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Reconnecting tourism after COVID-19: the paradox of
alterity in tourism areas

Dominic Lapointe

Universit�e du Qu�ebec �a Montr�eal, Montreal, Quebec, Canada

ABSTRACT
One of the transformations induced by the almost complete halt
of tourism due to the COVID-19 pandemic has been a turning of
the tourism sectors to a greater orientation towards their host
communities. The enclavic tendencies of tourism areas, along
with a multilayered approach to alterity gives insight into
ongoing changes in the Quebec, Canada, tourism industry that
have been enhanced by the COVID-19 pandemic. These changes
points to a relinking of tourism to the needs of the host com-
munities as part of a survival strategy in a time when there are
no tourists, and could become, in the long run, a resilience strat-
egy. On the other hand, there is a possibility of a reinforcement
of the alterity and a further delinking of tourism in a “6 foot-tour-
ism world” where sanitary safety would be at the core of a closed
and controlled tourism development.

摘要

由于新冠肺炎疫情在全球广泛传播 , 造成旅游业几乎完全停
摆。它所带来的一个转变是 , 旅游部门转向更重视其所在社
区。旅游区的飞地化倾向 , 以及对疫情变化的多层次研究, 使
我们能够洞察到加拿大魁北克省旅游业正在发生的变化, 这些变
化因新冠肺炎疫情大流行而加剧。这些变化表明, 在一个没有游
客的时代, 旅游业需要重新适应当地社区的需求, 这是旅游业生
存战略的一部分, 从长远来看, 可能会成为一种弹性战略。另一
方面, 疫情有可能进一步切断旅游业的联系, 并重建人们”6英尺
旅游生活世界”, 而公共卫生安全将是这种封闭和受控制旅游发
展的核心。
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As the COVID-19 pandemic unfolds, skyrocketing international tourism numbers have
fallen like a stone with forecasted trends shifting dramatically from the predicted 3-4%
annual growth to a 20-30% decline for 2020 (UNWTO, 2020). According to its April 14,
2020 brief, the World Travel & Tourism Council (WTTC) estimates that 75 million jobs
are at risk globally with a potential Travel & Tourism GDP loss of up to $2.1 trillion
this year (WTTC, 2020). As 166 countries restrict entry into their national territories,
global mobilities have come to a near standstill leaving tourism destinations empty
handed as their main resource, mobile tourists, are effectively absent. The smooth
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space of international tourism has suddenly become highly striated (Deleuze &
Guattari, 1980). This situation is deeply paradoxical: everyday micro-mobilities have
been constrained as a result of hedonistic macro-mobilities, i.e. international tourism,
responsible for spreading the virus around the world. Moreover, social isolation and
quarantine are exposing the reality that most organized tourism operations and rev-
enue streams are not embedded within the essential economy of host communities,
pointing to the enclavic tendencies of tourism (Saarinen, 2017; Judd, 1999) in creating
physical and symbolic boundaries in the multiple layers of alterity (MIT, 2008). Of the
transformations that tourism could undergo in response to the hardship of the COVID-
19 pandemic, we may experience the re-embedding of some tourism businesses into
essential local economies in an effort to overcome alterity while, paradoxically, health
concerns and social distancing could lead to some tourism areas becoming even
more enclavic. To explore this paradoxical transformation, we will quickly review the
literature on enclave tourism, linking it to the process of alterity in tourism areas and
their potential for territorialization and deterritorialization (Deleuze & Guattari, 1980;
Lapointe, 2020).

The trend for tourism to tend towards the development of differentiated space is
epitomized by Judd (1999) in Constructing the tourists’ bubbles. In this expos�e, he
points out how American cities have been securing and homogenizing space for tour-
ism activities. Through this process, tourism becomes an autonomous urban function
providing entertainment, fantastical authenticity and safety to visitors, in disjunction
with the resident populations. The latter are simultaneously part of the tourism prod-
uct as they perform their own daily life and excluded from the performance (Minca &
Oakes, 2006). This operates through the emergence of physical and symbolic bounda-
ries (Manuel-Navarrete, 2016), negotiated through discourses of development and
regionalism (Saarinen, 2004).

