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Abstract: The present paper develops the need for an all-encompassing view 
of tourism, exploring the limitations of other previous approaches. Under the 
premise that tourism is associated to a dream-like sub-system which controls 
social and personal behaviour, it is hypothesised that a new methodology of 
understanding tourism from a cross-cultural point of view, rather than purely a 
Western point of view, is needed. Our thesis is that there is not one unique 
definition of tourism, but many definitions, adjusted to the requirements of 
each society, and demanding a new systemic dialogue involving economics, 
religion, politics and security. This is an inter-linguistic effort to link the most 
representative studies in epistemology written and published in Spanish, 
English and Portuguese. 
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1 Introduction 

Many authors in different languages and historical contexts have attempted to define 
tourism and its opportunities to become in a scientific discipline (Jafari and Aeser, 1988; 
Jafari and Pizam, 1966; Jafari, 2005; Coles et al., 2005; Korstanje and Busby, 2010; Xiao 
and Smith, 2008; Pernecky and Jamal, 2010; Tribe, 2010). Even if there are interesting 
epistemological writings in this matter, a growing disintegration has led to them being 
almost incomprehensible to the reader and the specialised public (Meira-Martoni, 2011; 
Bortnowska-Marinho, et al., 2011). We agree with those that point out that it does not 
suffice to refer to the ‘scientification’ of tourism only based on the number of 
publications or conferences is not a pre-condition for the development of a scientific 
discipline. In the context of today, tourism is seen as a commercial activity, which is 
studied from the viewpoint of various disciplines, including economy, geography, 
sociology, psychology, and anthropology. The academic level, its interdisciplinary nature 
and body of knowledge are so great and so varied that they have either generated a 
supposed incomprehensibility or a simplification of the subject (Escalona-Munoz, 2011; 
Tribe, 2010). 

In this context, the present article aims not only to rescue voices and contributions to 
the study of tourism which have, through time, been silenced, but also to propose a new 
neo-systemic paradigm, which will help specialists to understand the phenomenon of 
tourism and its complexity. This work synthesises more than eight years of research. For 
reasons of time and space, it is impossible to summarise all the authors and practitioners 
who have dealt with the subject. However, we will try to approach the theme with the 
depth it deserves, citing renowned authors in both the English and Spanish languages. 
The lack of dialogue between the two, or even the compliance by Spanish-speaking 
authors to Anglo-Saxon research (Korstanje, 2010b), amply justifies our efforts. 

2 Defining tourism 

Is tourism a simple voyage (displacement) which produces income for someone? In this 
context, it is interesting to read the recent article by Minnaert et al. (2011) who study 
‘social tourism’ as a phenomenon related to the protection of the neediest in society. In 
their development of the theme, the authors ask whether tourism should be conceived of 
as a commercial activity associated to pleasure and luxury or as a right of all citizens 
independent of their acquisitive power. The answer may not be singled out. Capitalist 
countries exploit tourism from a purely mercantilist perspective, whereas socialist focus 
on this activity as a right. From this point of view, tourism has a different nature 
depending on the type of society, its economy and way of territorial organisation. The hot 
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point of debate was posed on the nature of work and leisure. If the utilitarianism which is 
fundamental to capitalism results in commercial tourism, the idea in asserting that 
socialist countries are developing a universal form of tourism is questionable. Modern 
capitalism, whether in industrialised countries or socialist countries, has characterised 
tourism as an all-encompassed institution, and the right to consumption as universal, as 
we discuss later in relation to our theory of the dream-like nature of tourism. 

Modernity and the desire to see the different and new have shaped our way of 
travelling in the last few years. Up to a point, even touristic voyages have been 
transformed into a business which is not associated with recreation as such. Modernity, it 
would seem, has invaded every aspect of our social lives, including leisure. Today, a 
voyage must be, it would seem a commercial transaction, which does not really take into 
account the motive, or prior narrative. However, as we will see below, tourism should not 
be strictly considered as an income-producing voyage. The historian Pastoriza (2011) 
suggested that the consolidation of tourism occurred because of the increased movement 
of people, interventions by both the public and private sectors in urbanisation and the 
necessary infrastructure, and the romantic and visual appreciation of landscape. There is a 
consensus that while mobility does enable some social groups to be models to follow, it 
isolates others (Lash and Urry, 1998; Wood and Graham, 2006; Hannam et al., 2006, 
Urry, 2007). The act of travelling evokes the idea of a tourist vision, (or ‘tourist gaze’), 
which has previously constructed the experience to be consumed (Urry, 1990, 1995; Da 
Silva-Santos and Soares-Marques, 2011). Tourism for certain authors may be seen as a 
cultural voyage or rite of passage (Berger, 2004), or the consumption of inter-woven 
signs in a coherent and organised discourse (Culler, 1981). For many years, researchers 
have tried to define tourism, even when the fragmentation of knowledge led to an 
epistemological lack of discipline (Tribe, 2010; Escalona-Munoz, 2011; Korstanje, 2007, 
2008). According to the specialised bibliography tourism might be understood as: 

a A voyage to a sacred or special place, which by necessity involves the 
commercialisation of hospitality (Cohen, 1972; Graburn, 1983; Maccannell, 1988; 
Korstanje, 2010a, 2010b). 

b An agent of democratisation which destabilises the inequalities generated by 
mercantile colonialism (Turner and Ash, 1991; Palmer, 1994). 

c A stereotyped form of leisure (Dumanzedier, 1967; Nash, 1981; Munee, 1999; 
Getino, 2002; Korstanje, 2009a, 2009b, 2009c). 

d A cultural expression (De Kadt, 1992). 

e An interconnected system of motivational factors. The ‘push’ factors are related to 
the characteristics of the tourism destination, and the ‘pull’ factors are associated to 
the psychological attributes of the traveller (Dann, 1977; Crompton, 1979; Turnbull 
and Uysal, 1995; Klenosky, 2002; Wu et al., 2009). 

f An inter-ethnic meeting between guests and hosts (Pi-Sunyer, 1977; Smith, 1977; 
Santana-Talavera, 2006). 

