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Abstract: The notion of place has raised great concern within weaving tourism studies in recent
decades. Nevertheless, dialectical indigenous considerations of Edward Relph’s phenomenological
concepts of place and placelessness are still insufficient, particularly in non-Western countries. Phe-
nomenology, as an immersive approach, provides an open and descriptive examination of the diverse
perceptions and constitutive meanings of a place. From a phenomenological perspective, this article
aims to explore the dynamic grasping of place and placelessness in tourism experiences. Twenty-four
tourists participated in the research in Marco Polo Plaza in Italian Style Town, a concession for a
particular historical period, in Tianjin, China. The findings suggest that tourists’ experiences could be
ordered into three themes: (1) encountering a place labelled recreation and entertainment, (2) encoun-
tering an exotic heterogeneous place, and (3) encountering a lived place in the lifeworld. These results
emphasize that place and placelessness are intertwined paradoxically beyond the binary, and such a
nonlinear, dialectical, and subtle dimension is the possible inspiration that the phenomenological
perspective brings to tourism research. Drawing on the inevitability of tourists’ diverse perceptions,
we advance that an open multi-sensuous engagement and inclusive geographic practices offer an
insight into the understanding of sustainability.

Keywords: tourism experience; place; placelessness; phenomenological approach

1. Introduction

“ . . . the task of geography is conceived as the establishment of a critical sys-
tem which embraces the phenomenology of landscape, in order to grasp all its
meanings...”

Carl Sauer [1]

Geographers are generally interested in landscape phenomena. As a subdiscipline of
geography, tourism geography, with its extensive descriptive phenomenological engage-
ment, has emerged as a way to rethink the nature of tourism and sustainability [2,3]. It
considers the understandings, experiences, and perceptions of a place [4,5]; contributes
abundant argumentations on contradictions and unsolved problems between attach-
ment/identity and alienation/rupture [6–8]; and embraces tourism experience-related
topics such as vulnerability, imbalance, gender, and authenticity [9–12].

Tourists encounter heterogeneous destinations, and their sensual perception of the
similarities and differences of various places invites diverse meanings constantly, which
is reflected in the phenomenological concepts of place and placelessness advocated by
the humanistic geographer Edward Relph [13]. The two concepts, proposed nearly half
a century ago, muse an ensuing spurt in researches of the notion of place, and radiate
to various realms such as human geography, landscape architecture, city planning and
environmental psychology. The implications of both concepts have been enriched over time,
especially placelessness, which echoes the concept of non-place later proposed [14] and

Sustainability 2021, 13, 6159. https://doi.org/10.3390/su13116159 https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability

https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability
https://www.mdpi.com
https://www.mdpi.com/article/10.3390/su13116159?type=check_update&version=1
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13116159
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13116159
https://creativecommons.org/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.3390/su13116159
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/sustainability


Sustainability 2021, 13, 6159 2 of 17

inspires a critique of elitism in the process of globalization, capitalism, and consumerism
that induces spatial homogeneity, such as issues of airports, theme parks, shopping centers,
chain stores, and the current common phenomenon of social welfare housing. However, it
is necessary to develop the two concepts from a tourism perspective. In his classic, place and
placelessness, Relph himself basically cares about places from a tourist’s perspective. Without
such “floating eyes”, there can be little comparison between place and placelessness.

Place means particularity and locality, while placelessness is blandness and similarity.
Both attempt to approach the extremes of landscape regenerations [13,15]. Interestingly,
we also find this phenomenon in contemporary mainstream discourses of oriental tourism
studies, which are always accompanied by an exotic and mysterious sense that differs
from that of the West against the background of its unique history and culture. Therefore,
relevant studies are mostly subordinate to the “place”, and emphasize the differences be-
tween East and West [16]. At the same time, we note that most non-Western-related studies
consistently wander at the edge, and seem slightly plain, weak and pale, especially in this
homogenized world with a technological shock and capital domination. This tendency thus
becomes a footnote to the notion of “placelessness”—a flat, meaningless mode [17]. Such
research, however, is obscure; it calls for the need to capture the significance of indigenous
tourist landscapes to reveal visitors’ understanding, participation, and shaping of place in
this domain [18].

Based on descriptive experience and the phenomenological method, this study aims
to explore the dynamic grasping of place and placelessness in tourism experience as a
meaning-generating complex. We conducted a field survey of 24 tourists at Marco Polo
Plaza in Tianjin, China, which is a hybrid place, neither a purely original surrounding nor
an attempt to create a completely illusory space or simulacrascape. It is authenticity that
exists in an inauthentic environment—the authentic Mediterranean architecture is distantly
embedded in the east, built and preserved for particular historical events. The blurring of
the boundary between authenticity and inauthenticity is a challenge to tourists in terms of
both cognition and aesthetics.

