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Phenomenological Theory of Lived Experience and Its Significance to the Research on
Tourist Experiences

ZHANG Xiaoming'*
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Sun Yat-sen University, Guangzhou 510275, China)

Abstract: Erik Cohen’ s classical article, Phenomenology of Tourist Experience, hasn' t set a solid
foundation for the application of phenomenology in the tourism research, and most of his successors’
such application is not satisfactory, either. Actually, his article didn’ t referred to phenomenological
literature on Erlebnis (lived experience) or Erfahrung (experience), and what he introduced to the
tourism research field was a misleading interpretation of phenomenology: he only treated it as a
primary descriptive study on observable facts, while he didn’ t avoid the invasion of preconception or
even bias that is strictly forbidden by phenomenology. Such interpretation cannot take the place of
positivism or post- positivism which has been the dominant methodology in the field of tourist
experience research. Therefore, it is of great need to investigate phenomenological essence of lived
experience and rethink the possibility of its application in tourism studies. This article starts from a
structural-historical overview of Husserl’ s works on Erlebnis, and then looks into the development of
this theory finished by other important phenomenologists. It summarizes that Husserl’ s theory of
Erlebnis is a conceptual net of many interconnected concepts or theories, in which the followings are
the most important: premier Erlebnis (primary lived experience), Abschautung (adumbration), Horizont
(horizon), inneren Zeitbewusstesens (inner time consciousness), and Lebenwelt (life-world). All these
concepts reveal a constitutive structure of focus-fringe”, a new rational way of thinking other than the
way of* concept-representation” in the western philosophical tradition. However, he left two critical
questions for the subsequent studies: first, how to maintain the lived experience as alive as it could be?
Second, which is the beginning of lived experience, the individual experience or the transcendental
world of pure consciousness? Heidegger, Gadamer, Merleau- Ponty and Schiitz have respectively
provided their contributions to answer these two questions from distinct perspectives. Their theory of in-
der-Welt-sein (being-in-the-world), Lebendigkeit (vitality), primacy of perception, embodied experience
and intersubjectivity have enriched the connotation of lived experience. At the end of this conceptual
and critical research, three suggestions are outlined for the future application of phenomenology in the
tourist experience research: (1) to employ a new framework, i.e., a life-world that is underlain by a
structure of focus-horizon; (2) to identify some new proposition for research, such as the studies on the
sense/meaning of tourism; and (3) to import or create some new methodology/method for research,
such as the multimodal approach and the rich- texted approach. The last suggestion is emphasized
because it consists of two operational approaches of phenomenology for the humanity and/or social
science studies on tourism. The multimodal approach is employed from social semiotics and can help
researchers to better describe and analyze the primary experience (primary image, retention, protention,
etc.) by using multisensory information (vision, hearing, olfactory, etc.) and gathering multichannel
materials (language, expression, gesture, picture, music, etc.). The rich-texted approach is inspired by
Husserl-Schiitz’ s idea of intersubjectivity and can help researchers to get much closer to an ergodic
understanding of the secondary experience (memory, expectation or imagination, etc.).

Keywords: phenomenology; Husserl; lived experience; tourism; life-world
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