern 

society - drawing inspiration from Marx, Hegel, Weber and others - and 

attributed the problems of the modern world not just to capitalism or political 

economy but, recognizing multiple forms of power, more generally “to the 

growing dominance of instrumental rationalism” (Jamal & Everett, 2007, p. 

63).  

 

Chambers (2007) summarized the main characteristics of critical theory as 

interdisciplinary and challenging the superiority of the natural sciences; it is 

reflexive, reflecting on the social context in which it arose, its function within 

society and on the position and values of the researcher; it is dialectical, 

believing that there are always opposing interests in society and that these 

contradictions and tensions are necessary to bring about social change. 

Critical theory is critical in that it seeks not only to identify (and criticise) the 

wrongs in society but also to transform them. With a focus on emancipatory 

outcome, critical theory differs greatly from positivism which refrains from 

researching moral or ethical questions since these are not rooted in facts 

(Tribe, 2009). Critical theory also distinguishes itself from interpretive 
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approaches in that, according to Tribe (2007), “it does not necessarily trust 

the accounts of the researched to give a true reading of the world. It is wary 

of their false (or at the very least, not fully engaged) consciousness” (p. 30).  

 

Critical theory subscribes to a historical realist ontology (Jamal & Everett, 

2007; Ayikoru, 2009), with the foot-note that today’s reality may seem 

natural and unchangeable but has in fact been shaped by a combination of 

historical, social, political and economic factors (Jamal & Everett, 2007; 

Ayikoru, 2009). Similar to constructivism, critical theory’s epistemology is 

transactional and subjectivist in nature. It rejects positivist notions of 

objectivity and sees the production of knowledge as an interactive process in 

which the researcher and his/her subject(s) both participate and in which the 

values of the researcher inevitably influence his/her research, leading to 

results mediated by values.  

 

Within the community of critical tourism scholars there is a discussion about 

ontology. Critical theory comprises many different studies - cultural studies, 

postcolonial studies, feminist studies - and whereas most of them embrace 

the points of departure of critical theory regarding reflexivity, emancipatory 

goals, and “being critical”, the issue of reality is often defined from a mixture 

of critical and constructivist / interpretive points of view. Chambers (2007) 

critiqued tourism scholars who call themselves critical but implicitly or 

explicitly adhere to a relativist ontology. To her this seems to be a 

contradictory position: if there is no single reality and all truths are equally 

valid, how can emancipation be possible? Being a critical scholar for whom 

emancipation is a key objective also means, in the words of Chambers (2007) 

making a judgement “about what ‘unfreedom’ is, which necessarily implies a 

belief in a particular kind of society which is better than the one which exists. 

This does not relativise ‘truth’ as constructivists would have us to believe” (p. 

109). Thus, to be theoretically coherent critical tourism scholars should 

discard ontological relativism, which fails to acknowledge the existence of 

dominant ideologies of oppression.  

 

According to Gorski (2013), realism is currently making a comeback in 

philosophy and sociology, which can also be seen in a growing interest in 

critical realism. Critical realism should be considered as “a philosophy of 
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science, a theory of what (good) science is and does” (Gorski, 2013, p. 660) 

rather than as a theory of society. 

Botterill (2001, 2003, 2007) opted for critical realism in tourism studies as a 

remedy to counter his objections to positivism, constructivism and critical 

theory. Critical realism, according to Botterill, “retains the possibility of 

universal and hierarchical theory, easily contains the nuance of hermeneutics 

and interpretation and offers the transformative power of an emancipatory 

science” (2003, p. 99). Critical realism in tourism does not address the issue 

of what is tourism which, according to Botterill, leads mainly to a “bean 

counting” (2003, p. 99) type of research on predominantly the tourist (who 

are they, where do they go, how much do they spend) without much thought 

about the underlying ontological and epistemological assumptions of this 

positivist type of research. It also does not concern itself with what does 

tourism mean and a constructivist and phenomenological approach, in which 

he first enjoyed “the celebration of human experience as ‘difference’ ” (2003, 

p. 101) and the acceptability of local case studies instead of universal models 

or theory building. But in the end the antirealist thesis of constructivism 

became problematic for him as it did not generate “a closer understanding of 

the meaning of tourism beyond that held in the mind of the research 

community” (2003, p. 100). Instead, a critical realist approach addresses 

what makes tourism possible.  

 

Critical realism, based on the writings of Roy Bhaskar, posits that “there is a 

mind-independent external reality and that it can be known” (Botterill, 2007, 

p. 124). Exploring and understanding the nature of that reality is the purpose 

of realist thinkers. According to Platenkamp and Botterill (2013), critical 

realists foreground ontology over epistemology and mainly focus on the issue 

of what makes society possible? They added that “reality” is never 

completely rational: “much is knowable or intelligible that is independent of 

the mind, but not everything. There is a serious irrational part in the 

intransitive domain [explained below] that critical realists refer to, and it 

should be recognised” (Platenkamp & Botterill, 2013, p. 124; [ ] by DK).  

 

Bhaskar made a distinction between “the ‘intransitive’ and ‘transitive’ 

dimensions of science, between a natural world as it really is and our 

changing concepts of it” (Gorski, 2013, p. 664). Bhaskar introduced a further 
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distinction between three ontological domains (Gorski, 2013): the empirical 

(surface or experiential knowledge), the actual (events that happen whether 

we experience them or not) and the real, “a further depth strata that 

produces the events in the world that is comprised of what might, 

metaphorically, be called mechanisms” (Botterill, 2007, p. 122).  

 

Critical realists try to discover these mechanisms, causal laws, which are 

independent of the events to which they give rise and which in the words of 

Botterill (2007) “are hidden from the gaze of the casual observer, yet are no 

less real than that which can be sensed”; they “are circumstantial rather 

than deterministic or, to be specific, they possess causal powers that may or 

may not be activated”, depending on conditions; and they comprise a reality 

that is “not a construct of a reflexive or self-referential science, despite the 

fact that it can only be known in terms of the discourses available to us” (pp. 

122-123; italics in original text). 

 

Gorski (2013) pointed out that Bhaskar later considered the concept of 

mechanisms somewhat misleading, “insofar as it suggests that the macro is 

driven by the micro . . . ” (p. 668). But “the reverse is also possible: a higher 

order mechanism can also drive a lower order one . . . ” (p. 668).  

The idea of underlying mechanisms distinguishes critical realism from both 

positivism (which, although recognizing the existence of reality cannot 

recognize the existence of underlying mechanisms since these cannot 

directly be observed) and constructivism which asserts that there is no mind-

independent reality.  

 

Engaging in the discussion on critical tourism research and the nature of 

ontology, Pritchard, Morgan and Ateljevic (2011) introduced their concept of 

“hopeful tourism”. They situated hopeful tourism in critical theory without 

limiting it exclusively to the Frankfurt School of thought. Rather, they 

associated it with a wide range of interpretive, critical and emancipatory 

paradigms (Ateljevic et al., 2007). They saw hopeful tourism as having 

strong connections with relatively new perspectives in social science such as 

“transmodernity” and “worldism” which both foreground connectedness and 

interdependencies rather than differences. Hopeful tourism can be thought of 

as a “values-led humanist approach based on partnership, reciprocity and 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 28 

ethics, which aims for co-created learning and which recognises the power of 

sacred and indigenous knowledge and passionate scholarship” (Pritchard et 

al., 2011, p. 949). They explicitly address its epistemological (“transactional, 

subjectivist, value-mediated and co-created knowledge”), methodological 

(“emancipatory, action-oriented, participant-driven, reflective, dialectical, 

pluralist, multi-dimensional”) and ontological underpinnings (Pritchard et al., 

2011, p. 951).  

 

As to the nature of ontology, the authors disagreed with Botterill and 

Chambers and their point of view that oppression cannot be challenged from 

a relativist intellectual position. They wondered if a critical realist “reality” 

which can only be imperfectly known is really that different from 

constructivism’s view that different people construct different realities which 

are meaningful and “real” to them. 

 

Pritchard et al. (2011) defined five key principles of hopeful tourism: 1. 