This article attempts to address the following questions after the investigation: is
it a necessity to consider the binary opposition between place and placelessness in the
study of indigenous tourism? If placelessness is far from important, does place still make
sense? How are the meanings grasped dynamically in tourism? This study contributes
to dialectical conceptualizations of place and placelessness and discussions of embodied
tourism experiences. Here, it is worth noting that we focus on sustainability mostly from
a micro point of view (a scale of urban blocks). In this article, materials, landscapes, and
activities are tangible forms in which such sustainability connotations are represented.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Place and Placelessness in Human Geography

The encounter between tourists and places involves a phenomenology in which
specific groups of people endow a milieu with distinctive meanings and emotions [19].
According to humanistic geographer E. Relph, there are two aspects of such encounters [16].
One is a sense of place, a shared memory of a named place. It is the manifestation of order
that integrates environmentalism and existentialism, and establishes a spatial center of
lived experience that can generally be identified at various scales (body, county, city, or
country) and in different categories (home, pubs, or the wild) [20–22]. The other aspect
is that place becomes flat and monotonous with unification and standardization in the
process of modernization; this is known as placelessness, an ingenious concept proposed by
Relph, and followed by Buttimer, and Seamon [23]. Placelessness is considered a weakened
sense of place accompanied by the weakening of diverse experiences and identities that
are embedded in the declining process of cultural diversity in different places, which not
only “look the same”, but also potentially give rise to possible homologous emotions and
experiences in tourism [24]. With the increasing fluidity of the homogenization process,
the bond between humans and indigenous history is probably either perturbed or even
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erased. Therefore, the proliferation of cookie-cutter and unreal placelessness implies, to
some extent, disintegration and disappearance of place [23].

Compared with a static point of view, the meanings of place and placelessness grow
gradually and continuously. Traditional attitudes about being rooted in a place give a way
to popular perceptions of place mobility and diversity. However, the boundary between
the two concepts has become blurred and indistinguishable with the continuous progress
of globalization, as claimed in Relph’s later works [17]. Both the change in people’s
preferences and the compression of time and space have brought about unprecedented rich
experiences. The duality of the positive and negative presented in the 1970s is less clear
in the postmodern era. To understand a place is to understand its similarities with other
places. That is, when we emphasize placelessness, we are also reaffirming the uniqueness
of place, and vice versa [17].

It is noteworthy that both of the concepts, place and placelessness, are discussed
from an existentialist phenomenological perspective. Openness and infinity are crucial
to understanding the concept of place. According to Relph, “both geography and place
are, at their core, phenomena of experience that can best be explicated phenomenologi-
cally” [13]. He, therefore, argues that phenomenology, as a method of research, seeks to
clarify complexity rather than reduce the world to some simple Cartesian model. In place
studies, it is not advisable to easily put aside or abandon the method of phenomenology.
Massey advocates the global sense of place and regards the phenomenological method as a
point to exacerbate place inequality, while according to Relph, it is a mistake to consider
place as a site of nostalgia involving boundaries, exclusion, and aggravating inequality.
The phenomenological perspective maintains that place is an “everyday phenomenon”
fundamentally and “precedes all academic concepts and explanations” because place is
open, boundless, and dialectical [13].

2.2. Place and Placelessness in Tourism Context

Many studies have examined the tension between place and placelessness. Tourism
can be regarded as a movable feast of people and place, because tourism landscapes
in different places both hold and repair people’s memories and stimulate and satisfy
curiosity during life’s journey [25]. It is neither easy nor pleasant to expose one to ever-
emerging attractions in utterly strange surroundings or to wander in a placeless world
meaninglessly [4].

Tourism activities help people to capture the specific spirit of place, or genius loci; to
have a deeper understanding of the differences and similarities between different places;
and to acquire a sense of internal, belonging, and place attachment. Thus, the lifeworld
is unfolded. In tourism research, tourists, residents, and the interaction between the two
highlight the sustainability, resilience, and competitiveness of the human environment
relationship at the destination [26]. Over the years, the number of indigenous studies has
increased. Lee et al. take the demilitarized zone of Korea as a case to explore tourists’
perceived similarities and shared beliefs that reflect the key values of sustainable tourism
in regard to place [27]. In addition, industrial heritage tourism in China has also attracted
the attention of researchers, especially residents, whose active participation promotes
their connection with place, thus generating attachment to place and contributing to the
development of local tourism [28]. Apart from the separate focus on visitors and resi-
dents, the emotional solidarity generated by their interactions increases the number of
revisits [29]. In the multinatural Anthropocene, Schilar et al. focuses on the embodied con-
nection between tourism actors and nature in outdoor activities from a more-than-human
perspective in northern Sweden [30]. In this study, travel activities are permeated with
lifestyle entrepreneurship and fused with place attachment and perception of tourists,
constituting a unique emotional connection between people and place. The tourists’ body
and mind get rest and shelter here, which in turn induces them to revisit the destination fre-
quently. Above all, physical setting, activities, and meanings, the three crucial components
according to Relph, are combined when visiting a place [13].
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In recent years, one of the “high aged themes” that has been retained and discussed
by tourism researchers is placelessness, as a faded place identity in the modernization
process [17]. Apart from Disneyfied and museumized places mentioned by Relph, attention
has been flooded with a fantasy, a capital–commercial space, such as an airport and a
shopping mall, which emphasize a universal, artificial, and placeless atmosphere [14,31,32].
Shim and Santos give the eastern city of Seoul as an example to investigate the relationship
between place and placelessness, and highlight the shopping malls in Seoul that offer
visitors a placeless atmosphere and new appeal [31]. They found that the homogenization
of places in the context of globalization is also the fracture between people and social culture.
It is the production of a tourism landscape driven by mobility in the era of mass tourism.
This kind of landscape does not reflect the indigenous characteristics, but the inauthentic
landscape is the manifestation of the discontextualized meaning and place. Interestingly,
functional and tasteless commercial spaces become more recognizable due to regional
features of the items they sell, as well as the aesthetic environmental decorations. At the
McDonald’s in the airport in Beijing, for example, passengers can taste local traditional
snacks such as soy milk and Youtiao (a traditional fried Chinese bread) that would be
beyond imagination at a McDonald’s at Heathrow or Kennedy Airport.

