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 A new dating for the origins of tourism: evidence from Göbeklitepe, Türkiye 

Abstract 

Göbeklitepe, built around 12,000 years ago and recognised as the world’s earliest monumental 

ritual centre, has the potential to reshape debates on the origins of tourism. Challenging the 

mainstream view that situates tourism solely in modern times, this study examines whether 

activities at Göbeklitepe align with the four fundamental principles of tourism—temporary stay, 

motivation, economic exchange, and socio-cultural interaction. A systematic literature review 

(PRISMA 2020 protocol) was conducted, synthesising 68 studies and comparing archaeological 

findings with tourism theory. Results indicate that faith-based motivations, periodic gatherings, 

and temporary visits created economic and socio-cultural dynamics resembling tourism 

practices, suggesting Göbeklitepe may be interpreted as a form of proto-tourism destination.  

Key Words: Göbeklitepe, proto-tourism, systematic literature review, tourism origins. 

Introduction 

Mainstream tourism studies (Cook et al., 2005; Pack, 2022) conceptualise the origins of tourism 

with the Western processes of colonialism and modernisation as its precursors. According to 

Vukonic (2012), because academic discussions on tourism theory began in the late 19th century, 

all phenomena relating to tourism in earlier periods, such as the Egyptian, Greek, and Roman 

empires, could not be considered in the context of tourism. Within that approach, the existence 

of tourism before the modern period is regarded as unlikely. We find this view is not only 

inappropriate but also restricts the value of much historical, cultural and social research on the 

origins of tourism. 

Given the uncertainty over the origins of tourism and associated research (Butler, 2015), this 

paper aims to provide a clearer understanding of the origins of tourism. Much of the early travel 
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is not treated as tourism in most of the tourism literature. For example,  many leisure activities 

of Roman elites (Towner & Wall, 1991), visiting the Olympic Games (Cicero, 1927), traveling 

in ancient Egypt as shown from data on the Pharaohs and Sumerians dating back to 4000 BC 

(Acar, 2020; Gyr, 2012), and meditative and penitential journeys of scholars and sages in Nepal 

around 3500 BC (Badal, 2020) are all normally excluded from inclusion in tourism. Similarly, 

in the Middle Ages, thousands of pilgrims travelled to Jerusalem (Hunt, 1982; Madden, 2007), 

and in the 14th century, Ibn Battuta journeyed over 100.000 km during his lifetime (Dunn, 

2012), and Marco Polo travelled from Venice to China via the Silk Road (Ahmed, 2021), but 

are ignored in tourism records. 

Obviously, there are studies indicating the existence of tourism before modernism; although, 

no study has been found about the possible existence of tourism in the Pre-Pottery Age (PPA). 

However, Christou (2022) in a recent volume noted that “People travelled for thousands of 

years to specific sacred sites mainly for religious purposes, to attend events of religious scope”, 

he goes on to cite Göbeklitepe specifically as “possibly used in connections with rituals” in the 

context of “rituals at specific sites may be traced to about 11,500 years ago”. The gap in 

historical studies about tourism and Christou’s information is our motivation for this study.  

Göbeklitepe was chosen as the focus because it represents the earliest known monumental ritual 

site constructed by non-sedentary hunter-gatherers. Its architectural sophistication, symbolic 

carvings, and function as a regional gathering place suggest intentional, seasonal visitation 

motivated by belief—an activity that closely aligns with modern tourism principles. Unlike 

comparable sites, Göbeklitepe offers unusually rich and accessible archaeological data, making 

it ideal for theoretical exploration. Its inclusion on the UNESCO World Heritage list further 

underscores its global cultural significance. As a well-documented and widely recognised site, 

Göbeklitepe provides a strong foundation for rethinking the temporal boundaries of tourism and 

serves as a model for applying tourism theory to other prehistoric contexts. 
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While contemporary scholarship increasingly acknowledges varied early forms of human 

mobility, the field remains theoretically disjointed. This persistent conceptual gap hinders a 

nuanced understanding of tourism as a socio-cultural practice with deep historical roots, rather 

than a purely modern construct. To address this limitation, we propose a framework that situates 

early ritualistic mobility within tourism theory. In this study, to address that knowledge gap, 

we examined key principles and elements in defining tourism to derive a framework for a 

comparative analysis with the findings available from the archaeological evidence from 

Göbeklitepe. Such a case study comparative approach through a systematic literature review 

provides a frame that enables a better understanding of the origins of tourism.  