“society is characterized by objective structures of power that encompass 

states, governments, classes and sets of ideologies and relations that 

privilege the few at the expense of the many” (p. 950); 2. human agency is 

important in the making of multiple worlds through multi- and trans-

subjectivities; 3. language is central to meaning; 4. “consensus is 

discursively formed and, significantly, emancipation is possible through 

research critiques which address issues of ideology and power” (p. 950); 5. 

“knowledge is guided by social interests so that ‘truth’ is regarded as a 

matter of social location and knowledge is seen to be a product of specific 

social, cultural and historical contexts” (p. 950). This does not mean that all 

knowledge is relative but that all knowledge is partially true. Ontology is then 

conceived as participative reality that is “shaped by social, political, cultural, 

economic, ethnic and gender values and underpinned by power structures” 

(p. 951). 

 

While agreeing with several of the issues raised by them, Higgins-Desbiolles 

and Whyte (2013) asked the question whether hope is actually a useful 

notion for building a critical tourism movement. Hope can be rather non-

committal: “people can hope for a world with greater justice while 

simultaneously failing to understand the need to confront the role their own 

privileges can play in reproducing injustice” (Higgins-Desbiolles & Whyte, 
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2013, p. 428). They argued for research that moves beyond hope and 

contributes to “deconstructing power and privilege so that an emancipatory 

praxis can be co-developed with communities and peoples suffering 

oppression” (Higgins-Desbiolles & Whyte, 2013, p. 429). This kind of critical 

research is needed for examining tourism’s role in oppression or in 

supporting market hegemony, topics that are highly relevant in an era where 

“. . . people of power and privilege assert the right to usurp remaining finite 

resources leaving the majority to struggle with hunger, dispossession and 

oppression” (Higgins-Desbiolles & Whyte, 2013, p. 432).  

 

The above selection of possible conceptualizations of tourism shows that the 

“critical turn” has generated new perspectives of looking at tourism and 

inspired the theoretical debate in tourism studies. It has brought to light 

many under-researched topics, but seems to stay away from considering 

tourism in the context of the globalized economy. Ladkin (2011) confirmed 

that until recently little research has been conducted on, for example, 

tourism labour. Ladkin mentioned a special issue of Tourism Studies (2009, 

9[2]) as one of the first publications which addressed work and labour in 

tourism from multiple research angles.  

 

This lack of attention for the economic dimensions of tourism can probably 

be attributed to the fact that many critical studies are informed by post-

structural theory, making economic and political analysis perhaps seem too 

“structuralist” or “essentialist”. It seems that under the critical turn, tourism 

has become increasingly viewed as a cultural phenomenon unaffected by the 

forces of neoliberal capitalism and globalization (Bianchi, 2009). But these 

forces have changed the face of tourism considerably over the past 30 years. 

Therefore, while tourism cannot be reduced to just economics and politics, 

critical tourism scholars should, according to Bianchi (2009), also investigate 

political and economic power structures in tourism in neoliberal times and 

not leave this to industry dominated institutions and organizations. 

 

Tourism, globalization and neoliberal capitalism 

Globalization and neoliberal capitalism have deeply impacted and 

restructured the tourism industry. The word “globalization” is used in so 

many different ways and for so many different purposes that it has become a 
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highly controversial term. While not wanting to get entangled in a definitions 

game on the concept of globalization, for the purpose of this study, the term 

will be used to describe the open-ended process, defined by “high degrees of 

connectivity and circulation” (Appadurai, 2010, p. 12), driven by economic, 

political, cultural and technological forces, that leads to the increasing 

interconnectedness of economies and societies. Globalization is not a linear 

development but a process that comes with many paradoxes, ambiguities, 

and contradictions. It is characterised by the increased mobility of people 

(tourists, migrants, refugees, exiles, guest workers), goods, capital, ideas, 

news but also of diseases, crime and terror in a world where time and space 

are being compressed (Harvey, 1989).  

 

The term “time-space compression” was made popular by David Harvey who 

wrote extensively about it in The condition of postmodernity (1989). 

Although he was one of the first to connect globalization with changes in our 

experiences of time and space, others, such as Marx1, wrote about time-

space compression long before him. The current era of time-space 

compression is thus not the first; it is “part of a history of successive waves 

of time-space compression generated out of the pressures of capital 

accumulation with its perpetual search to annihilate space through time and 

reduce turnover time” (Harvey, 1989, pp. 306-307). But Harvey (1989) 

claimed that since the 1960s time-space compression in Western capitalism 

has become more intense than before “with excessive ephemerality and 

fragmentation in the political and private as well as in the social realm” (p. 

306). 

 

One of the key features of globalization has been a reconfiguring of the 

balance between the state, capital and labour in favour of global capital 

accumulation, underpinned by the neoliberal values of performativity, 

profitability and consumerism. Harvey (2005) described neoliberalism as in 

the first instance “a theory of political economic practices that proposes that 

human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual 

                                                      
1 In his Outlines of the Critique of Political Economy (Grundrisse der Kritik der Politischen Ökonomie), 
Marx also talked about the annihilation of space by time: “While capital must on one side strive to tear 
down every spatial barrier to intercourse, i.e. to exchange, and conquer the whole earth for its market, it 
strives on the other side to annihilate this space with time, i.e. to reduce to a minimum the time spent in 
motion from one place to another. The more developed the capital, therefore, the more extensive the 
market over which it circulates, which forms the spatial orbit of its circulation, the more does it strive 
simultaneously for an even greater extension of the market and for greater annihilation of space by 
time...” (Marx, 2007, p. 539). 
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entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework 

characterized by strong private property rights, free markets and free trade” 

(p. 2). This institutional framework - including military, police, and legal 

structures - is created and preserved by the state. Its main purpose is to 

secure private property rights and to guarantee, for example, the integrity of 

money and the proper functioning of markets. In areas where markets did 

not exist, such as education, health care, social security, or environmental 

pollution, they were created - by the state if necessary. But the state should 

not engage itself with other tasks (Harvey, 2005). Appadurai (2010) also 

mentioned the creation of new markets under neoliberalism, such as those 

for “bio-technology, digital media, drinking water, energy credits, financial 

derivatives (as we now know) and other commodity markets, which barely 

existed before 1970” (p. 4). 

 

Neoliberalism arose as a response to the crisis of the 1970s when the USA’s 

position as the leader of the capitalist world was threatened from multiple 

directions: increasing competition from Japan and Europe, soaring energy 

prices, declining productivity and profitability, high inflation, diminishing 

international confidence in the dollar, unemployment and domestic social 

unrest (Reuss, 2009). All this led to the demise of the Bretton Woods2 

system and the end of “regulated capitalism”. Step by step, neoliberal 

policies have reconfigured the geography of production (Harvey, 2005) and 

led to an integration of wealth and power and increased differences between 

rich and poor in countries that went down the neoliberal road. Harvey (2011) 

characterised neoliberalism as “a class project that coalesced in the crisis of 

the 1970s” (p. 10). Under cover of talk about individual freedom, personal 

responsibility, the benefits of privatisation, the free market and free trade, “it 

legitimised draconian policies designed to restore and consolidate class 

power” (p. 10).  