In addition, the influence of technology on contemporary tourism cannot be under-
estimated. Armed with ICT and media, the contemporary visitors have extended their
“tentacles” (not just travelling around with a camera in Relph’s early writing age). At
the same time, tourists have greater expressive power, and the meaning of tourism and
mobility has been conceptualizing. Therefore, compared with early visitors who were
more impressed with authenticity in order to realize differences, modern encounters are
more independent and choosy, accustomed to using the word ‘encounter’ in their own
way to cope with the same or different. Baler et al., based on phenomenology, taking travel
writers in the digital era as research objects, explored the influence of technology and
media on the business interaction model, brand model and capability model of tourism,
and emphasized the changes of the right interaction process of tourism experience in the
era of social media [33].

These studies have intensively examined place and placelessness in the context of
tourism. However, due to the limited research on the mutual involvement of the two
concepts, this article attempts to draw on them anew. Phenomenological engagement in
sustainable tourism constitutes the starting point of our study.

3. Method
3.1. Phenomenology as a Method

The phenomenological approach has established a descriptive and interpretive paradigm
for the study of phenomena [34]. As a resist against Cartesian mind–body dualism,
Husserl’s phenomenology emphasizes the procedural nature of strict description in an
attempt to seek the “essence” of the thematic structure of perception [35]. It is concerned
with being, being-in-the-world, perception, the lifeworld and lived experience, in particular,
it recognizes the intentionality of human action and body-subject, and the understanding
of the rhythm of time and space through the exploration of intersubjectivity [36–38]. The
philosophy, in which nature and culture are intertwined, and subject and object are inte-
grated, provides a fresh and subtle perspective for insight into all aspects of social life [39].
Phenomenological methods have been widely used in all aspects of tourism research,
especially in understanding tourist experiences [40]. Due to the eclecticism presented in
this methodology, the specific methods adopted by researchers vary in both theoretical
reflection and case studies (usually based on transcendental phenomenology, interpre-
tive phenomenology, psychological phenomenology, etc.) [9,16,41–43]. Although there is
probably no general conduct, most studies have attempted reduction and bracketing.

This article follows the phenomenological research method proposed by the geogra-
pher Relph, which consists of three steps. First, the essence of the object is summarized
through the description. At this point, the essence is not accuracy, but the researcher’s
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intention to make a rough identification, that is, to propose a general impression. Second,
specific descriptions and judgments are made on the constituted phenomena, focusing
on the correlation and interaction between each phenomenon. The third step is to de-
scribe the theme. It is to compress and reduce consciousness and attitudes, thus providing
opportunities to highlight the research theme and solve the research problems.

3.2. Research Area

The research area was Italian Style Town with Marco Polo Plaza as its center, where
the main interviews were conducted. The town is a rectangular area surrounded by four
roads in the district [44]. A Roman column is at the center of the plaza with a bronze
statue on top of the goddess of peace, holding an olive branch in her hand, symbolizing the
eternal theme of friendship and peace, constituting an architectural space that combines
practicality and aesthetics.

The research area, as a city block, has been shifting its preference of sustainability
with the development of the times. These preferences do not mean the complete turn or
essential change of sustainability itself, but the continuous accumulation of the connotation
of sustainability, making it richer, providing more perceptual, cognitive, aesthetic and
emotional resources for people who care about it, understand it and discuss it. It was
originally the Italian Concession in the early 20th century with a complicated socio-political
context and discourses on space and power [45,46]. With the establishment of the socialist
country and the recovering of sovereignty, the buildings here have been preserved and
developed in accordance with local conditions to make use of their unique historical and
cultural resources [47]. In 1986, Tianjin’s Urban Master Plan stipulated that the city center
mainly developed commerce, foreign trade, and financial industry [48]. From 2005 to 2020,
the new Urban Master Plan delineated four functional zones along Hai River, shown in
Figure 1. The historic site of the former Italian Concession is located in the Entertainment
and Tourism Area in the plan.
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3.3. Data Collection and Analysis

