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This paper applies Roland Barthes' theory of myth to overtourism, arguing that the term naturalizes historically
contingent tourism problems. Without denying the reality of congestion, environmental degradation, or resident
dissatisfaction, it traces how overtourism is constructed through media discourse, governance, and tourism
development. Drawing on Barthesian semiology, the paper shows how complex political and economic processes
are reframed as the apparently self-evident problem of “too much tourism,” whether excess is identified through

destination indicators or residents' and tourists’ perceptions. It argues that overtourism can obscure competing
explanations and interests while shaping what is measured, blamed, and governed. The paper concludes by
treating overtourism itself as an object of critical inquiry rather than a self-evident analytical category.

“By reducing any quality to quantity, myth economizes intelligence:
it understands reality more cheaply.” — Roland Barthes, Mythol-
ogies (1957)

1. Introduction

In Mythologies (1957), French literary theorist Roland Barthes
(1915-1980) argues that myth is defined not by what is said, but by how
it is said. Building on Ferdinand de Saussure's semiology, Barthes re-
defines myth not as falsehood or fiction in the ordinary sense, but as a
second-order system of signification that renders cultural values natural
and self-evident. In this framework, myth operates by taking an already
meaningful sign and transforming it into a signifier for a new ideological
message: one that is received as given and unquestioned within the
culture it addresses.

Barthes illustrates myth through ordinary cultural forms whose his-
torical conventions come to appear natural. Catch wrestling, for
example, becomes mythic when its choreographed gestures are read as a
timeless expression of combat and masculinity (p. 5). The point is
methodological: myth does not fabricate an object but re-presents a
culturally specific sign as immediate and self-evident.

As Umberto Eco (1984) later emphasizes, this elaboration of myth
should not be mistaken for conspiracy or deliberate deception. The
critic's task is therefore not to unmask falsehoods, but to reveal the se-
miotic mechanism through which history is naturalized, whereby what
is contingent, constructed, and historically situated comes to appear
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self-evident and natural (Barthes, 1957, p. 238).

This article applies Barthes’ conceptual mechanism of myth to the
term “overtourism.” The argument is not that the phenomena commonly
associated with the term are illusory: negative impacts of tourism, such
as crowding, displacement, gentrification, and environmental stress are
well documented in both historical and contemporary tourism research.
Nor does the argument imply that existing scholarship uniformly pre-
sents overtourism as an objective condition. Rather, the contention is
that overtourism itself functions as a myth in the Barthesian sense, in-
sofar as it naturalizes a threshold of excess whose basis may be physical,
social, perceptual, or political, but whose construction is rarely made
explicit (Butler & Dodds, 2022; Dodds & Butler, 2019; Gretzel, 2019;
Koens et al., 2018; Mihalic, 2020; Wassler et al., 2026). Although media
and academic accounts generally present overtourism negatively,
different actors use the term to identify different causes and justify
different remedies. Residents and activists may invoke it to demand
limits or redistribution, public agencies to support visitor-management
measures, and tourism businesses to promote higher-spending, low-
er-volume tourism. It appears neutral and descriptive in the narrower
sense that it names a condition, even though its uses carry divergent
political and economic implications.

This research therefore examines how overtourism is constructed
and mobilized as a Barthesian myth. It treats the concept itself as an
analytical object: how it gains legitimacy without an agreed empirical or
experiential threshold, how it travels across contexts, and whether
alternative framings such as touristification, displacement, or territorial
overcommodification preserve causal and historical specificity more
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effectively.

This argument builds on, rather than displaces, the extensive over-
tourism literature. Existing scholarship already demonstrates the
importance of governance, destination-system dynamics, social and
ecological impacts, and the fact that tourism itself is not necessarily the
problem (Cheer et al., 2019; Milano et al., 2019). Resident attitudes
likewise cannot be inferred directly from visitor numbers (Adie & Falk,
2021). The contribution here is narrower: to explain, through Barthes,
how a term that presupposes excess remains rhetorically coherent across
divergent diagnoses and how that signifying operation may shape what
is measured, blamed, and governed.

Barthes' two-order model directs attention to the passage by which
an already meaningful description or experience of tourism pressure
becomes the signifier of a naturalized threshold. It therefore separates
material harms and lived experiences from this second-order operation
and asks what historical relations are emptied from the sign when a
contingent threshold appears to speak for itself.