The economist Escalona-Munoz (2011) comments those in recent years a current, arising 
from management studies, has developed, giving priority to tourism demand and ignoring 
the role of the offer or supply within the economic system. He states that those 
researchers who follow this current claim that the complexity of tourism merits an  



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   16 A. Thirkettle and M.E. Korstanje    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

inter-disciplinary study. Actually, far from clarifying the issue or arriving at unified 
paradigms, which would allow methodological and scientific development, their efforts 
seem to be directed at studying certain matters concerned with the image of tourism 
destinations and profitability. The culmination of the methodology employed by these 
researchers is the development of case studies using classic market and consumption 
research techniques. Thus, the function of tourism within society, for these researchers, 
has been simplified to a mere product. Thus, according to the author, commercialised 
hospitality has been misunderstood, as has been tourism itself. 

Meanwhile, the Spanish anthropologist Santana-Talavera (2006) states that, in spite 
of the taboo in anthropology concerning treating matters in an integrated and systemic 
way, in order to understand tourism it should be seen from a holistic perspective, which 
would not only describe the dynamics as observed in the field, but also the effects and 
changes caused by tourism over time. In contrast to his colleagues, Santana-Talavera 
suggests that the ‘tourism system’ is formed by three well-defined elements. The first 
refers to the demand by all the actors within the system, whether for prime commodities, 
or for goods to which value has been added. Secondly, he refers to a static element, in the 
form of infrastructure, which facilitates tourism, and territorial planning. Thirdly, he 
refers to the process by which the elements form a system. 

More widely, it appears that tourism cannot be understood other than as geographical 
movement with the specific intention to return. Thus, Monterrubio Cordero (2011) has 
developed a systemic model which helps us to understand the evolution of the variables 
which make up the tourism system. Tourism has experienced many problems in 
recognition by more established disciplines partly because of the dispersal of texts on the 
subject, but partly because of a tendency to define tourism in terms of its effects on the 
economy, or the population, or the environment, without taking into account other 
essential components. The author states that even if travel is an essential part of tourism, 
not all travel can be considered as tourism, and therefore he prefers a definition of 
tourism based on recreation and leisure. However, to define tourism as being purely 
allied to leisure would be reductionist, because it would be seen purely from the point of 
view of the tourist. Tourism is much more than elements related to habitual residence or 
travel. According to Monterrubio Cordero tourism is: 

“a complex system composed of various social, cultural, economic, political 
and ecological elements, structures, interactions, relations and consequences 
which involve travel by an individual or group from their usual place of 
residence and their stay in a specific destination, usually for recreation.” 

3 The technical perspective and its limitations 

From a superficial perspective, tourism might be understood as both an economic activity 
and a psycho-social activity (De Kadt, 1992; Jimenez-Guzman, 1986) whose implications 
have been little explored or publicised by comparison with other disciplines. On the other 
hand, it is also the case that each discipline (management, geography, psychology, 
sociology, for example) has proposed a different model for the study and resolution of 
tourism-related problems in the field. For some, tourism is a simple activity with  
well-defined geopolitical and economic roots (Heytens, 1978) while for others it is an 
immensely complex activity which merits inter-disciplinary study. Associated to two 
psychological necessities, a search for novelty, and for rest, the origins of escapement 
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might be studied from a biblical point of view. Judeo-Christian cosmology has been the 
ideological and mythical basis of tourism, as on the one hand it promotes curiosity as a 
form of renovation or the search for a new situation (sin and confession), while on the 
other it promotes travel as a form of rest (Korstanje and Busby, 2010). With the passing 
of years, this activity enrooted in the leisure sphere or escapement demanded attention 
not only from academics, but also from lay people. Thousand of students envisaged in 
tourism/hospitality programmes a valid alternative for their future. The growth of tourism 
started a new quandary linked to the fact or question whether it may be considered a 
science. 

Segui-Linas suggests that one of the first to develop the idea of the science of tourism 
or ‘touristology’ was Georges Cazes, who promoted the disciplinary study of tourism 
from various perspectives – namely the regional analysis of tourism, the relation between 
tourism and the developing world, and the epistemology of tourism. Cazes, like many 
others, was concerned to create a science which would unify the technical and scientific 
perspectives on tourism – which would unite the profit motive of investors, and the 
‘science’ of tourism. As for regional analysis, Cazes focussed on the development and 
expansion of the tourist industry in the Mediterranean in the middle of the twentieth 
century. The French geographer was also concerned about the negative effects of tourism 
on under-developed countries. The epistemological perspective examined the influence of 
tourism flows on the natural environment [Segui-Llinas, (2006), p.11]. However, Cazes 
falls into the same error as the majority of scholars as he assumes tourism development to 
be an epistemological rule (produced by the theory of the method of knowledge). 

At present, there are two clear tendencies. The first is the ‘technical perspective’, the 
objective of which is to use the study of tourism as a tool, or as an instrument by which 
we can resolve certain incongruences in the system. Benefits of this method are manifold. 
For one hand, it provides clear definitions about tourism easily understood by 
practitioners. Secondly, technical approach allows the design of products and 
destinations. Larger organisations dedicated to install programmes of development in the 
world as International Monetary Fund, World Tourism Organization or World Bank 
employed definitions based on technical perspective. The problem lies in the complicity 
of market with status quo protecting their interests. These perspectives are not interested 
in the facts as object, but in the role of tourism to alleviate the situation of people. As a 
result, tourism should be used as a clinical tool, reducing poverty and strengthening 
social liaison but under the risk to reduce the understanding of tourism as a social 
institution. This is a type of corrective method which tries to involve as many of the 
actors involved in tourism as possible in a synergic way. One of the distinctive 
characteristics of such research is the absence of a critical conscience towards the object 
of study, and the necessity to improve the present situation by the efficient organisation 
of resources. The second is the ‘scientific perspective’ which tries to explain the reason 
and mechanism for the origin and development of the phenomenon of tourism. Although 
the scientific perspective, like the technical, is inspired by the desire to improve the 
quality of life of people, the priority is to validate or refute results, rather than giving any 
judgement during the process. The conclusion is the final result of the process. From this 
perspective, unlike the technical perspective, it is not important to make a value 
judgement as to what is, or should be, socially correct, but to study with objectivity how a 
phenomenon has evolved through time. Thus, we have the need to speak of ‘sustainable 
tourism’ (Boullon, 1985; Vitry, 2003; Silva-Santo, 2003; Jafari, 2005; Nadeau et al., 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   18 A. Thirkettle and M.E. Korstanje    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

2008; Alvarez and Korzay, 2008; Franch et al., 2008; Dwyer, 2008). However, the 
influence of mercantilism and the physiocratic school are still present in the technical 
tradition. The scientific perspective uses this mercantilism to criticise the technical 
perspective. 