 

                                                      
2 In July 1944, delegates from the allied nations gathered in Bretton Woods (New Hampshire, USA) to 
discuss the construction of a new world order after the war. Various institutions such as the United 
Nations, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank were established to stabilize 
international relations. The British negotiator, J. M. Keynes, also proposed the introduction of “a global 
currency unit outside of any nation’s control” (Harvey, 2011, p. 32). The USA, as the world’s most 
powerful state, insisted that the dollar play this role and so “the US dollar became the medium of world 
trade, technically backed by a fixed convertibility into gold, and backed politically and economically by the 
overwhelming power of the US productive apparatus” (Harvey, 1989, p. 296). All other countries fixed 
their exchange rates against the dollar to facilitate global trade, a system that worked well until the 1970s. 
Then, with declining international confidence in the dollar, international holders of dollars started to 
demand redemption of their dollars for gold which led to the depletion of U.S. government gold reserves 
(Reuss, 2009) and the end of “Bretton Woods”. 
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One of the main goals of neoliberals has been the breaking of the power of 

labour, which in the 1960s was scarce, well organized and reasonably well 

paid and hence “a barrier to sustained capital accumulation and the 

consolidation of class power” (Harvey, 2011, p. 14). Through immigration 

policies in the USA and Europe, labour saving technologies and the crushing 

of labour unions (e.g. president Reagan versus the air traffic controllers and 

prime minister Thatcher versus the miners and print unions), capital gained 

access to ever cheaper and more docile labour supplies. Harvey (2011) 

quoted Alan Budd, Thatcher’s chief economic adviser, as admitting that “‘the 

1980s policies of attacking inflation by squeezing the economy and public 

spending were a cover to bash the workers’” (p. 15). In this way, an 

industrial reserve army was created “which would undermine the power of 

labour and permit capitalists to make easy profits ever after” (p. 15).  

 

Another strategy was for capital to go where cheap, surplus labour could be 

found, a process that led to the de-industrialisation of Europe and the USA in 

the 1980s. This became even easier after the fall of the Soviet Union and the 

opening up of China, which “added some 2 billion people to the global wage 

labour force” (Harvey, 2011, p.16). The off-shoring of production processes 

was facilitated by improved transportation, such as container shipping, but 

most of all by the deregulation of finance which began with the breaking up 

of Bretton Woods and was sped up in the 1980s and the 1990s with the 

lifting of other barriers and restrictions on the movement and money-making 

possibilities of capital.  

 

The downside of the disempowerment of labour has been that low wages and 

unemployment have caused a lack of demand for the products of global 

corporations. This has driven global corporations to look for new markets in 

developing parts of the world, but has also stimulated the credit card 

industry and led to increasing indebtedness. Harvey (2011) noted that where 

in 1980 the average US household owed around $ 40,000 (in constant 

dollars), now “it’s about $ 130,000 for every household, including 

mortgages” (p.17). The booming credit and loans businesses as well as the 

export of capital around the world in search of places where more capital 

could be accumulated, gave rise to new financial products to secure all this 

debt and minimize risks: credit default swaps, currency derivatives, and 
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interest rate swaps were invented and played a major role in the 2008 

financial crisis. The neoliberal premise that the state should protect large 

financial institutes at all times has created the current situation where profits 

have been privatized while the risks involved in generating these profits have 

been “socialised” (Harvey, 2011, p. 10), with the burdens of the debts and 

damages incurred by these institutes carried by the public sectors.  

 

The results of this reconfiguration of the interests of the state, capital and 

labour have become visible in the erosion of the welfare state and increasing 

work pressures in Western countries. Another outcome has been the 

increasing gap between rich and poor, not only between North and South, 

but in in all major world cities where a rich top layer and large urban under-

classes have come into existence (Appadurai, 2010; Munar, 2007). 

 

While consumerism3 (with tourism experiences being one of the options of 

spending one’s money) is supposed to compensate for the increasing 

insecurities and stress, growing inequalities impede the process of endless 

consumption. This may ultimately undermine capital accumulation and the 

reproduction of the neoliberal economic system: a contradiction inherent in 

the neoliberal reshaping of the world.  

 

In the wake of neoliberalism, tourism has also been reconfigured. According 

to Eisenschitz (2013), tourism is now underpinned by neoliberal values such 

as a “belief in the virtues of choice, in the primacy of the individual over 

society, in leisure as a just reward for work, and in consumption providing 

identity and freedom” (pp. 99-100). However, a closer look at the economics 

and politics of tourism shows that in the current globalized world:  

 

most people cannot be tourists  

The growth of international tourism since the 1970s articulates neoliberal 

concepts such as freedom, mobility, individuality, diversity and authenticity 

(Eisenschitz, 2013). These concepts also manifest themselves in policy 

statements of the World Tourism Organization (currently called UNWTO) and 

                                                      
3 Consumerism can be defined as the continuous consumption of services and products not necessary for 
satisfying biological needs, termed by Sklair “induced wants” (2002, p. 166, cited in Higgins-Desbiolles, 
2010, p. 121). This “ideology” has risen in the wake of the globalization of capitalism and media; it holds 
as its core the belief “that human well-being is advanced above all else by increasing the quantity and 
quality of goods and services consumed by individuals” (Hamilton, 2003, pp. 119-120, cited in Higgins-
Desbiolles, 2010, p. 124).  
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the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC), organisations which not only 

promote the right to travel but also favour the opening-up of new markets as 

well as economic de-regulation (Bianchi, 2007). Higgins-Desbiolles (2010) 

confirmed that with the spread of consumerism the idea that there exists a 

“right to travel”, supported by beliefs that people need or deserve a holiday 

(or two or three a year), has become widely accepted. Being a tourist is also 

a measure of success in the capitalist system since the successful can travel, 

while “the less privileged work as ‘servers’ or ‘hosts’ to the privileged 

holidaymakers” (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2010, p. 122). 

 

However, according to Eisenschitz (2013), some 95% of the worlds’ 

population4 is unable to travel. The freedom of mobility and the possibilities 

to become a tourist are restricted by economic and political power structures 

that allow some people the right to travel while at the same time restricting 

it for others. This not only applies to immigrants or refugees; non-Western 

tourists have a harder time acquiring a visa for Europe or the USA than vice 

versa. The options to become a tourist are further constrained by inequalities 

in wealth, and also by differences in class, ethnicity and gender (Bianchi, 

2009). Although this might be labelled a Marxist or structuralist way of 

thinking, Bianchi (2009) stated that “to suggest that consumption is shaped 

by, but not reducible to, material well-being, is neither essentialist nor 

determinist” (p. 495). It also avoids the “postmodernist fallacy” (Bianchi, 

2009, p. 495) of thinking that under the ideology of consumerism people are 

free to make their own choices in the consumption of goods or tourism 

products and construct their own identities in the process. This, in the words 

of Bianchi (2009), “exaggerates the opportunities for autonomy and self-

actualization provided for by tourism consumption and ignores the basic 

determinants of social differentiation and material inequalities that 

determines peoples’ ability to consume” (p. 495).  

 

most tourists are domestic tourists 

Although the amount of research dedicated to international tourism suggests 

otherwise, most tourists do not travel internationally but engage in domestic 

                                                      
4 Tourism statistics are collected in many different ways and therefore contested. Nevertheless, the 
UNWTO (2012) speaks of reaching the milestone of one billion “tourists” in 2012. This - with currently 
more than 7 billion earthlings - would amount to a little under 14% of the word population. However, 
UNWTO statistics do not present numbers of tourists, but numbers of “tourist arrivals”. These consist of 
people travelling for a variety of reasons (business, pleasure, visiting family and friends). Counting 
“arrivals” furthermore means counting frequent travellers again and again. Eisenschitz’s (2013) estimate 
of 95% of the worlds’ population unable to travel could therefore be quite accurate. 
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tourism. Aramberri (2009) stated - based on his analysis of WTTC figures of 

2006 - that in 2016 domestic tourism will still (as now) constitute some 80% 

of total tourism flows. Intra-regional (or same continent) travel will account 

for 15% and long-haul travel, which takes place mainly between Europe, 

North America and East Asia, for only 5%. Although the total number of 

arrivals will grow, the composition of the tourism flow is, according to 

Aramberri (2009), unlikely to change in the near future with regard to 

distances and regions travelled. These percentages are more or less 

confirmed by Hall (2009), who estimated that of the total 5,612.5 million 

tourist arrivals in 2007, some 84% (4,714.5 million) were domestic tourists. 

This situation raises questions as to “how globalized” tourism really is.  

