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Abstract: “Memory Tourism” is based on qualifying a concrete tourism product whose starting point is a historical 

heritage that intersects with contemporary mobility. The main focus of this paper will be based on the dynamics of the 

postcolonial return trip of those who seek to experience a heritage legacy transformed into a tourism product and able 

to provide a gaze on history helping to decolonise mentalities and respecting the other as equal. This return to a past 

with a common root through the leisure trip and as a tourist attraction owing to its coloniality has been emerging as 

one of the major drivers behind current mobility. Memory Tourism can be defined to tangible colonial built heritage, an 

architectural legacy petrified in time whose presence takes us back to an age that is already extinct in our ultramodern 

cities where the tourist now resides. This market segment has seen significant growth due in part to the demand by 

nationalities unrelated to colonialism and whose tourists are looking to visit charismatic places that are frequently 

classified as UNESCO World Heritage Sites, a stamp that creates a standard for categorising and recognising world 

tourism interest. 
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He year 2020 was a singularly unique year, a year of paradigm change on a planetary 

scale. Economic indicators were foreseeing a continuation of the increase in the largest 

industry in the world – tourism – which had reached 10% of the world’s GDP the 

previous year and was responsible for over 8% of global emissions of greenhouse gases (CO2). 

In the European Union, the figure was about 11% of GDP and in Portugal 16.5%. Everything 

pointed to the continuing exponential increase in tourism trips and one of the main subjects to 

dominate the world’s attention was the massive growth of city tourism, which reached 

excessive levels of massification bringing negative effects for the inhabitants themselves and 

threatening their withdrawal. It was becoming urgent to rethink strategies, policies, contexts and 

pretexts. And then the pandemic struck. Covid-19 turned tourism upside down: travel was 

forbidden, airports emptied and the cities that most lived off tourism were the first to suffer an 

unparalled crisis, seeing their streets deserted and their economy on hold from the lack of 

visitors. But there are always two sides to the coin and this unique time of economic slowdown 

and border closures created the conditions necessary to think about, reformulate and envision 

the world’s largest economic activity aligning the new disruptive reality to the phenomenon of 

global travelling. 

 
In fact, humans are travelling beings who since the beginning of time have travelled around the 

planet for reasons of survival, pilgrimage, diplomacy, expansion, trade, missionisation, war or 

simply a desire to know the world. Today leisure tourism has undergone massification making it 

a sociocultural imperative whose rise owes much to the colonial era even if it does not date back 

to it. This is because during the 19th and 20th centuries European imperial policy promoted visits 

to the overseas possessions not only to (re)define the territory geographically but principally as 

a reflection of the emerging nationalisms, thereby becoming a privileged means to legitimate 

their own interests. Overseas holidaying was a driving force behind the creation of local 

infrastructures and the coming and going between the metropole and the empire intensified. 

Already in the postcolonial period many of these constructions were converted for tourism use, 

being transformed into a much sought after cultural object and frequently recognised as World 
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Heritage Sites by UNESCO – the stamp that creates a standard for categorising and recognising 

sites as being of world tourist interest. However, if we look at the State of the Art in this matter, 

we realise there is a gap in humanities studies about the relationship of tourism to the 

construction of cultural identities and the built heritage: there is obviously much recent research 

in the fields of anthropology (Kapstein, 2017), sociology (McLaren, 2018), economics 

(Harrison, 2014), politics (Hobsbawm, 2015) and geography (Tesfahuney, 2016) but none that 

deals with colonial cultural heritage mapping legacies that intersect and have led to a growing 

product: Memory Tourism. This therefore seems to be an excellent field (and time) to (re)think 

travel through the prism of the interculturality of global circulations; as there is no work in the 

proposed area to date, it would seem to be the key moment to bring some critical mass to the 

State of the Art, furthering its advance with more enlightened inter- and multicultural 

knowledge.  