Literature review 

Definition and ontology of a phenomenon 

The link between definition and existence originates in ancient Greek philosophy. According 

to the dialectical method of Plato (380 BCE/1997), only what truly exists can be properly 

defined. Aristotle (350 BCE/1984) argues that definition reveals substantial being. His 

essentialism posits that we know each thing most fully when we know what it is, equating 

definitional knowledge with ontological recognition, and also states that a definition is an 

articulation of an entity’s essential properties. Locke (1689/1997) argues that complex ideas 

(definitions) are constructed from simple ideas (properties) through abstraction. Kant 

(1781/2003) mediates between rationalism and empiricism by treating definitions as a 

priori rules that structure experience.  

Definition does not merely describe properties but grounds them in both logical and ontological 

senses. Whether definitions are discovered (Aristotle), constructed (Locke), or constitutive 

(Kant), they establish the framework within which properties become meaningful. Therefore, 

in terms of tourism, any phenomenon on any date that meets the properties of tourism can be 

considered tourism. 



A new dating for the origins of tourism: evidence from Göbeklitepe, Türkiye 

5 

Definition and principles of tourism 

 In the 1800s, the term tourism was first defined as "a person's temporary tour towards the object 

of interest" (Fuster, 1971). Burkart and Medlik (1981) say tourism consists of visiting an 

unusual place without permanent occupancy, and Leiper (1979) defined tourists as temporary 

visitors who stay more than 24 hours at a location for specific purposes. 

For tourism, there must be travel, motivation to travel (except work), participation in an activity 

at a destination (Tribe, 1997), and a voluntary motivation (Camilleri, 2018). Hunziker & Krapf 

(1942) added to this definition that tourists should not generate personal income. International 

institutions have also produced widely accepted definitions of tourism. In 1963 the United 

Nations (UN) produced separate definitions for tourists, visitors, and excursionists (United 

Nations, 1963), The UNWTO (2021) used a more inclusive approach based on the common 

points of previous definitions to define tourism as “Tourism is a social, cultural and economic 

phenomenon which entails the movement of people to countries or places outside their usual 

environment for personal or business/professional purposes. These people are called visitors 

(which may be either tourists or excursionists; residents or non-residents) and tourism has to 

do with their activities, some of which involve tourism expenditure.” The general trend is now 

towards a consensus on the above definition of the UNWTO (Camilleri, 2018). 

It is necessary to focus on isolating the principal defining attributes common to current and past 

definitions. Smith (2004: 27) notes that “However tourism is defined, most people would 

include the elements of movement (transportation), of remaining temporarily in one place 

….being entertained and consuming food and drink” and that tourism is “a source of substantial 

economic, environmental and social consequences” (Smith, 2004: 30). Other elements could be 

included; however, limiting the number of core elements is crucial for reaching a consensus on 

the essence of tourism. So, based on the previously discussed definitions of tourism, four 

common principles of tourism can be identified. 
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- Temporary staying in a different location from one’s residence, 

- A motivation to travel of a voluntary nature, 

- An economic impact resulting from a temporary stay in a new location, 

- A socio-cultural impact resulting from a temporary stay in a new location 

Where definitions of tourism have been examined, these four elements are common throughout, 

and while some definitions have other elements included (e.g. length of stay, distance travelled), 

there is no unanimity on those additional characteristics. However, the presence of these four 

essential characteristics being present in travel to a place can be accepted (Walton, 2015) as 

evidence of tourism taking place at that location, even if precise data may be lacking.  