 

the notion that “the West” travels to “the Rest” (Jaakson, 2004) needs to be 

reviewed   

Not only are most tourists domestic tourists, but increasing numbers of non-

Western tourists are travelling. The traditional view that tourism mainly 

sends Western travellers to third world places to consume them as tourism 

products is, according Aramberri (2009), “but a figment of the post-romantic 

collective imagination that has of late become so dominant in tourism 

research” (p. 375). Nowadays, in several Asian countries Asian tourists 

comprise the majority of visitors. This was already the case in 2009 as the 

following examples of Thailand and Indonesia demonstrate: 

  

 

Table 1.1 Non-resident tourist arrivals at national border by nationality in 

Thailand in 2009 (total number of arrivals: 14,149,841) 

 
From Number Number 1 generator 

Europe 4,170,872    841,425 from UK 

Americas    853,380    627,074 from USA 

East Asia & Pacific 7,813,650 1,757,813 from Malaysia 
Source: UNWTO (2011b, October) 

 
 

Table 1.2 Non-resident tourist arrivals at national border by nationality in 

Indonesia in 2009 (total number of arrivals: 6,323,730) 

 
From Number Number 1 generator 

Europe 1,028,405    183,262 from UK 

Americas    237,670    165,098 from USA 

East Asia & Pacific 4,741,596 1,138,071 from Singapore 
Source: UNWTO (2011a, September) 

 

These figures not only show the predominance of Asian tourists in these 

destinations but also underline the importance of intra-regional travel.  
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tourism is “big business” 

Tourism is often called the world’s largest industry. This claim is not really 

underpinned by statistics but has probably to do with tourism being made up 

of so many different industries and services (such as construction and real-

estate, finance, transport, hospitality and entertainment, marketing and 

media) that it is difficult to define and measure. Based on international trade 

data of the World Trade Organization (WTO), the tourism economy, 

according to Lew (2011), “probably ranks about fifth or sixth in international 

trade, after trade in fossil fuels, telecommunications and computer 

equipment, automotive products, and agriculture” (p. 148). It can, however, 

as Lew continued, be called the “world’s largest Service Sector Industry, in 

terms of international trade, as all of the other industries listed above are 

merchandise product industries” (p.149). 

 

Tourism is usually considered “different” from other industries as the tourism 

product also comprises intangible elements such as weather, scenery, 

atmosphere and because of the “simultaneity of production and 

consumption” (Williams & Shaw, 2011, p. 33). These features, combined 

with the fact that currently available tourism statistics are contested and not 

completely reliable (as will be discussed in Chapter Three), make analysis of 

the tourism industry difficult. Judd (2006), however, argued that tourism is 

not that different from other industries when conceived as a production 

process instead of as a system of consumption. Bianchi (2009) supported the 

view that structures of power and ownership in tourism are not necessarily 

more complex to investigate than in other transnational businesses.  

 

Judd (2006) used the concept of the commodity - or value - chain5 to 

analyse the production of tourism. He defined the tourist’s experience as the 

product of the tourism industry, as this - no matter that it consists of 

tangible and intangible components - is what is manufactured and priced 

within a market system. He distinguished three main inputs into the tourist 

                                                      
5 Commodity - or value - chains reveal complex global networks, from primary production to final 
consumption and the linkages binding them; they can be used to show how production and consumption 
networks have evolved over time and they “provide a means of identifying institutions, actors, modes of 
production, the movements of materials needed for production, the distribution of products, and 
marketing and consumption dynamics. They are especially useful for revealing the spatiality of production 
relationships; for example, they have been employed to show the relationship between sites of corporate 
management and sites of production” (Judd, 2006, p. 327). 
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experience. The first input is image. Through marketing, design, and 

information technology, potential tourists are continuously exposed to (and 

create their own) images of travel. These images usually promise both 

“comfort and familiarity - and, ironically, the opposite - uniqueness, 

adventure, entertainment and excitement” (Judd, 2006, p. 329).  

 

The second input consists of investments in place infrastructure. However 

spectacular their natural or cultural attributes may be, all places that hope to 

attract tourists must create a suitable environment for them. Place 

infrastructure includes an endless list of goods and services, ranging from 

airports to local guides and souvenirs which all help to shape the tourist’s 

experience, and is composed of what Judd (2006) calls a mixture of Fordist, 

post-Fordist and artisanal elements. Fordist tourism architecture consists of 

“globalized architectural styles . . . designed to serve (or process) efficiently 

large numbers of consumers with standardized services at minimum cost” 

(Judd, 2006, p. 330). Examples are cruise ships (Véronneau & Roy, 2009), 

resorts, and shopping malls where sometimes “a thin veneer of the local” 

(Judd, 2006, p. 329) is applied. Post-Fordist infrastructure consists of items 

such as boutique hotels emphasizing exclusiveness and luxury, often 

representing locality or uniqueness. Both Fordist and post-Fordist elements 

are “corporate nodes in the production system of global tourism. The capital 

that flows in and out of them mostly bypasses local economies” (Judd, 2006, 

p. 330). These local economies have increasingly become spaces of capital 

accumulation where the “right to tourism” often has priority over the rights 

of local residents (Eisenschitz, 2013). This leaves the artisanal mode of 

production (local entrepreneurs, goods and services) as the one that 

contributes directly to local economies. Many tourists will in the course of a 

trip experience all three environments. Even when people organize their own 

tours, they will use the same airports and visit the same touristic highlights 

as other tourists. 

 

The third input is labour; the list of tourism providers is very broad and 

includes many low-wage, labour-intensive, low-skilled services. By looking at 

tourism as a production process and defining its inputs, it should be possible 
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to put together a commodity chain of tourism, revealing linkages and pricing 

mechanisms6 for the tourist industry. 

 

Although technological developments, Internet, and the globalization of 

media have created many opportunities for small entrepreneurs everywhere 

to directly access potential tourists anywhere and new modes of information-

sharing (blogs, Facebook and other social media) have empowered tourists 

at the expense of business (Hjalager, 2007), looking at tourism from the 

production side shows that over the past decades the tourism industry has 

become “a major avenue of capital accumulation throughout the world, 

driven by free market forms of enterprise” (Bianchi, 2009, p. 494). This has 

resulted in a corporatized tourism sector (Higgens-Desbiolles, 2008) 

dominated by several major transnational corporations. These have come 

into existence through takeovers and mergers and through vertical 

integration of tour operators, travel agencies, airlines, currency exchange 

companies, on-line reservation systems, accommodation providers, shipping 

companies and travel book publishers (Higgins-Desbiolles, 2008, 2010; 

Hjalager, 2007). Judd (2006) stated that these transnational corporations 

are continuously increasing their market share “because they are able to 

minimize risks, offer convenience and prices far lower than if an individual 

tourist makes these [travel or holiday] arrangements separately”(pp. 331-

332; [ ] by DK).  

 

The transition from a multitude of national and regional travel businesses in 

the late 1980s (Theuvsen, 2004) to a few transnational corporations today is 

clearly visible in Europe7. TUI AG has become the leading travel group here, 

employing 73,800 people worldwide in December 2013 (TUI Group, 2013a) 

with Thomas Cook as “runner-up” with some 31,000 employees (Thomas 

Cook Group, 2013).  

                                                      
6 According to Judd (2006), “it is possible to get a precise fix on the valuation of the tourist experience 
provided by package tours, cruise ships and entertainment complexes because one charge covers nearly 
everything. Pricing the inputs to such experiences is also straightforward: cost data kept by the 
companies running these businesses will yield up the estimated values that have been added by 
marketing, the costs of infrastructure and personnel. The task is more difficult for a more complex tourism 
environment, but the logic of research is similar”. (p. 333) 

 
7 Also in North America several transnational corporations have come into existence, such as The Travel 
Corporation (with brands like Contiki Tours, Insight Vacations, Brendan Vacations, Aussie Adventures, 
African Travel, some hotels and river cruise ships) with over 35 offices and more than 10,000 team 
members, serving over 1.5 million customers annually (The Travel Corporation, 2013). 
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TUI AG, which is comprised of three sectors - travel, hotel & resorts and 

cruises - is a prime example of a vertically integrated industry firm. 