One of the fundamental aspects which determines the discourse concerning the 
technical perspective on tourism is territorial organisation and planning. Dosso (2005a, 
p.28) states that “certain urban areas have a territorial centrality (or transterritoriality) 
according to their dynamic role of the attraction they have on the surrounding area 
influencing economic and territorial development”. Taking other conceptual tools from 
marketing and management, Dosso states that the consolidation of the centrality which he 
mentions is possible only by the intervention of two factors: 

1 competition 

2 the use of the strengths in the economic base of the area. 

His analysis derives from the supposition that the social dynamic does not imply a break 
in social order, and vice versa. The necessity for order and stability is the first element 
which we find in the technical perspective on tourism. The second refers to the rational 
use of resources to achieve a higher material benefit, not necessarily in financial terms. In 
other words, the technical perspective emphasises the necessity of creating a situation 
which is better than the present situation, which is always presented as being undesirable. 

Dosso states that while the landscape is the principal attraction in tourism, there are 
other elements such as the transport infrastructure. 

The territorialisation of the economic (although territory is part of the economy) is the 
third aspect in the technical perspective on tourism. The organisation of territory is seen 
always as being in the future, being linked to probable events. In the treatment of Dosso, 
there are essentially two areas which should be analysed. One is the time element 
concerning future ideal situations, and the second is the relationship between the 
technical rational use of resources in territorial planning and the desire of the principal 
actors to reach this efficiency. 

Mantero (2005) introduces a new concept into the definition of tourism – the 
attraction and the nucleus. The nucleus, geographically speaking, is the point in space 
which serves as a centre of orientation to the rest of the landscape. The nucleus is not 
only a point of orientation, but also is unique with respect to the remainder of the visual 
universe. In part, this is the prerequisite of the unique nature and exclusivity which is 
constructed symbolically around a tourist destination. The future and physical position 
appear to relate to each other. However, even if in Spanish geographical and temporal 
destination are identical, in English this is not so – and we have ‘destination’ and 
‘destiny’. In the summary of his presentation, Matero (2005, p.49) clarifies that 

“Because of the growth of tourism in the hinterland of Buenos Aires we will 
suggest and develop the idea of tourism as a territorial phenomenon, 
considering social density, an appropriate political and economic context, and 
both urban and rural tourism attractions.” 

For Mantero, tourism is born in the convergence between the availability of a density of 
sites which are attractive to tourists in a given territory, and a landscape which is 
sufficient to attract a substantial flow of tourists. Tourism should not be conceived 
beyond its capacity to attract, and external infrastructure based on foreseeing future 
consumer expectation. However, Mantero’s view does see a clear subordination of 
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human and social factors to economic factors. Work and commercial exchange, a result 
of the free market, synthesises the relationship between mankind and geographical 
territory. Mantero follows by describing touristic necessities and experiences, concluding 
that tourism permits a ‘union’ of the tourist with the surrounding landscape, so that his 
environment not only provides the resources necessary for his very survival, but also 
gives added value to the commercial relationship between the resident and the tourist. 
One can conceptualise the argument of Mantero using the following key words: 
attraction, value, satisfaction, consumption, time, usefulness, tourism, and territory. 
Sometimes history is presented by the technical perspective on tourism as an example of 
scientific objectivity, but it is actually only a description of the ‘tourism product’ and not 
a history of tourism. 

To summarise, the technical perspective in tourism research emphasises the 
following: 

a  Tourism is, and should be, evaluated for its present principal function, and not for its 
historic function. 

b Tourism is an economic and commercial activity whose main characteristics are 
movement, and the transformation of the geographic landscape. The undesirable 
consequences of tourism can be mitigated by the rational use of resources, which 
should be directed towards the protection of heritage and ecology. 

c Work, which is the principal value in the West, relates four very different elements: 
territory, the individual, tourism, and the future. Tourism activity, as a type of 
leisure, has a geographic logic and an economic logic. By the imposition and 
reproduction of ideas and beliefs such as good, bad, better, worse, deterioration, 
growth, value, higher and lower, writers about tourism from the technical perspective 
promote the idea that tourism development is completed, but at the same time is 
subject to future events (or, in other words, business collapse). 

d The technical perspective emphasis attractivity as the main criterion of academic 
discourse, while usefulness or the necessity of structure and order are seen to be 
secondary matters. The need to improve is associated with the anguish of not being 
able to predict the future; indeed, technical reports are written in the future tense 
rather than the past. Their horizon looks towards what is to come (in contrast to 
scientific reports which look towards the past or the present). 

Among the principal limitations of the technical perspective is the wide variety of 
definitions concerning tourism, which, by their nature, are not mutually exclusive but 
rather abstract and general, referring to such activities as business, leisure and rest, 
among others. These generalising definitions are appropriate to the modern system of 
conducting business in which cohesion and synergy are seen to be the principal strengths. 
But these definitions, although maybe efficient for some purposes, are too superficial to 
analyse the phenomenon. Secondly, the technical perspective is more concerned with the 
profitability of the suppliers of tourism services and the attractions of the destination than 
understanding the real dynamics of the process of tourism development. Many studies 
from this perspective openly declare that tourism should be understood as a western and 
modern phenomenon, thus trivialising more than 2,500 years of history, and the value 
that other cultures and civilisations have put on their forms of tourism activity. As a form 
of leisure, tourism evokes the value which civilisations have always placed on social 
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order. Unfortunately, the systemic perspective, which could have helped the 
understanding of the functioning of tourism, has been co-opted by disciplines such as 
marketing and management, where efficiency and success are seen to be more important 
than understanding. 

