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Preface


Since the 2016 US presidential election, there has been an outpouring of scholarship on misinformation. We two authors, together and separately, have been adding to that literature, drawing upon our strengths in history and information studies, to fill gaps in the literature, for example, showing how misinformation is not a recent phenomenon but instead has been common in American public life since the nation’s founding; explaining how political fact-checking has a complex history that emerged at about the same time as the Internet; and examining how certain institutions, such as libraries and museums, have been involved in debunking false claims and educating the public.1 The reliability of information has become an important issue in modern society, and it is increasingly becoming evident that authenticity of sources, facts, and points of view plays a significant role. So, the discussion about misinformation increasingly needs to be viewed through the lens of authenticity—a topic that has not been studied as thoroughly as other aspects of truth. This book examines authenticity by examining three cases studies of heritage tourism, and then connects the topic to the wider issue of misinformation.

What do we mean by these terms? We will discuss in considerable detail in chapter 1 what authenticity means. For now, let us consider the definitions in the Merriam-Webster Dictionary. It defines “authenticity” as: “worthy of acceptance or belief as conforming to or based on fact,” “conforming to an original so as to reproduce essential features,” “made or done the same way as an original,” “true to one’s own personality, spirit, or character,” and “not false or imitation.”2 Thus authenticity can be about both an original artifact and a reproduction. Merriam-Webster defines misinformation
3 as “incorrect or misleading information,” where information is defined as “knowledge obtained from investigation, study, or instruction” or simply “facts, data.”4 Information scientists make distinctions between wisdom, knowledge, information, and data in their widely disseminated pyramid of information,5 but these distinctions are not important to our discussion in this book. Merriam-Webster does not define heritage tourism but it does define heritage as “something transmitted by or acquired from a predecessor” or “something possessed as a result of one’s natural situation or birth” and as a word that has close connections with other words including legacy, inheritance, tradition, and birthright.6 We believe the main definition in Merriam-Webster for tourism (“the practice of traveling for recreation”)7 does not apply well here because heritage tourism is as much or more about traveling for educational purposes as for recreational purposes. The tourism industry defines heritage tourism in a way that works better for us: “The National Trust for Historic Preservation defines heritage tourism as ‘traveling to experience the places, artifacts, and activities that authentically represent the stories and people of the past and present.’”8

Why choose heritage tourism as a means to study authenticity? One of the most rapidly growing academic professions in North America and Western Europe is leisure and tourism studies. Scholars in this field have been quite active over the past fifty years (but especially in the past decade) in understanding questions of authenticity and inauthenticity as it pertains to heritage tourism sites. They have arrived at several powerful conceptual approaches that can readily be applied by information scholars. Our aim in this book is to identify ways in which the conceptual approaches to heritage tourism studies can be applied by information scholars to gain new insights into the study of misinformation. We do this through two chapters focused on key concepts from heritage tourism studies, together with three chapters focused on case studies: of one small heritage site (Lindsborg, Kansas, often known as “Little Sweden, USA”), one large private heritage site (Colonial Williamsburg, Virginia), and one large public site (Gettysburg, Pennsylvania). Not only do these case studies focus on different aspects of authenticity and misinformation, all three have already been widely studied by other scholars (for other purposes), so we can draw upon their fieldwork to enrich our analysis. A final chapter pulls together what we have learned from the case studies and the examination of the heritage tourism literature and explains how this is relevant to enriching the study of misinformation.

There are, of course, thousands of other heritage tourism sites that are destinations for Americans, located across the United States and in other countries. Think, for example, of American citizens who visit Ireland or Africa to explore their family roots; or who visit the Normandy region in France to appreciate where family members participated in the Allied invasion during the Second World War. We are not attempting to be comprehensive in the tourism sites we study. Instead, we have focused on just three because we believe that a careful study of them reveals many of the key issues that are related to the authenticity of artifacts, narratives, and environments and how they are connected to a wide variety of other issues such as local economy, civil strife, ethnic heritage, American patriotism, and personal identity.

We believe that misinformation is increasingly common and relevant in political discourse, especially with the rise of autocracy and the threat to democracy. While there is a growing literature on heritage tourism studies, researchers are just beginning to study the connection between inauthenticity and misinformation—and to try to show how to better study the latter using methods developed to study the former. This book will appeal to scholars who are interested in heritage tourism, which includes not only tourism scholars but also some anthropologists, sociologists, geographers, and management information scholars. This book should provide useful perspective to those who are following the current messy row about how to tell the story of President James Madison’s home, Montpelier, debated by those who want to emphasize it as where the U.S. Constitution was written or where hundreds of slaves worked. These kinds of debates arise regularly as we Americans try to come to terms with our complex past. It will also be of interest to information scholars and others such as computer scientists and linguists who have been studying misinformation. The parts of this book that address the disruptive effect of the Internet will be of interest to media and communication scholars. This book was written avoiding academic jargon, and it connects with issues of relevance to all Americans about their heritage—in fact, many readers will have visited the heritage sites we study; so, this book is appropriate for public libraries and is readily accessible to an educated general reader. Finally, this book may be assigned in an undergraduate or graduate hospitality course in a school that prepares people for careers in tourism.

We, the authors, are senior fellows at the Charles Babbage Institute, a research institute for the study of computing, information, and culture at the University of Minnesota Twin Cities. We both received PhDs in history and both have been studying information and its history for many years. We are both seasoned authors, each having written or edited dozens of books. Aspray has a previous life as a professor and nonprofit center director, while Cortada had a long career in sales, consulting, research, management, and executive positions at the IBM Corporation.

The publishing team at Rowman & Littlefield has, once again, supported our work, doing their usual excellent work. Our editor, Charles Harmon, helped us shape this book and then, with his colleagues Erinn Slanina, Jaylene Perez, and Amelia Manasterli shepherded it to publication.
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 Authenticity and Misinformation in the American Historical Experience



We’re hamstrung by these historical societies and tourist boards. They’re all a load of bloody romantics as far as I can see, It’s all a myth. The past wasn’t like that; it wasn’t neat and tidy like they all seem to think.1




The issue of authenticity runs, like an obligato, through tourism studies.2



In the late 1980s, Peter Shaffer’s comedic play, Lettice and Lovage, was the talk of London’s West End. Dame Maggie Smith, for whom the play was written, did not play a schoolteacher in her prime3 or a dowager countess4 but, instead, a frustrated tour guide, Lettice Douffet, working in Fustian House in countryside England. To relieve her frustration, during her tours she increasingly embellished the history of the estate, a place where seemingly nothing had happened throughout the home’s five-hundred-year history. Lettice’s nemesis, Lotte Schoen, played by Margaret Tyzack, was an officer of the Preservation Trust who insisted that all information presented by her tour guides be factually correct. This play was essentially about a battle between truth and misinformation (introduced for entertainment’s sake), in particular about portraying a heritage tourist site inauthentically. (We will return to Lettice in later chapters.)

In the conclusion to our book, From Urban Legends to Political Fact-Checking,5 we suggested that the relationship between authenticity and misinformation merits further discussion. Authenticity is a kind of truth to self,6 and the consumers of culture scrutinize cultural artifacts to determine whether they are







Table 1.1 Types of Heritage Sites
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