In this paper, phenomenological methods are used to conduct semi-structured inter-
views with 24 tourists (Table 1). It is worth noting that the sample size is a crucial issue
in the research process. Additionally, the number of participants we selected in the study
seems high for the phenomenological method, because, firstly, as is known, different from
quantitative research that should meet requirements and sampling standards of statistics,
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phenomenology is a typical qualitative research that focuses on the original lived world,
so it pays more attention to people’s experiences. Through epoché, the researcher tries to
find out the essence of the interaction between people and the world as well as the shared
meanings from the perspective of interviewees [49]. Another reason is that the practical
process of phenomenological research is open. According to different research phenomena,
the researcher chooses different numbers of interviewees, data collection materials and
time and duration needed [50]. As is said, “the more complex the phenomenon is, the
larger the number of interviewees will be” [51]. What this means is that we can follow one
or two participants over a period of time, and also a number of people can be interviewed
to collect limited materials in a relatively short term. Specific to this study, in view of
the historical and functional diversity of the study area itself, especially the impact of
seasonality on tourism activities, the authors conducted a three-year survey (2018–2020),
with 4 trips, and 6 tourists interviewed randomly each time. In order not to cause too
much disturbance to the visitors’ schedule, the time for each person is limited to 20 to 40
min. Therefore, in view of the characteristics of qualitative research, the complexity of
the phenomenon, the randomness of tourists, and the instantaneousness of the interview
content (no follow-up interview was conducted later), up to 24 interviewees participated
in this study.

Table 1. Participants.

PARTICIPANTS AGE GENDER
(MALE/FEMALE)

CITIZENSHIP
((NON/)LOCAL)

P1 28 M N
P2 48 M N
P3 26 F N
P4 45 M L
P5 37 F N
P6 22 F N
P7 41 F N
P8 19 F L
P9 37 M L

P10 29 M N
P11 30 F N
P12 38 F N
P13 35 M N
P14 18 M L
P15 41 F L
P16 45 M N
P17 24 F N
P18 30 F N
P19 43 M L
P20 25 M N
P21 31 F N
P22 28 F L
P23 40 M L
P24 34 F N

At the end of each interview, participants were given a Beijing-Opera-Mask-themed
magnet as a token of appreciation. All of the interviewees were adults (although some par-
ticipants take their children, and the interview is inevitably processed with the occasional
interaction between them, we still recognize acknowledge and respect the independence
and leading role of adult respondents in this research), with equal numbers of men and
women. Tourists fall into two main categories based on their sources: Tianjin local tourists
and non-local tourists. Among the non-local, there are tourists from other regions of China
and worldwide. Some of them come here frequently, while others are visiting for the first
time. Among the non-local tourists, first-time visitors are mostly international. The topics
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in the interview relate to the tourists’ sense of place, including imagination, impression,
expectation, and multi-sensory perception, and dialogues mainly on function, emotion,
globalization, materiality, and embodiment, which are abstract and open, to encourage the
participants to describe their lived and immersive travel experiences.

This article follows three phenomenological steps. First, the basic work during the
interview was to record the respondents’ answers. After the interview, the audio-recorded
materials were converted into texts for the convenience of follow-up analysis. We further
classified and simplified these complex materials into different categories, which is the
first step of Relph’s phenomenological method. Second, meaning units were identified to
illustrate the dynamic and hybrid characteristics of place perception, rather than narratives
on tourist activities in a broad sense. This de-texturized process corresponds to the second
step of Relph’s phenomenological method. The third step was to describe the themes;
related subjects were themed and described by the author.

4. Findings

In the following, we present a themed description of the topic categories. Based on
meaning units from materials, we identified three interwoven themes: (1) encountering
a place labelled recreation and entertainment, (2) encountering an exotic heterogeneous
place, and (3) encountering a lived place in the lifeworld. Among them, the second theme,
exoticism, consists of two subthemes: consumption and aesthetic. These results highlight
the immersive phenomenological experience in exploring hybrid places in the oriental
Marco Polo Plaza, which makes it possible to generate a diversity of encounters and to
courage us to re-recognize and consider the paradox of place and placelessness.

4.1. Encountering a Place Labelled Recreation and Entertainment

A place that has been labelled recreation and entertainment may directly differenti-
ate itself from other places and highlight its uniqueness. This is evident in the visitors’
functional recognition of the place in interview materials [52]:

“We are making great efforts to develop and construct along the Haihe River in
Tianjin, especially with the active promotion of tourism. Marco Polo Plaza is just
located on its north bank, and the surrounding area has also been designated as a
domestic key cultural relic protection unit. The Plaza is such a pearl on the Haihe
River. Definitely, the restoration and reconstruction project is huge” (P23)

At the same time, the label brings a stronger identity to the local and stimulates
relevant emotional experiences [53]. During our interviews, we found that local tourists,
as insiders, were fond of using words such as “Tianjinese” or “an icon of Tianjin”, and
often distinguished between “we (local tourists)” and “they (non-local tourists)” in their
narratives: “as an old Tianjinese, I usually spend the whole day there on weekends,
drinking and talking...it is adjacent to Laolongtou railway station and is quite friendly
for tourists to come to visit” (P4). However, as outsiders, non-local visitors may be likely
to find more problems and arguments related to issues that the local taken for granted:
“...what makes me curious and confused is how the themes of recreation and patriotism
coexist here, and what kind of atmosphere will be created, so here I am” (P5).