Customers can book their TUI organized and operated tour at one of the 

1,800 European retail shops (December 2013) or on-line. They - probably - 

will be flown to their destination by TUI’s own airline company (owning 140 

aircraft in December 2013) to spend their holidays at one of TUI’s 248 hotels 

or resorts (December 2013) around the Mediterranean, in other European 

destinations, the Caribbean, Egypt, Senegal, and the USA amongst others. 

Alternatively, tourists can opt for a cruise on one of TUI’s seven cruise ships 

(TUI Group, 2013b). To handle transportation, tours and excursions at the 

destinations, TUI incoming agents are available. This kind of vertical 

integration is motivated by attempts to increase market power, procure 

goods and services at lower prices, and reduce costs (Theuvsen, 2004).  

 

TUI AG has come into existence not only through vertical integration, but 

also through mergers and take-overs of, for example, tour operators. In 

2013, TUI Travel owned some 240 tour operating brands, including “mass” 

brands like TUI (the leading German tour operator), Thomson (the leading 

UK tour operator), Holland International & Arke (both Dutch), Crystal Ski 

(the world’s largest ski operator) as well as “niche” products such as yacht 

chartering (The Moorings), expeditions (Quark Polar Expeditions), and 

student travel (TUI Travel Plc., 2013). This made it possible to serve some 

30 million customers in 2013 in different segments of the market.  

TUI AG is also in the process of acquiring a position on the travel markets of 

the BRIC countries. TUI China, an affiliate of TUI AG, was established in 

2003 as the first joint venture with foreign majority share in the China 

tourism industry. TUI AG holds 75% of the shares and CTS (China Travel 

Service) 25%. With headquarters in Beijing, TUI China operates in the 

domestic market, handles incoming tours and began operations in the 

outbound market from 2011.   

 

As Hjalager (2007) noted in her analysis of the process of globalization in 

tourism, transnational business integration and the global trade of business 

concepts (such as Disney or hotel concepts) lead not only to more efficiency 

(with operation processes standardized and with support in the field of 

marketing, finance or human resource management from head office) but 
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also to a reduction in variety and local flavour of the tourism product 

worldwide. Higgins-Desbiolles (2008) added that “the logic of corporatised 

tourism is based on exploitation and commodification of all factors of 

production including people, cultures and environments” (p. 360). This point 

is also confirmed by Judd (2006) with regard to tourism infrastructure as 

noted above, and by Jaakson (2004) who stated that although contrast and 

difference are important in tourism marketing, “tourist destinations become 

a blend of the local and the global, where the globally familiar increasingly 

overshadows what has remained of the local novel”. Airports, shopping 

centres, international hotels, fast food chains and even city centres are 

(becoming) the same all over the world. This even applies to the tourists 

themselves “since they are all dressed in familiar mass marketing clothes 

and carry the same electronic gadgetry. By seeking contrast, tourists by 

their presence erase the contrast they seek, a zero sum game” (Jaakson, 

2004, p. 176). Even in places where tourism has been commoditized for a 

long time already it’s character is changing since, as Eisenschitz (2013) 

remarked, “earlier forms of capitalism in which there were owner proprietors, 

are replaced by corporate entities which reduces the ‘otherness’ so attractive 

to Western visitors” (p. 101). 

 

In order to increase performativity and profitability, the process of business 

integration has in recent years been accompanied by “an expanded 

fragmentation and optimization of the whole value chain” (Hjalager, 2007, p. 

447). One of the main avenues for this has been a reduction of the costs of 

labour. Tourism is a labour intensive industry and a need to reduce the 

overall costs of tourism caused by low cost airlines, aggressive tour 

operators, and electronic distribution have encouraged a search for cheap 

labour (Baum, 2007). Cruise ships are a notorious example of this with many 

of their staff coming from the Philippines and Indonesia. A more recent 

phenomenon is labour migration within Europe for tourism purposes (Baum, 

2007; Williams & Shaw, 2011), with workers from Eastern Europe relocating 

to Western Europe to work in hotels being a prime example (Ladkin, 2011). 

According to Williams and Shaw (2011), migrant workers are not only 

cheaper in terms of nominal wages but many employers prefer them also 

because they are considered more flexible, more reliable and more 

committed than local employees.  
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Another strategy is the substitution of labour by cheaper alternatives. Many 

restaurants today, for example, purchase semi-manufactured meals which 

are less labour intensive to serve than home-cooked meals (Hjalager, 2007). 

Airports have adopted a wide variety of technologies such as automatic 

check-in services and iris-recognition, resulting in a decrease of human 

labour and an increase in the pace of mobility (Hjalager, 2010). Baum (2007) 

noted that while technology and the Internet have enabled consumers to 

book tourism products directly with providers, this process has negatively 

affected the need for travel agents, check-in staff and other employees in 

the tourism sector. He also pointed to the changing or diminishing role of 

“the tour guide whose work can, in part, be superseded by flexible, electronic 

alternatives at tourism sites, allowing choice of language and giving visitors a 

selection of perspectives on events and the site environment” (Baum, 2007, 

p. 1391).  

 

Although the extent to which tourism is a truly globalized phenomenon can 

be questioned as noted above, a neoliberal transnational or corporatized 

tourism industry has definitely come into existence. This corporatized 

tourism has, like other transnational corporations, been instrumental in 

constructing an economic environment in which, according to Eisenschitz 

(2013), “labour and capital mobility invalidate the worker protection, social 

reform and citizenship rights that have been fought over in the West for two 

centuries” (p. 99). But it is not only labour which is changing. All factors of 

the production of tourism, including cultures and environments, are subject 

to processes of “exploitation and commodification” with tour operators 

having power over entire resorts in foreign countries, for example. It has 

made life for local tourism providers8 and workers - not only in “third world” 

countries, but also in destinations around the Mediterranean - increasingly 

difficult. With competition amongst transnational corporations and between 

transnational corporations and local tourism providers intense and with local 

unemployment often high, there is little room for negotiations over wages, 

working hours or other forms of local agency.  

                                                      
8 In his book The Final Call, Hickman (2008) quotes a Spanish hotel director who complains about the fact 
that British tour operators nowadays “always want lower prices” and do not give guarantees anymore 
about the number of visitors they are sending. “They used to give us two to three weeks ‘release time’ on 
the rooms they booked, but now it is much less, which makes it hard for us to sell them if they cancel” (p. 
87). 
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Neoliberal tourism also limits the options for consumers who, with over 200 

brands on the market, do not always realize that they continuously travel 

with TUI, for example. Eisenschitz (2013) pointed out that notions of 

freedom of choice “sit uneasily with the power that the various sub-sectors of 

tourism - airlines, hotels, attractions, entertainment, retailing, fast food or 

cruising - have over consumers, workers and residents” (p. 107). 

 

The corporatization of tourism also has consequences for sustainability. 

Higgins-Desbiolles (2010) asserted that transnational tourism corporations 

can never be really sustainable, because sustainability - beyond the 

voluntary offsetting of carbon emissions and “greenwashing” - would involve 

less travel, staying closer to home and maybe fewer holidays. Of course 

consumers themselves can make a difference by buying environmentally and 

socially friendly tourism products or opting for measures such as voluntary 

carbon offsetting. This has become quite fashionable but creates, as Hickman 

(2008) argued, a false sense of security because it “fails to address the heart 

of the issue: that we need to reduce emissions, not just neutralize them” (p. 

361). Ultimately, in order to increase sustainability, we should fly less by 

increasing prices and/or taxes on air travel, which is one of the least taxed 

industries and certainly not one where the principle of the polluter pays is 

adhered to. This - as the airline industry often argues - will hit “the poor” 

hardest (although for the “really” poor flying is never an option). However, 

according to Hickman (2008), “flying is not a necessity, it is a luxury. It may 

be a sign of our lives that we now see it as a necessity, but it is not” (p. 365). 