 

The main research focus on “Memory Tourism” is based on the dynamics of the postcolonial 

return trip of those who seek to experience a heritage legacy that offers them a view over a 

history with a common root that is defined from a built nucleus frozen and petrified in a time 

that no longer exists in the ultramodern urban centres where the tourist now lives. These places 

of presence and belonging are reconfigured in complex matrixes because the paradigm is hybrid 

and made up of ambivalent experiences. On one hand, tourism stimulates knowledge and 

culture bringing hosts and guests closer together, offering the local perspective, perception and 

understanding; this is tourism as a mediator between cultures in a fruitful and wide-ranging 

exchange, a facilitator of interculturality with benefits for both visitors and residents. On the 

other hand, there are those who undertake the trip motivated by an ideological rhetoric of 

nostalgic nationalism, seeking to revive a sort of previous existence, experiencing an 

atmosphere that glorifies the past, reminiscing about “the good old days” of imperial grandeur, 

an exotic extension of the metropole replicating nostalgic discourses perpetuating a colonial 

hegemony and causing tensions and conflicts between visitors and the visited. Hence tourism 

and colonialism are presented as a multifaceted, complex and plural subject in a multilateral 

field so that the key question can only be answered through a relational perspective of an 

interdisciplinary nature. 

 

It is important to understand that the geographic extent of memory tourism is enormous so it 

was necessary to restrict this reflection to a specific focus that could be extrapolated to other 

former colonies of old imperial Europe: the common denominator is the colonial built heritage 

of the former Portuguese empire, the precursor of the Modern Age and the last empire of post-

war Europe. The justification for the centrality of colonial architectural heritage lies in the fact 

that it is the most resistant to time, finding itself rooted and integrated in the collective memory 

of those who inhabit it. The examples in Portuguese Empire can be found in many geographies: 

 

1. São Tomé and Príncipe: Privately-owned rural architecture (plantation houses or 

roças) and military architecture (fortresses); 

2. Mozambique/Mombasa: Military architecture (fortresses), public architecture 

(hospitals, hotels, banks), privately-owned urban architecture; 

3. Goa: religious architecture (churches and convents) and privately-owned urban 

architecture (mansions, palaces); 

4. Macau/Timor: Religious architecture (churches), funerary architecture (cemeteries) 

and vernacular architecture; 

5. Salvador da Baía: Public and privately-owned urban architecture (World Heritage site 

colonial-era historic centre). 
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All these places can be replicated by other postcolonial geographies so as to enable memory 

tourism to become a means and agent for transformation that allies citizenship with leisure. 

Hence the pertinence of the proposal since the focus on the Portuguese colonial legacy can be 

moulded for different tourism destinations and be read and learnt from by nations such as 

France, Great Britain, the Netherlands, Italy, Germany or Belgium. Such is the case of tourism 

trips to Indochina and the French Antilles (by the French), India and Kenya (the British), South 

Africa and Malacca (the Dutch), Libya and Eritrea (the Italians), Namibia and Tanzania (the 

Germans) or Congo (the Belgians), just to mention former European hegemonies. 

 

The end of the Second World War brought the Age of Empires to a close while the end of the 

Cold War ushered in a new geopolitical world order that reconfigured the planet to make it 

global and the new technologies turned it into a network. The travel culture became a “must” 

and anywhere in the world became accessible with a simple click. Tourism created typologies 

that defined policies and oriented flows in a multiplicity of ways offering a model of well-being 

(hotel chains, restaurants, etc.) validated at an international level and guaranteeing uniform 

standards of use. If on one hand it created asymmetries and levelled and homogenised places 

according to models external to the culture of those places, on the other it led to the 

rehabilitation of tangible and intangible heritage, upgrading areas and recuperating legacies and 

traditions. In this sense, the emergent question that the international authorities who oversee 

tourism have been asking is: How can tourism be a facilitator of interculturality and alterity 

between societies? 

 

There are different levels of answers and each one must be viewed in an integrative way, 

otherwise they run the risk of being reductive and fragmentary. There are pros and cons in 

today’s tourism: to travel to reach a destination, or to travel to learn the path to the destination? 

“Slow travel” and conscious tourism, or overtourism and the standardisation of places and 

practices with the subjugation of indigenous cultures making them objects of rapid 

consumption. In fact, many tourist destinations have started losing their intrinsic characteristics 

becoming homogenised to the standard of the visitor culture in a cultural “folklorisation” that 

transforms places into theme parks or human zoos recreating traditional ways of life on the 

initiative of interests external to their own. It is the commercialisation of culture and indigenous 

traditions where the profits go to the major international chains without being distributed among 

the local populations creating an environmental imbalance with degradation of the ecosystems 

and deterioration of the heritage. 