2. Literature review: A genealogy of overtourism

For Barthes, myth is historically produced: the critic reconstructs
how a contingent formation comes to appear self-evident (1957, p. 228).
This perspective is useful for analysing overtourism because the material
conditions associated with the term, tourism pressure, crowding, and
strain on destinations long predate the term itself (Dickinson, 2018;
Dodds & Butler, 2019; Goodwin, 2017; Koens et al., 2018). Verissimo
et al. (2020) suggested that the term is a modern evolution of sustain-
able tourism, addressing some of the issues that tourism literature has
discussed for decades. What requires explanation, therefore, is not
simply the existence of these conditions, but the historical and discursive
process through which they became legible as “overtourism.”

Overtourism offers a particularly clear case because its development
is recent enough to trace and sufficiently documented to examine.
Although the problems it names are not new and the term originated
several years earlier, the compound noun “over-tourism” entered
widespread public circulation only in the late 2010s. Google Trends and
other indicators of diffusion suggest that the term gained significant
traction from approximately 2017 onward, driven primarily by media
coverage and industry reports rather than by prior academic theo-
risation (Perkumiene & Pranskuniene, 2019). A rhetorically effective
label thus circulated in public discourse before scholars began to define
and operationalise it.

This sequence is theoretically and methodologically significant.
Rather than following the more familiar path from scholarly concept to
public adoption, overtourism moved from media discourse into aca-
demic debate. Once it entered tourism research, scholars retrospectively
defined the term in different ways and began to develop measures and
management responses (Butler & Dodds, 2022; Cheer et al., 2019;
Wassler et al., 2026). Koens et al. (2018) similarly note that the term's
media origins preceded its incorporation into tourism scholarship
through special issues and thematic collections. By the time overtourism
reached academic journals, it had already acquired rhetorical force and
an implicit threshold logic: tourism could apparently be identified as
having become “too much.” Academic research consequently inherited a
partially stabilised discourse that it had to clarify, qualify, or reproduce.

Existing research on overtourism can be organised into five over-
lapping lenses (Table 1). First, conceptual reviews examine the term's
emergence, definitions, implications, and future directions (Capocchi
et al., 2019). Second, destination-management and carrying-capacity
approaches focus on visitor volumes, congestion, thresholds, and man-
agement tools (Peeters et al, 2018; UNWTO, 2018). Third,
resident-impact and quality-of-life studies examine housing pressure,
displacement, everyday life, resilience, and visitor-resident relations
(Koens et al., 2018; Cheung & Li, 2019). Fourth, critical accounts link
overtourism to touristification, platform-mediated accommodation,
commodification, gentrification, and the right to the city (Celata et al.,

Tourism Management 119 (2027) 105567

Table 1
Overtourism research, limitations, and representative sources.
Lens Core focus Approach Representative
sources
Conceptual Origins, definitions, Largely Capocchi et al.
reviews impacts, and future descriptive in (2019)
directions nature
Carrying Visitor volumes, Treats Peeters et al. (2018);
capacity/ congestion, overtourism UNWTO (2018)
destination thresholds, and primarily as a
management management tools technical or
managerial
problem
Resident Housing pressure, Often examines Koens et al. (2018);
impacts/ displacement, local impacts Cheung and Li
quality of life everyday life, without (2019)
resident-visitor explaining the
relations, and external
resilience drivers
Critical urban Touristification, Emphasizes Celata et al. (2020);
political short-term rentals, material, Diaz-Parra and
economy and commodification, spatial, Jover (2020);
social- gentrification, and economic, and Milano et al. (2019)
movement the right to the city institutional
perspectives processes,
while also
attending to
political
struggle
Sustainability/ Ecological limits, Gives Milano et al. (2019);
degrowth activism, relatively less Buitrago-Esquinas

responsible tourism, attention to et al. (2023)

and post-growth why growth-

futures oriented
tourism
remains
compelling

2020; Diaz-Parra & Jover, 2020; Milano et al., 2019). Fifth, sustain-
ability and degrowth scholarship connects overtourism to ecological
limits, activism, and post-growth tourism futures (Buitrago-Esquinas
et al., 2023; Milano et al., 2019).