Göbeklitepe 

Göbeklitepe is a historical structure in the Germuş Mountains, located 15 km northeast of 

Şanlıurfa city centre, in the southeast region of Türkiye (UNESCO, 2017). As the authors are 

not field archaeologists, we do not have access to other primary sources. Therefore, this study 

relies on published academic archaeological evidence that has emerged since the discovery and 

examination of the site. 

The C14 test is commonly used for dating purposes and was applied to materials found in 

different parts of Göbeklitepe, and results vary between 9990 ±30 years BCE and 8880 ±60 

years BCE (Dietrich, 2010; Dietrich et al., 2013; Dietrich & Schmidt, 2010; Kromer & Schmidt, 

1998; Pustovoytov, Schmidt & Parzinger, 2007; Schmidt, 2001). This means its date coincides 

with the 10th-9th BCE, thus Göbeklitepe is older than Stonehenge (Wittgenstein, 1922) and the 

Red Pyramid found at Dashur (Belmonte and Shaltout, 2009).  

It is recorded that people have used this area for at least 14000 years since its formation 

(Watkins, 2014). However, it is not argued that it was built at one time, but may have been 

constructed and modified over several centuries. The vegetation at the time of construction was 

a pistachio-dominated steppe forest, and no evidence of domesticated animals or plants has 
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been found in Göbeklitepe (Neef, 2003). Therefore, it is a fact that it was hunter-gatherers who 

built these structures, meaning (Dietrich et al., 2012) that the people constructed monuments 

there even before they practised agricultural production (Belmonte and Shaltout, 2009).  

People erected T-shaped monolithic blocks (weighing tens of tons) in a roughly circular 

formation at Göbeklitepe and carved humanoid engravings (Notroff et al., 2015) with animal 

motifs on the stones (Schmidt, 2001). According to geomagnetic field scanning, there are 15 

different structures and over 200 similar blocks in addition to the known ones in Göbeklitepe 

(Schmidt, 2018). It is thought that the t-shaped blocks may represent superhuman 

anthropomorphic beings (Watkins, 2015). Another thought is that T-shaped structures can be 

related to both death and life and can be a monumental expression that contributes to the unity 

of a certain group (Köşkdere, 2016). 

Various interpretations exist about Göbeklitepe. According to Klaus Schmidt, who excavated 

Göbeklitepe, there is no trace of residential development (Schmidt, 2007), while Schönicke, 

(2021) argues that structures to divert the water may indicate a residence. Another view claims 

that T-shaped blocks in Göbeklitepe may be associated with determining time (Sweatman, 

2024), and they may have functioned as an ancient open school (Fırat, 2024). Göbeklitepe may 

also be associated with death (Neef, 2003). While Göbeklitepe may have more than one 

interpretation, considerable numbers of researchers agree that Göbeklitepe’s strong symbolism, 

tools, presence of ritual-purpose structures more densely than their counterparts, astronomical 

alignments, human skull fragments with cut marks, feastings, monumental architecture and 

iconography clearly indicate ritual or ceremonial functions. (Clare et al., 2017; Dietrich et al., 

2012, 2020; Luckert, 2019; Notroff et al., 2015; Schmidt, 2018).  

Taken together with engravings and other data discovered, the evidence points to ideological 

meanings and social groups of people visiting this site, motivated by one or more specific 

beliefs (Schmidt, 2007). The maintenance of a ritualistic structure centre in Göbeklitepe would 
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have required inputs of time, manpower, economic activity/trade, and social organisation 

(Özdoğan & Başgelen, 2007). People not only built this place, but there is evidence that they 

also held feastings, danced, and consumed beer fermented from wild grains, coming together 

repeatedly to this cult centre during the PPNA era (Dietrich et al, 2020; Schmidt, 2007). 

Analysis from zooarchaeological and stable isotope data indicates that people performed their 

rituals here more intensely from mid-summer to autumn (Caroline et al., 2013). The 

consumption of resources involved in these activities by hunter-gatherers (Luckert, 2019) will 

have created considerable stress on the surrounding environment at that time (Schmidt, 2007).  