 

The economic recession brought by the pandemic has shown how fragile are tourism structures 

and their tentacular market of goods and services that indirectly support and diversify the tourist 

offer. Tourism has a huge weight in national and world GDPs, and the truth is that it is believed 

it will take some time for it to return to the same pre-pandemic moulds and volumes. This hiatus 

provides an opportune moment to understand the choices that are at stake so as to correct errors, 

weigh up strategies and dynamise synergies that will allow tourist mobilities to be redefined 

prioritising and anticipating travel culture trends. With world tourism suffering a 70% drop in 

2020 (World Tourism Organisation data), it is not foreseen that the sector will recover before 

the end of 2021 and specialists are of the opinion that world tourism will not get back on its feet 

before 2022.  

 

In fact, as recent studies by the World Tourism Organisation (2021) show 

(https://travelbi.turismodeportugal.pt/pt-pt/Paginas/tendencias-de-consumo-de-viagens-em-

contexto-de-pandemia.aspx), the enforced halt in world tourism in 2020-2021 has boosted 

people’s wish to travel, due in large part to their imposed isolation. Locked down in their homes 

or within the borders of their country, people long to be able to return to travelling for leisure, 
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thus hugely increasing their desire for tourism. What 2021 has also shown is that tourism is a 

fragile activity that, despite contributing in such an important way to the national economy, 

depends greatly on external factors. The studies also reveal significant changes with regard to 

the motivation and approach taken by those who want to travel, notably as to the planning and 

purchase of future trips and taking into account the restrictions caused by Covid-19 

(https://amadeus.com/en/insights/research-report/destination-x-where-to-next): contingency 

plans cease to be optional, insurance gains a new importance as do flexibility of reservations, 

personalisation of itineraries and health safety in trying to achieve a tourism experience 

involving minimal risk. This is in fact what cross-border cooperation regulators such as the 

World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC) confirm. What all institutions and partners 

(international, national, regional and local) have in common is a call for a new form of tourism, 

to travel in a more responsible and sustainable way, reinforcing a collective awareness that 

protects the natural and cultural heritage of a location as being the essence of its identity. 

Therefore the Covid-19 interruption and the consequent social isolation is a unique opportunity 

to re-think, reformulate and reconfigure an impactful activity of our 21st century worldview. 

 

The rise of the European empires in the development of tourism has its origin in the Universal 

Exhibitions that contributed to crystallise a whole image set of the overseas territories making 

them key destinations that greatly contributed to the massification of the contemporary tourism 

phenomenon. As is common knowledge, tourism and colonialism are not phenomena of the 

same order but tourism and imperialism are fruits of the same context finding themselves 

intrinsically linked since both concern the possession of a territory and its exploitation 

(Blanchard, 2013). 

 

When the overseas empires became extinct in the second half of the 20th century, the 

postcolonial world witnessed the massification of tourism, which became the largest industry in 

the world. For some authors, this rise in tourism has turned into a form of leisure imperialism 

(Nash,1989), neo-colonialism (Butler & Hinch,1996), or even a new colonialism (K. Srisang, 

1992). Finally, there are some authors who see in globalisation a new form of colonisation 

(Augé, 2015).  

 

The importance of postcolonial studies has gradually come to be recognised and incorporated 

into an understanding of the tourism phenomenon. In order to understand the genealogy and 

attribution of these “isms” to this phenomenon, it is sufficient to look at the standardisation, 

acculturation and “touristification” of certain host cultures, with this signifying an imposition, a 

normalisation, a homogenisation of the offer on the indigenous cultures depriving these places 

of their character. Imposition can frequently dictate exclusion of the local communities, 

damaging a destination with environmental, sound and visual pollution, altering customs, ways 

of life and values. This is how tourism can change from being the solution to being the problem.  

But there is more than one side to the question and tourism bears a hybrid heritage: it represents 

over 10% of the world’s GDP and it is a force that corrects asymmetries by promoting social 

inclusion (it generates employment, increases the production of goods and services), 

reconverting areas, giving value to sustainability, distributing resources, encouraging land 

planning, providing security, recovering heritage, providing a cultural stimulus and fostering the 

sharing of knowledge between visitor and visited and so able to promote a more inclusive and 

enlightened society. 