While these lenses provide valuable accounts of overtourism's defi-
nitions, measurable impacts, governance challenges, social inequalities,
and ecological consequences, they largely treat the phenomenon as an
existing condition to be explained or managed. A Barthesian approach
extends this literature by asking how overtourism becomes meaningful
and persuasive in the first place. It examines how discourses transform
complex and historically specific relations into the apparently natural
problem of too much tourism. In this way, Barthesian analysis comple-
ments the existing five lenses by revealing the ideological and semiotic
processes through which overtourism is constructed, normalised, and
contested.

The need for this perspective becomes especially clear in debates
over definition. Existing scholarship can be broadly differentiated be-
tween objective and subjective approaches. Objective approaches seek
destination-specific thresholds using indicators such as visitor density,
congestion, carrying capacity, infrastructure pressure, or environmental
stress. They do not necessarily seek a universal threshold applicable
across all destinations; in many cases, they aim to identify limits based
on local infrastructure, ecological conditions, governance priorities, or
stakeholder needs.

Subjective approaches centre on how residents and tourists perceive
and experience excess, including perceptions of crowding, disruption,
loss of control, or declining quality of life. These approaches may reveal
differences between residents, tourists, workers, officials, and other
groups. Such differences do not invalidate the concept of a threshold;
rather, they show that thresholds may be plural, situated, and contested.
Overtourism is commonly described as the point at which tourism be-
comes “too much,” yet scholars do not agree on how that threshold
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should be identified, measured, or experienced (Dodds & Butler, 2019;
Gretzel, 2019; Koens et al., 2018; Mihalic¢, 2020; Wassler et al., 2026).
Mihalic (2020) incorporates ecological, cultural, social, and economic
impacts; Dodds and Butler (2019) emphasise overcrowding and
disruption to residents; and the European Parliament's broad
capacity-based formulation includes physical, ecological, social, eco-
nomic, psychological, and political limits (Butler & Dodds, 2022). The
range of these formulations demonstrates the concept's operational and
experiential instability.

The disagreement also concerns what should count as evidence.
Dodds and Butler (2019) emphasise visitor numbers overwhelming local
services, whereas Verissimo et al. (2020) foreground stakeholder per-
ceptions. Milano et al. (2024) and Wassler et al. (2026) interpret
crowding as the visible expression of deeper governance and develop-
ment dynamics, while Gossling et al. (2020) focus on residents’
perceived loss of control over place identity. These differences show that
overtourism is not a single, consistently observable or consistently
experienced condition. It can refer to a measured pressure, an experi-
ence of crowding, a political conflict, or a perceived transformation of
place.

Empirical studies caution against drawing conclusions from visitor
volumes alone. In Budapest, Smith et al. (2021) find that tourism ac-
counts for only a marginal share of dissatisfaction with urban develop-
ment. Studies in Krakow and Munich likewise situate perceptions of
overtourism within wider local disputes rather than objective over-
crowding alone (Szromek et al., 2020; Namberger et al., 2021). These
cases do not establish a universal pattern, but they demonstrate why
governance, planning, distribution, and situated experience cannot be
reduced to visitor counts.

Institutional responses can reinforce a technical understanding of the
problem. UNWTO (2019), for example, proposes visitor redistribution,
alternative itineraries, regulatory adjustments, stakeholder engagement,
and monitoring. Such measures may alleviate particular pressures, but
they can redistribute visitors without questioning ownership, urban
purpose, distribution, or the growth-oriented assumptions that shape
tourism development.

The analytical task, then, is not only to measure tourism intensity or
identify effective management responses. It is also to historicise the
emergence of the term and examine how actors use it to frame problems
and solutions. The next section applies Barthes’ two-order model to the
threshold logic embedded in overtourism, showing how a historically
specific and politically contested relation can be presented as a natural
limit.

3. A semiological analysis: the myth of overtourism

In his essay “myth, today”, Barthes (1957, p. 191) argues that myth
operates through a two-stage semiological process in which language
functions simultaneously as a system of description and as a vehicle for
ideology. At the first level of signification, a signifier is linked to a
signified, producing a sign that appears to describe an empirical reality
or an experience of reality. At the second level, this completed sign is
appropriated and transformed into the signifier of a broader ideological
message (Table 2). Through repetition and circulation, this second-order
meaning gradually comes to appear natural, objective, and self-evident
rather than historically contingent. Myth therefore does not invent re-
ality - it reorganises existing signs so that particular interpretations of
the world appear as common sense.