Göbeklitepe has clear harmony and similarity with the formations that have occurred in 

Southeastern Anatolia, Northern Iraq and Northern Syria, with 22 excavation sites, 14 of which 

are of extensive content, belonging to this period (Özdoğan, 2015; Peters et al., 2014). 

Additionally, according to genetic research, interregional mobility of human groups has been 

detected in the Upper Mesopotamian geography, which includes Göbeklitepe (Altınışık et al., 

2022). One of the functions of Göbeklitepe as a meeting centre is not only for local people, but 

also for people travelling from far away (Carter et al., 2013; Cauvin & Chataigner, 1998; Frahm, 

2010; Mithen, Richardson, & Finlayson, 2023; Neef, 2003; Schmidt, 2010). There are findings 

that the social networks in which Göbeklitepe is located reached up to WF16 (in southern 

Jordan) (Mithen et al., 2023). A study on Obsidian tools found in Göbeklitepe found some tools 

originating from Lake Van, 250 km away, and also from Cappadocia, 500 km away from 

Göbeklitepe (Livescience, 2021; Notroff et al., 2015). 

Methodology 

This study aims to analyse behavioural patterns and symbolic meaning at Göbeklitepe by 

drawing on both tourism-related and archaeological knowledge (Walsh, 2003). As a qualitative 

study, it employed a systematic literature review (SLR) in accordance with the PRISMA 2020 

(Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines to examine 
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whether the activities and movements around Göbeklitepe during the Stone Age could be 

interpreted as a form of tourism. The PRISMA 2020 protocol was selected for its widespread 

acceptance in ensuring transparency, reproducibility, and methodological rigour in systematic 

reviews (Page et al., 2021), particularly in interdisciplinary research involving qualitative and 

conceptual synthesis. 

The literature search was conducted between June 2020 and February 2022 through the Muğla 

Sıtkı Koçman University e-library, which provides access to 212 multidisciplinary academic 

databases, including internationally recognised platforms such as ScienceDirect and Emerald 

Insight. These sources were selected based on their reputability, thematic coverage, and 

accessibility. Search terms were defined in relation to the research objective, including 

“Göbeklitepe”, “tourism definition”, and “tourism history”. The search and selection process is 

summarised in the PRISMA flow diagram (Table 2).  

Table 1. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria 

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

• Language: Only Turkish and English  

• Type of studies: All types 

• Publication period: Open 

• Topic: Göbeklitepe and tourism themes 

• Study Areas: Social sciences: Business, 

management, archaeology. 

• Accessibility: Full-text 

• Unrelated areas 

• Not open-access or just abstract 

Source: Authors 

In Table 1 above, inclusion and exclusion criteria can be seen. According to that, this study 

includes works that address Göbeklitepe under tourism-related themes such as ritual movement, 

symbolic use of space, and proto-touristic behaviours; and that establish theoretical or 

interpretive connections between archaeological findings and tourism concepts, and for which 

full-text is available. Conversely, publications that examine Göbeklitepe solely from an 
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architectural, technical, or engineering perspective, as well as studies whose full texts are 

unavailable, were excluded. 

Table 2. PRISMA Flowchart 

Identification  

Studies identified through database 

searches  

(n=1137) 

 

 

  

  

 

Screening  
Records screened  

(n=680) 

 
 

  
  

Records excluded (n=457) 

Eligibility  
Language filter was made  

(n=383) 

 
 

   
 Unrelated studies from 

different disciplines were 

excluded (n=315) 

Included  
Studies included in the synthesis  

(n=68) 

 
 

Source: Authors 

During the identification phase of the PRISMA process, a total of 1,337 records were obtained 

using the keywords “Definition of Tourism”, “History of Tourism”, and “Göbeklitepe”. These 

records were narrowed down using Open Access, Turkish-English language, and relevant 

discipline filters. At the end of this process, 21 studies under the keyword “Definition of 

Tourism”, 37 under “History of Tourism”, and 10 under the keyword “Göbeklitepe” were 

included in the review. 

Duplicate records were automatically removed during the literature review, eliminating the 

need for additional manual record deletion. Finally, a total of 68 unique and relevant studies 

were ultimately included in the research. 