Based on this approach, destinations tend to transform toward more standardized and
homogenous tourist spaces mainly serving the needs of non-locals, i.e. visitors, and, at
the same time, they are differentiated from their surrounding socio-cultural and economic
environment, turning the local tourism development path toward enclavization. (Saarinen,
2017: 429)

Through the concept of economy of presence, this service economy for the non-
locals has been tackled by the French territorial development tenet (Pecqueur &
Tallandier, 2011). In this form of development, the economy of presence is not about
producing value in place, as in traditional industrial development, but rather capturing
the surplus from value created elsewhere through consumption by mobile subjects
present in place, especially tourists, seasonal residents and commuters. Further, they
point to the economy of absence, examining who these mobile subjects are replacing
by using Paris as an interesting example, where tourism consumption barely replaces
the residents’ non-consumption while they are absent (Terrier, 2006). This articulation
creates a double alterity whereby visitors encounter the alterity of the place visited,
and locals exist in the co-presence of an industry catering to the needs of non-locals.

This double alterity must be addressed in order to look at the transformation of
tourism due to the COVID-19 pandemic. Places can be the markers of alterity. Through
boundaries geographically establishing differentiated space, the others’ place is
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defined and rules of conduct, about who is in place and who is out of place, are
formed (Cresswell, 1996). Tourism is part of the production of alterity in its discursive
practices of otherness and social control, where it defines not only who is the other
being visited but also what can and cannot be done, where, and by whom
(Dann, 1996).

Tourism seeks these alterities as tourists crisscross the planet experiencing differen-
ces, sometimes subtle, from one place to another. Alterity is not always associated
with distances (MIT, 2008). Sometimes, the experience of alterity is just around the cor-
ner, where differences and alterity may be located. It can thus become some form of
place recoding (Hollinshead & Suleman, 2018). This recoding can accentuate alterity to
satisfy tourist demand and needs by evacuating the dimension of their daily life
through the spectacularization of space (Judd, 1999) or reducing alterity by touristify-
ing daily life (B�elanger et al., 2020; Russo & Scarnato, 2018). This alterity between
local residents and tourism can be important enough to actually reconceptualize them
as local “others” and target them as potential “tourists” in their own city (Diaz-
Soria, 2017).

We observe this situation acutely when encountering mono-industrial communities
where tourism is the main, if not the only, economic activity. The situation in
Tadoussac in Qu�ebec, Canada, is quite exemplary of this. While being successful as a
tourism destination with annual visitation at around 300 000 tourists for a local popu-
lation of 799 inhabitants, in 2016, there are major issues for the resident populations,
expressing that reliance on tourism as their only industry puts them at risk (Lebon
et al., 2018). High seasonality, external stakeholders and local political institutions lack-
ing in agency over tourism development are ongoing challenges. As tourism numbers
grow in Tadoussac, year-long services and resident populations decline. Limited access
to basic commercial services, including food retailers, has become an issue during the
low season. Local development is entirely based on tourism, with development, plan-
ning and public action being pushed along to satisfy the visitors’ demand for alterity.
These visitors are the main beneficiaries not only of the community amenities, but
also of a prominent economic system tailored to capture their consumption at the
expense of resident populations’ needs. All development is based on this alterity and
is constructing a disconnect between places of value production, places of consump-
tion, and a whole system to capture value created elsewhere (a third alterity that isn’t
explored in this paper) (Pecqueur & Talandier, 2011). Now, COVID-19 has halted mobi-
lities at the core of this double alterity, leaving places with an economic structure tail-
ored to capture mobile consumer demand without mobile consumption to capture.
This brutal crisis calls for a transformation of the tourism economy towards overcom-
ing alterity and reconnecting tourism services to some of the local needs.

The restriction of nonessential services, movement and travel, and the closing
down of sites where social distancing has not been possible during a time of mobili-
ties, has made tourism a casualty of the COVID-19 pandemic. With the flow of inter-
national and domestic travelers stopped, a portion of businesses tailored to tourism
services are left with few, if any, clients. Alternatively, in some places there may be a
reconnection of some components of the tourism industry with the local community
and their needs, in an attempt to overcome the alterity that has been created. The
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focus here remains on examples within Qu�ebec, Canada, with limitations imposed by
the nature of the rapid and unpredictable progress of this situation, and initiatives tak-
ing place within a time of crisis management. In Abitibi-T�emiscamingue, a region
north of Montreal, the hospitality sector has collaborated with the public health
authority to provide accommodation for its medical staff; employees and doctors who
have not been able to return to their homes because family members are in isolation.
With the characteristically long distances in and between areas of low population
density, albeit an attractive feature for tourism, local accommodation has also allowed
health workers to avoid driving back home during a period of long shifts and overtime
work.