 

Nevertheless, all major corporations have turned sustainability and the 

environment into prime marketing strategies in order “to co-opt and divert 

opposition by adopting the language of social responsibility” (Higgins-

Desbiolles, 2008, p. 349). Rojek (2007) called this phenomenon whereby 

successful companies such as Virgin, Apple and the Body Shop try to create 

a progressive image by associating themselves with solving social and 

environmental problems “neat capitalism”. He pointed to the changed 

environment in which transnational corporations have to operate in recent 

years. In an enlarged public sphere, where news is instant, citizens are 

better informed and educated than ever before and various - fragmented - 
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consumer movements are active, new strategies for meeting consumer 

criticism have been developed and “in the process neat capitalism was born” 

(Rojek, 2007, p. 122). While neat capitalism arose perhaps in response to 

social and cultural criticism, it is now a complex phenomenon which rejects 

government interference with social or environmental issues based on the 

assumption “that socially responsible market solutions are the most efficient 

way of dealing not only with economic problems, but also with social and 

cultural questions” (Rojek, 2007, p. 123). Thus neat capitalism follows 

neoliberal tenets.  

 

While neat capitalist corporations position themselves as informal, innovative, 

listening to their consumers, with a social conscience and ethical business 

practices, all this is part of “a coherent business strategy aimed at 

capitalizing on the economic opportunities of the market today” (Rojek, 2007, 

p. 124).  

 

Also in the tourism industry, transnational corporations try to more or less 

outdo each other in the area of sustainability with options for voluntary 

carbon offsetting or donations to charities and biodiversity projects, reducing 

waste and water usage in hotels, recycling and many other projects. As a 

customer one gets the impression that by traveling one is actively involved in 

saving the planet.  

 

This is not to say that such initiatives should not be undertaken. They are, 

however, about making more travel look sustainable and associate it with 

doing good. They can also be seen “as a dual strategy of preventing criticism 

and opposition while simultaneously securing notable benefits” (Higgins-

Desbiolles, 2008, p. 349) such as favourable publicity. They are not about 

increasing the prices of tours so decent wages can be paid to local workers in 

Turkey or about including carbon offsetting in tour prices, and they most 

certainly do not encourage the tourist to spend their holidays closer to home.  

 

Globalization and neoliberalism have definitely impacted tourism - which, 

according to Hickman (2008) remains “one of the most unregulated 

industries in the world, largely controlled by a relatively small number of 
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Western corporations” (p. xv) - but not really contributed to “the positive 

transformational potentiality of tourism” (Ateljevic, 2009, p. 295).  

 

Points of departure 

Bianchi (2009) - similar to Botterill and Chambers - stated that the critical 

turn in tourism undermines its emancipatory ideals through “its post-

structuralist theoretical underpinnings and its tendency to dismiss materialist 

structuralist theorizing as ‘essentialist’” (p. 498). Critical tourism research is 

therefore in danger of leaving the study of the production of tourism to those 

who embrace neoliberal globalization and the free market instead of offering 

a critique of it.  

 

This point of view does not mean that cultural analysis is unimportant, but 

suggests that, in the words of Bianchi (2009), “a mode of enquiry that is 

both critical and radical involves more than the interrogation of discourses 

and representations” and should also investigate “the logics of state power 

and the increasingly liberalized modes of capital accumulation in tourism” (p. 

489). He continued: 

 

Marxist theory alone is insufficient, although not inadequate, for this.  

However, recent developments in international political economy have begun  

to explore the interface between Foucauldian, (neo)-Gramscian and Marxist  

approaches (see Gill 1995; Farrands and Worth 2005; Lukes 2005; De  

Angelis 2007), which may offer several routes out of the current impasse  

between the embrace of the market, on the one hand, and preoccupation 

with discourse and culture, on the other. With this in mind, a critical 

radicalism should be simultaneously sensitive to the plural subjectivities and 

cultural diversities within contemporary societies and grounded in a structural 

analysis of the material forces of power and inequality within globalizing 

capitalism and liberalized modes of tourism development. (p. 498)  

 

Underwriting this point of view, regarding methodology the present study 

situates itself in critical theory, adhering to an epistemology which is 

subjectivist and interactive in nature and generated by qualitative research 

methods (the Appendix offers a description of methods used), and to a 

historical realist ontology. It departs from a materialist or structuralist 

perspective, considering an analysis of historical, socio-political and 
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economic developments relevant to uncover the economic and political power 

structures operating in global tourism today, and recognizes at the same 

time that perspectives and theories from cultural studies are necessary to 

shed more light on “plural subjectivities and cultural diversities” and those 

situations in tourism when cross cultural meetings produce unexpected 

results. By building in some moments of reflection it tries to uncover the 

researcher’s own position, priorities and prejudices. 

 

As the above analysis is mainly based on a review of general tourism 

literature that does not concern itself with China, the question arises if this 

perspective is also useful for looking at tourism in China today, an issue 

which will be addressed in the next section.  

 
 

PS 

In their article on tourism education in England (Reading tourism education. 

Neoliberalism unveiled), Ayikoru, Tribe and Airey (2009) found that “the notions of 

competition, markets, performativity and quality assurance, commonly associated 

with industry and commerce, converge in tourism higher education” (p. 191). The 

impact of neoliberalism on education is visible in the “unprecedented need for higher 

education to demonstrate its contribution to the economy and wealth creation. . . ” 

(p. 197) and in the “change from the creation, preservation and dissemination of 

social knowledge to the production, and distribution of market knowledge” (p. 198). 

The situation in The Netherlands is not really different and being located in a 

University of Applied Sciences where “market research”, “business plan” and 

“questionnaires” are important lenses for looking at tourism, the critical turn in 

tourism studies inspired me by opening up new subjects for and new modes of 

research. However, coming from the discipline of history and having written my MA 

thesis on women’s labour in Indonesia during the Dutch colonial period, I am 

irrevocably drawn to “the big picture” of historical, political and economic contexts. 

This background as well as my mistrust of (tourism under) neoliberalism made me 

sometimes uncomfortable with both the narrow business take on tourism and 

discussions about topics such as authenticity or tourist experiences. Not that these 

are not relevant but ultimately - whether you look at tourism as a performance, a 

power relation between host and guests or a form of mobility - tourism is a 

globalized industry, affected by and affecting historical developments in economics 

and politics. The articles of Bianchi, Eisenschitz, Higgins-Desbiolles as well as Rojek’s 

book made me realize that it is still possible and maybe more necessary than ever to 

look at tourism from a, currently unfashionable, historical-materialist perspective.  

 
 

1.2 Perspectives on tourism in China 

In 30 years’ time, tourism in China has, according to Zhang, Pine and Zhang 

(2000) “grown out of nothing” to become not only an important national 

industry, but to also make China a major player in the international tourism 

field which is set to become both the world’s major tourist receiving and 

tourist generating country.  
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Based on data gathered in 1995, the UNWTO forecasted that by 2020 China 

would replace France as the number one tourist destination in the world with 

around 130 million international tourist arrivals (World Tourism Organization, 

2000, p. 61). In that same year China would rank as the fourth tourist 

generating country, after Germany, Japan and the USA with 100 million 

outbound trips (World Tourism Organization, 2000, p. 77). Recent trends, 

however, indicate that China is on track to reach these targets well ahead of 

2020. The higher-than-expected growth in outbound tourism mainly benefits 

neighbouring countries as most outbound Chinese tourists tend to stay close 

to home with Hong Kong and Macao being the top destinations, followed by 

other Asian countries (UNWTO, 2008).  

 

Although the figures for in- and outbound tourism are impressive, they are 

dwarfed by the growth of domestic tourism. In 2009, the central government 

designated tourism as a strategic pillar industry of the national economy. In 

a “Statement on Accelerating the Tourism Industry Development” (UNWTO, 

2009) released during the State Council executive meeting on 25 November 

2009, then prime minister Wen Jiabao announced a further expansion of the 

tourism market. Domestic tourism was targeted to increase 10% annually, 

resulting in 3.3 billion domestic visits across the country by 2020. Perhaps 

more importantly, it was forecasted that this “acceleration” of tourism 

development would create half a million jobs every year.  

 

These spectacular developments have received relatively little academic 

attention in the West, except in the English language Journal of China 

Tourism Research (published since 2005 with the editor in chief located in 

the School of Hotel & Tourism Management of the Hong Kong Polytechnic 

University) which is dedicated to tourism in China.  