Content analysis and synthesis strategy  

This study employs a deductive content analysis based on four core tourism principles derived 

from the literature. We coded each paper in the review corpus according to its empirical 
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relevance to temporary displacement, non-obligatory motivation, economic interaction, and 

socio-cultural engagement. In the coding procedure, there are three phases:  

i) Relevant textual and archaeological evidence was identified,  

ii) Thematically organised within an analytical matrix, and  

iii) Synthesised to assess its alignment with the corresponding tourism principles.  

This approach ensured conceptual coherence and supported transparent, comparative analysis. 

Reviewer roles and disagreement resolution 

A dual-independent review method was applied throughout the screening, suitability, and data 

extraction phases. Reviewers examined the studies against the defined criteria, and data 

extraction was conducted independently. Disagreements were resolved through discussion and 

consensus, making a third evaluator unnecessary. This approach is consistent with the 

PRISMA-ScR guidelines, increases methodological transparency, and reduces single-evaluator 

bias. 

The total of 68 documents is listed below. Table 3 presents studies on the phenomenon, history, 

and definition of tourism. Table 4 presents studies focusing on the character and function of 

Göbeklitepe.  
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Table 3. References covering tourism phenomena, history, and definition. 

Documents Selected Main remarks 

Subjects 

Definitio

n 

Tourism 

history 

Temporary 

staying/ 

displacement 

Motivation Economi

c 

Socio-

cultural 

Wittgeinstein, 1922 -Role of language in terms X      

Malinovski, 1934 -Relation between culture and structures X     X 

Herskovits, 1948 -Definition of culture X      

Cicero, 1960 -People engaged in touristic activities for various purposes 

in ancient Greece 

 
X  X  X 

Freidlander, 1965 -Roman’s leisure-oriented activities  X X X  X 

Lewis, 1970 -Scientific terms include existentially dependent variables X      

Fuster, 1971 -First lexical definition of tourism X      

Leiper, 1979 -Definition of tourism X X   X  

Burkart & Medlik, 1981 -Definition of tourism  

-Temporary staying 
X X X X   

Hunt, 1982 -A detailed work on pilgrimage     X  X 

McIntosh et al., 1990 -Dialectical relations  X X X X X 

Towner and Wall, 1991 -History’s contribution to tourism  X  X   

Jafari, 1995 -Dialectical relations   X X X X 

Towner, 1995 -Necessity to evaluate tourism-oriented studies other than 

Western orthodox studies about tourism. 

-Necessity of an interdisciplinary approach for 

understanding the past tourism history 

 

X X X X X 

Tribe, 1997 -Definition of tourism X  X X X X 

Psillos, 2000 -Ramsey sentences in Carnap’s theory X      

Walton, 2005 -Tourism studies need to achieve benefits from historical 

studies 

-Historical studies have a significant role in understanding 

tourism 

 

X    X 

Madden, 2007 -In medieval times, people visited Jerusalem as pilgrims  X X X  X 

Andriotis, 2009 -It is believed that tourism is a new phenomenon, because 

of the limited relationship between history and tourism 

-Typologies of early Greek travellers 

 

X  X X X 

Belmonte & Shaltout, 

2009 

-Date of the oldest pyramid  
X     
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Netto, 2009 -Feature of the UNWTO’s definition X  X X X X 

Dunn, 2012 -Adventure of Ibn Battuta  X     

Gyr, 2012 -History of tourism  X  X   

Vukonic, 2012 -Tourism is a modern Western product.  X X  X   

Garcia Romero, 2013 -Tourism in ancient Greece  X  X  X 

Hançerlioğlu, 2013 -Defining has a demarcating role X      

Rabotic, 2014 -Tourism existed in Greco-Roman times  X  X X X 

Zotic et al., 2014 -Struggles that pilgrims faced in medieval times 

-The founding of tourism may be extended to the trade and 

agricultural transition 

 

X   X X 

BRITANNICA, 2015 -Defining is demarcating by language X      

Walton, 2015 -Tourism is found in the 17th century, but it reaches ancient 

Egypt. 