A second illustration relates to many restaurants, especially in Montreal and Qu�ebec
City where tourism is an important part of the local economy, reframing their activities
and discourses around providing meals for the local population. This is taking the
form of meal pick-up, home deliveries and drive-through. Moreover, the regional asso-
ciation of restaurateurs has developed a public communications campaign: Feeding
people, feeding our people, and is paired with a broader initiative by the provincial gov-
ernment focusing on incentives to support buying local. At this stage, it is still too
early to know how some niche terroir producers, accustomed to selling luxury food
items within agritourism schemes, will democratize their products and develop an
economically viable and accessible solution for the localized, small scale produc-
tion systems.

A final example being witnessed in Qu�ebec is the tendency for tourism sites to go
online. While this can be seen as merely a marketing strategy – indeed it is, in part –
some businesses have shifted focus towards creating educational materials available
for parents in their communities, suddenly forced to homeschool their kids. Museums,
zoos and science centers are cooperating with the school boards to develop
home-teaching materials. Further, the tourist guidebook company Ulysse is also re-
embedding its activities within the local economy, releasing a children’s “Guide to
Qu�ebec” which, during lockdown, can be used as material for learning about the social
geography of the province. Although these various initiatives can be seen as strategies
for survival, in the long term they could become initiatives of resilience in an effort to
diversify the customer base and rely more on a local market, less subject to future
mobility restrictions.

While we are seeing the transformation of several segments of the tourism industry
towards a desenclavic movement to overcome the local/tourist alterity, paradoxically
we are also witnessing a shift in the opposite direction as further enclavic tourism
activities are justified by sanitary guidelines and restrictions, at least until a vaccine
will be available. We could call these the 6 foot-tourism products. Following this ten-
dency, alterity will be reinforced along class lines, based on who can and cannot
afford leisure mobility, as well as immunity lines (which won’t be addressed in this
commentary), according to who has and has not been cured from the virus by having
developed or acquired the antibodies. The class line will materialize in the form of ris-
ing prices for tourism products as they undergo demassification, to allow for the 6 ft
space around clients. Planes flying with 6 ft between seats, resorts with fewer guests
and larger dining rooms, restaurants and bars selling luxury goods to socially
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distanced customers – fewer clients; more space; more rent; costlier. These types of
enclavic products will be even more disconnected from their local environment, with
immunity tests for staff and protection from the outside environment secured due to
sanitary risk, reinforced through development discourses based on sanitation and
safety. In 6 ft-tourism, the enclave and therefore alterity is key because it is con-
structed as safe.

CODA

In the Post-COVID-19 era tourism will be transformed. As mobilities continue to be
strongly impaired due to sanitation orders, some tourism businesses and areas will see
their economy of presence shrink, forcing them to turn towards local consumers and
their needs. Upon rising immunity, the tourist, other, will once again become part of
the landscape while the local links built during the crisis period may remain, as diversi-
fication and resilience strategies. In contrast, if mobilities remain highly constrained for
an extended period of time and the 6 ft-tourism era becomes the new normal, an
even more enclavic alterity-building tourism industry may appear. In a much more stri-
ated space-world, there would be some smooth corridors of mobilities creating reterri-
torialization, following Deleuze and Guattari (1980), that is, the transformation of the
tourism sector within the striated zones, and simultaneous deterritorializing move-
ments in the smooth corridors of 6 ft-tourism products.

Deleuze and Guattari (1980) pointed at the hand as a deterritorialized paw. The
enclavic double alterity tendencies of tourism that we exposed here echo this deterri-
torialization movement, with tourism being deterritorialized daily life (Lapointe, 2020).
As the COVID-19 pandemic wrestles tourism down to earth, the deterritorialization
movements of tourism could be reinforced and 6 ft-tourism may become the new nor-
mal for tourism. There will also have to be a reterritorializing movement of practices
and performances anchored to local subjectivities, desires and needs – a reterritorializ-
ing movement to inhabit striated space that might call for a new and different name,
other than tourism.
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