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Anthropology and Tourism in South-East Asia: Comparative Studies, Cultural Differentiation and Agency

Victor T. King

Introductory Remarks

This chapter provides a critical commentary on anthropological (and some sociological) research on tourism in South-East Asia. The crucial concerns for anthropology since the mid-1970s have been the social and cultural interactions between tourists or ‘guests’, the agents and intermediaries, and the  local ‘hosts’; the organizational forms of tourism activities; the character, socio-economic backgrounds and motivations of tourists and their experiences of place and people in relation to different kinds of tourism; the images and representations of tourist destinations, hosts and tourists; the socio-cultural consequences of tourism for local communities; and the responses of those who are subject to, in Urry’s terms, the ‘tourist gaze’ (Urry, 1990; Burns, 1999; Crick, 1989; Graburn, 1983a; Nash, 1981; 1984; 1996; Lett, 1989; Nash and Smith, 1991, Nuñez, 1989/1977). Tourism has excited increasing anthropological attention because of its “inexorable links with culture” (Burns, 1999: 33) and “cultural production” (Yamashita, 2003a: 3), and its constant and recurring encounter with cultural ‘otherness’ and ‘difference’ (Yamashita, Kadir Din and Eades, 1997: 14; Harkin, 1995: 650-670). The anthropology of tourism has also successfully inserted, or, in some cases, re-inserted considerations of culture into debates about modernization and development, and about the nature of the encounters between the developed and the developing world (see, for example, Wood, 1993: 50-54; King, 1999: 183-213).

After earlier attempts during the 1970s and 1980s at categorizing tourists and types of tourism, conceptualizing tourism as a dynamic process, understanding its socio-cultural consequences or ‘impacts’, and at examining tourist images of people and place, since the 1990s a major preoccupation in the literature has been the relationships between the state and its citizens in the appropriation, construction and transformation of ethnic identities, given that tourism plays a vital role in the creation and presentation of cultural images – images of the nation-state, local communities, places and environments, and ‘heritage’ (Picard and Wood, 1997a; Wood, 1997: 1-34; and see Adams, 1997a: 155-180; Crick, 1989: 307-344; Hitchcock, 1999: 17-32; Hitchcock and King, 2003a; 2003b; Kahn, 1997; 1998; King and Wilder, 2003: 219-227; Leong, 1997a:513-534; MacCannell, 1984: 375-391; Selwyn, 1993: 117-137; Wiendu Nurayanti, 1996: 249-260). Governments can and do create or construct ‘races’, ‘regional cultures’, ‘tribes’, and ‘minorities’, in the course of processes of definition, rationalization, and domestication of those populations they govern. This entails a reaction on the part of those who are subject to classification and control and “[b]oth ethnic and national identities will continue to be contested… and tourism will continue to be an important arena in which this contestation is played out” (Wood, 1997: 24). Hitchcock  presents several examples from South-East Asia of the ways in which tourism ‘unleashes’ or unlocks ‘latent’ identities or creates new ones and the active role of local populations in this process (1999: 23ff). 

Anthropologists have also been involved rather more recently in comparing the dynamic social and cultural effects of tourism on different communities and in examining the changes which tourism activities generate within more general processes of modernization and globalization (see, for example, Sofield, 2000; 2001). This reference to changing themes or emphases in the anthropology of tourism has resulted in considerable discussion about what should be the proper subjects of investigation (Lett, 1989: 276; and for sociology see Cohen, 1979b; Dann and Cohen, 1991). Given this diversity in approaches and interests, my summary above of the main areas of anthropological research needs to be qualified by the perceptive remarks of David Wilson that “definitions, concepts and research priorities [in the anthropology of tourism] have changed rapidly” (1993: 32-35). The range of themes which has emerged in the anthropology of tourism is also more diverse than Lett’s broad categorization of anthropological research into that which explores ‘culturally defined meanings’ in the tourism experience of hosts and guests (following Nelson Graburn) and that which assesses “the range of empirical effects that tourism has upon the sociocultural systems of host societies” (following Dennison Nash) (1989: 276; and de Kadt, 1979).

Nevertheless, despite an increasing interest in the study of tourism among social and cultural anthropologists during the past two decades, there are still substantial gaps in our knowledge. Tourism as a subject of study is still relatively under-represented in anthropological circles generally and within the anthropology of South-East Asia in particular. We still know very little about tourism and its consequences in large parts of the region. In addition, the character and consequences of the rapid expansion of domestic tourism is still a largely uncharted field and the emphasis has been on foreign tourists and cross-national encounters (but see Hughes-Freeland, 1993; Adams, 1997b; Teo and Leong, 2006; Peleggi, 1996). After all it is said that tourism research only became a legitimate and respectable field of study in American anthropology following the publication of Valene Smith’s Hosts and Guests: The Anthropology of Tourism in 1977 (Smith, 1989a; 1989b, second edition), although the major theoretical work on the ‘leisure class’ by Dean MacCannell (1976), Philip McKean’s study of tourism in Bali (1973; 1976) and Nelson Graburn’s edited book on ethnic and tourist arts (1976) also served to excite interest at that time among American social scientists. Indeed, it has been claimed that MacCannell’s study is “widely seen as inaugurating contemporary tourism studies in the social sciences” (Picard and Wood, 1997b: vii).

Tourism research took even longer to gain respectability in European anthropological circles, where its effects were confronted usually accidentally by researchers pursuing some other scholarly objective. With regard to South-East Asian tourism, given that it is one of the most significant agents of social and cultural change there, it has still not managed to attract the attention it deserves. Even into the 1980s there was only a handful of European anthropologists/sociologists working on tourism in the region (these included Erik Cohen [2001], and an important French-speaking contingent, Gerard Francillon [1979; 1989], Jean Luc Maurer [1979; 1988] and Michel Picard [1996]), and hardly any local scholars (though see Kadir Din, 1982; 1988; 1989 and Thanh-Dam Truong, 1983; 1990). The major advances were being undertaken by American-based scholars, and the two studies of South-East Asian communities in Hosts and Guests by McKean on the Balinese and Crystal on the Toraja served to set and stimulate the research agenda on Indonesian tourism from the 1980s, as did Wood’s more general work on tourism and socio-cultural change (1979; 1980). 

An examination of the articles on South-East Asian tourism in the foremost international journal of tourism studies, Annals of Tourism Research, during the past three decades, suggests that the field has not been sufficiently represented in relation to its importance, nor has it reflected a major interest on the part of researchers and practitioners. The contribution of anthropologists/sociologists interested in South-East Asia to this journal is modest, and, up to the early 1990s, it was dominated by the sociologist, Cohen, with single contributions from Robert Wood, a sociologist, and Kathleen Adams, an anthropologist working on the Toraja of Sulawesi; Kadir Din, a geographer, also contributed socio-cultural pieces on Malaysia. The amount of research on South-East Asian tourism published in the journal increased noticeably during the 1990s, though specifically anthropological/sociological articles continued to be few in number.

Despite this there have been some notable contributions to the anthropology (and sociology) of tourism in South-East Asia. What I intend to do in this chapter is adopt what is a major methodological strength in anthropology and examine its contribution in a regionally comparative way, highlighting some common themes (see, for example, Wood, 1979; 1984; 1993; 1997). I shall also focus on issues which have had a special resonance in relation to particular countries, culture areas or communities. I have selected studies which, in my view, have made an important contribution to our understanding of the character and dynamics of South-East Asian tourism rather than attempt a comprehensive overview, and those which have made a more general impact on tourism studies beyond the region. 

