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Abstract 
As renown, one main aim of everyday aesthetics is to widen the scope of traditional Western aesthetics beyond the realms 
of fine arts and nature, so as to uncover the aesthetic potential of the varied phenomena that constitute people’s daily life. 
Tourism and traveling, however, have so far received comparatively little theoretical treatment in the everyday aesthetics 

literature. This paper attempts to make up for this lack by presenting tourism as a proper object of aesthetic research. 
Unearthing the aesthetic motivations that animate so-called cultural tourism, it shows that, while searching for 
‘authenticity’ in the visited destination tourists remain trapped in their own, detached, ‘tourist gaze’. In order to reconcile 
this contradiction, we appeal to the theoretical tools provided by everyday aesthetics. After discussing and discarding 

approaches based on defamiliarization and distancing, we exploit strategies that rely on the adoption of an engaged 
aesthetic attitude. We conclude by suggesting that the engagement paradigm turns the tourist gaze into a mindful and 
embodied relation to the visited environment or cultural habit, thereby offering the visitor a chance to appreciate the place’s 
quotidian life while at the same time ensuring aesthetic fulfillment. 
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1. Introduction1 

Tourism is an ever-increasing phenomenon in the globalized world. Although it is undeniable that 

people travel for several different purposes and in very different ways, many tourist activities are 

closely related to both artistic and non-artistic aesthetic practices - think for example of the im-

portance of cultural and natural heritage in choosing a travel destination, the interest of visitors 

in the aesthetics of the visited cities, and the growing importance of culinary tourism. However, 

while sociologists have been investigating tourist practices since at least the Sixties,2 tourism has 

obtained so far only relatively scant attention on the part of philosophers of art and aestheticians, 

with few relevant exceptions.3 As a matter of fact, a systematic discussion on the subject in philo-

sophical aesthetics is still lacking. This neglect is particularly surprising if one shifts the focus to 

the domain of everyday aesthetics. As renown, one main aim of everyday aesthetics is to widen the 

unduly limited scope of traditional Western aesthetics beyond the realms of fine arts and nature, 

so as to take into account the variety of phenomena that constitute people’s daily life, meant as a 

complex sum of objects, events and practices. With this aim, scholars in the field have investigated 

an astonishing number of activities. Some examples include laundry, cooking and commuting; 

weather; fashion and clothing, design; vacuum cleaning; gardening, landscaping, architecture, 
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and design.4 With the relevant exception of Katya Mandoki,5 who included tourism among the 

“matrixes” that make up everyday reality, tourism, has received comparatively little theoretical 

treatment in the debate.6 

Marrying insights from tourism studies with everyday aesthetics, in this paper we will 

focus on a specific type of tourism, so-called cultural tourism, understood as an aesthetic prac-

tice dealing primarily with the aesthetic appreciation of the visited places’ everyday life. The 

overall aim of this analysis is to show that tourism and travelling more generally can constitute 

a proper object of investigation for aesthetics. Everyday aesthetics, in particular, will prove to be 

a valuable means by which we can reassess our tourist practices. 

The paper is structured as follows. In section 2, we introduce cultural tourism as a con-

troversial social practice and identify its two main aesthetic drives, namely the search for aes-

thetic pleasure and a quest for the authenticity of the toured place in its everyday aspects. In 

section 3, we suggest that these two aesthetic drives are mutually in conflict. While looking for-

ward to experiencing firsthand the authentic daily life of the visited destinations, tourists are 

confined by their own tourist gaze to the role of detached aesthetic spectators. In sections 4 and 

5, we discuss two alternative ways in which the aesthetic appreciation of the ordinary is assessed 

by scholars in everyday aesthetics and apply them to the case of cultural tourism. We contend 

that, unlike strategies based on aesthetic distancing, the adoption of an engaged aesthetic atti-

tude may turn the tourist gaze into an embodied and mindful relationship to the visited envi-

ronment, thereby offering the visitor a chance to appreciate the place’s quotidian life in a way 

that is ideally akin to that of the locals. 