Barthes’ model operates at two levels. At the first order, the signifier
is the material form (a word, image, statistic, or statement), the signified
is the concept associated with it, and their relation produces a sign that
appears to describe an object or experience; signification is this
meaning-making relation. At the second order, the completed first-order
sign becomes a new signifier, whose mythical signified is a broader
cultural or ideological concept. Second-order signification is the process
through which this historically situated meaning appears natural, self-
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Table 2
The myth of overtourism.

Semiological level Content

First-order signifier The prefix over- + tourism, together with the
discourses and experiences through which tourism
is identified as excessive

Measured tourism pressure and/or experienced or
perceived excess

A description of a material condition or socially
situated experience

The word overtourism as it circulates in media,
policy, and advocacy

A destination- or stakeholder-specific threshold is
treated as self-evident once established, even
though its criteria and authority remain contestable
A locally constructed threshold appears neutral,
settled, and transferable without further
examination

First-order signified
First-order sign (complete)
Second-order signifier
(mythical form)
Second-order signified

(mythical concept)

Signification (the myth)

evident, or common sense. In the case of overtourism, a description or
experience of tourism pressure can therefore become the signifier of a
wider assumption about the threshold between acceptable and excessive
tourism (Barthes, 1957, pp. 191, 197, 222).

3.1. First-order signification: overtourism as description

3.1.1. The signifier

At the first level of signification, the signifier consists of the com-
pound lexical form “over-tourism”. Morphologically, it combines the
prefix over-, conventionally associated with excess or the transgression
of a limit, with the noun tourism, referring to practices of travel and
visitation. Although this level appears purely linguistic, Barthes (1957,
p- 197) reminds us that signifiers are never entirely neutral. Their ma-
terial form predisposes certain readings by activating certain culturally
familiar associations. The prefix “over-” evokes concepts such as over-
population, overconsumption, and overload, each of which presupposes
that a limit has been exceeded. Consequently, the linguistic form en-
courages the interpretation of tourism through a threshold of excess,
although that excess may subsequently be defined quantitatively,
experientially, or politically.

3.1.2. The signified

The corresponding signified is “excessive tourism,” which may refer
either to measurable concentrations of visitors and their material effects
or to residents' and tourists’ subjective experiences of crowding,
disruption, loss of control, or declining quality of life. These conditions
can be examined through indicators such as visitor density, accommo-
dation occupancy, transport pressure, or environmental measures, but
also through reported perceptions, narratives, and experiences.

Yet, even this apparently descriptive meaning is less objective and
less universal than it first appears. Describing tourism as “excessive”
presupposes a judgement regarding what constitutes an acceptable level
of visitation or an acceptable experience of place. Such thresholds are
unlikely to be universal and are not agreed upon in the aforementioned
literature. They vary across destinations, historical periods, institutional
priorities, and stakeholder perspectives. A number of visitors regarded
as problematic in one locality may be welcomed in another, while the
same destination may be experienced differently by different groups.
Thus, even the first-order signification contains implicit assumptions
about normality and excess.

3.1.3. The first-order sign

Together, signifier and signified produce a first-order sign in which
overtourism appears to describe a measurable condition, a shared
experience, or both. Images of crowded streets, visitor-density statistics,
overloaded transport, or resident complaints reinforce this appearance
of objectivity or immediacy, even though the relation between these
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signs and a threshold of excess remains interpretive.

Once stabilised through repeated use, however, this sign becomes
available for incorporation into the second-order system in which
Barthes locates myth.

3.2. Second-order signification: overtourism as myth

3.2.1. The mythical signifier

For Barthes, the completed first-order sign can itself become the
signifier of a second-order semiological system, which gives birth to the
myth. This transformation is precisely what occurs with overtourism. As
discussed above, detached from its original descriptive or experiential
context, the term begins to circulate through newspaper headlines,
policy documents, destination management strategies, NGO campaigns,
political speeches, and industry reports. Within these contexts, over-
tourism no longer functions merely as a description of tourism intensity
or a report of lived experience; instead, it becomes a condensed symbol
through which wider concerns about urban change, environmental
degradation, local identity, sustainability, and social conflict are
articulated.

Repeated circulation across these institutional and media settings
gradually stabilises the concept as what Barthes calls “common sense”
(1957, p. 223). Rather than requiring justification, the existence of
overtourism becomes an assumption shared across diverse actors. The
empirical sign is transformed into a symbolic form capable of carrying
potential ideological meaning.