X 
X X X X X 

Camilleri, 2018 -Motivation of tourists    X X X 

Acar, 2020 -Origin of tourism from the Sumerians  X X X  X 

Prinz, 2020 -Way of cultural influence      X 

CAMBRIDGE, 2021,  -Defining has a limiting role X      

New World 

Encyclopaedia, 2021  

-Marco Polo’s journey  
X     

UNWTO, 2021 -Comprehensive definition X  X X X  

Source: Authors 
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Table 4. References to Göbeklitepe character and function 

Documents Selected Main remarks 

Subjects 

History/Göbeklitepe 

history 

Temporary 

staying/displacement 

Motivation Economic Socio-

cultural 

Marshall, 1972 -Features of trades in the Stone Age    X  

Dalton, 1972 -Features of trades in the Stone Age    X  

Atkins et al., 1998 -The mainstream approach to transition to 

agriculture is a fertility. 
X     

Cauvin & Cataigner, 

1998 

- Göbeklitepe is a meeting place. 

- Göbeklitepe is frequented by those who 

come from afar. 

X X X   

Schmidt, 2001 
-Architectural features of Göbeklitepe  

-Göbeklitepe before agriculture 
X    X 

Özdoğan, 2002 -Distributions of economic values in the 

environment of Göbeklitepe 
X   X  

Neef, 2003 -Habitat of Göbeklitepe in the past 

-People from outside the Göbeklitepe have 

visited there. 

X X    

Özdoğan, 2005 -Distributions of economic values in the 

environment of Göbeklitepe 
X   X  

Deleure, 2007 -Göbeklitepe is a meeting place. X X X   

Finlayson & Mithen, 

2007 

-Trade in Göbeklitepe 
X   X  

Özdoğan & Başgelen, 

2007 

-Logistic needs of building Göbeklitepe 

(include free time) 

- Distributions of economic values in the 

environment of Göbeklitepe 

X   X  

Schmidt, 2007 -No settlement in Göbeklitepe unlike its 

contemporaries 

-Göbeklitepe's purpose of use 

-Visits to Göbeklitepe are for spiritual 

purposes 

-Characteristics of Göbeklitepe 

X X X  X 

Braidwood, 2008 - Climate has no decisive role in the 

transition to agriculture in the Middle East 
X     
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Dietrich & Schmidt, 

2010 

-Age of Göbeklitepe as per radiocarbon test 
X     

Frahm, 2010 -Göbeklitepe is a meeting place. X X X   

Schmidt, 2010 -Göbeklitepe has been built in pre-agriculture 

times. 

- Göbeklitepe is a meeting place. 

-Göbeklitepe is for spiritual purposes. 

-Visits to Göbeklitepe are for spiritual 

purposes. 

-Both hunter-gatherers and farmers have 

lived around Göbeklitepe uninterruptedly. 

X  X   

Dietrich, 2011 -Age of Göbeklitepe as per radiocarbon test X     

Dietrich et al., 2012 -Lifestyle of builders of Göbeklitepe  

-Chronology between the time of Agriculture 

of the nation and the building time of 

Göbeklitepe  

-Relation between belief and Göbeklitepe 

-Feasting causes a lack of resources in 

Göbeklitepe over time 

-Hunter-gatherers from outside the 

Göbeklitepe have visited there. 

-Visits to Göbeklitepe are for spiritual 

purposes. 

X  X  X 

Caroline et al., 2013 -There are spiritual purpose meetings in 

Göbeklitepe. 

-Hunter-gatherers from outside the 

Göbeklitepe have visited there. 

-Visiting Göbeklitepe is temporary and 

seasonal. 