 

2. Cultural Tourism as an Aesthetic Practice 

Tourism is a widespread and well-established phenomenon embracing a number of distinct cul-

tural activities, social relations, and economic interests. In 2018, before the Covid19 pandemic 

brutally curtailed displacements, the World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) estimated 1.4 bil-

lion international tourist arrivals, accompanied by USD 1.7 trillion of export earnings generated 

by tourism.7 Based on what tourists gaze upon, it is possible to distinguish various categories of 

tourism.8 For example, when tourists are primarily motivated by an intent to see art in a place 

other than one’s usual residence, scholars talk about ‘art tourism’.9 Instead, touristic activities 

aimed at experiencing ordinary aspects of social life in unusual contexts are generally referred 

to as ‘cultural tourism’.10 

Emerged during the Nineties as a significant portion of global tourism, cultural tourism 

had already been identified in the late 1970s and early 1980s by researchers and tourism man-

agers as being specifically oriented towards the understanding of the destination’s culture. 
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According to the UNWTO, cultural tourism is defined precisely by tourists’ essential motivation 

to “learn, discover, experience and consume the tangible and intangible cultural attrac-

tions/products in a tourism destination”. Such attractions or products consist not only of the 

“arts and architecture, historical and cultural heritage, culinary heritage, literature, music, cre-

ative industries” but also of “the living cultures with their lifestyles, value systems, beliefs and 

traditions,”11 as they unfold in the daily routine of human environments other than one’s own. 

An umbrella term, cultural tourism includes all forms of leisure travelling aimed at discov-

ering different cultures, as for instance attending traditional craftsmanship such as cigar making 

in Cuba, hand waving in the Philippines, or miniature painting in Iran. Other prominent instances 

of cultural tourism are the numerous guided tours that allow visitors to spend some time in rural 

areas, apparently isolated from urban, more developed centers such as Maasai villages in the heart 

of the African bush. Visitors are promised a chance to live the life of a Maasai person, meet with 

Maasai families, visit the village huts, “watch a bloodletting ceremony” and even “venture to a local 

school or clinic”. The aim of the experience, the advertising brochures claim, is to be immersed in 

“the fascinating ancestry of these noble people”.12 Similar expectations also lead tourists in Paris 

to strive for sipping a café noisette at the outdoor tables of a café, walking along the shady boule-

vards of the first arrondissement, or buying a freshly baked baguette at the boulangerie - in short, 

to experience firsthand the quotidian life of the city and get as close as possible to what they expect 

to be the essence of its people and their habits. 

While cultural tourism has attracted the attention of scholars due to its economic potential, 

it has also entered heated theoretical debates about cultural heritage, globalization, and cultural 

identities.13 Next to what are considered to be the benefits of cultural tourism, such as economic 

development, fostering of heritage conservation, and an overall improvement of communities’ 

wellbeing,14 cultural tourism is held responsible for several problems among which gentrification 

and outmigration processes, competition among members of the communities over resources and 

space, the loss of authenticity and of the cultural diversity of tourist destinations, and their “mu-

seumification.”15 Even more radically, cultural tourism is involved in processes of economic ine-

quality and of cultural appropriation relating to its colonial legacy.16 

In this contribution, we won’t take into account any of these concerns directly. Rather, 

we will restrict our survey to investigating the motivations that underlie cultural tourism as a 

peculiar aesthetic practice. While rethinking the aesthetics of cultural tourism clearly does not 

solve problems caused by intense touristic exploitation, the shift towards a different aesthetic 

framework in tourist studies might help us cast new light on how tourists relate to the visited 

cultural environments. 
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2.1 The Search for Aesthetic Pleasure 

Besides the many social, economic, and anthropological variables that characterize cultural 

tourism, one first motivation is undisputedly the fulfillment of generally pleasurable experi-

ences.17 The type of expectations that animate cultural tourists, however, are not only relaxation, 

fun, recreation, entertainment, relief from fatigue or distraction. As studies testify, tourism in 

general and cultural tourism more specifically are often driven by aesthetic considerations, 

aimed at some forms of aesthetic pleasure.18 

The aesthetic interest of the tourist has been notably analysed by British sociologist John 

Urry in his seminal examination of tourism as a social practice.19 Urry relies on Michel Foucault’s 

concept of ‘the gaze’ in the history of medical institutions in order to describe the particular atti-

tude adopted by tourists towards the environment, the objects, the people, and the events that 

they encounter during their travel. Urry calls this attitude the tourist gaze. The tourist gaze is for 

Urry not a natural nor a purely modern phenomenon, but one which has emerged under specific 

historical circumstances in Western bourgeois culture. In particular, Urry traces its roots back to 

earlier configurations of travel such as the ‘Grand Tour’— the travel through the main European 

cities and places of cultural interest which was considered, from the late seventeenth to the mid-

nineteenth century, an essential part of the education of young people from upper-class families.20 