3.2.2. The mythical signified

The ideological concept attached to this mythical signifier is the
belief that a threshold separating acceptable from excessive tourism has
been adequately established once it is expressed through an indicator,
model, or shared perception. This threshold may be destination-specific
or stakeholder-specific. The critical issue is not whether it is universal,
but whether the social, political, and historical choices involved in
constructing it become invisible.

This framing subtly relocates attention from the organisation of
tourism to the quantity of tourists themselves. Structural processes,
including housing financialisation, destination marketing, urban plan-
ning, transport investment, platform capitalism, labour markets, or
governance choices, are silently displaced by a focus on visitor numbers.
Political questions concerning how tourism is produced become tech-
nical questions concerning how many tourists can be accommodated.

In Barthes' terms, this is the defining operation of myth. Historically
contingent interpretations are “emptied of their political origins” (1957,
p- 222) and presented as if they were natural properties of reality itself.

3.2.3. Mythical signification

The resulting myth is the apparently self-evident proposition that
overtourism exists as a condition in which a threshold separates
“acceptable tourism” from “excessive tourism”. Rather than inviting
debate over how a destination- or stakeholder-specific threshold is
defined, measured, experienced, negotiated, or contested, the concept
may encourage the assumption that the threshold has sufficient au-
thority to guide interpretation and intervention without further dis-
cussion of how it was constructed, whose interests it reflects, or to whom
it applies.

This naturalisation has consequences for policy and public debate. If
the problem is defined primarily as an excess of visitors, solutions centre
on carrying-capacity models, tourist dispersal, reservation systems,
congestion pricing, destination quotas, or behavioural regulation. Such
interventions may alleviate particular pressures, but they can also make
visitor-flow control appear more central than the institutional and po-
litical arrangements shaping tourism development.

Myth therefore does not deny overcrowding, environmental stress,
or experiences of disruption. Instead, it can make the interpretation that
these problems signify excessive tourism appear natural or politically
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neutral, while explanations centred on property relations, speculative
investment, urban governance, infrastructure, or the commodification
of place become secondary (see Wassler et al., 2026). In Barthes'
formulation, “history is transformed into nature”.

This threshold can also be rhetorically stabilised through mecha-
nisms Barthes associates with tautology and moderation: "too many
tourists" may merely redescribe overtourism, while formulas such as
"not against tourism, only overtourism" preserve the assumption that a
legitimate threshold already exists (Barthes, 1957, pp. 232-233).

4. The myth in circulation

Having identified the semiological structure of overtourism, the next
step is to consider how the same threshold logic may travel across
different institutional settings. For Barthes, myth is reproduced through
repeated communication rather than created by a single author or
institution (1957, p. 213). The three arenas below—media, governing
bodies, and luxury tourism—are illustrative sites of public representa-
tion, administrative operationalisation, and market differentiation, not
an exhaustive stakeholder sample.

The cases are not representative of all stakeholders. Residents, ac-
tivists, labour organisations, platforms, transport providers, industry
groups, and actors who reject the category can articulate competing
narratives. The purpose here is narrower: to compare how the over-
tourism sign operates across public representation, policy administra-
tion, and commercial positioning, not to establish the prevalence of any
narrative.

Circulation is therefore a theoretical proposition rather than a fre-
quency claim. It is supported where different arenas retain the presup-
position of a crossed threshold while assigning different causes, harms,
and remedies, and weakened where that structure is absent or rejected.

The question is whether overtourism continues to imply a measur-
able boundary between normal and excessive tourism, shifting debate
from how that boundary is constituted toward how it should be
managed and who is responsible for crossing it.

4.1. Media

Media constitute one important site through which the myth may be
reproduced. News reporting often translates complex social processes
into narratives intelligible to broad audiences (Milburn & McGrail,
1992), and social media can intensify this process (Kitchens et al.,
2020). Overtourism is well suited to this journalistic function because
it condenses multiple urban, environmental, economic, and political
tensions into a single explanatory category.

Media representations typically rely upon highly visible signs, for
example, crowded streets, queues outside attractions, cruise ships
dominating historic skylines, congested airports, overflowing public
transport, or residents protesting. These images function as first-order
signs of congestion, but through repeated association they become vi-
sual confirmation of overtourism itself. The audience is encouraged to
recognise excessive tourism immediately through familiar iconography
rather than through sustained analysis of underlying structural
conditions.