 

On the other hand, colonialism is on offer in a multiplicity of products that find echoes in the 

traveller’s imaginary and reverberate with nostalgia. Hence many societies have renegotiated 

their relationship with the colonial experience reconfiguring it and offering it as an attractive 

product: such is the case of the construction of luxury resorts with neo-colonial architecture 
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transformed into bastions of “colonial melancholy” (Gilroy, 2006). This is what is known as 

romanticising colonialism, building it up as an elitist golden age bursting with the thrill of past 

glories. This is what the international hotel chains in the luxury segment promote, offering the 

guest the fantasy of an age frozen in an idyllic Eden, an imperial administration without any 

dark side creating a stereotype of a gentle and innocuous past way of life. In these cases, “far 

from tourism being a facilitator of intercultural understanding and peace, it appears […] to 

reproduce images and wounds of a colonial past” (Mkono, 2019), distorted and artificial in an 

exotic recreation where a tradition that rarely existed is invented. And this line of action is 

frequently taken to the extreme, even at times forbidding the locals from frequenting certain 

places reserving them for the exclusive use of guests (beaches, etc.) thereby causing bad feeling 

and leading to social conflict. 

 

In addition to this paradox of tourism are recent positions that have been taken that, on the 

grounds of climate and environmental concerns, argue for a slowdown in the modes of 

travelling. These are factors that could come to play an important role in the near future 

influencing the way in which contemporary (tourist) mobility is perceived. Institutions such as 

the European Travel Commission, the European Commission’s Virtual Tourism Observatory 

and the United Nations World Tourism Organisation have been calling attention to all these 

aspects, especially through specific directives that help to regulate the executive committees in 

each country. If we look at international agendas (https://www.unwto.org/sustainable-

development), national agendas 

(https://www.fct.pt/agendastematicas/docs/Agenda_Turismo_Final_VD.pdf) or the growing 

number of alternative tour operators (e.g. https://macroviagens.pt/turismo-responsavel/) or even 

the increase in international certification agencies like the Global Sustainable Tourism Council 

(https://www.gstcouncil.org/), we can see how they all highlight a concern that is transversal to 

them all: tourism sustainability, safeguarding the environment and natural resources, 

guaranteeing balanced economic growth within correct normative parameters as detailed by the 

World Tourism Organisation in Article 3 of the Global Code of Ethics for Tourism. 

Unquestionably, tourism is a fundamental ally of economic, social and cultural development 

generating significant tax revenue. Pressure has therefore mounted on supervisory bodies and 

there is the need to administer tourism in a responsible and critical way, thus making it a cross-

border societal challenge of great impact. 

 

With tourism being on hold all around the world owing to the pandemic, this would seem to be 

the right moment to reconsider tourist travel responding to a situation transversal to the global 

world that constitutes a challenge and an opportunity to contribute to citizen science. 

 

Lying within the purview of postcolonial studies of relational (not comparative) history, The 

Memory Tourism involves a chronological arc that stretches from the 19th century to the 

current day. However, it does not exclude travelling back in time or engaging with other types 

of (intangible) heritage whenever this is justified since envisaging part of today’s tourism 

requires crossing gazes between different realities with dissimilar contexts. In addition, as has 

been seen in recent years, the tentacular dimension of the tourism phenomenon has placed the 

topic on thematic global agendas both internationally, for example the United Nations World 

Tourism Organisation (UNWTO, https://www.unwto.org/tourism-in-2030-agenda), and 

nationally, for example the Portuguese Foundation for Science and Technology (FCT, 

https://www.fct.pt/agendastematicas/turhospgeslaz.phtml.en), as well as on the agendas of 

specific centres, for example the transnational Tourism Network (RET, https://www.rede-

t.com/). Promotional campaigns highlight a more altruistic form of tourism that values the 

management and ownership of places that are collectively visited. Defending the sovereignty of 

the host communities means deciding how they want to position themselves in relation to 
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tourism breaking the impositional practices of multinational brands and the visitor’s imperative. 