The tourist gaze, however, only fully formed as a result of the exponential growth of personal travel 

in the second part of the twentieth century.21 

From a theoretical point of view, the tourist gaze can be described as a way of perceiving 

or relating to places that cuts them off from the ‘real world’ and emphasizes the exotic aspects 

of the tourist experience.22  According to Urry, casting a tourist gaze upon the visited place 

amounts to departing from one’s own established routines and contrasting the new environment 

with the ordinary and familiar one. Enhanced by the physical distance of the visitor from her 

own home, the tourist gaze is, consistently, “constructed through difference” that is, through the 

distance separating everyday, familiar, and routinary situations and objects from what is seen 

as unfamiliar and extraordinary in the visited place.23 The distance inherent to the tourist gaze 

entails indeed the objectification and aestheticization of what is observed. In this sense, the tour-

ist gaze amounts to an attitude that allows the visitor to enjoy the look of the toured object for 

its own sake, devoid of practical implication, extraordinary, worth experiencing, and, much like 

art, worth preserving—at least in one’s own memory. The role of tourists as detached aesthetic 

beholders is further attested by their usual need to crystallize the experience by means of pic-

tures and videos: “People linger over [the tourist gaze] which is then normally visually objecti-

fied or captured through photographs, postcards, films, models and so on. These enable the gaze 

to be endlessly reproduced and recaptured.”24 
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As it has been noticed, Urry’s tourist gaze can be located within a specific model of aesthetic 

appreciation, 25  the so-called model of aesthetic distance. Epitomized by Edward Bullough 26 

through the concept of “psychic distance”, the notion of aesthetic distancing leans on a philosoph-

ical tradition that echoes the Kantian notions of contemplation and disinterested delight. In this 

model, distance is what allows for the fundamental distinction between fully-fledged aesthetic ex-

periences and experiences of what is merely agreeable. While the latter are conceived as entailing 

a “non-distanced pleasure” that affects the self directly and immediately, the emergence of aes-

thetic value is seen as impossible without the insertion of a certain distance. Detachment is there-

fore required for the experiencer to aesthetically appreciate the experienced object. Aesthetic 

experience is thus only possible when observers remain at a fixed and adequate distance from the 

object. According to many, such a model has been dominating traditional Western aesthetics since 

the Eighteenth Century, shaping our notion of aesthetic appreciation as grounded in “separation, 

isolation, contemplation, and distance.”27 

 
2.2. The Search for Immersive Authenticity 

Another compelling driving force relates more specifically to the qualities of what is encountered 

during the visit. While adopting the detached, aesthetic attitude characterizing the tourist gaze, 

tourists expect their experiences to lack those qualities explicitly intended for tourist satisfac-

tion. As Todd remarks,28 cultural tourism is indeed motivated by a desire to experience people 

and places “more or less unaffected by the various influences that govern the tourist’s everyday 

reality”. This corresponds to what he calls the “un-touristed”. On the one hand, tourists strive to 

finally find themselves immersed in that special place they have only seen in postcards, movies, 

or in the glossy pages of travel magazines and catchy websites. On the other hand, though, they 

perceive it as crucial that this experience be a firsthand experience. They aim to be present in, 

interact with, and feel connected to the selected locale, so as to be able to seize its ‘true’, ‘real’, 

‘authentic’ essence. Notably, this interest is not limited to contemporary people and cultures but 

rather overpasses time, crosses social classes, and embraces the routine of distant eras. Cultural 

tourists are therefore often fueled by a wish to travel back in time,29 towards idyllic and un-

touched townscapes, where time moves slowly if at all. 

The being real, unspoiled, true to itself of a place represents thus a key value when it 

comes to assessing a touristic experience.30 This search for the un-touristed also manifests itself 

in the particular fascination of tourists with the ‘lives of others.’ According to Dean MacCannell, 

tourists desire to share in the ‘real life’ of the places visited, to get in with the natives, or at least 

to see how life “as it really is lived”31 is reflected in the appearance of those places. They long for 

insights in the intimate backstage everyday of the locals: “Being ‘one of them’, or at one with 
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‘them’ [...] to see behind the others’ mere performances, to perceive and accept the others for 

what they really are.”32 

To this extent, the ordinary life of the visited place only becomes the object of the tourist’s 

aesthetic experience as long as the observed routines, habits, and daily activities present themselves 

as genuine and, so to speak, indifferent to the curious gaze and wandering of the visitor. In short, 

cultural tourism, as a social practice, fundamentally amounts to a quest for authenticity, understood 

as an immersive experience in the real-life of a certain place.33 Stressing the relevance of the notion 

of authenticity in the tourism discourse, MacCannell,34 for example, has gone so far as to define 

tourism “a modern version of the universal human concern with the sacred.” The tourist, he argues, 

is a kind of contemporary pilgrim, seeking authenticity in other ‘times’ and other ‘places.’35 