This process exemplifies Barthes' observation that myth transforms
contingent social arrangements into apparently natural realities. A
photograph of a crowded square provides evidence of congestion and of
a group's experience of disruption, but it cannot by itself establish that
the destination as a whole has crossed a threshold. Through repetition,
such a situated sign can become evidence of a destination-wide condi-
tion. The argument is therefore not that overtourism is merely one
subgroup's grievance, but that a partial sign can be made to stand for a
wider claim about the destination.

Moreover, media narratives frequently personalise conflict by pre-
senting tourism through the opposition between tourists and residents.
Such framing privileges immediately observable interactions, while
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leaving urban planning, housing policy, destination marketing, infra-
structure investment, and real estate dynamics largely outside the frame.
Consequently, the problem appears to reside primarily in visitor
numbers rather than in the political and social organisation of urban
space.

4.2. Governing bodies

The myth also circulates through governmental institutions, desti-
nation management organisations, and international agencies respon-
sible for tourism governance. Within these settings, overtourism
functions as an administrative category through which complex social
issues are translated into measurable policy problems (see regulations
and cases mentioned above).

Policy documents may operationalise overtourism through
destination-specific indicators such as visitor density, carrying capacity,
accommodation occupancy, congestion levels, transport demand, or
resident satisfaction. Such measures can be appropriate and useful when
their scope, population, time period, and normative assumptions are
made explicit. A Barthesian analysis therefore does not oppose con-
textualised thresholds. It asks how a locally constructed threshold ac-
quires administrative authority and whether its contingent basis remains
visible when it is used to define problems and justify interventions.

Governance discourse can naturalise historical arrangements when
acceptable tourism levels are framed chiefly as matters of optimisation.
Carrying-capacity models, visitor dispersal, reservation systems, and
flow-management tools may be useful, but their technical presentation
can obscure competing economic, environmental, and social priorities,
as well as wider issues such as housing speculation and planning choices.

This observation does not imply that such management tools or
perception measures lack practical value. Rather, a Barthesian analysis
asks how the language within which these tools operate constrains po-
litical imagination. Once overtourism is accepted as an objective
administrative category or as an apparently self-evident description of
dissatisfaction, alternative ways of conceptualising tourism-related
conflict become increasingly difficult to articulate within policy
discourse.

4.3. The luxury tourism industry

The luxury tourism industry provides a contrasting commercial
arena. High-end hospitality and premium destination brands frequently
draw on narratives of authenticity, exclusivity, sustainability, and
quality over quantity. Tourism has long relied on semiotic distinctions of
status and privilege (Thurlow & Jaworski, 2012); the question here is
how such distinctions can articulate with overtourism rather than
whether they characterise the industry as a whole.

Within this discourse, excessive tourism is implicitly associated with
mass visitation, congestion, and standardised tourist experiences. Lux-
ury tourism is presented as the opposite: fewer visitors, greater expen-
diture, personalised experiences, environmental responsibility, and
higher-quality destinations. The problem is therefore framed not as
tourism itself but as the wrong form of tourism.

From a Barthesian perspective, this constitutes a characteristic
operation of myth. The ideological message does not challenge the
broader tourism economy but differentiates between legitimate and
illegitimate forms within it. The quantitative threshold assumed by the
myth remains intact; only the preferred composition of visitors changes.
The solution becomes selective visitation rather than questioning the
institutional arrangements through which tourism landscapes are pro-
duced, which may disadvantage low-budget travellers.

Consequently, the discourse of quality tourism derives persuasive
force from the prior acceptance of overtourism as an objective condition,
which distinguishes between “good, high-expenditure, low-impact
tourism” and “bad mass tourism”. Without the myth of excessive
tourism, the distinction between desirable and undesirable tourists
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would arguably possess considerably less rhetorical coherence.

Taken together, these arenas illustrate how a stable threshold logic
can be appropriated by institutions with different objectives. Their
narratives differ, but the proposed underlying form remains similar;
establishing its prevalence would require systematic analysis of a
defined corpus.

5. Conclusion: what the myth conceals

Barthes' central claim is that myth transforms history into nature.
Applied to overtourism, the critical task is therefore not to decide
whether congestion or tourism pressure are real, but to reconstruct how
a historically contingent category came to appear self-evident. The
term's movement from media and policy discourse into tourism research
is important in this respect because its rhetorical stabilisation preceded
theoretical consolidation (Koens et al.,, 2018; Perkumiene &
Pranskuniené, 2019; Butler & Dodds, 2022).