4 The three phases of science 

Even if there are many important works concerning epistemology, so as not to confuse 
the reader we will discuss in this section the most important elements of the scientific 
system. This was without doubt one of the most important errors of Jafari when his thesis 
of the ‘scientification’ was developed. The American anthropologist precluded that the 
stage of scientification should be determined by the number of studies in lieu of the 
agreement of a common method. To be honest, in part, this error was caused by the fact 
that he had not taken into account the historic evolution of the different sciences, or their 
links to the economic systems within which these disciplines were born. 

The scientific thought is determined by three basic pillars: 

a the inference of laws 

b the replicability of the data 

c the explanation of phenomena. 

Following this reasoning, one may add that the scientific method always seeks to apply 
accumulated knowledge and the possibility of inferring universal laws which explain the 
relation between variables. The sources and processes should be duly documented and 
the results should be capable of being repeated by another researcher. Lastly, science 
should, by observation, permit the comprehension and explanation of the variation and 
connection of the variables of the problem. Thus, all scientific research begins with a 
question, which is answered by following a method. 

Unfortunately, for a long time, the positivists, not knowing about the contributions of 
the Viennese School, introduced relativity in the evaluation of results. Thus, science 
came to be determined not by the method but by the falsability of the results. This 
suggests an investment in the production of knowledge in which the result comes to be 
more important than the intervening steps. As a result of this epistemological confusion, 
many scientists fell into conceptual relativity which has led to great fragmentation. The 
form of research then gave way to methodological subjectivity, which, being linked to the 
situation and politics, facilitates the consolidation of modernity as a general way of life. 

In this context, it is worth clarifying that all science rests on two forms of generating 
knowledge. The first is called ‘1st state’ and is characterised by the isolation of those 
variables which are studied, generally in laboratories, and which seek to learn about the 
laws which govern the universe. Physics is one of the sciences which operates under the 
principle of direct observation. The environment, in this type of situation, is totally 
controlled. The scientist should always conduct experiments in the present in order to 
draw inferences about the future. However, ‘2nd state’ science is totally different. Under 
certain conditions, the grade of repeatability cannot be isolated in a determined frame of 
time and space, and the researcher must ‘reconstruct’ the causes of the problem from the 
past. Within this classification are the so-called social sciences, which include 
psychology and sociology, among others. As capital expands its influence, breaking 
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down the former notions of time and space with globalisation, knowledge is produced by 
a great variety of research centres with few links between them. Their results are so 
dispersed that there is little or no dialogue between the different schools of thought. The 
most established disciplines accuse newer bodies of knowledge of not being able to infer 
laws, and this becomes a motive for their rejection. Given the general laws of science, it 
is of interest to know that historical evolution of science has changed through the years. 
We may explain our model of ‘The three phases of science’ as follows: 

From antiquity until the end of the middle ages, mankind was interested by questions 
concerning the connection between people and its cities. His economy was purely a 
subsistence economy linked to cattle farming and primary agriculture. There was an 
important link between a man and his territory and lineage, as there was no concept of 
salaried work as we know it today, or in other words the possibility of a person to choose 
where, for what wage, and for whom he would work. The disciplines which governed life 
were philosophy, astrology, medicine and astronomy among others. We term this phase 
‘the primary production of knowledge’. In the late middle age, we enter into a second 
phase, which we term ‘the secondary production of knowledge’ in which the Industrial 
and Cromwellian Revolutions have left their mark. Work and the relationship of a person 
with his lineage started to lose their strong linkage, due to the consensus that labour 
should be sold according to the conditions of the context. Little by little man ceased to be 
subject to God, his city, and his master in order to become part of the capitalist adventure 
based on speculation, control of the results, and calculation. During this process, from the 
19th century until the middle of the 20th century, new disciplines wee born. These 
included psychology, anthropology and sociology. These new disciplines were totally 
orientated to the study of man, but rather than seeking the answers to abstract universal 
questions, they were specific with emphasis on industrial work, poverty, and 
development, for instance. 

The ‘social sciences’ entered into conflict with the established disciplines, and so 
sociology confronted philosophy, and psychology confronted medicine (and psychiatry). 
Without doubt, we inevitably begin to see a fragmentation in the method of generating 
and interpreting knowledge. These forms of the production of science cannot be studied 
outside the context of the standardisation of the modern means of production in general. 
Systemic standardisation (that is, the possibility of the accumulation of comparative data, 
as defended by the positivists) was directly proportional to mass production. Society and 
human behaviour begin to be considered as a systemic whole, where there are inputs, 
processes and outputs which indefinitely feed back into other systems. Social interaction 
is the conceptual base which these new sciences claimed to study. 

Nevertheless, the situation changed radically towards the end of 20th century, or to be 
more exact in about 1970 when capitalist countries began to realise that they could not 
guarantee serial production for ever in a sustainable way. This was due to the energy 
crisis provoked by the Arab-Israeli War, in which industries had to introduce a new form 
of consumption so that capital, which had been born out of the Industrial Revolution, 
could become electronic. The production of capital for the purchase of goods did not now 
seem to be as important as the opposite situation, where goods become a pre-condition 
for the production and general accumulation of money. The classic relationship is 
replaced by symbolic mediators, such as money, generating a total solipsism, or the view 
that the self is the only thing that really exists. We may call this third state the 
‘fragmented stage of knowledge’ in which the new disciplines (communication, 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

   22 A. Thirkettle and M.E. Korstanje    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

journalism, tourism, gastronomy, management and publicity, for example) begin to gain 
ground in comparison with second stage disciplines such as sociology. As two of the 
main characteristics of post-modernity have been social fragmentation and subjectivity, 
theses new forms of knowledge have been oriented towards consumption and the 
aesthetic. These new values of society are rejected by the already established second 
stage sciences. Sociology and anthropology claim that tourism is a science which does 
not have its foundations in serious reason. These are the same claims that sociology had 
confronted from its own predecessors. In order to summarise this model and enable the 
reader to achieve a greater understanding of the phenomenon, we might synthesise the 
main aspects which distinguish third stage sciences as follows: 

1 They are disciplines which are linked to the creation of necessities, in order to 
explain them. 

2 They consider social reality as a product. 

3 They follow parameters which are similar to market engineering. 

4 Their considerations and findings are isolated, and cannot be integrated into a 
coherent whole. 

5 They show great fragmentation or lack an academic base to orientate research. 

6 Information plays an important role in the construction of their discourse, but is not 
integrated. 

7 They appeal to multi-disciplinarity but their results are mere second-order 
explanations. 

8 They are purely descriptive. 

9 They are strongly influenced by the aesthetic and appearance. 

10 They focus on experience as their principal strength, but lack an integrated 
methodology. 

11 They confuse the form of data collection with method. 

12 They are disconnected elements of knowledge which prioritise reason and not the 
pursuit of truth. In other words, as they define reason as an abstract form of thought, 
these new sciences can express principles which do not have any real direction. 

The new post-industrial sciences are, above all, incomplete sciences which try to explain 
what to do in the face of particular problems rather than investigate the cause of the 
problem. They are linked to the effects and not the causes of behaviour. The discussion in 
this article has aimed at contributing to those epistemologists interested in the existence 
or otherwise of the science of tourism. Jafari precluded that one measures a discipline by 
the quantity of bibliographic production, ignoring the essential characteristics of science. 
It must be admitted that this belief is widely accepted in scientific works, and therefore 
must be seriously considered. 

Epistemologically speaking, to define tourism we need first to understand what the 
object of the discipline is. In so doing, it is important to determine if tourism is a modern 
activity, surfaced as a consequence of industrial revolution, or depends upon millenarian 
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social institutions many centuries before this event. As stated, travels and mobilities 
played a vital role in the formation of tourism but were not determinant. 

This poses an interesting question, to what an extent systemic paradigm is still alive? 
The relationship between agency and structure has been a question frequently 

developed by scholars from the social sciences. The theory of agency emphasises the role 
of the individual as the principal axis of society, whereas the structure theory emphasises 
social norms as the mechanisms imposed by society on individuals. Knorr-Cetina (1989) 
considers that sociology has gone astray by considering macro-structural events on the 
one hand, and individual behaviour on the other. In reality, by definition the macro 
system must be understood as the sum of social events on the micro scale (Knorr-Cetina, 
1989). The hypothesis of this summation thus suggests that individual experience 
restructures the norms to the point where the norms condition the individual (Giddens, 
1979; Cicourel, 1981). 

5 The legacy of systemic paradigm 

The questions concerning where tourism was born and what is its nature are unresolved 
questions which experts in tourism have been pondering for years. For a long time, the 
founding fathers of the systems theory in the study of tourism have argued that tourism is 
a social act whose effects and functions should be studied in a comprehensive and holistic 
way. For Leiper (1979), the tourism system has three well-defined components: tourists, 
who put into effect the rest of the system by their own actions; geographic elements, 
which are sub-divided into the region where tourists live, the regions they pass through 
on their journey, and the destination region; and lastly, the tourism industry itself, which 
is composed of a whole range of businesses which operate within the dynamics of the 
market. For this author, each part of the model interacts with the rest establishing a chain 
of transactions (Leiper, 1979). Rather, for Molina (1986), tourism is articulated by a 
series of sub-systems related to a common objective. According to the model of Molina, 
the tourism system is composed of: 

a a superstructure, which is formed by laws, norms and rules 

b demand, which is represented by the tourists 

c infrastructure, whose function is to support and permit communication between the 
other elements, as is the case of airports and roads, for instance 

d attractions, which might be classed as natural or cultural 

e a host community in the destination (Molina, 1986). 

Basically, the tourist system is composed of the demand, or tourism emitting region; 
transport sub-systems; and the offer, which is composed basically of accommodation 
[Calizo-Soneiro, (1991), p.18]. Gunn and Var (2002) define the tourism system as the 
convergence between the offer (or supply) and demand. Among the indicators which 
form the offer are transport, attractions, information, services and promotion. Demand is 
formed by natural resources, human and financial capital, public policy and 
organisations. 
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One of the most important attempts at theorising a system at present is that of the 
Mexican sociologist Osorio-Garcia, for whom tourism should be regarded as a number of 
elements which communicate between themselves in a closed system. At the same time, 
the systems are not distinguished by their limits, but by their complexity. There might be 
interaction between two systems in the same environment (Osorio-Garcia, 2004, 2007). 
At first sight, it would appear that the principal element to study in tourism is the motive 
of the journey. According to an interesting comparative study, the researchers  
Gil-Moreno and Quintana-Aguilar (2006) suggest that there are two types of tourists: 
executive clients who have a rational tendency to planning and control, and vacational 
clients, whose motivation is primarily emotional. Other authors, also focussing on 
businessmen, and business travel, mention reputation, prestige, amiable attention and 
security as being the main aspects in the choice of accommodation (Gee, 1994; Revilla 
and Bernard, 1998). One of the problems with the tourism system as a theory is its 
incapacity to explain whether there is a hierarchy of importance between the different 
elements. 

A group of Brazilian researchers conclude that salary is the most sensitive element of 
tourist demand. However, they also mention other factors such as security, the  
cost-benefit ratio, and the geographic proximity between the destinations and the regions 
where the tourists live [Cruz et al., (2007), p.458]. One must remember that there are 
other factors to be taken into account in the study of the problem such as: the objective of 
the voyage, the level of importance of the voyage for the tourist, the length of stay, the 
cost structure of the journey, the season, the type of accommodation, the means of 
transport, the use of travel agents, and the type of tourism (which may be receptive or 
emissive (Nieffer, 2006). Travelling may be understood as a process of temporary  
‘re-signposting’; or, as suggests Gastal (2006) brilliantly “a process after which one 
should emerge as a better person”. Travel organises and structures a large part of the 
tourism system. Panosso-Netto (2006) states that: “the infrastructure, the destination 
region, and other aspects of tourism are only considered by tourism because a human 
being decided to undertake a journey”. 

In Anglo-Saxon countries, as opposed to France, tourism is considered from the 
perspective of the product, which is considered to be the destination. This vision leads to 
the supposition that tourism can be reconstructed as a phenomenon by different elements 
of the offer to the marketplace such as hotels, excursions, restaurants, and nightlife, 
among others. Petr and Gueguen (2006) warn about the necessity of changing the 
epistemological prism which is used to study the relationship between the voyage itself, 
the rational process of decision, and tourism. The authors deny that income is the only 
variable concerned with the decision to travel. They also deny that the rational evaluation 
of dangers and risks is the main variable which determines travel demand. Tourism, they 
say, has an ambivalent relationship with the society of which it is a part. Whether it is the 
vector of expression in which the prevailing culture is expressed, or the individual 
impulse for revitalisation, tourism opens the door for the consumer, creating a curious 
paradox. If the tourist needs escape as a form of reconstructing his or her essential being, 
we may say that there is an asocial component in tourism itself. In particular, conclude 
Petr and Gueguen (2006) tourism should be understood as a practice motivated by 
consumption but whose principal function is ‘dreaming’ and the creation of situations 
which help to reconfirm the identity. Here, we see the importance of the dream-like (or 
dream-like component) in the French school of the sociology of tourism. This is a theme 
to which we will return later. 
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At the same time, it is important to point out that travel is considered to be an  
intra-systemic and temporal connection. Indeed, Osorio-Garcia maintains that tourism is 
a construction of various sub-systems which communicate between themselves. The 
voyage (and as a derivation, the voyage of pleasure) is the communicator connecting the 
different components of the tourism system (Osorio-Garcia, 2004, 2007). Even though 
the systemic perspective explains a great part of the tourism system itself, this pattern 
has, for some reason, trivialised the role of history as a tool for understanding the activity. 
Thus, non-western peoples have been catalogued under a new form of tourism which is to 
be preserved – cultural tourism. Unfortunately, once again, as affirms Escalona-Munoz 
(2011), the mercantilist paradigm has not understood the value of ‘otherness’ to 
understand the phenomenon of tourism. From the aymara of the altiplano of Peru, to the 
ancient Germans, to the Iberians, every human group has developed its own constructions 
to denote the process of territorialisation, and the frontiers of its power. All groups have 
also practised tourism in their societies, in one way or another. Thus, in coded form, 
reciprocity, hospitality and tourism have been archaic institutions present in every epoch 
of humanity. The understanding of these different, but also surprisingly similar, forms of 
conducting tourism indicates the importance of cross-cultural research as a new 
methodology which allows us to arrive at a truly comprehensive model by which we can 
understand tourism as a total social phenomenon (Barretto, 2010). 

Darbellay and Stock (2012) propose a conceptual model for understanding why the 
systemic paradigm has failed, in spite of voluminous, and good, research into tourism. 
The first problem arises when it tries to define tourism as being self-organised and 
closed, autonomous from social life in general. This paradigm helped the original systems 
theorists to infer general rules which were observable and comparable. However, with 
tourism came the possibility of establishing a relationship with ‘others’ whose practices 
did not correspond with those of the society of origin. In part, the lack of understanding 
of the ‘other’ by western reasoning led the first researchers to think of tourism as a single 
entity. The theory of the method of studying tourism, however, went through various 
changes from a holistic view, to a specialised and fragmented viewpoint, to a  
multi-disciplinary emphasis. In fact, it was precisely this multi-disciplinarity in which 
each discipline saw tourism as an object of study from its own viewpoint, without 
dialogue, which did not permit the maturity of tourism as an autonomous system of 
knowledge. The object should have achieved an inter-disciplinarity in which there was 
co-production of knowledge (Darbellay and Stock, 2012). To our point of view, the 
admiration of tourism related scholars for social science explains the lack of identity. 
Secondly, Jafari was wrong when he suggested that the maturity of tourism as a science is 
associated to the number of theses, congresses, books or journals about the subject. 
Science historians know that the years of investigation do not define a discipline; 
psychoanalysis become in a scientific discipline in 15 years. Are business and 
management part of the problem? 

It is necessary to understand that businesses are anchored in the necessity to generate 
the ‘need to consume’, while for science the commercialisation of necessities and the 
satisfaction of these necessities is a taboo. While for a business there is a defined 
timescale in which tasks must be completed, scientific tasks do not have such timescales. 
Tourism is monopolised by the logic of business. Threats are deemed as potential events 
that can be affect the product. This has been considered by marketing and management 
which insisted on forms of thinking about tourism related to business, or even more 
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specifically, the destination. The destination would explain many of the dynamics of 
tourism. Thus, the studies from the 1950s until today which have characterised the 
method of generating knowledge about the discipline focus strongly on the organisation. 
These studies are, unfortunately, more focussed on isolating those factors which 
prejudice the destination as a business unit than in understanding the complexity of the 
phenomenon. Their findings are based on pseudo-scientific studies, not because they are 
false, but because they depend on ‘second order explanations’ and avoid formulating 
‘first order explanations’. Second order explanations refer to descriptive possibilities in a 
given situation given different variables. This type of explanation is functional in market 
research, where the objective is to reveal the demands and necessities of the consumer. 
The fact that 80% of a sample of 300 students prefers Disney World in France to that in 
the USA refers to a situation rather than an explanation of the first order. On contrary, we 
see another situation when we read that the subjects of the survey perceive the USA to be 
a dangerous place since the attacks of 9-11, due to the massive media coverage. Thirdly 
and most importantly, the epistemologists confuse the methodology with data collection 
tools. An ethnographic study is more than an interview, and it is not necessary to 
transcribe a mass of data to demonstrate scientific objectivity. One might conduct good 
ethnographical studies by simple observation, without talking to anyone. All these errors 
combine to justify the opinion of social scientists that tourism ‘experts’ show major 
methodological deficiencies in their work. We often also see the opposite situation, where 
many very good anthropological and sociological works are rejected by tourism journals 
because they challenge the basic rules of management and its paradigms concerning 
hospitality, development, and the nature of the product, among other issues. Lastly, the 
answer to the question as to why the systems paradigm has failed in relation to tourism 
does not concern the studies themselves, but their lack of connection with the social 
system. The majority of systemic researchers in tourism are not sociologists and only 
work with this paradigm from a commercial perspective, which perfectly explains the 
function of tourism itself, but not its relationship with other sub-systems such as those in 
such areas as economics, religion or politics. This arises an interesting question: Is 
systemic paradigm condemned to be forgotten or may it be improved? In summary, few 
have really tried to explain the relationship between tourism and society. As tourism is a 
construction which is derived from the social system, it cannot be understood outside, or 
unconnected from, other components. 

Structuralism and systemic view facilitates the things in many ways. First and 
foremost, this paradigm allows inter-cultural comparisons among the diverse forms of 
practicing tourism. In lieu of taking the phenomenon in isolation, it is important to note 
tourism is enrooted in other components as religion, economy or politics. Unfortunately, 
if tourism is studied as a unique institution, scholarship will have serious problems in 
understanding how it works. In accordance to Levi Strauss, we need to make a periodic 
table contemplating all forms of making tourism in the world. Societies may be 
understood by their ways of practicing leisure and tourism. The new model to be 
explained in detail in the next section will attempt to close this gap. To cut the long story 
short, tourism may be equalled to dreams. Both recreate the self-revitalising the 
asymmetries suffered during daily life. As part of leisure, tourism plays a pivotal role in 
avoiding the social fragmentation. 
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6 Leisure and dreamlike system 

At some perspective, tourism in practice is an inherent part of the sub-system of leisure 
(which is associated with other institutions and activities such as reading, films, sporting 
spectacles, and the theatre, among others). One of the most important functions of leisure 
is to maintain a balance in the social system. As Elias and Dunning (1998) state, leisure is 
the foundation not only of work, but also of the socialisation of individuals in the 
different cultural aspects and values which are important for society. Initially, authors 
such as Freud and Jung defined the dream-like state as a psychical and biological 
regulatory mechanism, associated with sleep. For both authors, dreams are an activity of 
the unconscious produced by the libido whose principal characteristic is to compensate 
the psychic system for the different frustrations experienced while awake (Freud, 2000). 
By fulfilling the repressed desire, dreams combine and articulate levels of thought into 
one coherent whole. However, for Jung, dreams should be de-codified in a message 
concerning our own ‘self-knowledge’. In contrast to Freud, Jung maintains that dreams 
should be understood as rather more than a mere result of the repression of fear and 
desire, but function under the principle of fantasy evoking ‘truths’ about which the 
subject is unaware or has not registered while awake (Jung, 1999). Does this mean that 
tourism is an industry of fantasy? Tourism, whether for vacations or not, is defined by a 
dream-like process, which follows on from the pre-touristic phase, defined above as 
being concerned with hospitality. 

According to our perspective, the dream-like sub-system of society has two functions: 

a release of stress 

b re-accommodation to a new situation. 

Whereas the first tends to reduce conflict by loosening the ties which unite society and 
thus leading the individual towards selfish behaviour, the second refers to a dynamic 
whereby the subject re-inserts himself into a slightly different role. This role, which 
confers identity on the subject, follows cyclical processes. To the contrary to the position 
of Turner and Cohen, a vacationist does not change either his status or his role when he 
takes a holiday in a particular destination (Korstanje, 2009b). The function of the  
dream-like (or dream-like) system is to preserve the different components of society, 
such as the political system and the productive system, thus avoiding dramatic social 
change. The dream-like system itself rests on three principal pillars. The first is 
scarceness, without which it cannot operate. Relationships between the actors cause 
situations of everyday deprivation, and even symbolic frustration. To avoid a situation 
where the members completely abandon the group, as we see in the case of migration, the 
dream-like system gives back to the dreamers a ‘motive’ to belong to the group, and a 
theme which makes it worthwhile, and even necessary, to belong to the group. The 
second element is the extra-ordinary, which reminds us of the first heroes. The  
dream-like sub-system, like dreams themselves, permits the subject to do things which 
are prohibited in the waking state. In a film or sporting spectacle or other event the 
subject experiences a type of dream-like cathartic meeting with his heroes, who is 
destined to mediate between men and the gods. Lastly, predestination gives to society 
concrete examples of activities which might put its very survival in danger. 
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The dream-like system (conformed by scarcity, the extra-ordinary, and 
predestination), and by means of leisure activities as described by Huizinga (1968), 
redefines the limits of uncertainty so that the subject might anticipate an accident. 
Distraction and entertainment acquire a didactic character, by means of which the 
suffering of others (in the news, terror films, natural disasters, video games, and even 
museums dedicated to genocide) imply a reinforcement of one’s own perception of 
security (Bruner, 1996; Stone, 2011; Dann and Seaton, 2001; Tarlow, 2005; Blasi, 2002). 
Predestination and stories of the disaster play an important role in cases of emergencies 
as they give to the subject specific moral survival guides. In any case, as we will see, the 
dream-like subsystem does not operate alone but linked with four other sub-systems, 
which are just as important, or more important. Just as each fracture is bound to be  
re-adjusted, the dream-like system of regulation is determined by the conflicts in the 
future and past of humanity, and its hopes, frustrations and contradictions. 

Society is composed of five sub-systems which are mutually interconnected: the 
political sub-system, which accumulates and distributes power, the economic sub-system 
(which regulates scarcity), the mythical-religious sub-system (which tries to explain 
cosmic incongruences), the geographic sub-system (which maintains the identity, and the 
security of borders), and the c sub-system (which absorbs the tensions and conflicts 
generated by the other four sub-systems, and forms a consensus which is disputed by  
no-one). Leisure is a part of the dream-like sub-system, and tourism is one of the many 
forms of leisure. Tourism, furthermore, generates a discourse which regulates the wish of 
the individual. Mobility, as a supreme cultural value of the west, is a right transmitted to 
children through differing means of socialisation from their earliest years. This same 
‘right’ to mobility is encouraged by holidays (as sacred spaces dedicated to the practise of 
tourism, and whose objective is the creation of economic wealth), and by specific 
economic interests. The geographic sub-system is also important, in the planning of 
tourism routes where tourism for recreation is safe (or unsafe). Entertainment, which is 
an element of all voyages which alternate relaxation with moderate risk, is the basis of 
tourism as a total phenomenon and applicable to all cultures. 

Returning to the theme of the Spanish conquest of US, in which there are 
inconsistencies either generated within the system or by an external system or society 
(that is, the meeting between two ethnic groups), leisure and tourism not only followed 
the discourse of the dominant society, and therefore its political subsystem, but created a 
cosmic vision with sufficient symbolic power to justify the very act of territorial 
expropriation. When the dream-like system cannot perform its function of regulation and 
balance, social change is the result. On the other hand, the mythical-religious sub-system 
(which includes all those who preserve knowledge such as priests, scientists, and 
journalists) needs a story to give any sense to the world and the events which happen. 
The process of the construction of myths is the foundation for cultural values which 
support society and around which are created different rituals, heroes and cultural 
practices. The link between the mythical-religious subsystem and the dream-like  
sub-system is of great complexity. Cultural values which are considered to be 
unquestionable, such as rest, mobility, and the return, are essentially transmitted by myths 
of origin, or genesis, and may be observed in the different religious doctrines of the 
world. A temporary journey therefore requires a psychic relocation of the voyager, who 
thus experiences, in his fantasy, the necessity of a change of narrative and identity, and 
subsequent return to his situation of origin. 
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7 Conclusions 

Of course, this fascinating theme should not be exhausted in this paper because of spatial 
limitations. This essay-review explored the initial questions to validate the reconstruction 
of systemic view. Disaccredited by scholars who indeed did not understand it, system 
theory has today much to say in tourism fields. The promises of hermeneutics, adopted by 
social sciences and tourism discipline resolved some points but left many others 
unresolved. Hermeneutics created many forms of exploring tourism, which was positive 
at some extent but weakened the epistemology. The fragmentation of views and 
epistemological chaos that characterised today the tourism-related research seems to be a 
result of three combined factors such as: 

a the advent of postmodernism 

b exacerbation of hermeneutics logic 

c the lack of a clear object of study. 

Leisure is an important aspect of the dream-like or dream-like sub-system of society, and 
therefore is a social phenomenon. We may define tourism as a social institution whose 
commercial consolidation is to be found in England and the Industrial Revolution, and 
which may be defined as a voyage in which the traveller returns to the place of origin 
within six months of departure. However, even this definition is insufficient to 
deconstruct the real nature of tourism which is enrooted into psychological necessity to 
escape. This impulse is the origin of the touristic motivation towards exploration and 
novelty, even though it would appear to be in contradiction to a second tendency to return 
home in the face of too much uncertainty. The possibility of losing something precious 
by travel to an unknown destination demands a return from a touristic voyage (George  
et al., 2010). Otherwise the tourist becomes a migrant. The oppression of everyday life 
encourages us to go to distant places, but at the same time a necessity for the familiar 
causes the tourist to return to his place of origin. From this, double pattern is born the 
touristic voyage (Wenge, 2007). Even though commercialisation and monetary 
interchange are a condition of the touristic experience, it is not the determining factor. A 
tourist voyage may or may not be commercialised. Anyway, there is no doubt that 
monetary interchange in capitalism has invaded every sub-system of society, including 
the dream-like or dream-like sub-system. 

A tourism voyage must comply with the three prerequisites of the need to find 
equilibrium implicit in the dream-like system – scarceness, an extraordinary nature, and 
predestination. The tourist feels privileged to belong to his home. He feels special, 
compiles information about the destination before travelling, and by travelling regulates 
his internal frustration with his everyday life. The touristic voyage has a motive and a 
previously defined role, and therefore the touristic voyage as a whole is premeditated. 
From a hermeneutic perspective many authors, such as Cohen, suggest that the tourist 
should define his own role which leads her to choose a particular destination. In contrast 
to Urry, whom this author criticises, Cohen suggests that the journey is a process by 
which a traveller returns to his home with a status which is different from that on his 
departure. Following this definition, tourism is a ‘right of passage’ (Cohen, 1988). The 
work of Cohen, like that of Turner, has one fundamental problem: when a person returns 
from his voyage, his status has not in fact changed, but rather he is re-introduced into his 
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former status. A souvenir does not imply a change of status, but rather exactly the 
opposite. It is proof that the traveller has indeed been where he claims, but on his return, 
the traveller returns to his previous role. As such, tourism may be understood as a ritual 
which obeys a cyclical process of renovation and destruction and subsequent renovation. 
The function of the tourist voyage, as a form of leisure, is stability. In summary, tourism 
might be defined as “a cyclical process whose function is the dislocation of the identity, 
and physical movement, to a place far from the usual residence of a person, with 
recreational purposes, and with subsequent re-insertion in his or her permanent 
environment, temporarily fulfilling the psychic necessities of escape, curiosity and 
extraordinariness, which are common to all forms of leisure”. 

As a social practice, tourism bears a code whose objective is educational and 
socialising in respect to the rest of society. The contents of this discourse vary depending 
on the socio-economic and political context. The particular time and space in which 
tourism as a multi-cultural phenomenon takes place is a discussion which is secondary to 
its definition. The most important issue is to understand, not only the evolution and 
different forms of tourism in other cultures and times, but also its function within the 
complex system which is society. Thus, even if there is one form of tourism which is 
predominant, imposed by the cultural constructions of empires, there are also local forms 
of tourism which confront, and dialogue with, this narrative imposed from outside. To 
understand the relation between tourism and society is to explore conquests, imperialism 
and territorial expropriation. Did not the Azande, Navajo and Aymara, among others, also 
travel for escape or pleasure? Scientists have forgotten that there are non-western 
practises of tourism which should also be studied. 

8 Practical implications for future 

Last but not least, it is necessary to develop a new method to understand social practises 
with respect to tourism, or tourisms. This new method should take into account history, 
inter-cultural comparison, the interpretation of myths, and ethnography to discuss tourism 
as symbolic voyages in which the individual meets others in order to recognise himself. 
Ethnocentricity leads many to consider modern tourism as the only form of travelling in a 
civilised manner, and it is her that one can find a series of erroneous descriptions of 
tourism. The ‘other’ or the non-western, or the indigenous, forms merely the object of 
‘cultural tourism’ or ‘ethnic tourism’. Western paternalism obliges the protection of other 
cultural forms in order to reinforce the ethnocentricity itself. 
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