Key Issues

Comparative Studies

Erik Cohen commented in the late 1970s, in his study of hill tribe tourism in northern Thailand, that at that time the academic literature on the social and cultural ‘impacts’ of tourism had failed “to discuss systematic differences between types of tourists or types of communities” (1979a/2001a:115). What was lacking was “the middle range of systematic comparative studies which are specifically designed to examine the differential impact of given types of tourism under different sets of conditions” (ibid). He attempted to address this failure by examining the differential effects of ‘tribal village tours’ and ‘jungle tours’ on five communities drawn from three different ethnic groups (the Meo [Hmong], Lisu and Akha). He used three variables – the place of tourism within the local socio-economic environment, the character and organization of the tourism enterprise, and the nature of tourist-villager interactions (ibid: 118-119). His main proposition was that tourism should be understood in terms of interrelated processes and not as “an isolated event” and that it generates consequences for the host communities which are foreseen or intended, as well as “unexpected and often not desired” (ibid: 113). Based on this comparative study, Cohen concluded that “although some of the villages may have been ‘spoilt’ by tourism, and hence are no longer as ‘authentic’ as they used to be in the past, intensive penetration of tourism has not had a markedly disruptive impact on the economic and social life of the villagers” (ibid: 140).

Even though some comparative research has been undertaken in South-East Asia since Cohen’s study, there has not been a great deal of country-wide let alone region-wide comparison. Cohen remains an exception in his wide-ranging and systematic studies of the different dimensions of tourism in Thailand (2001a), although there have been several edited collections which have drawn attention to some of the similarities and differences in tourism experiences both within and across countries in South-East Asia (see, for example, Hall and Page, 2000a; Picard and Wood, 1997a; Teo, Chang and Ho, 2001c; Hitchcock, King and Parnwell, 1993; Hitchcock and King, 2003a). Yamashita too has undertaken comparative work on tourism in Bali and Tana Toraja in his examination of “sites in which cultural innovation takes place” (2003; and Eades, 2003: xiv), Hitchcock has drawn out comparative themes in his consideration of ethnicity and tourism entrepreneurship in Java and Bali (2000), and Dahles and Bras have compared the experiences and life-chances of young self-employed males in the informal sex or ‘romance’ tourism sector between Yogyakarta (Java) and Lombok, the different circumstances of tour guiding more generally, and small-scale female entrepreneurship (Dahles, 1998b; 1999; 2001; 2002; Dahles and Bras, 1999a; Bras, 2000; Bras and Dahles, 1998).

Impacts, Authenticity and Journeys of Discovery

I have chosen Cohen’s comparative study and his related papers on hill tribe tourism (1989/2001a; 1983/2001a; 1982/2001a; 1992/2001a) by way of introduction not only because they were pioneering, but also because they address themes which continue to play a vital role in anthropological/sociological studies of tourism. A major concern is, in Cohen’s terms, the ‘impacts’ of tourism on local communities. This has become a central preoccupation of anthropologists, although the ways in which host-guest interactions and their consequences have been conceptualized have changed since Cohen undertook his studies, particularly the notion of tourism as an external force ‘impacting’ on local communities (see, for example, Wood, 1993; Picard, 1996). Rather than seeing the social effects of tourism on local cultures as ‘destructive’, ‘negative’, or ‘inimical’, on the one hand or ‘negligible’, ‘moderate’, ‘more beneficent’ or ‘positive’ on the other (Cohen, 1979a/2001a: 113-121; 140-144), researchers have more recently moved beyond this ‘naturalistic’, ‘organic’, ‘objective’, ‘normative’ framework in understanding cultural change to one which conceptualizes ‘culture’ and ‘tradition’ in symbolic terms, as a ‘hybrid entity’, and as ‘constructed’ and ‘reconstructed’, ‘invented’, ‘improvised’, ‘manipulated’, ‘relational’, ‘historically unfinished’ and ‘consumed’, and hosts as ‘cultural strategists’ (see especially Wood, 1993: 58-60; 64-66; and Erb, 2000: 709-736; Hitchcock, 1999: 17-32; Picard, 1996: 190-200; Yamashita, 2003a: 4).

This is not to say that Cohen’s earlier work on ‘impacts’ was not very carefully qualified in its attempts to assess the costs and benefits of tourism in different local contexts in northern Thailand, but he had not yet embraced fully the notion of ‘traditions’ as symbolically represented and attributed, though this perspective was prefigured in his rethinking of the sociology of tourism (1979b). Even after the re-conceptualization of ‘culture’ and ‘cultural change’ in the 1980s, we find, in the second edition of Smith’s Hosts and Guests (1989), that the editor keeps to a concept of change as ‘impact’ or, in cost-benefit terms, as positive or ‘damaging’, as do certain of the contributors, and the preoccupation is with the encounter between ‘foreign’ hosts and ‘domestic’ guests (1989: 6-17; and see Crystal, 1989: 148-151; and McKean, 1989/1977b: 130-138; see also Hitchcock on the complexity and plurality of host-guest relationships [1999: 18] and Bruner [1991]).

Following his earlier empirical work on hill tribe tourism, Cohen addressed the problematical notion of ‘authenticity’ in evaluating the cultural effects of tourism. He argued more decisively in a post-normative way that conceptions of what is ‘genuine’ and what is ‘invented’ or ‘false’ are ‘socially constructed’ (1988a). He reconsidered MacCannell’s concept of ‘authenticity’ and the view that tourists were in search of genuine, accurate, original ‘social’ experiences, and in this quest, beyond their everyday, fragmented, alienated, ‘inauthentic’ lives, they discover or rediscover their real selves; they recover a sense of personal and social wholeness and structure by re-creating something perceived as real and representative of a lost pre-modern state (1973; 1976). In his theoretical discourse on ‘the structure of modern consciousness’ (Cohen, 1989/2001a: 32) MacCannell also developed the related notion of ‘staged authenticity’ in which tourist hosts, entrepreneurs and representatives of the state, in promoting and enhancing the attractiveness of their tourist assets, contrive to construct seemingly authentic experiences to seduce their guests (1973: 602-3). In other words, the tourist becomes ensnared in an artificially created ‘tourist space’ which presents or ‘stages’ ‘unchanging native traditions’, ‘pristine cultures’, ‘the last paradise’, or ‘exotic communities’. ‘Staging’ can also be of two main kinds, although these can be interrelated and complementary: ‘substantive staging’ where an attraction is altered or created anew, and ‘communicative staging’ where authenticity is either presented in tourist promotional literature without necessarily interfering with the attraction or site thus advertised, or where the attraction is interpreted as authentic by tour guides and intermediaries (Cohen, 1989/2001a: 33-35).

The preoccupation with the ‘authentic’ and the ‘inauthentic’ and the notion that ‘tourism’ and ‘culture’ are separable elements were given very firm attention in the planning of tourism development in Bali in the early 1970s. Tourism was thought to ‘impact’ on authentic cultural expressions and, through the need to ‘stage’, ‘package’ and ‘sell’ culture, render it inauthentic. Therefore, Balinese culture had to be given a measure of protection from this tourist influx, and partially segregated from the main sites of tourist accommodation. However, Shepherd, in his evaluation of the consequences of the Suharto government’s plans for tourism development in Bali in the 1970s proposes, following Picard (1993; 1996), that “tourism has neither destroyed authentic Balinese culture nor spurred its rebirth. Rather it has made local residents self-conscious about a thing they possess called culture” (2002b: 94). Perceptions of authenticity are relative and changing and tourism can itself become so enmeshed in cultural change and creativity that it becomes neither meaningful to separate the two nor appropriate to talk in simple terms about tourism destroying or regenerating culture. 