The analysis suggests that overtourism may naturalise the idea that
tourism becomes problematic once a threshold of “too much” is crossed,
whether that threshold is established through physical indicators or
through socially situated perceptions and experiences. Definitions differ
considerably in how they construct and apply thresholds, which may be
destination-specific, stakeholder-specific, objective, subjective, or com-
bined. A threshold logic may nevertheless structure particular uses of
the term by directing attention toward identifying, managing, or legit-
imising a boundary between acceptable and excessive tourism. The
argument is therefore not that overtourism scholarship seeks a universal
threshold, but that even context-specific thresholds can appear neutral
when the criteria used to establish them, the stakeholders privileged by
them, and the alternatives excluded by them are not examined.

What can become less visible are the processes producing tourism
landscapes: housing financialisation, short-term rental platforms, low-
cost aviation, destination marketing, infrastructure investment, specu-
lative real estate, and place commodification, among others. Recent
research locates conflict within such dynamics: Milano et al. (2024)
emphasise unequal destination development, Wassler et al. (2026)
emphasise governance structures, and Gossling et al. (2020) emphasise
residents’ perceived loss of control. Studies of Budapest, Krakow, and
Munich likewise show that dissatisfaction cannot be reduced to tourism
intensity alone (Namberger et al., 2021; Smith et al., 2021; Szromek
et al., 2020).

These processes are not denied by overtourism discourse, but they
can become secondary when visitor quantity is treated as the central
variable. Questions of ownership, governance, planning, investment,
regulation, inequality, and benefit distribution may then be displaced by
technical questions of measurement and destination management. From
a Barthesian perspective, this displacement is how history may be
rendered less visible: overtourism itself becomes an object of inquiry
rather than solely an analytical instrument.

First, tourism thresholds should be treated as socially and politically
constituted rather than universally given. This applies both to objective
approaches, which establish destination-specific limits through in-
dicators and models, and to subjective approaches, which identify excess
through residents' and tourists’ experiences and perceptions. Such
thresholds may be plural, situated, and stakeholder-specific rather than
universally applicable. Definitions vary across authors and institutions,
so any designation of excess necessarily reflects assumptions about
acceptable development, distributional priorities, and desired futures
for particular destinations.

Second, greater attention should be paid to the genealogy of the
term: which actors promoted, rejected, or modified it, how it travelled
across media, policy, industry, activist, and scholarly contexts, and how
those movements altered its meaning. Reconstructing this history
returns contingency to a category whose rhetorical force depends on
appearing obvious (Barthes, 1957, pp. 228, 238).

Third, analyses should identify the historical processes that become
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less visible when tourism conflict is framed primarily through visitor
numbers. Governance, property relations, labour markets, infrastructure
investment, planning, financialisation, platform economies, and urban
entrepreneurialism are not merely contextual variables but constitutive
dimensions of tourism development. Recent research on governance
failures and unequal destination development (Milano et al., 2024;
Wassler et al., 2026) supports giving these processes greater analytical
prominence.

Finally, alternative concepts such as touristification, tourism-led
displacement, destination commodification, tourism gentrification, or
platform urbanism may sometimes preserve causal specificity better
than a generic language of excess. They foreground distinct mechanisms
of power, ownership, governance, and uneven development rather than
beginning from an assumed quantitative threshold.

Barthes' methodological contribution is therefore reflexive: concepts
should be examined not only for what they describe but also for what
they foreground and obscure. The claims here remain conceptual.
Comparative analysis of media, policy, industry, activist, and scholarly
corpora is needed to test when the proposed threshold logic travels,
when it is resisted, and whether it affects explanation or intervention.

Statement of significance

This research note advances tourism management by questioning the
assumption that overtourism is a self-evident condition defined pri-
marily by excessive visitor numbers. Using Barthes' theory of myth, it
shows how the term can naturalise contested thresholds and shift
attention away from the governance, planning, property, infrastructure,
and distributional processes that shape tourism pressures. The study
therefore offers managers and policymakers a more reflexive way to
diagnose tourism-related conflict: rather than beginning with how many
tourists are ‘too many’, interventions should first identify the specific
mechanisms producing congestion, resident dissatisfaction, or environ-
mental stress in each destination. This perspective can improve problem
definition, reduce reliance on generic flow-management solutions, and
support more context-sensitive decisions about tourism development,
regulation, and destination governance.
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