X X X   

Carter et al., 2013 -Göbeklitepe is a meeting place. X X X   

Dietrich et al., 2013 -Age of Göbeklitepe as per radiocarbon test X     

Notroff et al., 2015 -Göbeklitepe is frequented by those who 

come from afar. 
X  X  X 

Conrad, T., 2016 
-An analogy that emphasises the importance 

of the Göbeklitepe. 
X   X X 

DAI: German 

Archeology Institute, 

2016 

-Cultural geography of Göbeklitepe 

X    X 
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 Tobolczyk, 2016 -Visits to Göbeklitepe are for spiritual 

purposes. 
  X   

Clare et al., 2017 

-Geographic features of Göbeklitepe 

-Date comparison between Stonehenge and 

Göbeklitepe 

X    X 

UNESCO, 2017 -Geography of Göbeklitepe  X     

Luckert, 2019 -Hunting has been done in Göbeklitepe was 

industrial purposes.  
X   X  

SAA, 2020 -The way to achieve cultural knowledge from 

old societies 
    X 

CAMBRIDGE, 2021 -Elements of an economic system    X  

Livescience, 2021 -Göbeklitepe is frequented by those who 

come from afar. 
X  X  X 

Altınışık et al., 2022 - Interregional mobility of human groups has 

been detected here. 
  X   

Mithen et al., 2023 - There are findings that the social networks 

in which Göbeklitepe is located reached up to 

WF16. 

X X X  X 

Wang et al., 2023 - Same cultural basin that can be called a T-

shape cultural area. 
    X 

Fırat, 2024 -It may be an open-school. X  X  X 

Sweatman, 2024 - T-shape blocks in Göbeklitepe may be 

associated with determining time. 
X X X  X 

Source: Authors       
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Results and discussion 

In this section, the archaeological findings of Göbeklitepe, shown in Table 4, are compared 

with the four tourism principles shown in Table 3. 

Temporary stay in Göbeklitepe 

According to archaeologists, one of the functions of Göbeklitepe was as a monumental ritual 

centre in the Stone Age. Hunter-gatherer people from far and near (Conrad, 2016; Schmidt, 

2007) appear to have made centred visits to Göbeklitepe, engaging in (Conrad, 2016; Schmidt, 

2007; Schmidt, 2010; Tobolczyk, 2016) rituals such as ceremonies and feastings which were 

not intermittent and took place intensely between mid-summer to autumn (Neef, 2003). The 

findings show a high number of people's mobility associated with Göbeklitepe. 

Its T-shaped monolithic structures, adorned with engravings, distinguish Göbeklitepe. In the 

region, there are also smaller centres with residential areas and smaller T-shaped structures 

(Çelik, 2014) such as Nevali Çori, Hamzan Tepe, Karahan Tepe, and Sefer Tepe (Dietrich, 

2012). This situation points to the same cultural basin that can be called a T-shaped cultural 

area (Wang et al., 2023). The data obtained here indicate interaction and demographic mobility 

within this and other cultural areas, such as the Natufian (Levant) (Altınışık et al., 2022; 

Creswell, 2009; Haklay & Gopher, 2020; Patton, 2002; Walsh, 2003). Dendrinos (2016) 

suggests that Göbeklitepe served about 3000 people simultaneously. Since the entire area of 

Göbeklitepe has not been revealed, the question arises as to whether the character of the 

monumental structures of Göbeklitepe is confined to the revealed part (Notroff, 2018) however,  

geophysical surveys conducted in 2003, 2006, 2007, and 2012 show that the general 

characteristics of Göbeklitepe extend across the entire site, not just a part of it (Schmidt, 2001). 
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Motivation for travelling to Göbeklitepe 

Göbeklitepe has the characteristics of a ritualistic-focused body of structures (Neef, 2003; 

Schmidt, 2010). Additionally, Göbeklitepe was also associated with death (Neef, 2003), as 

evidenced by motifs on its pillars created by its ancient architects (UNESCO, 2017). It has also 

been suggested as being the first ritual centre in the world, used by people who shared a similar 

ideological entity (Schmidt, 2007). The rituals, periodical meetings, and visits to Göbeklitepe 

from considerable distances in primitive, challenging conditions (Altınışık et al., 2022; 

Creswell, 2009; Haklay & Gopher, 2020; Patton, 2002; Walsh, 2003) strongly suggest that the 

motivation behind these visits was faith.  