Andreu, Claver and Quer (2010) noted that three of the leading Western 

tourism journals (Annals of Tourism Research, Tourism Management and the 

Journal of Travel Research) published only 95 articles on China (including 

Hong Kong and Macao) between 1997 and 2008. They noticed an increase 

since 2005, with 43 of the 95 contributions published between 2005 and 

2008. Fifty studies were about Hong Kong; most contributions followed a 

quantitative approach and the majority focused on tourism marketing and 
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promotion (42 articles out of 95), followed by tourism policy and planning 

(25 articles). 

 

A turning point seems to be at hand, however, with more Chinese authors 

and research on tourism in China getting published in Western books (e.g. in 

Ryan & Huang, 2013) and journals. Zhong, Wu and Morrison (2013) 

confirmed this in their analysis of 333 articles on Chinese tourism retrieved 

from 96 international academic journals (not only on tourism and hospitality 

but also on business, marketing, sociology and other research). They found 

that more than half (61.6%) of these 333 articles appeared in the five years 

between 2008 and 2013. Also Annals of Tourism Research seems to be 

catching up with six “original research articles” (out of 27) devoted to 

tourism topics in Mainland China in their October 2013 volume (issue 43).  

 

Nevertheless, Ryan and Huang (2013) stated that currently most of the 

research by Chinese academics is hardly noticed outside the Chinese tourism 

research community. They also observed that very few articles by English-

speaking authors find their way into Chinese tourism journals such as 

Tourism Tribune (which is published in Mandarin), possibly indicating a kind 

of provincialism that journals elsewhere also suffer from as noted above. 

 

In order to redress these imbalances, Winter (2009), focusing on Asia in 

general, argued that more work by Asian scholars should get published in the 

West. He also made a plea for compiling histories of Asian tourism. To date, 

histories of tourism have mainly been written from a Eurocentric point of 

view in which tourism is seen as an essentially Western phenomenon that 

became global when Western tourists started to travel the world. But non-

Western countries have tourism histories as well. Compiling historiographies 

of Asian travel can not only provide context for understanding current 

tourism developments, they can also reveal that perceptions about tourism 

and leisure are often grounded in Orientalist and Eurocentric perspectives 

(Winter, 2009). Winter (2009) further argued for a questioning of the 

universality of concepts, such as Urry’s tourist gaze, MacCannell’s quest for 

authenticity, and Butler’s destination life cycle which were “conceived in 

particular, historical circumstances” (p. 24). He pleaded for “alternative 

discourses that are informed by local/regional historical experiences and 
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cultural practices in the same way that the Western social sciences are” (p. 

27). 

 

This point was also stressed by Xu, Ding and Packer (2008), who warned 

that it is necessary to carefully examine the application of Western tourism 

theories to the Chinese context, which is different from Western countries 

but also not a monolithic whole. As an example they mentioned the use of 

models for developing community based tourism. Since local communities in 

China have in general little control over their development, for most of them 

- unlike elsewhere - “sharing in the benefits of tourism is more important 

than sharing in the management and control” (Xu, Ding & Packer, 2008, p. 

479; italics in original text). Also, in light of the growth of tourism noted 

above, studying the possibilities of a “sustainable mass tourism” (Xu et al., 

2008, p. 481) might be more useful than the small-scale sustainable tourism 

projects popular with Western researchers and tourists. 

 

Neither Winter nor Xu et al. suggested that an essentialist approach should 

be followed and that only Chinese can interpret Chinese history or tourism 

developments. Winter (2009) advocated a pluralist approach that “is at once 

geographically, politically and epistemologically plural” (p. 27). Xu et al. 

(2008), while pointing out the need to take Chinese contexts and concepts 

into consideration, remarked that although under postmodernism the 

uniqueness of places has become more important than the similarities 

between them, “the accumulation of detailed documentation of local 

knowledge without theory-building will limit the explanatory power of the 

research” (p. 488).  

 

Rey Chow (1998), in addressing essentialism, observed that to this day 

many Western and Chinese scholars still frequently attach the adjective 

“Chinese” to events, conditions or trends and thus speak of Chinese heritage, 

Chinese culture or Chinese modernity. Chow is critical of this insistence on 

the Chineseness of things and sees “this collective habit of supplementing 

every major world trend with the notion of ‘Chinese’” as “the result of 

historical factors, the most crucial of which is the lingering, pervasive 

hegemony of Western culture” (Chow, 1998, p. 3).  
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In the West this habit is part of the tendency to stigmatize non-Western 

cultures by giving them such ethnic markers or national labels (Chow, 1998). 

Chow noted that whereas it would be acceptable for authors dealing with 

aspects of specific Western (British, French, American) cultures to use 

generic titles for their publications - such as “Women Writers and the 

Problem of Aesthetics”, “This Sex Which Is Not One” or “Tales of Love” 

(Chow, 1998, p. 4) - authors dealing with non-Western cultures are expected 

to add words such as “Chinese” or “Indian” to their research work which 

subsequently is then considered too specific to justify general interest.  

De Kloet (2010), addressing this issue in his work on rock music in China, 

commented that “apparently, only the West has the hegemonic power to 

claim universalism, while all others are delegated to ethnic and national 

ghettos” (p. 28). 

 

But also Chinese intellectuals feel a need to emphasize the Chinese 

dimension of everything. According to Chow (1998), this essentialism is 

connected to the invasion of China by colonial powers in the 19th century. 

They imposed a system of unequal treaties and acquired territorial rights, 

trading privileges and extraterritoriality. This era is generally referred to as 

bainian guochi or the century of national humiliation, which lasted from the 

outbreak of the first Opium War in 1839 to the end of World War II (Wang, 

2012). Ramo (2007) wrote that “everything that has happened since the 

Opium War, including some of the most prominent elements of the last three 

decades of reform and development, has some intellectual and emotional 

root in that defeat” (p. 7). He perceived China’s obsession with global 

integration, technology, and its drive to become a superpower as being all 

connected to this era of national humiliation. 

 

Against this background, Chow (1998) called the use of the adjective 

“Chinese” the “logic of the wound”: an attempt at establishing cultural 

integrity as a reaction against colonialism and aggression. Although this is 

not unique to China, it seems, however, something that contemporary 

Chinese culture does not want to abandon (Chow, 1998). Chow (1998) 

observed that 

 

In the habitual obsession with “Chineseness”, what we often encounter is  
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a kind of cultural essentialism - in this case, sinocentrism - that draws an  

imaginary boundary between China and the rest of the world. Everything  

Chinese, it follows, is fantasized as somehow better - longer in existence,  

more intelligent, more scientific, more valuable, and ultimately beyond  

comparison. The historically conditioned paranoid reaction to the West,  

then, easily flips over and turns into a narcissistic, megalomanic  

affirmation of China. (p. 6)  

 

This sinocentrism became quite strong amongst young intellectuals from the 

1990s onwards (Xu et al., 2008; Chow, 1998), as was demonstrated by the 

protests of young Chinese against human rights’ and Tibetan activists during 

the 2008 worldwide Olympic Torch Relay, referred to by the Chinese 

organizers as the “Journey of Harmony” (“Clashes along Olympic Torch 

Route”, 2008). 

 

According to Chow (2010b), Western and Chinese uses of the ethnic marker 

“Chinese” basically represent two sides of the same coin. For her 

“Orientalism and a particularism like nationalism or nativism are the obverse 

and reverse of the same coin, and . . . criticism of one cannot be made 

without criticism of the other” (p. 34). Chow (2010a), instead, proposed to 

study China from a postcolonial theoretical perspective and to see it as part 

of a larger world history marked by the forces of Western imperialism and 

colonialism. She stated that “to see China in these postcolonial theoretical 

terms is, ultimately to wrest it from a long orientalist tradition, in which the 

fraught realities of Chinese modernity are characteristically understood as 

the continuations of or aberrations from a pure native tradition” (Chow, 

2010a, p. 26).  

