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Fig. 1 The sketch map of tourist semiotic practice
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The Conceptual Framework and Dynamic Analysis of Tourist Semiotic Practice

CHEN Gang
( School of Economics and Management, Hangzhou Normal University, Hangzhou 311121, China)

Abstract: In recent years, MacCannell’ s semiotic analysis of tourist attractions has been challenged by
many new theories in the tourism research field. Under these circumstances, the tourist semiotic
practice concept has been suggested. Based on Shove, Pantzar, and Watson’ s theory of practice, this
paper systematically presents a conceptual framework for tourist semiotic practice. In this framework,
four elements comprise tourist semiotic practice: i.e., tourists, materials, competences, and meanings. In
this framework, tourists are practitioners of tourist semiotic practice. That is, through their embodied
tourism experiences, they validate, consume, produce, and perform semiotic markers of tourist
attractions. The materials include markers, sights, and practical tools. Competences are closely related
to body knowledge, e.g., how to use cameras. Meanings are constructed by the tourism trends, local
ideas, and the subjective values of tourists and so on in the process of tourist semiotic practice. Four
changes in the tourist semiotic practices at West Lake, which is a cultural landscape in Hangzhou,
Zhejiang Province, help to illuminate the theoretical connotations of the concept. First, the sightseers in
ancient times based their semiotic practices on their personal experiences, and many products (markers)
of these ancient semiotic practices have stood the test of time and are still the basis for modern tourists’
semiotic practices. Second, the materials for the tourist semiotic practices at West Lake evolved from
marker production to marker consumption then marker performance. The classic markers produced by
ancient sightseers are the main objects of the photographs of institutionalized tourists. However, with
the advent of the era of social media and the continuous improvement of tourist experiences, modern
tourists are no longer satisfied with these classic markers. These tourists are not only tourism
consumers, but also producers and performers. This requires tourism destinations to provide
opportunities for tourists to diversify their semiotic practices by creating more interesting markers.
Third, the element of competence in the tourist semiotic practices at West Lake has changed from
professional skills to amateur skills, and then to vocational skills. Creators of classic tourism markers
usually have a certain professional quality and knowledge. For a long time, photograph services were
important for institutionalized tourists’ experiences. However, with the increasing popularity of digital
cameras and smartphones, tourists do not need professional skills to easily use their own bodies to
create their own semiotic markers of the tourism destination free of charge. Naturally, photography
service- related professional skills have not necessarily become irrelevant. On the contrary, the
diversification in tourists’ amateur skills requires tourist service personnel to cooperate with the tourist
semiotic practices at any time and any place. Finally, the element of meaning in the tourist semiotic
practices at West Lake has evolved from “poetic dwelling” to “having been here” and then to “social
media presentation.” Institutionalized tourists are keen to gaze at and take pictures of classic tourism
markers to prove that they have visited the tourism site. However, individualized and ancient tourists
are not passive consumers of tourism markers. Instead, they judge the authenticity of these tourism
markers and endow them with new meanings through their own experiences.

Keywords: tourist; semiotic practice; conceptual framework; dynamic analysis
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