In his exploration of authenticity, Cohen also addressed Graburn’s proposition that tourism is ‘a sacred journey’ akin to a pilgrimage in which tourists experience a passage from the profane, mundane, compulsory round of work and existence (‘stay-at-home’) to the sacred, unfamiliar, voluntary world of ‘awayness’ (the ‘touristic’), in which the escapees are re-created, refreshed and renewed in specifically “ritualized breaks in routine that define and relieve the ordinary”, and which are preferably authentic (1989: 23, 28; 1983). In other words, in the conceptualizations of MacCannell and Graburn ‘imaginative pleasure-seeking’, and travel for leisure and enjoyment in the encounter with the ‘other’ and the ‘unfamiliar’ are translated into journeys of self-discovery, the quest for fulfilment, social status and mental and physical health.
Cohen, however, argued for a much more diverse set of motivations and purposes for tourists, and for a concept of authenticity of which the criteria vary depending on the views, perceptions, and evaluations of the tourist or observer (1988a: 378; and see Kontogeorgopoulos, 2003b). Authenticity is therefore negotiable and fluid, and this explains why “a cultural product, or trait thereof, which is at one point generally judged as contrived or inauthentic may, in the course of time, become generally recognized as authentic” (ibid.: 379). Authenticity, like culture and ethnicity, is also a focus of debate and contestation among local hosts, and as Erb suggests, this arises partly from different readings of what authenticity might mean (2003: 131-132; and see Allerton, 2003: 124-126). 

Recent debates on the concept of authenticity and the differences of interpretation between ‘objectivists’, ‘constructivists’ and ‘postmodernists’ do not seem to have advanced our understanding significantly. However, there appears to be a more general agreement that we should abandon attempts to determine ‘objective authenticity’ and address the diverse and personal nature of tourists’ experiences, and that, for certain tourists, we accept that they can undergo an ‘inauthentic authentic’ experience and that we are dealing with intra- and inter-personal states connected to ‘existential authenticity’ (Reisinger and Steiner [2006] and Wang [1999]). In my view, therefore, we do not abandon the concept of authenticity, rather, we personalize it, address its socially constructed nature, and recognize that tourists can perceive authenticity to their satisfaction even when it is staged. This perspective must also embrace those like tour guides who have to articulate and mediate the contested images of tourist sites, including official and government, and decide whether or not they present something which they themselves perceive as culturally authentic or as something which plays to the demands of the market (Dahles, 2001: 3). 

Cohen constructed a scheme in relation to tourist motivations with regard to authenticity, arguing for a range of tourist types, from ‘authenticity-seekers’ to ‘recreational’ tourists seeking not the authentic but the pleasurable, and to ‘diversionary’ tourists “who seek mere diversion and oblivion…unconcerned with the problem of authenticity of their experiences” (1988a: 377; 1979c). In other words for Cohen, “not all tourists seem to seek authenticity, or to pursue it to the same degree of intensity” (1989/2001a: 32). Recreational tourists, for example, tend to “exhibit a rather playful attitude to the authenticity of the visited attractions” and they “willingly….cooperate in the game of touristic make-believe” (ibid). This ‘make-believe’ was dissected by Cohen when he examined the promotional literature provided by tour guides and companies on hill tribe trekking tourism in northern Thailand (1989/2001a). His assessment of the increasing ‘gap’ between ‘image’ and reality’ provides a poignant reminder of what ‘staging’ entails in the incorporation and display of ethnic minorities (1992/2001a). Cohen said “As tribes are gradually deprived of their habitat in which their culture flourished and become socially and economically marginal, deculturated appendages of the national society, the glorified hill tribe image presented to the tourists becomes an ironic reversal of their pathetic predicament” (ibid.: 147).

Here Cohen takes account of the consumerist dimensions of tourism and the provision or production of tourist experiences and resources as consumables or commodities to be displayed, sold and appropriated (and see Selwyn, 1993: 119-120; Urry, 1995; Watson and Kopachevsky, 1994). These considerations must be placed in a post-modern, globalized context within which culture and society become increasingly fragmented, pluralized, contested, imagined and commoditized and “distinctions between ‘real’ versus ‘fake’ and ‘natural’ versus ‘unnatural’ [are pushed] beyond recognition” (Burns, 1999: 62; Sofield, 2000: 49-50; 2001: 106-108; Urry, 1990: 85; 156; Wood, 1993: 64-66). Debates about the nature of culture and identity and about whether or not these are, or elements of them are ‘authentic’ are therefore “complicated by the abrasive power of globalisation, which is strong, visible and increasingly pervasive, especially with the rapid advancement in satellite-based information technology and mass media, together with the invasive dominance of multinational corporations” (Yamashita, Eades and Kadir Din, 1997: 30; and see Sofield, 2001: 103-120). Culture then is ‘translocalized’ and ‘deterritorialized’ and one finds in, for example, items of material culture and ‘tourist arts’ the embodiment of a range of meanings which defy simple categorization as genuine handicrafts or ‘airport art’ (Yamashita, 2003a: 5). A classic example of this relationship and tension, expressed in material artefacts, between globalization and localization, the ‘modern’ and the ‘traditional’, the ‘commodity’ and the ‘sacred’ or ‘symbolic’, and between vulgarization and cultural creativity is Indonesian batik, one of the primary signifiers of Indonesian identity and yet something which has also become subject to innovation and translocalization (Hitchcock and Wiendu Nuryanti, 2000). 

Tourism as a Differentiated and Embedded  Subject

One of Cohen’s major conclusions in his work on northern Thailand is that there are considerable variations in the effects of tourism on local communities and the kinds of tourist and tourism activity there (1979a/2001a: 118-120). Sofield too, in his consideration of the contradictory tendencies in processes of globalization argues that “in many instances, tourism strives to highlight difference, creates or even re-creates difference, aggressively re-imaging, re-constituting and appropriating heritage, culture and place, pursuing localisation in marked contrast to its globalising influence” (2001: 104). This, in turn, entails the recognition that tourism is a complex, dynamic, unbounded and variegated phenomenon which is not amenable to one-dimensional explanations, single theory frameworks or ‘universal generalisations’ (see, for example, Cohen, 1979b; 1988b; Dann and Cohen, 1991; Sofield, 2000: 45; 49; Wood, 1993: 55). As Wilson warned some time ago: “We must be wary of allowing ourselves to become entrapped by any one conceptual framework” (1993: 35; and see Echtner and Jamal, 1997; Tribe, 1997; Walle, 1997). 

A major problem for anthropology in this recognition of diversity is its tendency to concentrate on one or a small number of communities during limited and bounded points of time and then draw general conclusions. But as Wilson notes “several different situations may simultaneously co-exist at any given moment in time”; there are changing effects through time, and there is differentiation even within one community (ibid:40; Wilkinson and Pratiwi, 1995). We are dealing with different ‘perceptual time zones’; tourism does not operate uniformly, nor consistently and nor does it generate the same effects everywhere (Wilson, 1993: 36-40; Greenwood, 1989: 197). A way out of this dilemma is precisely Cohen’s approach in undertaking wide-ranging comparative studies. What happens to local communities will also depend on the stage of development of tourism, its scale, pace and organization, and whether or not it is under local or external control. Cohen formulates, for example, a generalized scheme of the development of tourism in Thailand, which he argues has moved from ‘personalized’ to ‘impersonal’, ‘centralized’ to ‘dispersed’, and ‘homogeneous’ to ‘diversified’ tourism, and from ‘isolation’ to ‘regional integration’ (2001a: 4-14). He summarizes this complex process as a ‘touristic transition’ which Thailand, given the importance of tourism to the national economy, and the rapid increase in tourism activities and numbers of visitors, demonstrates in an ‘extreme’ way (2001b: 172).