Temporary displacement and economic phenomenon in Göbeklitepe 

The activities studied in Göbeklitepe reveal that hunters and gatherers involved in the 

ceremonial visits must have carried out industrial activities in Göbeklitepe to produce the 

necessary supplies for the temporary visitors (Schmidt, 2007). It is known that hunter-gatherer 

groups in this area already performed a system of trade based on gift exchange relationships, 

coexisting with the exchange of non-gift physical objects (Finlayson & Mithen, 2007), and with 

the sharing of information with economic value (Özdoğan, 2002, 2005; Walton, 2015). 

Göbeklitepe was clearly a centre of belief (Neef, 2003) and served as a meeting place for people 

coming from other regions (Carter et al., 2013; Cauvin & Chataigner, 1998; Frahm, 2010; Neef, 

2003), and this must have led inevitably to the development of economic activities to support 

their stay, including trade, donations, services, and the exchange of information. These, when  

evaluated together, confirm the existence of economic activity relating to the visitors in this 

region. 
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Ties of temporary displacement and social-cultural phenomena in Göbeklitepe 

One of the fundamental aspects of culture is human-made artifacts, which is why archaeologists 

investigate such artifacts when analysing old cultures (SAA, 2020). Additionally, cultural 

influence is transmitted socially, and finding the same artifacts in a particular area indicates a 

similar cultural entity in that space. The man-made T-shaped megaliths, the most distinctive 

architectural feature of Göbeklitepe, are similar not only to those at Sefer Tepe, Karahan Tepe, 

Urfa-Yeni Yol, and Taşlı Tepe in relatively close vicinity, but also to those at Gusir Tepe, 

Hallan Çemi, Jerf el Ahmar, and Qermez Dere, far distant from Göbeklitepe (DAI: German 

Archaeology Institute, 2016; Neef, 2003). These similar monuments in a specific area indicate 

a particular identity (Kinzel & Clare, 2020).  

Evaluating the archaeological information in the context that social transition could only be 

carried out face to face in the Stone Age period confirms that there are similar cultural and 

social phenomena of displacement and temporary relocation among the Stone Age people 

visiting Göbeklitepe. 

Concluding remarks 

The evidence that people visited Göbeklitepe in the Stone Age motivated by faith, involved 

systematic consumption of food and beverages, and involved temporary stays at the site, along 

with evidence of the economic, social, and cultural ties involved in these visits, clearly matches 

the four principles of tourism. It can be argued, therefore, that these acts of travel at that time 

constitute the earliest example of tourism, revealing that a form of tourism existed in the Stone 

Age. According to excavations and archaeological information to date, it can be concluded that 

Göbeklitepe should be considered one of, if not the first, tourism destinations, and that faith 

was the primary motivation. One item yet to be determined, however, is whether such tourism 

should be considered pilgrimage tourism or dark tourism, given its links to both faith and death. 
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However, this study has a limitation. Because Göbeklitepe is a prehistoric site, interpretations 

of behaviour and motivation rely entirely on archaeological inference and secondary data 

sources, including published archaeological interpretations, which limit the possibility of 

validating claims through direct empirical investigation. 

Research implications 

This study offers several possibilities for future research. First, the proposed framework can be 

applied to other prehistoric sites to test the validity of tourism behaviours elsewhere. 

Interdisciplinary collaboration among tourism researchers, archaeologists, anthropologists, and 

heritage experts will facilitate a more comprehensive understanding of early travel phenomena. 

Furthermore, future studies could integrate qualitative approaches with empirical methods, such 

as relic analysis, isotope mapping, GIS spatial analyses, and genomic data, to examine visitor 

mobility and cultural interaction. Finally, re-examining tourism definitions within historical and 

cultural contexts can contribute to overcoming modernity-centric approaches and further 

incorporate pre-modern mobility models into the literature. These findings can also shed light 

on the public dissemination of prehistoric travel and ritual mobility at sites like Göbeklitepe 

through museum narratives, educational programs, and destination branding. 
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