In addition, labelling a place in urban planning can rapidly ferment, radiate, and
spread to distant places via the Internet in today’s information age, booming a postmodern
phenomenon and thus becoming an effective means to attract investment and tourists:

“Marco Polo Square is much more famous than I thought. Before I came here,
I looked at several tourist attraction recommendation-related apps and travel
guide websites, and the Plaza ranked very high. There was a lot of discussion
from people who used traditional travel notes, photos, Gopro and even drones to
create memorable experiences, and most of them thought it was a perfect place
to relax” (P20) [54]
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Thus, it can be seen that the labelled place provides tourists with direction-oriented
intuitions in terms of functions and atmosphere, which is easy to arouse the emotions
expected by the space designers. It allows visitors to focus their intention and expectation
on a specific environment, catering to Selby’s advocacy for a better understanding of the
urban tourist experience space [4]. At the same time, the labelled place verifies the brand
strategy that Hoffmann believes strengthens the uniqueness of the place, imposes the
stereotype of the place, and then achieves the successful attraction and flow of tourists [55].
This approach seems to have already rooted in people’s minds in depth—the planning
scheme of urban planners or designers is the discourse and representation, which has the
role of performance mentioned by Hall, which is undoubtedly in the influence or shaping
of the behavior of tourists [56].

In modern society, however, boundaries have been broken down, and the explosive-
ness of information flow has become a dilution of uniqueness. During the survey, we found
that many tourists have a calm and cool attitude towards the “leisure” label. Labelling,
they say, is too much and nothing new. As one respondent said,

“Travel fever has become a fashion in China today. You’ll find tourist slogans
everywhere, on highway billboards, on buses, on the electronic screens of waiting
rooms of high-speed railway stations filled with tourist towns, all-area tours,
farmhouses, tourist city image videos, and all kinds of homestays with strange
themes. Of course, we’ve become used to all these labels, and I’m even immune
to them” (P10)

Obviously, the place is no longer typical: “I think this tag is very thin, and I have
always learned a lot about the introduction and features through the Internet” (P10). As a
result, places with various labels become placeless, kitsch, murmuring, filling the journey
like background music. These labels sparkle around tourists’ activities like a mosaic, but
they do not constitute a de facto attraction to a place.

Tagged placelessness makes tourists realize their independence, and they are more
willing to travel as subjects and to make independent choices. They “only go where they
want to go and have no interest in being advertised” (P8), “In fact, as an incredibly relaxing
place, I enjoy a tiny Trevi fountain (Figure 2), hold a glass of beer, listen to the joyful sound
of running water to music, chat with my love until sunset, and feel like I’m in a movie,
say, Roman Holiday. It’s so romantic” (P22). This shows that tourists prefer to experience
with their own senses and pay more attention to the process of travel instead of being led
by dazzling labels to blindly and passively pursue a placeless space designed by others.
Nevertheless, who knows if this so-called freedom is also potentially designed?

4.2. Encountering an Exotic Heterogeneous Place

One of the most attractive charms of the area is exoticism. The exotic and heteroge-
neous space has become Shangri-La in tourists’ minds, satisfying their curiosity about
others and about indigenous cultures, and bringing physical and mental pleasure and
romantic experiences [57,58]. These exotic amorous feelings are first reflected in the eye-
catching tourist destination of the physical space. One visitor said, “The unique European
architectural style is very impressive. Walking along the cobbled and tiled streets, you will
find that even street lamps, street signs, telephone booths and fruit boxes are all designed
in exotic styles, combining romance and warmth with a strong Mediterranean flavour”
(P12).
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Uncovering the veil of romanticism, we can also identify the slightly indefinable scent
of transnational space, which envelops the description of some tourists’ travel experience
and is related to the spirit of the times [59]. Some of the descriptions of tourists’ travel
experiences are shrouded in this aura, which may have something to do with the zeitgeist:

“When looking at these townhouses, I can’t help recalling recent historical events.
I have mixed feelings, East and West, war and friendship...As we all know, this
area is the product of a former concession area for a special history...Today, these
buildings are very well preserved, so I’m lucky to be here... I like it not just
because it’s beautiful but because of its real, thick, and historic past....” (P21)

The external space of matter leads us to think beyond the architectural text, and the
exotic physical space takes us to a more-than-architectural text.