In this connection, Singapore studies by Teo, Yeoh and Lim of Haw Par Villa (‘Tiger Balm Gardens’) reveal a shifting, contested set of perceptions of this tourist space, complicated by the different views of domestic and international tourists, and the competing views among Singaporeans themselves. The Villa was established through local philanthropy, it was internationalized and commercialized for overseas visitors, then it became a site for the rediscovery of local cultural origins, and more recently it has surrendered to the personal influences of a small group of local operators (Teo and Yeoh, 1997; Teo and Lim, 2003). 

Overall then there are different kinds of tourism and tourists with different priorities, and shifting perceptions of tourist sites; the character of destinations and host cultures also vary as do the power relationships between the different actors  contesting a tourist space (see, for example, Teo and Leong, 2006). As we have seen from Cohen’s perceptive work, our understanding of the concept of authenticity is enriched if we take account of the variations in tourist motivations. We now recognize that not all tourists are pilgrims undergoing rites of passage and journeys of discovery (1983); they might well be pilgrims in one context and pure pleasure-seekers in another. But the problematical nature of the distinctions made by the dispassionate Western observer about tourist motivations, apply equally to those external distinctions made about the supposed perceptions and categorizations of the host communities. Bruner captures the issue precisely: “If a Balinese troupe performs a dance drama in a temple, we call it religion; if in a concert hall we call it art; if in a beach hotel, we call it tourism. But the distinctions between religion, art and tourism are western categories, not Balinese realities” (1995: 238).

Tourists also differ on a continuum of dependency or degree of institutionalization, expressed most prominently in Cohen’s early quadripartite classification of the institutionalized ‘organised mass tourists’, the less dependent ‘individual mass tourists’, the relatively independent ‘explorers’ and the free-wheeling, discomfort- and novelty-seeking ‘drifters’ (1974: 527-555). But even Cohen’s classification did not capture the complexity of the category ‘tourist’; it was followed by categorizations based on finer discriminations of tourist types and on different domains of tourism, including the ethnic, cultural, historical, environmental and recreational  (Smith, 1977; 1989b: 4-6; and see Wood, 1980; 1984). Nevertheless, these attempts at classification, while necessary, have tended to lead to stereotyping and over-simplification, and by their nature have underplayed the dynamics and complexity of tourism as a process (see, for example, the recent literature on South-East Asian backpacking: Cohen [2004]; Muzaini [2006]; Spreithofer [1998]). 

Finally, tourism as well as being a differentiated subject is also embedded in other more general processes of modernization. This poses one of the greatest challenges to tourism research in that it is often problematical to disentangle the effects of tourism development from other processes of change, particularly with the rapid expansion and outreach of the international media and electronic communication. In the case of island communities and small scale tribal populations or minorities directly exposed to tourism activities (see Cohen, 2001a), the exercise to identify sources of change might be more straightforward, but even then these transformations are unlikely to be only tourism-generated. As Cohen said, in his study of hill tribe tourism, it is a “difficult task …isolating the impact of tourism from other kinds of impacts on the tribal communities emanating from the wider society” (1979a/2001a: 117). Similarly, in her study of the performing arts and tourism in central Java, Hughes-Freeland proposed that “it is of limited value to isolate tourism as an object of analysis. Its significance resides in the connections and disconnections it constitutes in the general processes of social change” (1993:138).
State Action and Local Agencies

I have touched on the importance of the relationships between the state  and its citizens in relation to the promotion of tourism and in the construction and transformation of ethnic identities. As Wood has said “The relationship between tourism and ethnicity is mediated by various institutions, but none more important than the state”, and further that the relationships between tourism, ethnicity and the state are “dynamic and ongoing, with highly variable outcomes” (1997: 2; Philip and Mercer, 1999). 

However, there are other important actors in the development and transformation of cultures and identities, and often these are not given the attention they deserve. As guides, interpreters and promoters, they mediate and present communities and cultures to tourists in such processes as ‘communicative staging’ or, as entrepreneurs, bureaucrats and policy-makers, they determine the kinds, scale, quality and pace of development of tourism provision (Dahles, 2001). There is a tendency not to consider these actors nor to identify particular individuals, unless they happen to be especially high profile: the case of Walter Spies (and Beryl de Zoete) and Bali immediately comes to mind (Hitchcock and Norris, 1995), and to a lesser extent Miguel Covarrubias, W.O.J. Nieuwenkamp, Gregor Krause, Vicki Baum, Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson (Yamashita, 2003a: 26-41; Picard, 1996: 26-38). Hitchcock also refers to the Armenian hoteliers, the Sarkies, and their ‘exclusive hotels’, including the Raffles, in Singapore, Java, Burma and Malaya, and the Scottish entrepreneur, Muriel Pearson (aka K’tut Tantri) and her venture in Bali (1999: 207). The issue of agency is a complex matter because of the interrelationships between international, national and local actors, and the variety of roles and functions performed. In some cases, one individual may have a crucial influence on the development of a tourist site, in other cases a whole host of actors may be involved, but they are important in stamping their character and interpretations upon the site. 

Cohen’s study of ‘jungle guides’ in northern Thailand is an interesting case of agency and mediation because there, at least in the initial stages of tourism development, the state did not assume a leading role (1989/2001a; and see 1982/2001a; and see Cohen and Cooper, 1986; Holloway, 1981; Salazar, 2005). Rather it was the interaction between ‘alternative’ tourists (generally young travellers in search of ‘authentic’ experiences) and ‘local entrepreneurs’ which generated hill tribe tourism and jungle trekking (1989/2001a: 31). Cohen also noted, in the case of ‘jungle guides’ that the provincial authorities had not encouraged jungle tourism, but they “half-heartedly acquiesced to its spontaneous development” (1982/2001a: 106). However, once it had developed the authorities began to intervene to regulate it and to professionalize the ‘marginal’ occupation of jungle guiding (ibid: 108-109). Cohen has said, “Enterprising travellers who penetrate new and as yet ‘“unspoilt’ areas frequently become the unsuspected pioneers of the touristic penetration of these areas by less adventurous individuals, who follow in their footsteps” (ibid.: 33). From the 1970s onwards these young travellers in Thailand then interacted with ‘freelance local guides’ and ‘small jungle-tour companies’ (ibid: 38-39). Cohen stressed the importance of the personal qualities of the guides, their charisma, experience, reputation and linguistic abilities as well as the activities of a small group of tour companies which were key agents in developing and presenting ‘images’ of the hill tribes (ibid: 59-61; 1983/2001a: 67-68). 