 

While such explicit postcolonial perspectives are rare amongst tourism 

scholars, many authors look at tourism in China as developing on the 

crossroads of economic, socio-political and - to a lesser extent - cultural 

dynamics. Ryan and Gu (2009b), for example, perceived the context within 

which tourism is developing as shaped by a need for economic growth, by a 

state in transition from a socialist system to a socialist market economy with 

Chinese characteristics, and by a culture influenced by Confucian, Buddhist, 

Daoist and Maoist values.  
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Airey and Chong (2010, 2011) focused on tourism from a national policy-

making perspective. According to them, the state views tourism as a 

strategic part of the Reform and Opening-up policies with first and foremost 

economic development purposes but also with ideological, socio-cultural and 

even diplomatic goals. With domestic tourism as its mainstay, tourism should 

contribute to the establishment of a “socialist harmonious society” (discussed 

in Chapter Four) and support socialist but also Confucian and other 

traditional values. 

 

Various authors linked the development of tourism to modernity9, mobility 

and cultural authority and perceived tourism as a form of soft power10 

through which the state tries to maintain control over an increasingly mobile 

population which at the same time needs to be imbued with “modern” values. 

Oakes and Sutton (2010, p. 7) mentioned the government’s efforts to guide 

the consumption patterns of its increasingly affluent and mobile population 

with tourism being one of the approved options for “the advanced and 

‘civilized’ consuming citizen” (Oakes & Sutton, 2010, p. 6). At domestic 

tourist sites, the state employs soft power tactics to distribute “state-

sanctioned narratives of history, culture, national identity, and so on” (Oakes 

& Sutton, 2010, p. 6). But they also noted that tourists cannot be trusted to 

behave as the state would like them to. When visiting temples, tourists 

might actually be tempted to pray instead of just taking some photos or 

buying souvenirs. Or they might gamble and visit prostitutes instead of just 

consuming the narratives delivered by their tour guides when touring the 

country (Oakes & Sutton, 2010). Nevertheless, for Oakes and Sutton (2010), 

“tourism is central to our understanding of the ways the state continues to 

try and maintain its cultural authority as the country undergoes massive 

economic and social transformation” (p. 4).  

 

                                                      
9 In his book Tourism and Modernity in China (1998), in which he demonstrates that the construction of 
ethnic identities for tourism in Guizhou is not a process which can be completely controlled by the central 
government, Oakes refers to “modernity” as a “tense and paradoxical process through which people 
produce, confront and negotiate a particular kind of socio-economic change” (1998, p. 7; italics in original) 

with the industrialized West as the model they (at least in Guizhou) pursue.  
 
10 “Soft power” is a term coined by Joseph Nye Jr. (Harvard University) in his book Bound to lead: The 
changing nature of American power (1990). He further developed the concept in his 2004 book Soft Power: 
The means to success in world politics. The term is widely used to describe “the ability to get what you 
want through attraction rather than coercion or payments”. Wang Jian (2011) noted that “. . . departing 
from Joseph Nye’s original conceptualization, the Chinese usage of ‘soft power’ is applied to international 
relations as well as to domestic policies, hence unifying domestic and international considerations into an 
‘organic whole’” (p. 8). 
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Nyíri (2006, 2009, 2010) also perceived the development of tourism as 

closely linked to modernization and mobility. Like Oakes and Sutton (2010), 

Nyíri regarded tourism as one of the mechanisms of soft power (others being 

for example education and the media) through which the state tries to assert 

cultural authority over its mobile population and to maintain “hegemonic 

representations of Chinese geography, history, and culture” (Nyíri, 2010, p. 

7). Mobility is both a necessity for modernization and “civilization” and “a 

potential threat that must be supervised and controlled” (Nyíri, 2010, p. 8). 

This ambivalent attitude of the government towards mobility is shared by 

many governments under neoliberalism as discussed in the previous section. 

But according to Nyíri (2010) China is distinctive “for the speed with which 

its citizens have joined the global trend” and also because the state here is 

“engaged in an explicit pedagogical effort to both valorize and control 

mobility” (p. 8). This “pedagogical effort” is directed towards the creation of 

“modern consumer citizens” (Nyíri, 2010, p. 78) and the construction of “a 

socialist spiritual civilization” (Nyíri, 2010, p. 89), topics which will be further 

discussed in Chapter Four.  

 

Yan and Bramwell (2008) - in their article on national and local government, 

tourism and cultural identity in Qufu, Confucius’ birthplace - also highlighted 

the central government’s strong influence on tourism as a means of trying to 

maintain authority over the interpretation of the past for ideological 

purposes. But they remarked as well that even in China the hegemony of the 

central state is not absolute and has at times to give in to pressures from the 

tourism industry, the media or local government.  

 

Sofield and Li (2011), focusing on tourism policy, planning and development, 

concluded that the enormous growth of tourism over the past 30 years “has 

generated billions of dollars of revenue, resulted in the direct employment of 

about 9% of China’s total workforce and many more indirectly through the 

multiplier effect and elevated tourism to the status of a pillar industry for 

China” (p. 529). 

 

Economic motives seem to be one of the major drivers for investing in 

tourism: the increase of domestic spending to sustain economic development 

but also job creation are top priorities in a country where many people still 
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live in poverty - on the 2013 United Nations Human Development Index11 

China ranks number 101 out of a total of 186 countries and is categorized as 

a country with “medium human development” (United Nations Development 

Programme, 2013, p. 145) - and where the need to redress disparities in 

development between the coastal provinces in the East and those in the 

interior parts of the country is very urgent.  

 

But economic motives are not the only reason why the government has 

made tourism an important pillar of its development policy. As the literature 

review above shows, tourism also serves political and cultural purposes and 

is used as a tool for reinvigorating communist ideology and patriotism while 

at the same time promoting a “modern” society. 

  

The growth of tourism has not only been very fast, but also presents a 

special case in a country where tourism developed in the context of the 

transition from a centrally controlled economy to a more market driven and 

decentralised system, also referred to as a socialist market system with 

Chinese characteristics. Although tourism was one of the first industries to 

profit from the Reform and Opening-up policies introduced in 1978, 

government control of tourism remains strong to attain the political purposes 

tourism is supposed to serve, as will be explored more in-depth in Chapter 

Four. 

 

Since economic and political power structures play such an important role in 

the development of tourism, a structuralist or materialist perspective of 

looking at tourism proposed in the previous section seems to be valid for 

looking at tourism in China as well. This perspective allows not only for a 

historical context for the development of tourism (which did not completely 

appear “out of nothing”) but also enables an analysis of the crucial role of 

                                                      
11 The UN Human Development Index (HDI) serves as a frame of reference for both social and economic 
development. It measures the average achievements in a country in three basic dimensions of human 
development: a long and healthy life, access to knowledge and a decent standard of living. Indicators of 
the health conditions (life expectancy at birth), the education situation (mean years of schooling for adults 
aged 25 and expected years of schooling for children of school going age) and living standards (gross 
national income per capita) are combined into one composite human development index, the geometric 
mean of the indicators of the three dimensions. In order to make an assessment of countries with very 
different price levels, income data are first converted into a common currency, the PPP (purchasing power 
parity) dollar. In theory, one PPP dollar has the same purchasing power in the domestic economy of a 
country as U$1 has in the United States economy. China is ranked as a country with medium human 
development. Compared with the 2013 maxima of Norway, it scores relatively high on life expectancy 
(73.7; Norway 81.3), lower on mean years of schooling (7.5; Norway 12.6), and expected years of 
schooling (11.7; Norway 17.5), and quite low on per capita income (7,945 PPP$; Norway 48,688 PPP$) 
(United Nations Development Programme, 2013, p. 145).  
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the government in tourism development while at the same time allowing the 

possibility of perceiving the transformations in China not as an isolated 

phenomenon but as part of a world-wide economic transformation under the 

rise of neoliberalism.  

 

At the same time, allowances must - and will - be made for “pluralities”, for, 

as noted in this section, China is not a monolithic unity, control of the central 

government over tourism is not total and “the” Chinese tourist - anymore 

than the American or European tourist - does not exist.  

 