Exoticism is also embedded in the interviewees’ narratives, as shown in the following
examples:

“Italy in my mind is a country of romance, of Romeo and Juliet. It’s also a country
of tasty food. Fortunately, there was more than I had expected, such as spaghetti
and pizza dancing on my taste buds, the intoxicating opera, and postcards of
the Leaning Tower of Pisa which I bought as a souvenir. My journey is almost
finished, but I still hope to encounter a handsome boy, either in a restaurant or
just on the corner of a path . . . .” (P3)

“At night, the street blossoms its exquisite and charming facets. I often meet my
friends or my wife, talking or whispering with the moonlight. There is always a
cosy feeling in the air, and the worries of my work and life disappear now and
then....” (P4)

“I’m a travel genius. Three years ago, I went to Italy and visited Rome, Verona,
and Venice. So I feel very kindly and familiar when I come as if I had gone back
to the happy and unforgettable time....” (P14)

Heterochrony and heterotopy create a spatial atmosphere during the tour, which
does not seem to be entirely an explicit and unambiguous call for visitors to Fernandes’s
hedonistic or western-style urban lifestyle [60]. Instead, the atmosphere veils mystery over
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these particular materials, revealing the spatiotemporal compression of social relationships
that Harvey advocates, and makes these particular materials emotionally and meaningfully
ambiguous [61]. The spatiotemporal interlacing inevitably brings various vibrant exotic
experiences to tourists. People wander in a trance between the authentic and the inauthen-
tic, between places of memory, places of history and places of contemporary reality, and
between Eastern and Western civilizations. At the same time, the distinction between place
and placelessness is dissolved into invisibility: “Actually, I don’t really know why I come
here, maybe for the landscape, maybe the feeling, or something else....” (P21)

4.2.1. Consumption

Unlike most tourist towns, Marco Polo Plaza does not float in the inauthentic fantasy of
nothingness, descending to a gauzy heap of inconsequential elements. On the contrary, as
a former concession, the intervention of foreign culture makes the atmosphere of this place
not abrupt and inconsistent, but more inclusive and colorful; it becomes a consumption
place where global and local goods are integrated [62] (Figure 3). During our research, we
found many symbols of foreign elements and replicas of landmark buildings in various
countries. For example, the model of the Eiffel Tower in France was placed in front of a
restaurant named “La Seine”. In the making of places that have been deeply influenced
by consumerism, people will take the initiative to mix these symbolic elements into new
forms, and then re-create a new place [63].
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“I found a lot more here than I expected, especially for food,” said one visitor.
“Besides pizza and pasta, there are Pattaya’s Thai Food, Bavarian Beer, Provence
Restaurant...these all have imaginative decorations...the chic beer barrels, the
charming lights in the shop at night, the voice with different styles...all the
phenomena here looks so fascinating!” (P17)

Another tourist was surprised to see Go Believe (狗不理包子 ), a famous local steamed
bun in Tianjin. “It’s amazing to find such a local store in this bustling and exotic place,
local food mix with the food from all over the world!” (P18)

Some people, however, think that the homogenized landscape formed under the effect
of the market mechanism described by O’Brien and Harris is undoubtedly a representation
of placelessness [64]. The “standardized” and “mediocre” products to be sold create
temporary, low-paid jobs in tourism and entertainment, and also may lead consumers to
lose their interests in the destination, which is a reflection of placelessness [65,66].



Sustainability 2021, 13, 6159 11 of 17

“There seems to be nothing special here compared with the consumption in other
tourist cities, because the goods for sale can be bought anywhere else, especially via the
Internet.” (P24) One tourist said, “There is a sense of consumerism in the air, and the art
of architecture is diluted by the atmosphere of capital and pleasure. The colourful neon
lights at night give us an illusion of another Las Vegas...there are a lot of places like this.
It’s disappointing,” and “many of the small goods in the shops here are common in most
tourist attractions, which cannot help but feel a little boring. How can I have such a strong
desire to buy?” (P24).

From the restaurant names that include place names worldwide, we have a glimpse
of the oriental Marco Polo Plaza, a heterogeneous travel space that has become a mixture
of place and placelessness, deeply reshaped in time and space due to the influence of
globalization and modernization [67]. The hybridity of symbols and elements around
the world generates new places and is integrated into tourist experiences. Such authentic
Mediterranean architecture has emerged in China, including short streets with all kinds of
food and small goods from the distant world, which is not only a mixture of material, but
also the interweaving of culture. From tourists’ narratives of placelessness, it is not difficult
to see that globalization has already penetrated people’s daily lives. The development
of communication technology and the popularization of the Internet make it easy to join
every place and other parts of the world. Commodities break the regional block, and are
realized and transported on a global scale, which may be enough to quench the thirst of
curious tourists, but may increase their boredom with gradually homogeneous places as
well. However, the reality may also be that, as Byung-Chul Han said, people’s excessive
pursuit in the negative impoverishment only increases their boredom with place [68].