In certain locales tourism appears to develop almost by accident. This early stage in the development of tourism is sometimes given insufficient attention, nor do we have much information on the origins, organization, ethnic identity and personal characteristics of individuals, particularly the local entrepreneurs, who are crucial in establishing and building tourism activities, and deciding on the kinds of tourism activities and the services to be offered, or who perhaps expand tourism interest at a later time. However, Hitchcock has undertaken some research on Chinese, Javanese and Balinese entrepreneurs in Indonesia (2000), as has Dahles on brokers, guides and ‘romantic’ entrepreneurs in her study of sex tourism in Yogyakarta ([1999; 2001: 101-119; 131-154; 188-213; see also Dahles and Bras on informal sector entrepreneurs in Yogyakarta and Lombok [1999]; and Shaw and Shaw on local entrepreneurship in Bali [1999]).  I shall, however, draw attention to some examples of agency in relation to Bali, Torajaland and Yogyakarta and their position in competing discourses about the interpretation of tourist sites (see below).

Anthropology and Tourism in Context: Case Studies

The Main Sites and Concepts

Different parts of South-East Asia have produced different kinds of work in the anthropology of tourism, partly in response to the different tourist resources which are promoted and displayed, but also, I suspect, because of the different interests and theoretical inclinations of the observers. Sofield notes that “for the most part, each country [in the ASEAN Tourism Council] focuses on imaging its differences” (2001: 117). Within wider processes of globalization and within the sphere of the politics of identity, we are witnessing processes of social and cultural differentiation. Kahn has said of globalization that it “is as likely to generate difference, uniqueness, and cultural specificity as it is to produce a genuinely universal or homogeneous world culture” (1998: 9). In addition, although all South-East Asian states have an interest in the construction of identities and, therefore, in the ‘image-making’ dimension of tourism development, they do so to different degrees and in different ways (Wood, 1997: 11-24). In some cases state regulation and intervention are robust, in others much less marked so that local communities have more room for manoeuvre.

In terms of the concepts used to analyze tourism processes and their effects, the anthropological literature on South-East Asian tourism, certainly from the early 1990s, seems not to have moved in radically new directions. The debates have been dominated by post-modern concerns with the construction and transformation of national and local identities and of ‘images’ of ‘cultures’ and ‘traditions’ (Hitchcock, 1999). Wood’s eloquent statement on the conceptualization of these matters of cultural change and tourism still holds.  He says that we should see “people as active and strategic users of culture, participating in contexts where no single set of cultural interpretations has an inherent claim to truth and authenticity” (1993: 66). He continues “Not tradition but its on-going symbolic reconstitution; not authenticity but its attribution; not inherited identities but relational, improvised and contested ones; not internalised values as much as available templates and strategies of action; not culture but cultural invention and local discourses - the central questions to be asked are about process, and about the complex ways tourism enters and becomes part of an already on-going process of symbolic meaning and appropriation” (ibid). 

What has happened increasingly since Wood made this statement is an elaboration of this dynamic, contested, symbolically constructed concept of culture and identity by examining it in relation to the policies and image-making of the state in interaction with the responses of tourist hosts and guests (Picard and Wood, 1997a; Yamashita, Eades and Kadir Din, 1997), and in relation to such concepts as heritage, commoditization and globalization (Hitchcock and King, 2003a). Yamashita attempts to capture these demands in terms of ‘dynamic ethnography’, and following Clifford (1988), ‘narratives of emergence and invention’ rather than ‘narratives of loss and homogenization’ (2003: 8-10). Furthermore, ‘tourist spaces’ have been increasingly conceptualized as sites or zones of cultural strategy, contestation and image-making and -remaking in the context of the encounters, interaction and differentials of power between the different participating actors, and they present opportunities for engaging in debates about the conceptualization and interrelationships of the past, present and future (Teo and Leong, 2006; Erb, 2000). Local actors, too, develop their own views and create their own images of the tourists in response to the ‘tourist gaze’, in what Maoz (2006) refers to as the ‘local gaze’ and the ‘mutual gaze’.

It is of no surprise that anthropologists have gone where the tourists go. Indeed, Crick suggests that in important respects anthropologists and tourists share similarities (1995; and Bruner, 1995: 224-241, and Harkin, 1995: 650-670), as do traders, travellers and tourists (Forshee, 1999; Forshee et al, 1999). It is true that anthropologists have also studied populations of relatively minor interest in tourism terms or those communities which are only just entering the tourism market (see, for Indonesian examples from Flores, Allerton [2003] and Erb, on Manggarai, [1998; 2000; 2001; 2003] and Cole on Ngadha [2003], Bras [2000] and Hampton [1998] on Lombok, and Forshee on Sumba and Timor [2001; 2002]), but generally they have examined the major sites of tourist interest. In this regard anthropological studies of tourism among the Balinese and Toraja still occupy centre stage in Indonesia. Java, although a major centre of international and domestic tourism, has not received much attention in comparison (but see Dahles, 2001; Hitchcock, 1997; 1998; Hughes-Freeland, 1993;Wiendu Nuryanti, 1998), and neither has northern Sumatra (but see, for example, Causey, 2003, and Hutajulu, 1995). In Thailand, the anthropological/sociological literature is dominated by Cohen’s work (see, for example, 2001a). In Malaysia there is a scattering of research on urban-based and heritage tourism in such places as Penang and Melaka (see, for example, Worden [2003], Cartier [1996; 1997: 1998; 2001], Kahn [1997], Jenkins and King [2003], King [1993]), on the effects of beach tourism on local communities (see, for example, Bird [1989]) and increasing attention to such areas as longhouse or ethnic tourism in Sarawak (King, 1995; Carslake, 1995; Zeppel, 1995; 1997), but very little else. Singapore’s post-modern ‘touristscapes’, constructed cultural and historical sites, and national and ethnic imaging have also commanded some attention (see, for example, Ooi [2001; 2002a; 2002b; 2003]; Leong [1997a, 1997b]; Chang [1997]; Teo and Yeoh [1997]; Teo and Lim [2003]; Teo and Huang [2005]). 

Indonesia

The studies which have made a special contribution to our understanding of South-East Asian tourism are those undertaken on Bali. These, and studies among the Toraja and the Javanese of Yogyakarta, must be located in the context of the Indonesian state’s policies on national identity and culture, and its construction of ‘regional’ or ‘provincial’ cultures (King and Wilder, 2003: 216; 214-230; Dahles, 2001;  Pemberton, 1994). Wood has said that, for the Indonesian government, ‘religion’ and ‘region’ are much more important than ethnicity (1997: 13-15). The strategy of the New Order government was to ‘domesticate’ ethnic diversity within a grand project of national image management and the construction of national tourist attractions. The state created a ‘hyper-reality’ which confirmed ‘endless diversity’ within ‘harmonious unity’ (Dahles, 2001: 38). But in the case of Bali local communities still have room for manoeuvre and resistance in creating and manipulating their own sub-regional ethnic identities. Although Indonesia is a large and culturally diverse country, much of what we know about its tourism is filtered through the lens of Bali. This has brought a particular character to studies of Indonesian tourism. Bali’s unique quality as a focus of tourism activity and the ways in which it has been represented began to be established some 90 years ago. “The image of Bali as a paradise, and of the Balinese as practising a colourful version of Hinduism in a sea of austere Islam, was generated in colonial times” (Howe, 2005: 5).

The important work of Picard, given his long involvement in research there and the availability of historical material on the Dutch ‘Balinization’ policy and the post-war Indonesian government policies of development and national integration, avoids the problems occasioned by Wilson’s ‘ethnographic time-traps’ (1993). Picard has  observed the changing trajectories and character of tourism in Bali and the debates about it since the 1980s, and placed it in a detailed historical perspective (1987; 1990a; 1990b; 1993; 1995; 1996; 1997; 2003). He has also been able to draw on a considerable amount of other research on Bali, including local materials in Indonesian, to flesh out and reinforce his conclusions and findings, and to re-evaluate the complex relationships between tourism and culture (see also, Hanna, 1972; Francillon [1979; 1989]; McKean [1973; 1976; 1977a]; Noronha, [1973]; Vickers [1989]; Yamashita [2003a]).