Other campaigns announce the complementarity of tourism with other suitable parallel activities 

assigned to the place or region respecting the existing resources and specificities. To promote 

more active, immersive and rewarding experiences that go beyond a standardised culture-

museum prioritising and valuing the specificity of the place and its heritage is the philosophy of 

“slow travel”: taking time at the destination, relating to the locals, valuing a deeper and more 

conscious connection. The order of the day is therefore to oppose invasive tendencies and 

already there are some places providing answers to reverse tourism massification: from the end 

of 2021 Lisbon will only receive and allow cruise ships with electricity to dock; in 2022 Venice 

will charge an entry fee for same-day visitors who do not stay overnight in a hotel; Barcelona 

continues to ban the issuing of licences to build new hotels; the Greek island of Santorini 

imposed a limit to the number of entries from cruise ships some time ago; the Galapagos 

archipelago in Ecuador decided to limit the number of people disembarking from tourist boats 

as a measure to protect the islands; the Taj Mahal in India restricts the length of visits inside the 

tomb to reduce crowds of tourists; in Bhutan, each tourist pays a daily fee of 200 dollars with a 

substantial part of this revenue reverting to improvements to the educational system and the 

country’s infrastructure; in Machu Picchu the daily number of entries is restricted and it is 

compulsory to hire an official guide and to follow the trails within a given time period; in 

Antarctica cruise ships with over 500 passengers are forbidden entry and only 100 passengers 

can be on land at any one time; New Zealand has decreed the maximum number of visitors who 

can hike on the trails of the Milford Track in the Fiordland area at the same time. Taken 

together, these are measures to correct the negative impacts seen in tourism’s recent past. The 

restrictions are clearly aimed at aiding sustainability and enhancing environmental quality by 

reducing the negative effects that threaten to deprive these places of their character and saturate 

the cities. There is increasing tourist-phobia on the part of the local populations who feel they 

are being invaded by visitors who impose an alien pattern on them touristifying places and 

gentrifying the local culture (creating pressure on identity values, intensifying the construction 

of facilities and creating problems of land management and environmental and heritage 

sustainability). This is why there are those who call tourism a new form of colonialism or new 

imperialism. It is a manipulation of the place, the destruction of harmony and the transformation 

of a territory into a sort of theme park that is infantilised and where a lost authenticity is 

recreated. It revives the concept of the “Noble Savage” in the imaginary of each person without 

forgetting the many who are looking for or follow the call of the colonial exotic while charged 

with real patriotic enthusiasm so that they seek the imperial grandeur of earlier times in those 

destinations along with a certain sense of belonging and, simultaneously, of appropriation. 

 

All this leads to strong pressure being brought to bear by the growing intensity of tourism flows 

in a perspective of the internationalisation of a subjective practice based on behaviours, likes 

and values with no common denominator. The reverse side presents tourism as an activity and 

driver of economic growth, which opens the door to new investment opportunities generating 

job opportunities, supports local economies and creates value in the local culture correcting 

asymmetries; it is tourism as a hedonistic vehicle, capable of revitalising historical centres and 

bringing together identities and alterities that create a strong cultural alliance. This position is 

aligned to a holistic approach to the tourism phenomenon and has been responding to the 

challenge of touristification and musealisation of places so as to respect and value not what the 

tourists want but what the local culture has to offer, placing the focus on the host populations 

and not on the visitors in what many refer to as “decolonising” tourism. This means abandoning 

a Eurocentric view that reproduces a logic, similar to that of the former colonisers, of imposing 

a standard; it means embracing a position that does not impose but collaborates, decolonising 

the gaze on the world and understanding the privilege of enjoying a leisure trip, respecting the 
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sovereignty of the indigenous culture and seeking to understand it without judging it, and 

adopting a responsible and ethical position, one of tolerance and cultural plurality. 

 

For this reason it is opportune and urgent to rethink Memory Tourism under a common 

denominator: the postcolonial world. This is fundamental in that it helps to strengthen the 

internationalisation of the issue and the transversality of the theme at the same time as 

impacting on the public and building a bridge to civil society.  

 

Taking the theme’s growing international visibility as the starting point and framed within a 

matrix based on Contemporary History that takes into account the specificities of national 

culture, implementation of a Memory Tourism is set within an interdisciplinary, transnational 

dynamic with pluricontinental coverage in which Portugal, as the first colonial empire on a 

global scale and the last in the European context, appears as a privileged platform of excellence 

to address overseas travel with all its impacts and derivatives. In other words, Portugal, being a 

State enjoying full European citizenship, an award-winning international tourism destination 

and with a former colonial empire spread over five continents, proves it is a central place in 

which to rethink the current tourism phenomenon prospectively and within a more altruistic and 

sharing geopolitical dynamic.  
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