An admittedly slippery notion when considering such items as culture, habits, and tradi-

tions, authenticity certainly plays a central role in tourism marketers’ strategies and deeply 

shapes tourists’ expectations. The whole rhetoric of tourism is based on claims to the authentic-

ity of what is seen. In tourism advertising, for example, not only are we confronted with the 

classical motifs of ‘the typical medieval house’, ‘the very place where Napoleon slept’, ‘the actual 

pen used to sign the law’, ‘the original manuscript of the famous book’, ‘the real piece of the true 

city walls’, but also with common refrains about locations that are ‘off the beaten track’, ‘off the 

tourist circuit’, ‘unspoiled’, ‘patronized by the locals.’ In Jonathan Culler’s words,36 “The distinc-

tion between the authentic and the inauthentic, the natural and the touristy, is a powerful semi-

otic operator within tourism.” 

 

3. The Dilemma of Cultural Tourism 

In the previous section, we argued that tourists aim to draw aesthetic pleasure from observing 

how daily life and its routines enroll in the selected tourist destination. Importantly, they do so 

via the adoption of what we have called the ‘tourist gaze’, a special kind of aesthetic gaze that 

leads the subject to a process of aesthetic detachment, estrangement, or defamiliarization from 

what she observes. On the other hand, tourists also expect that what they see is true and genuine. 

They want to experience the everyday life of the place they are visiting as it really is—unspoiled, 

unaltered, untouristed. For this purpose, they direct their attention towards visible signs that 

can attest to its authenticity—plaques, signals, markings, and other devices that serve as symbols 

or representations of the site’s integrity. 

Although being equally relevant to the tourist experience, these two aesthetic drives can-

not be satisfied at once. When tourists gaze upon other people’s everyday life, they look for con-

texts and practices that are not standardly conceived to be appreciated aesthetically but are 

rather lived in or performed by the locals for functional purposes. Tourists visiting Maasai 
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villages, for example, aim to get as close as possible to the people’s habits—or at least, to what 

they assume these must be. For this reason, they aspire to experience directly objects and activ-

ities that seem to them as bearing the ‘marker of authenticity’ of the true Maasai, such as grazing 

the flocks in the savannah or attending to the preparation of traditional meals. All these things, 

which are just practicalities for the village inhabitants, are contemplated by tourists with an eye 

that prompts a form of aesthetic detachment. Observing the everyday life of these African people 

via the tourist gaze, however, visitors are led to detach themselves from it, and this ultimately 

prevents them from grasping the place’s authentic quality. 

This example helps highlight the structural contradiction that is implicit in cultural tour-

ism: experiencing the authentic everydayness of a certain place through aesthetic detachment. 

An analogous problem is known to arise in anthropology with regard to the case of so-called 

participant observation.37 By practicing this method, the ethnologist finds herself in the follow-

ing situation. She is expected to participate fully and immersively in the life of the community 

she is studying, but at the same time, she is also required to maintain the detached attitude that 

is needed to analyze, evaluate and describe what characterizes the relevant community as inter-

esting, peculiar or distinctive. 

Similarly, tourists look for a full immersion in what they assume should be the ordinary 

life of the selected destination - how life is really lived by the locals - yet they also expect to do 

so whilst maintaining the aesthetic attitude that is implicit in their role as visitors or outsiders. 

This creates friction, for it seems that in the very moment in which everydayness becomes the 

object of the tourist gaze, something of what is authentic of a place gets lost for the visitor. If 

tourists cannot escape their tourist gaze,38 they end up wanting what by definition they cannot 

have precisely because they are tourists, i.e., grasping immersively the authentic nature of a 

place while detaching from it aesthetically.39 

Trapped in their role of aesthetic appreciators, tourists can only afford to seize the mere 

appearance of the real, ordinary life of the visited place. Not by chance, as Culler puts it, tourists 

“fan out” to collect these signs of authenticity: 

[…] of Frenchness, typical Italian behavior, exemplary Oriental scenes, typical American 

thruways, traditional English pubs; and, deaf to the natives’ explanations that thruways 

just are the most efficient way to get from one place to another or that pubs are simply 

convenient places to meet your friends and have a drink, [...] tourists persist in regarding 

these objects and practices as cultural signs.40 

Tour organizers, in turn, offer signs and markers of authenticity—souvenirs, postcards, statues, 

pictures—to influence how tourists think and feel with respect to the visited places.41 This process 
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becomes all the more important as the distance between one’s normal place of residence and the 

object of the tourist gaze increases. Markers of authenticity provide the frame for what is worth 

gazing upon, so that authenticity ends up consisting in what appears or looks authentic.42 Authen-

ticity in tourism is thus merely ‘staged’ or ‘pretended’, inasmuch as the toured object is designed 

and set up to be recognized and labeled as genuine or real.43 Whatever it is that the tourist is going 

to see, it is no longer ‘authentic’ just because the tourists are there. In Culler’s words: 