Picard’s work has been preoccupied with the process of the ‘touristification’ of culture and the ways in which culture, in response to the demands of tourism and to national cultural policies, is manipulated, constructed, and transformed. Perhaps nowhere else in Indonesia, with the partial exception of the Toraja, and nowhere else in South-East Asia, has tourism become such an integral part of a culture that we can speak of a ‘touristic culture’ (1996; and see Howe, 2005: 142-145). The government’s promotion of cultural tourism there, the scale and intensity of tourist attention over a relatively long period of time, and the contribution of a large number of influential individuals to the creation and display of elements of Balinese culture, have resulted in the Balinese discovering that they have something called ‘culture’ which they need to treasure and preserve as an integral part of their identity. Above all, they need to protect it from ‘contamination’ (Picard, 2003: 108-109; Howe, 2005: 131). Indeed, they have come to conceptualize their ‘culture’, ‘tradition’, ‘art’ and ‘religion’ in terms of concepts which were introduced to Bali from outside (from Sanskrit, Arabic, Dutch and Malay). This process and preoccupation have also led to a deep and on-going interaction and integration of “that which belongs to culture and that which pertains to tourism” (ibid.), and an increasing emphasis on culture as ‘spectacle’ and on ‘artistic and material productions’ (Howe, 2005: 1-2; Shepherd, 2002b). 

A note of caution here; we are not addressing the whole of Balinese. Tourists concentrate in particular parts of Bali, especially in the southern regions, as has the research on tourism. There are communities in Bali where there is very little, if any tourism, and where the characterizations of Picard and others would not apply or not to such a degree. Indeed, given the recent devolution of powers to the district level in Indonesia, there is a real fear that such provinces as Bali will fragment and disintegrate, and Picard draws attention to the recent contestations about Balinese religion and the breaking up of the religious field, which have generated debates on the very conception of Balinese identity (2003). It seems to me that Bali, like the hill tribes of northern Thailand, needs a Cohen-like systematic comparison of different communities in different sub-regions of Bali with different experiences of tourism (but see Wall, 1996b).

With regard to the theme of agency in Balinese tourism, much has already been written about the intellectuals, artists and aesthetes who descended on Bali in the 1920s and 1930s. I shall not repeat the story here, other than to note that Balinese culture “rather than simply being preserved, was recreated under the gaze of the artists and anthropologists such as Spies, Mead and Bateson, as well as by the tourists visiting the island” (Yamashita, 2003a: 37). This process of cultural creation and re-creation has continued through Bali’s recent history, with the crucial contribution of opinion formers and leaders, among them the anthropologists Clifford Geertz, Raymond Noronha, Philip McKean, James Boon and Michel Picard himself. Picard says of McKean, for example, that his argument had “considerable repercussions, both in Bali and beyond”; it contributed “to making Bali an exemplary model of successful cultural tourism….Perhaps of even greater consequence is the fact that….McKean’s conclusions appeared just in time to support the tourism doctrine elaborated by the Balinese authorities” (1996: 112). 

Picard has also recently drawn attention to the Head of the Provincial Government’s Tourism Office, I Gde Pitana, who was appointed in June 2001; a columnist on tourism issues for the Bali Post, and a ‘respected academic’ who was attempting to set a new course for tourism development, promoting “a shift from a capital-intensive tourism to a people’s ‘community-based tourism’” (2003: 113). The concept of local ownership and management of tourism facilities seems to have stuck a cord with some prominent, senior Balinese in the provincial government, and it coincides with a more general emphasis in development practitioner circles on local participation, small-scale activities and sustainability. However, Picard questions whether the recent trend to develop mega-projects can be reversed, and that with the Law on Regional Autonomy implemented in 2001, “district heads are more than ever eager to attract big-scale investments to their region’ (ibid: 114).  What is particularly fascinating is who will win out in the struggles to determine tourism policies in Bali and the nature of Balinese identity among, for example, progressive intellectuals and Hindu fundamentalists. One of the foremost students of Balinese culture and tourism, I Nyoman Darma Putra, is a respected Balinese intellectual and one of the opinion leaders in the province; another is Satria Naradha, the chief editor and owner of the Bali Post. 
In emphasizing the importance of contestation in the politics of identity and tourism development, it is important to have more detailed information on those involved in the debates and struggles, their backgrounds, their influence and who determines final outcomes. These are complex matters, but Picard notes that the launching of ‘reformation’ after President Suharto’s downfall “has unleashed a struggle amongst Balinese opinion leaders, concerning not only the desirable course of tourism development and a fair distribution of its revenue, but even more so the definition of their identity and the place of their island within Indonesia’ (2003:116).  One notes in some of the more recent literature on Indonesia a growing interest in identifying and examining the ‘opinion leaders’, the intermediaries, the composition of factions and patron-client networks, and the contribution of outsiders, including anthropologists (Adams, 1995), in the struggles and rivalries generated by efforts to promote tourism and construct and maintain cultural identities. In addition, Wall, in considering future trends in tourism research refers to an emerging focus, and that is the ‘role of intermediaries’ in evaluating the ‘meaning and significance of tourism’ in South-East Asia (2001: 320; Timothy and Wall, 1997; Dahles, 2002). 

Another site of investigation has been the Toraja; they are a very different population from the Balinese - so-called ‘tribal’ or upland, and ‘animist’, though now mainly converts to Christianity, whilst the Balinese are in popular parlance ‘peasants’ and members of a world religion.  It is as if those who promote tourism in Indonesia have seized on a dominant motif, consciously or unconsciously, in South-East Asian anthropology - the contrast between ‘peasant’ and ‘tribal’, and between the ‘great’ and the ‘little’ traditions. In a predominantly Muslim Indonesia it is also certain of the non-Muslim minorities which are selected for tourist attention (see Kadir Din, 1989 on Islam and tourism in Malaysia). However, with the Indonesian government’s policy on religion pressing all citizens to be members of one of the major monotheistic religions, the Torajan ‘animist’ beliefs and practices (aluk), expressed in such events as funerals, have been recognized by the Indonesian authorities since 1969 as “an official ‘sect’ of Hindu-Dharma, a category that interestingly includes Balinese religion as well” (Volkman, 1985: 167).

From the early 1970s Toraja “began to be billed as an alternative to Bali for tried and true tourists, just as beautiful and more exotic, remote, and primitive” (Volkman, 1985: 166). The emergence of tourism in Toraja paralleled the early attention of anthropologists. They were first put onto the tourist stage by Eric Crystal (1989/1977), and then by Toby Alice Volkman (1984; 1985; 1987; 1990), Kathleen Adams (1984; 1993; 1995; 1997a; 1997b; 1998a; 1998b; 2003) and Shinji Yamashita (1994; 1997). Although touristification has not been a major theme here, and other influences including Christian conversion and labour migration have been at work,  there has been an enduring interest in Torajan identity formation and the importance of ethnic identity markers (in this case house architecture, funeral rituals and ancestral effigies). An interesting dimension of the emergence and transformation of Torajan identity is that “the tourist trade thrives on images of paganism that many Toraja rejected long ago and increasingly reject with the rising Christianity fostered by migration” (Volkman, 1985:167). Christian Toraja, who have accumulated wealth whilst working away from their homeland, invest some of their resources in status- and tourism-generating funeral rituals, and Christian entrepreneurs, including hotel owners, make money from the presentation and support of a religion to which they no longer adhere. “It would not, after all, be easy to entice European travellers with promises of Calvinist or Catholic mortuary rites” (ibid: 167; 168). 

In 1969 the Toraja were “shielded from the outside world” and in 1971 only 58 tourists visited the region (Crystal, 1989: 155). Crystal notes that this figure increased rapidly by 1975 when over 2,500 visitors were recorded (ibid: 141-142; 156). In the early 1970s Indonesian government planners began to consider developing cultural tourism there (Volkman, 1984: 165-166; Crystal, 1989: 141-142). Small numbers of intrepid visitors, the majority from continental Europe, particularly France, Switzerland and Germany, and also Australia, had already begun to arrive there by 1971, and in 1972 “several hundred foreign visitors witnessed a major performance of ma’nene’, honouring aluk ancestors, in Pangala’… [and] [s]till more attended the much publicized funeral of the man reputed to have been the last great southern puang [lord/owner] of ‘pure’ noble blood: Puang Laso’ Rinding of Sangalla” (Volkman, 1984: 165). In my view, Toraja tourism provides the most appropriate illustration of the importance of particular events and personalities in encouraging tourism interest: the filming of Puang Laso’ Rinding’s funeral by a British film crew sponsored by Ringo Starr and broadcast on French, Swiss and Belgian television; the publication in English and Indonesian of an article on the history and culture of the Toraja in 1972, and a piece in the National Geographic in the same year (ibid; Adams, 1997a: 159). Another key event was the visit of the Indonesian Director-General of Tourism, Joop Avé, to South Sulawesi, and his declaration that Torajaland was “the touristic primadona” of the province (Adams, 1997a: 159). The celebrity status of the Toraja was then confirmed in tourist guidebooks, presenting an authentic, exotic ‘other’; the representation of the Toraja also demonstrated the persuasive power of texts and the ways in which culture is commoditized (McGregor, 2000).

In a relatively rare example of  the role of particular individuals in the development of tourism, Adams provides a fascinating account of the initiative of a prominent member of the local elite in putting his community of Ke’te’ Kesu’ on the tourist map. She discusses the enterprise of Ne’ Reba Sarungallo, leader of the ancestral house of Kesu’, in securing local government approval for his hamlet to become a ‘tourist object’, producing a written history of his house, and offering lectures on his home at “tourism, architectural, and university seminars” (2003: 96-103). Indeed, “[a]s the reigning Kesu’ noble and as an exceptionally knowledgeable elder, Ne’ Raba was increasingly sought out by foreign and domestic researchers” (ibid: 97). His achievement was “successfully enshrining the name Kesu’ on the touristic and anthropological map of Tana Toraja” (ibid). After his death in 1986 there was difficulty in finding a suitable successor and other elite families were competing for the tourism spoils. Ne’ Raba’s kin group engaged in a collective effort to maintain their position: this included staging a ‘reconstruction ritual’ for their ancestral house, with an explanatory 50-page booklet, which succeeded in attracting a large number of guests, tourists and representatives of the media, and also the founding of a museum to celebrate the history and culture of Ke’te’ Kesu’ and the place of the Sarungallo family within this (ibid: 97-100). It appears that Ne’ Raba’s son, though “a quietly reflective man in his early fifties”, had begun to take on a more prominent role, training young people in the community in carving, and lobbying prominent Indonesians to secure the nomination of Ke’te’ Kesu’ as a UNESCO World Heritage site (ibid).

Similarly Volkman makes reference to Pak Kila’, a ritual specialist and follower of the traditional religion, educated and articulate, who had held “several important political positions” in the local administration, including as Head of the Tourism Office (1985: 167-168). It was he who played a crucial role in ensuring that Torajan traditional religion was recognized by the Indonesian government as an official ‘sect’ of Hindu Dharma (ibid). He did so as an adherent and passionate supporter of Torajan beliefs and practices, but his advocacy also had a spin-off for the development of tourism since this traditional religion, focused on elaborate mortuary rituals, attracts tourists and provides the essential elements in Torajan images presented to the outside world and to the Toraja themselves. As Yamashita says “what was once religious ritual is becoming a spectacle to be viewed by tourists” (2003a: 121).

The role of individuals in the development of tourism and in the imaging of a tourist site are illustrated in Yamashita’s narrative of the death of Puang Mengkendek, an aristocratic, Christian regent with whom he enjoyed a close association during his fieldwork, and whose funeral he attended in late October-early November 1992. Puang Mengkendek’s eldest son, Sampe (a pseudonym) and chief mourner, who played a major part in organizing the funeral was a Muslim. Yamashita says, capturing the power of tourism to hybridize culture, “The Christian Puang Mengkendek’s funeral was to be carried out by the Muslim son according to the Toraja traditional custom – a fantastic combination” (1997: 85). What this event also illustrates is the crucial role which individuals play in creating and sustaining cultural tourism. Sampe negotiates with a Japanese television company to film his father’s funeral for a very large fee (ibid: 86-87). He does so as a prominent Torajan businessmen, at that time a close associate of one of President Suharto’s sons, and a director of “a newly opened hotel in Tana Toraja” (ibid: 87). Yamashita says “Anyway, for Sampe, performing his father’s funeral and promoting his new hotel must have been closely interconnected” (ibid). The lesson which we take from this case is expressed in Yamashita’s concluding comments, and one which we must focus on for future research; he says “In Puang Mengkendek’s funeral, not only Toraja locals, but also the president of the hotel group from Jakarta, the local troops of the national army, international tourists, and the Japanese TV, played important roles in shaping the “meaning” of the ritual performance” (ibid: 101). As Yamashita explains, Sampe has manipulated Torajan ‘ethnic tradition’ (ibid: 102). He does need to be brought centre stage and the role of prominent individuals in tourism promotion analyzed. 

A study that addresses the issue of agency directly is Heidi Dahles’s work, conducted between 1992 and 1996, on tour guides in Yogyakarta, a region which, under New Order rule, was not on the periphery, but  at the very centre of tourism policy because it was “in the heart of Javanese culture” (2001: 19). This was both an advantage and a disadvantage. The “cultural heritage of the Yogyakarta area has shaped the (international) image of Indonesia, as government propaganda has used architectural structures like the temples and the sultan’s palace and expressions of art like the Ramayana dance to promote Indonesian tourism world-wide” (ibid: 20).  Being centre-stage also entailed being subject to closer control in order to conform with government propaganda about the shape and content of national culture whose central ingredient was Javanese-based. Therefore, there was a “limited diversity of tourist attractions” because “[i]nnovations have not been welcomed as they threaten the carefully planned tourist area and jeopardize the government-controlled objectives of tourism to Yogyakarta” (ibid.). According to Dahles, the room for manoeuvre, at least in the officially controlled tourism or ‘streetside’ sector, including officially licensed tour guides, was limited. It was in the unofficial, kampung or low-class neighbourhoods where tourism began to flourish. What Dahles discovered was that, in the informal sector, there was a “multivocality of images and meanings associated with the city and its attractions” (ibid.: 21). She adopts, with advantage, the Geertzian paradigm of the distinction between the ‘firm’ and ‘bazaar’ (1963a), demonstrated most clearly in her dualistic tourism model of the ‘modern’, ‘quality’, ‘developed’, ‘dominant’ and the ‘traditional’, ‘marginal’, ‘underdeveloped’, ‘dependent’ sectors (2001: 124-127).

According to Dahles it was in unofficial, ‘backstage’ tour guiding where the images and meanings presented by government-supported and –approved agencies were principally contested, though not exclusively. Dahles provides us with some detailed information on entrepreneurs in kampung and homestay tourism such as Pak Djono, who was the first to organize budget tours in the Sosrowijayan area and Ibu Siska who developed tours to local home industries and subsequently ‘adventure tourism’ and ecotourism (ibid: 101-106). It is with this sector that the unofficial, unlicensed guides (occasional touts, odd-jobbers, professional friends, romantic entrepreneurs) developed their closest relationships, though the government attempted to institute control, procedures and training for the purposes of ‘professionalization’. Tour guides, as we have already seen, have a crucial role in image-making; they are “entrusted with the purest of public relations missions: to encapsulate the essence of a place and to be a window onto a site, region, or country” (ibid: 131). Official guides to the main sites of officially sanctioned tourism such as the splendid Buddhist temple complex of Borobodur were constrained in their narratives, though even here, they could “sprinkle their narratives with subversive elements” (ibid: 173). However, it was in the unlicensed arena that ‘storytelling’ flourished. What is intriguing in Dahles’s analysis is her comment that these guides “know how to read a social situation and have general conceptions about tourist motivations, national stereotypes, and tourist types which they turn to their advantage” (ibid:178). This comment in itself constitutes a very large research agenda and presents us with the ‘folk’ version of the tourism researcher. Unofficial guides then are part of a small-scale entrepreneurial culture and they present a counter narrative to the officially sanctioned government ideology which comprises notions of national unity in diversity, law-abiding, enjoying modernity and prosperity, and of Yogyakarta as the centre of a homogeneous Javanese culture. Instead the kampung versions of Indonesia and Java convey “the image of Yogyakarta as a city of migrants from all over Indonesia, struggling to make a living under harsh conditions and enjoying themselves while engaging in partly illicit trade and leisure activities” (ibid: 211). Dahles concludes: “the state control exerted on the discourses [of nationhood] has been more conspicuous in its effort than in its effect” (ibid: 229).

Thailand

A rather different, more disparate set of studies on tourism in Thailand has been provided by Erik Cohen. Here we are not dealing with work on one ethnic group, or one location, like Bali with a long-standing tourism interest and one which was set in motion as long ago as the inter-war years by the Dutch colonial administration, or with a focus on exotic pagan rituals as in the case of the upland Toraja, or with tour guides in Yogyakarta. Instead we have wide-ranging, indeed nation-wide studies of Thailand since the 1970s, comprising hill tribe village tours and jungle trekking in the north (2001a: 31-148), island and beach tourism on the southern islands (ibid: 151-246), and sex tourism, principally in Bangkok (ibid: 249-345). These constitute the three major elements of tourism in Thailand, though their degree of importance relative to one another have changed through time, and there are other tourist attractions, both in Bangkok and beyond, which have been developed since the 1970s. Tourism is mainly located on a north-south axis with three prominent nodes – Chiang Mai, Bangkok (including an extension to Pattaya) and Phuket (ibid: 158). Rather than a particular ethnic group or a site providing a showcase or emblem of Thailand, it is the country itself which is marketed. “Thailand has enjoyed, in the West, the image of an enchanted Oriental kingdom throughout much of modern history” (Cohen, 2001b: 156). Cohen also detects a shift in its imaging from an ‘exotic’ and ‘erotic’ tourist site to an ‘amazing’ one, with the accompanying deliberate construction and staging of ‘major contrived attractions’ (archaeological sites, historical parks, festivals, theme and amusement parks) as Thailand’s tourism industry matures, and as it attempts to move away from its image as an ‘erotic’ destination (and see Leheny, 1995).

Cohen indicates a complicating factor in the study of tourism there, and one which has already been alluded to. “The growth of tourism in Thailand did not occur in isolation – as it did in some small, isolated island states on which tourism is the principal or sole industry; rather, tourism grew hand in hand with the rapid economic development of the country, comprising the industrial, financial, communicative, and service sectors” (2001a: 24; Elliott, 1983). Cohen suggests, therefore, that it is a difficult task to evaluate the impact and consequences of what is “a highly diversified, complex, and changing phenomenon… within the wider processes of economic development and social change in Thai society” (ibid: 28). His overall assessment in the mid-1990s, using the notion of ‘impact’, rather than ‘touristification’ was that the effect of tourism on “mainstream Thai culture has had some creative as well as debasing consequences.” However, the impact “on the way of life of some small and vulnerable ethnic groups…can be seriously detrimental” (ibid: 26-27). Indeed, “the more accessible tribal villages often suffered extreme de-culturation” (2001b: 163; and see Dearden [1996], Dearden and Harron [1994] and Toyota [1996]). It would seem that the concept of touristification is not so appropriate for Thailand, nor has there been much attention to the role of individuals or entrepreneurs in the development of tourism there; tourism in Bangkok, for example, given that it has taken place in a highly cosmopolitan, urban environment, has not touristified Thai culture. It is one of many forces of change in the capital city. The effects of tourism are much more dispersed and disparate in a much more segmented tourism industry; the sustained influence of tourism in Bali, and to some extent in Torajaland, does not seem to have been replicated in Thailand where there has not been so much concentration on specific ethnic groups nor, given the greater degree of ethnic homogeneity in Thailand, has the Thai state been overly preoccupied with the imaging of cultural diversity within an overall national culture (Wood, 1997: 22). Comparing Picard’s work on Bali and Cohen’s on Thailand, there is a noticeable difference.

Overall Cohen, though recognizing processes of staging and cultural invention, keeps to a perspective which harks back to the debates about ‘impacts’ and which sees tourism as having both negative and positive effects. He identifies processes of “commodification of art, culture, and sex” but also the contribution of tourism “to the preservation of crafts and customs which would otherwise have disappeared, as well as the emergence of new artistic styles….and cultural performances” (2001b: 170). 

Malaysia and Singapore

In Malaysia and Singapore there has been an overriding preoccupation with pluralism and with state policies on tourism development and the role of tourism in identity formation, the ‘objectification’ of culture and ethnicity, and cultural change (see, for example, Kadir Din [1982; 1986; 1997]; Kahn [1997]; King [1993]; Leong [1989; 1997]). In plural situations like Malaysia and Singapore the state has a very strong interest in developing and promoting a national culture, even though it has to address the tension between this exercise and one which depends on permitting and promoting some cultural diversity as tourism assets. Much has been written on the colonial legacy in Malaysia and Singapore and the ways in which ethnic groups were constructed  through processes of rationalization and categorization; these processes continued during the post-independence period when governments were engaged in nation-building (see King and Wilder, 2003: 193-230). From an earlier and much more complex, variegated ethnic mosaic the Malaysian government now recognizes three major ethnic groups: Malays (and other indigenes), Chinese and Indians; and, in Singapore, these three groups are augmented by a miscellaneous category labelled ‘Other’ in a quadripartite classification, CMIO ([C]hinese, [M]alay, [I]ndian, [O]ther). 

Perhaps more than other countries in South-East Asia the study of tourism in Malaysia and Singapore is also more closely associated with the creation of ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson, 1991), and research on tourism has been located more firmly in ‘a larger cultural landscape’ of ethnic diversity within an embracing national cultural unity (Wood, 1997: 22). Kahn, for example, emphasizes, in his examination of a preservation and restoration project of Muslim heritage in George Town, