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In the following pages I treat the symbolic terrain traversed by tourists, in 
their imagination and in reality, as an analogue of the unconscious with 
similar ethical contours, repressions, and the same potential for un-
expected fl ashes of wit and insight.1 If there is any scandal  here it is my 
abiding belief there should be no problem integrating insights from clas-
sic social theory— Marx, Durkheim, Lévi- Strauss—and psychoanalytic 
constructs— Freud and Lacan. My overall aim is to examine and challenge 
a widespread assumption about tourism, that it is benefi cial to character 
and social relations: that is, educational, enlightening, horizon expand-
ing, ste reo type dispelling, leading to peace and understanding, et cetera. I 
began by noting the aim of ethics is also the improvement of human char-
acter. It is only by rigorous and consistent application of ethics to action 
that human beings can become more courageous, temperate, liberal, gen-
erous, magnanimous, self- respecting, gentle, and just. At the nexus of eth-
ics and tourism there should be hope (as the charter of the World Travel 
Or ga ni za tion states) for increasing human virtue corresponding to the 
growth of tourist travel and sightseeing.

Or not.
Constructing analytic frameworks around institutions that support 

sightseeing, and around certain habits of the tourist mind, I found barriers 
that block ethics— and paradoxically, sightseeing. The Ethics of Sight-
seeing is about identifying, describing, and undoing these blockages. This 
is an open and uncharted fi eld. There are few ethical considerations in 
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studies of the mental practices and behaviors of sightseers or of the 
 social or ga ni za tion and cultural setup of attractions, and there are even 
fewer pertinent ethical discussions within the various fi elds, disciplines, 
and approaches that study tourism.2 Happily there are “breakout” excep-
tions in unusually ethical habits of mind, in exemplary travel writing, in 
rare types of public art and architecture for tourists, and in enlightened 
curatorial and museum display theory and practice.

I try to give equal emphasis to ways of overcoming obstacles that block 
ethical sightseeing as to the barriers and blockages themselves. Some mod-
eling of the act of sightseeing, the attractions, and psychic structures is 
required. But other than conceptual scaffolding that facilitates access to 
the sightseeing event, egomimetic attractions, fantasy, the touristic atti-
tude, et cetera, other than these, I take few detours.

There is one broad area of exception. Symbols, symbolism, and the sym-
bolic have properly occupied a key position in social theory from its begin-
nings. I have found it necessary to adjust and occasionally overhaul existing 
conception of the symbol and the symbolic in almost every chapter.

None of this is theory for theory’s sake. My tinkering was dictated by 
the intricacies of my subject.

A note on method: This book is not anthropology, sociology, or cul-
tural studies in any usual sense. I make no claim to use standardized 
methods. Nor do I wish to be read as having made unwarranted asser-
tions for the approach I do use. Nonsystematic naturalistic observation 
combined with scholarship has serious limits of which I am quite a bit 
aware. I chose this approach because every other method— ethnography, 
survey, experiment— imposes even greater limits.

There is also little I can do to address questions about the context of 
my observations. Who are the sightseers? Who are “we” and who are 
“they”? I use qualifi ers throughout, like “tourists from the industrialized 
West,” or “working- class sightseers,” et cetera. Obviously there is no way 
accurately to establish the range of validity of my observations. My only 
response is that this problem is not limited to the methods I use. Similar 
troubles overhang ethnology and laboratory research. Anthropological 
reports overstate their ethnographic subjects’ agreement on “primitive 
beliefs.” No one really knows if experimental fi ndings hold outside the 
laboratory. The difference  here is every one of my readers is well positioned 
to question my fi ndings. There are precious few today who might knowl-
edgeably question the validity of what Sir Raymond Firth said about 
Tikopian life in the 1930s. Even in the 1930s there was only one non- 
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Tikopian who could— Firth himself. There are few who cannot knowl-
edgeably question what MacCannell says about sightseers.

A risk I take situating every reader as a collaborator is that some will 
want to distance themselves from my fi ndings and observations. Rewards 
potentially outweigh risks. My hope is the book will encourage more 
discussion and research into the ethics of tourism, creative ways of being 
a tourist, how tourists relate to social symbolism, and the subjectivity of 
sightseers. No one is more aware than I am that not all future research will 
be devoted to underscoring the clarity of my concepts or the accuracy of 
my models and observations. Quite a few of the books, book chapters, and 
articles following my 1973 study of “staged authenticity in tourist settings” 
seek to refute it. Others set out to refute the refutations. Nothing is health-
ier for the advancement of a fi eld. So long as critiques and supportive stud-
ies are based on evidence, I look forward to joining the dialogue. I do not 
respond to comments along the lines of “I just don’t agree,” or “Some will 
fi nd this insulting,” or “I don’t like his attitude.”

Please note this is an ethics of SIGHTSEEING, not of tourism, a much 
broader topic that includes sightseeing. I anticipate it will be misread as 
implying more. This is good when it inspires other students to engage 
and fl esh out ideas. But if it inspires the occasional small- minded reac-
tion that I make exaggerated claims for the scope or importance of my 
work, my answer is that that problem stems from the reader, not the text. 
Throughout I try to dispel the canard that I am the “father of tourism 
research,” or “the found er of the fi eld,” or that I wrote the “fi rst book,” 
or the “fi rst article.” My notes and references make it clear I was not fi rst 
in any category, and do not want to be seen as fi rst. Nor I do desire to 
have the last word. My only wish is to inspire tourists and tourism re-
searchers to more intense, creative, and ethical engagement with the act 
of sightseeing. I believe it to be more important to our future than we 
have so far discerned.

Each chapter is framed so it can stand alone or be read individually 
and out of order. However, my general argument will make more sense if 
the chapters are read in order. The exception is the appendix, “Tourism as 
a Moral Field,” which can be read at any time. Tourism specialists who 
read the manuscript prepublication suggested an earlier placement of this 
piece. I did follow a number of their other recommendations.

Sidebars in the text are autobiographical descriptions of my past en-
counters and experiences that infl uenced the way I approach the study 
of tourism and sightseeing.
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All unattributed observations are from my fi eld notes.
The chapters on “Staged Authenticity Today,” “An Imaginary Sym-

bolic,” and “Tourist Agency”  were previously published. They have been 
updated and revised and are republished  here with permission.3

A number of generous souls have gone out of their way to provide me 
with intellectual, spiritual, and material support while I worked on this 
project. Most of their names can be found in the notes and asides as they 
are scholars who contribute to this line of thinking and also friends of 
mine, or intimates. Professors Edward Bruner and Nelson Graburn read 
the draft manuscript and made suggestions for its improvement that  were 
critically sharp in proportion to our many years of mutual trust. Several 
sections  were written and rewritten at the gentle urging of one of the fi n-
est of my friends, Michael Sorkin. My task was made lighter by the ex-
pressed enthusiasm of younger researchers and my students in California 
and Italy.

As will be clear from the notes, I continue to benefi t from the writings 
and counsel of Juliet Flower MacCannell. As always, she and our two 
sons, Daniel and Jason, have been with me every step of the way avidly 
sharing their superb insights.

I thank Headlands Center for the Arts in Sausalito, California for ex-
tending to me and to Juliet artist’s residencies and studio space—“the 
fi rst Residencies we ever offered to writers of non- fi ction.” At Headlands 
we discovered there is nothing more salutary to thinking about diffi cult 
subject matter than the company of artists. In par tic u lar I thank Bernie 
Lubell and Victor Mario Zaballa for our continuing conversation about 
everything on earth and beyond, begun at Headlands in the early 1990s.

It was Ann Chamberlain who suggested to the Headlands Board that 
we be invited— a radical proposition at the time. This book was written 
while grieving her untimely death. Her artistic insights into the unsung 
heroic genius of people’s everyday thought and action support my belief 
that anyone’s sightseeing can be a profoundly ethical act. Ann refused to 
accept notions of life or art as formulaic, repetitious, accumulation, or 
some kind of predictable progression. It is life’s importance and meaning, 
which lies just beyond our grasp, that pulled her into the array of beauti-
ful projects she undertook for all of us. I can never do what she did, but 
we can all assume her attitude and do better than we would have done 
without her example. This book is dedicated to the memory of her love.