4.2.2. Aesthetic

“I like it very much. It’s a paradise of eclecticism, all kinds of sculptures, beautiful
fairies, little angels, the statue of Marco Polo, the Dante statue, fountains...they not
only complement the neighbourhood environment, but also enrich the cultural
connotation together with the classic statue of Peace in the middle of the plaza,
making people linger and forget to return [69] ... I particularly like the sculpture
of the Flower Fairy (Figure 4). The beautiful fairies, emerging from the water,
lift the basket of various colourful flowers, and naturalism overwhelms the
romanticism of the area....” (P15)

“The streets of the Italian Concession are decorated with stone pavements, neat
rows of trees and garden villas, and the end of the visual corridor features a
Statue of Dante or a Roman pillar as the focal point” (P11)

One of the popular alleys hidden behind the villa is called Anghiari, with shops
featuring the concept of “creative boutique”. Above the entrance door, the name is inscribed
in large red letters with exquisitely carved flowers, and wall lamps with a European style
adorn the walls on both sides of the alley. “I really like the Renaissance name of Anghiari,
which is very stylized, a typical ‘European-style Alley, Exotic Alley’” (P11). Visitors enjoy
the beauty of the architecture as they walk through it. From the doorway, one can also
overlook the corner towers of the surrounding buildings of the plaza, bringing a sense of
“scenery within scenery”, which becomes one of the classic images in the area. Through the
multisensory experiences of a large number of sculptures, architecture and other dynamic
materials, tourists’ geographical imaginations are aroused, making the oriental Marco Polo
Plaza the impact of global aesthetic taste [70].
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4.3. Encountering a Lived Place in the Lifeworld

Materials are visible and palpable, just as these magnificent buildings become traces of
frozen history and gradually melt into the blood of the daily life of the city. In one place, all
walks of people come and go, and different stories happen and are then forgotten. Marco
Polo Plaza, like everywhere else, is thrown into a situation that already has meanings.
Many of the tourists have done their homework before coming to visit and have some
understandings, especially the local tourists who are willing to share their own experiences
and stories about the place. One of the buildings most frequently mentioned is the former
Italian barracks:

“Look at the building, the barracks, for the army, hidden in the narrow light
path...look at the array of brick arches...aethereal....” (P21)

“My family has been in this neighbourhood for generations. Yes, there were Ital-
ian soldiers in the past. Later, the Japanese and the Kuomintang (the Nationalist
Party) came. We could still hear the training bugles of the troops stationed in
the 1980s... Now, the door is often closed here, as if it were the office of some
company....” (P4)

Standing in the center of Marco Polo Plaza, a local pointed to an octagonal tower and
introduced it to us:“It used to be Jai Alai Casino, the largest casino in the Italian concession,
and now it’s a cultural palace...look, there is a kindergarten next to it, my granddaughter’s
paradise. I have retired and often come to pick her up on weekdays, so I have plenty of
time to hang around in the plaza....” (P4).

One visitor told us, “This is a very famous scene from movies and TV series. Yes, it
is right here, Marco Polo Plaza. It’s exactly the same as the scene in the movie. I’m just
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so impressed....” (P1). Apparently, he fulfilled his desire to visit a place of homologous
emotion, a place that resonates with the plot of films he had watched.

One of the interesting things we found in the interviews was the embodiment. Visitors
unfold the past and present of the place through visual and auditory descriptions, and tend
to relate local stories to their own lived experiences. In this way, the place is no longer a
sealed box; visitors are immersed in it, entangled with the material and immaterial here. It
has diverse processes of production and succession due to the engagement of tourists who
bring their own memories and perceptions [71,72]. Ideas, memories, and practices flow
and merge, creating new place meanings. The exotic dress of this unique place is related to
the daily life of the citizens, choreographing a place ballet in day-to-day activities [35].

5. Discussion

From the results, we find that visitors develop varying degrees of attachment and
emotion when encounter with places, and diverse local meanings are generated that may
act profoundly on the tension of sustainability. Thus, we discuss three points: wholeness,
generation, and archive.

5.1. Wholeness

The discussion of the dichotomy in traditional place studies encourages the realization
of the inevitability and necessity of understanding wholeness. In his works of the 1970s,
Relph writes profusely about place and its related topics, involving place and placelessness,
insiders and outsiders, center and edge, etc., the boundaries of which, either clear or vague,
provide important references on landscape and identity. In this study, we believe that place
and placelessness exist dialectically and are experienced holistically. Places are permeated
and shaped by the socio-cultural characteristics of a far distant place, becoming a mixture
of different histories and geographies. The encounter with the oriental Marco Polo Plaza
is an encounter with exoticism and an encounter with daily life as well. It’s a dwelling
thinking that people-are-immersed-in-world-as-world-is-immersed-in-people [35]. The
body, perceptions, and emotions extend beyond the self, making the whole environment a
vast corporeality to experience and to be experienced. It is the place that thinks about us,
not the place that we think about.

5.2. Generation

Place and placelessness are not static and predetermined, but generated; they shape
the changing attitude and identity of tourists in the process of interdependence and transfor-
mation. For example, in urban planning, Marco Polo Plaza was labelled an “entertainment
functional area”. Informatization highlights these characteristics, widely spreads its unique
features effectively, and stimulates and satisfies the curiosity of tourists who already have
arrived or who will come to visit. However, excessive propaganda makes people tired and
even resistant. A place gradually loses its texture and becomes mediocre in the midst of
numerous messages, which leads to the weakening of its identity. Furthermore, commodity
exchange and aesthetic taste are guided by globalization, so it is easy for us to obtain a taste
of the change, disorder, dynamics and process suggested by Foucault. An authentic place
is actively created and rebuilt, which is a subjective change that Cohen calls “emergent
authenticity” [73].

5.3. Archive

The process of encountering is the process of archiving urban space. For example,
from an individual perspective, place is mainly reflected in tourists’ desire for and enjoy-
ment of exoticism. To encounter is to experience the impact of landscape planning and
design in urban public space on tourists’ happiness. It also evokes and records space and
communicates the connection between materials and urban practice. At the same time,
materials and relations are compacted layer upon layer [74], such as the octagonal building
changes from the casino during the concession period to the Workers’ Cultural Palace.
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It can be seen that in this era, when we walk in and observe, the main preference
of sustainability is to serve as a space for cultural leisure and urban tourism. Therefore,
the research object of this article is mainly leisure tourists. These people are important,
but not the only importance: they appear in a particular observed “window” of time
and space, and they are agents with the connotation of sustainability in this era. The
behavior of tourists and their associated economic, social, and cultural effects will become
the important foundation for the people of the coming era (or “generation”) to construct
new connotations of sustainability. Therefore, tourists’ experience and contextualization of
travel processes are constantly archiving the transition between place and placelessness.

6. Conclusions

Taking Marco Polo Plaza in Tianjin, China, as an example, this paper discusses sus-
tainability based on travel experiences in non-Western countries and re-examines the
phenomenological concepts of place and placelessness anew. The results can be considered
in three aspects: (1) encountering a place labelled recreation and entertainment, (2) encoun-
tering an exotic heterogeneous place, and (3) encountering a lived place in the lifeworld.
This study highlights the important role of immersive phenomenological experience in
exploring hybrid places and provides the possibility for the diversity of encounters.

It emphasizes that in the heterogeneous space of tourism, tourists capture the over-
lapping historical and cultural landscape and realize the interweaving of place and place-
lessness. That is, place and placelessness are intertwined paradoxically beyond the binary,
and such a nonlinear, dialectical, and subtle dimension is the possible inspiration that
the phenomenological perspective brings to tourism researches. It specifically proved the
significance generated by the material environment of the tourist destination, the behavior
and activities of tourists and meanings generated during the tour, tourists and places being
as a whole. Then, the traditional tourist destination disappears. Tourists do not travel to a
place, but travel through a place based on their own experiences. They embed themselves
in the place, either as an insider or an outsider. For example, a person who lives in a place,
but he/she is an “existential outsider” and remains deliberately detached from everything.
Additionally, some may never return, but the air here will always stay in the memory.

Further, an open multisensory intervention and inclusive geographical practices are
important approaches to enrich the dialectical understanding of sustainable tourism. The
traditional sight-seeing tour has gradually been exchanged for a participatory and open
visit that includes hearing, smell, touch, and other multi-senses. In addition, the change of
tourism process from centralization to decentralization or polycenter may bring fragment
experiences with which people, material, capital, technology, etc., are intertwined. As
such, in precarious Anthropocene, the sustainable relationship between the human and
nonhuman seems a huge issue [75]. Especially with the sudden COVID-19 pandemic,
the travel flow is blocked, spontaneous or demanded lockdown is a responsible choice
in a benign way, and the whole world seems to be a static frame as time passes [76–78].
The planned leisure areas only are left empty. The place, home, where people stay day to
night has become a place of relaxation instead, and leisure places can be everywhere [79].
However, the limited space has been greatly extended by technology [80,81]. People pay
attention to the Internet, and consumption, aesthetic, and daily life have been changed
online. Going shopping through the keyboard, enjoying scenery through the screen, and
satisfying the curiosity of the unknown land. Traditional tour has led to digital, many
attractions have even launched panoramic online travel websites, which breaks through
the existence of an object or object observed, and turns to be a potential field for the future
tourism studies.

There remain some limitations to this article, especially with regard to the differences
between the concept of place in the East and the West, which have not been fully explored in
this article, although it provides a phenomenological perspective for capturing the tourism
experience. Furthermore, the understanding of the tension between place and placelessness
is still insufficient, particularly its dialectical relationship from the view of children and the
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aged. In addition, since the selection of the respondents and the interview data is inevitably
subjective, the analysis process focuses mainly on materials as a representation. As a result,
the marginalization of non-representational phenomena, such as practice, performance,
an unrecorded stream of consciousness, symbols, and imagination, arousal, has become a
limitation of the entire process. Perhaps what goes unrecorded is what is truly meaningful
and worthwhile in place studies.
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