The paradox, the dilemma of authenticity, is that to be experienced as authentic it must 

be marked as authentic, but when it is marked as authentic it is mediated, a sign of itself, 

and hence lacks the authenticity of what is truly unspoiled, untouched by mediating cul-

tural codes [...] The authentic sight requires markers, but our notion of the authentic is 

the unmarked.44 

 

4. Cultural Tourism and Everyday Aesthetics 

Cultural tourism gives rise to a tension between a notion of the tourist gaze that entails some 

form of aesthetic detachment and the need to appreciate authentic features of a place’s ordinary 

routine. Interestingly, a parallel concern characterizes the methodological debate in everyday 

aesthetics. Everyday aestheticians have thoroughly discussed how we can have an aesthetic ex-

perience of everyday life practices and activities. Among the several strategies that have been 

put forward in the debate, two main approaches have emerged. Either having an aesthetic ap-

preciation of the ordinary is construed as implying a process of distancing, detachment, or es-

trangement from everyday life; or it is seen as requiring an attempt to aesthetically appreciate 

the ordinary as such. In the next sections, we will introduce these approaches in turn and apply 

them to the case of cultural tourism. 

The former strategy proposed by everyday aestheticians to aesthetically appreciate every-

day life claims that the ordinary can be aesthetically appreciated if we subject it to a process of 

‘defamiliarization,’45 which aims at making it appear extra-ordinary and worthy of aesthetic inter-

est. According to Allen Carlson,46 defamiliarization comes in three main forms. The first is a ver-

sion of classic formalism and consists in trying to seize aesthetically appreciable features in the 

formal aspects of things that are commonly thought to be lacking in aesthetic value, such as eve-

ryday objects.47 The second interprets defamiliarization as a sort of “artification”, that is, a mech-

anism through which everyday objects and situations are shaped into something ‘art-like’.48 The 

third construes defamiliarization as a process of ‘aestheticization’ of the everyday, through the 

adoption of an aesthetic attitude that “casts an aura” on the object of experience.49 What is com-

monly taken to be aesthetically uninteresting is ‘manipulated’ so as to acquire an aesthetic appeal. 
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On all these accounts of defamiliarization, everyday life is regarded as so familiar, ordi-

nary, and routine-like that it forms a kind of frameless background. In order for this background 

to count as a proper object for aesthetics, it needs to be rendered out-of-the-ordinary, unfamil-

iar, or strange: it needs, that is, to be put in a frame. The underlying intuition is that one can 

discover a surprisingly rich aesthetic dimension in the otherwise mundane and ordinary parts 

of daily life if one just isolates them from their ordinary context and sheds a different light on 

them. In John Dewey’s terms,50 this implies making the anesthetic flow of our everydayness be-

come “an experience” endowed with pervasive character and a cohesive internal structure, and 

thus able to unearth latent aesthetic values in the most ordinary and routine. 

Processes of distancing, estrangement, and “casting an aura”, which are meant to make 

us appreciate what we generally overlook as humdrum routine, are admittedly in place in cul-

tural tourism. As they turn flocks grazing in Maasai villages, cigar making in Cuban plantations, 

or eating a pain au chocolat in a Parisian café into aesthetic phenomena by adopting the tourist 

gaze, cultural tourists ‘manipulate’ these quotidian activities in order to make them the extra-

ordinary object of their aesthetic appreciation. 

A fruitful way of referring to defamiliarization is what Finnish philosopher Arto Haapala 

calls “strangeness.”51 Strangeness is the basic experience we undergo when we find ourselves in 

a new environment, for example when we visit a foreign city for the first time and we try to 

navigate our way in the midst of unfamiliar streets and constructions. Experiencing strangeness, 

according to Haapala, leads to an intensification of our sensual perception resulting in a better 

appreciation of the environment’s aesthetic features: “When we face something unfamiliar, we 

pay special attention to it. We observe the thing, we try to categorize it, we may think as to what 

to do with the object, whether it is of any use for us or not. We are also particularly attentive to 

its aesthetic potentiality.”52 Strangeness involves the adoption of what Haapala terms the “out-

sider’s gaze”, an attitude that—owing to the lack of practical interests that characterize our atti-

tude at home—makes us sensitive to details and features we generally ignore in our familiar 

environment, such as “the color of public transport vehicles, the color of telephone boxes, the 

sound of the metro cars, the smell of the sea, etc.”53 Just like the tourist gaze and the visitor’s 

interest, the outsider’s gaze implies a particular focus “on the look of things” (ibid.) and in this 

regard, provides the visitor with a particularly appropriate setting for aesthetic considerations. 

A promising attitude when trying to appraise the aesthetic qualities of one’s own routine, 

in the case of touristic practices defamiliarization widens the gap between the search for authen-

ticity and the need for aesthetic pleasure and therefore risks intensifying the inherent contradic-

tion of cultural tourism. As a matter of fact, activities such as animal feeding, craftsmanship, and 

having breakfast are functional to the aims of survival and, more generally, to human wellbeing. 
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As such, they require some form of practical engagement that contrasts with aesthetic detach-

ment. Even though processes of defamiliarization may allow one to focus on some aesthetic sa-

lience of such activities that would otherwise remain in the background, they also make it so that 

their everyday quality remains out of reach. When residents’ ordinary life is filtered through the 

tourist gaze, it lends itself to aesthetic appreciation only as long as its inherent ordinariness is 

rendered out-of-the-ordinary. 

The second approach proposed by everyday aestheticians to reconcile aesthetic appreci-

ation and everyday life maintains that we should be able to aesthetically grasp the ordinary with-

out manipulating it, that is, to experience it ‘as such’. Haapala,54 for example, has argued that 

familiar places, although hardly surprising or new, nevertheless “give us pleasure through a kind 

of comforting stability, through the feeling of being at home and taking pleasure in carrying out 

normal routines in a setting that is ‘safe’”. Alternatively, it is possible to point out how aesthetic 

experiences, judgments, and values are intertwined with other experiences, judgments, and val-

ues that are central to people’s daily lives. One can focus for instance on the pleasure gained by 

the appropriate functioning of commonplace objects and tools, thereby considering the inter-

section of aesthetic and practical concerns,55 or dwell on the role played by the knowledge one 

has of a familiar object’s function and significance for its aesthetic appreciation.56 

Within this framework, Yuriko Saito has remarked on the importance of paying mindful at-

tention to all neglected features of the ordinary. Assuming a mindful attitude - be it eminently per-

ceptual, affective or cognitive57 - can make one uncover aesthetic qualities even in those apparently 

humdrum aspects of the daily grind.58 Attentiveness is indeed what discloses the aesthetic value of 

things. It is the prerequisite of any kind of aesthetic experience and leads one to grasp what is aes-

thetically valuable without distorting their everyday nature, therefore discarding a purely ‘honorific’ 

understanding of aesthetics.59 Not only beauty and sublimity, but also functionality, comfort, safety, 

and familiarity; not only traditionally positive values, but also negative qualities such as dreariness, 

tediousness, or monotony may thus appear to be aesthetically significant.60 

This mindful focus on the neglected aesthetic aspects of everyday life, however, should 

not be understood as a form of detached contemplation. It is rather a participatory form of per-

ception that leads the subject to immerse herself in what she experiences and actively interact 

with it. Throughout his long career in aesthetics, Arnold Berleant has been investigating this 

participatory model of aesthetic appreciation as the counterpart of the detached attitude that, to 

his mind, has been the predominant paradigm in Western aesthetic theorizing so far.61 There is, 

according to Berleant, an aesthetically relevant way of relating not only to artworks but to our 

environment in the broadest possible sense that does not require distance or detachment. On 
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the contrary, the most desirable and efficient aesthetic attitude requires that one engages with 

what one is experiencing. 

Engagement entails a form of active and immersive perception, i.e., a perceptual activity 

that is enhanced and sustained by the knowledge one has of a certain place or object, the social 

and cultural meanings attached to them, personal and collective associations, imaginings, and 

memories. Importantly, this implies the loss of primacy of visual awareness, which is overtaken 

by the involvement of all senses including kinesthesis, that is, one’s bodily awareness of the en-

vironment. As Berleant puts it, this way of perceiving is “direct rather than pure” in that it is 

immediate, unreflective, but at the same time composite and complex. This immersive percep-

tion, which puts us in contact with the environment, is aesthetic in its own right: “It is in this 

sense that we engage aesthetically with environment and other modes of art. Perceptual engage-

ment is the catalyzing and unifying force of the aesthetic field.”62 

If they can be conceived as mindfully engaged perceivers, the aesthetic subjects are no 

longer separated from the object of their experience. Rather, they are seen as part of an aesthetic 

field of forces that interact with one another resulting in an “integrated and unified experience” of 

aesthetic appreciation.63  The physical juxtaposition between a subject and an object is trans-

formed into a personal encounter that activates a primitive and unreflective form of engagement. 

Applied to cultural tourism, the engagement paradigm implies that the tourist practice be 

reconfigured as an immersive relation to the toured place, environment, or cultural habit, rather 

than as a form of aesthetic detachment. This multisensory perceptual immersion mobilizes all 

possible cognitive resources that integrate the perceptual access to the visited place. Viewed 

through the lenses of aesthetic immersion, the tourist appears to be part of the surrounding envi-

ronment as an actor rather than as a spectator. In turn, to paraphrase Berleant, the tourist desti-

nation is redescribed as a realm of dynamic powers that engage both the tourist and the visited 

place, the people, and their habits, in a unified experience “turning the world we inhabit into a 

truly human habitation”.64 Accordingly, as in all instances of aesthetic engagement, aesthetic ex-

perience becomes a dynamic process emerging from the interaction between the tourist and the 

visited object, environment, or situation. And just like the subject of aesthetic engagement, if the 

tourist becomes aware of the process in which she is immersed, then she might become more re-

ceptive, attentive, open, and disposed to grab all inputs coming from the surrounding context. In 

the next section, we will analyse these possible attitude changes in more detail. 

 

5. Aesthetic Engagement in Cultural Tourism 

As we have seen, the aesthetic engagement paradigm provides an alternative theoretical framework 

to that of aesthetic detachment offered by the tourist gaze, one that appears beneficial for addressing 
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the internal frictions characterizing cultural tourism. Notably, the problems of a defamiliarizing ap-

proach to tourist practices have also been explored by recent scholarship in tourism. In the past 

decades, researchers have increasingly questioned the efficacy of Urry’s notion, underlying the per-

formative and multi-sensuous nature of the act of gazing and the complex relations and dynamics it 

involves. This insistence on ‘the gaze’ has been criticized for entailing a mind/body dualistic frame-

work, which portrays tourists as detached, passive observers and reduces them to a dematerialised 

pair of eyes.65 In this sense, Urry’s gaze overlooks the importance of the body and of the other senses 

in the tourist experience.66 Based on this concern, a shift has been invoked from how tourists look 

at what they visit touristic localities, to what tourists do with their bodies – how they proactively 

engage in and with space. Prioritizing agency and performativity to visual aspects and sight, tourism 

has thus been reassessed as a matter of performing – a practical, sensual, and embodied encounter 

with the world - rather than as a purely visual experience. 

In this approach, the body is not treated merely as a thing or a tool for doing something 

but rather as a situated vector allowing for an embodied reconfiguration of touristic experience. 

This interest in the body as an active, expressive, and sensitive “body-subject”67 has opened to 

novel trajectories in tourism studies investigating the multi-sensory dimension of tourism. Re-

search highlights the role of senses like taste, smell, touch, sound, and proprioception, either taken 

separately or in combination, in tourist practices.68 For example, it has been pointed out that au-

ditory components have a crucial impact on how tourists relate to the visited location - think of 

the silence of the wide, open spaces of wild nature compared to the chaotic background of the 

metropolis. Furthermore, taste and smell significantly contribute to articulating the tourist expe-

rience - consider for instance the importance odors have in characterizing the perceived identity 

of a destination or how much culinary traditions influence our overall sense of place. Finally, hap-

tic senses including touch, kinesthesia, and proprioception have a key function in structuring the 

space in which one is immersed via the relationship between one’s body, the encountered objects 

(e.g., buildings, urban and natural elements, formal and implicit borders), and people. This way 

of conceiving of experience in tourism as heterogeneous, multimodal, and immersive also entails 

that aesthetic pleasure in cultural tourism results from an engaged exercise of immersion in the 

material and cultural environment rather than from a form of detached attitude.  

While the relevance of embodiment and multi-sensoriality has produced a fruitful debate 

in recent tourism scholarship, we suggest that further theoretical effort may help to fully unveil 

the potential of this embodied approach in tourism studies. In this regard, the conceptual tools 

provided by current discussions in everyday aesthetics seem to offer an inspiring base to clarify 

aspects of the embodied interplay between tourists and the encountered cultural world. In par-

ticular, the notion of aesthetic engagement, as discussed in the previous section, may foster and 
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complement this ‘embodied turn’ in tourism studies emphasizing the complex interaction be-

tween tourists and the aesthetic ‘field of forces’ around them. 

First, as we have seen, aesthetic engagement implies that the tourist is seen as acknowl-

edging her own position in space-time and is aware of the specific contribution she can give to 

the context she participates in. As advocates of engagement contend, thinking of aesthetic expe-

rience as an active and immersive form of perception can foster the development of a special 

aesthetic sensibility, which may encourage more mindful forms of relationship with our sur-

roundings. While Berleant defines this kind of sensibility as a culturally bound sense-perception 

emerging in the interconnectedness of individuals, environment, society, and culture, Saito con-

trasts it with Western traditional aesthetic sensibility based on detachment.69  However de-

scribed, this ‘new’ aesthetic sensibility demands that we go beyond our normal attitude towards 

the objects and the environment that surround us and that we: 

[...] encourage ourselves to put aside preconceived ideas associated with them and allow 

them to speak to us and engage us. Such open-mindedness and receptivity have ethical 

importance. They also guide us to live mindfully by paying careful attention to things and 

surroundings. In short, our aesthetic horizons become widened and our lives enriched.70 

In the specific case of cultural tourism, the emergence of this aesthetic sensibility might enable 

the tourist to appreciate her experience as a visitor immersively by plunging herself into that 

experience, interacting with the local people, and, possibly, partaking in their practices in a more 

mindful way.71 Opposed to the distancing gaze promoted by the touristic machine, the assump-

tion of an embodied, participatory attitude would thus reduce the gap between the tourist as a 

detached subject and the explored culture as a museified object. Once aesthetic distance is re-

moved, the tourist may find herself more prone to grasp and enjoy a wide variety of aspects of 

the resort, including the negative ones, which the standard marketing advertisements often try 

to hide. Indeed, despite what the tourism industry promises, the reality around us is not an “aes-

thetic utopia”.72 There are no heavenly corners, untouched paradises, or unaffected oases that 

are able to fully satisfy our quest for pure aesthetic appreciation. Every place comprises aspects 

and elements that can harm our aesthetic sensibility and obstruct our taste, ranging from the 

cheap-looking objects and poorly-made souvenirs in local stores to the stench of Paris métro 

stations, the endless lines before monuments and historical buildings, the disillusioned and un-

inspired attitude of the local guide, the constant and widespread presence of technologies even 

in the most remote and uncontaminated land, insipid traditional cuisine disappointing our ex-

pectations, and so on and so forth. 
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Furthermore, in the immediacy and immersiveness of the engagement experience, visi-

tors may be more open to accept, understand, and appreciate all aspects of the visited place’s 

quotidian life for what they are, without necessarily striving for signs of staged and possibly 

counterfeit authenticity. One possible consequence of this shift is that tourists become more in-

clined to appreciate in a playful and ironic way even the more kitsch, vulgar, unsophisticated, or 

unconventional aspects of the destination and may thereby avoid incurring in those typical 

forms of disappointment that result from a preemptive idealization of the visited place.73 

Finally, if the tourist gaze is reconfigured as a mindful, engaged attitude, and if such an 

attitude can be adopted in one’s own everyday life, then being a tourist may not be so different 

from being able to appreciate one’s own familiar environment. This might help soften the radical 

opposition between one’s aesthetic experience as a tourist and one’s experience at home to a 

point where it becomes aesthetically irrelevant. In this spirit, many recent studies have pointed 

out how the sharp dichotomy between the ordinariness of everyday life and the extraordinari-

ness of tourism may not be as clear-cut as it seems to be. This dichotomy, it has been claimed, 

has been artificially construed for research purposes but is rather unfaithful to the reality of 

cultural tourism.74  Through engagement, subjects may be led to switch off “the autopilot” of 

their everyday life75 and may thus find themselves better equipped to enjoy their familiar milieu 

and the practicalities it involves. As tourists, they may become more open and sensitive to any-

thing the place and its inhabitants may show them. 

 

6. Conclusion 

In this paper, we argued that cultural tourism, considered as an aesthetic practice, is intrinsically 

problematic. Motivated by the search for aesthetic fulfillment through the detachment that char-

acterizes the ‘tourist gaze’, cultural tourism is also driven by a quest for immersion in the au-

thentic everyday routines of the visited places. These two desiderata, however, seem to be 

mutually irreconcilable. We examined this tension by considering the two alternative ap-

proaches proposed by everyday aestheticians on how to account for the aesthetic appreciation 

of everyday objects, habits, and situations. Based on this discussion, we outlined what we con-

tend are the main advantages of adopting an engaged, mindful attitude when practicing cultural 

tourism. Abandoning a detached and objectifying gaze, the engaged tourist manages to immerse 

herself in the cultural habits of the visited resort. This process of aesthetic immersion reduces 

the distance between the visitor and the local and encourages tourists to go beyond the markers 

of authenticity imposed by the standard tourism advertising. Importantly, while the shift from 

detachment to engagement requires the refinement of one’s aesthetic sensitivity, it also leads to 

an enrichment of tourists’ embodied experience. 
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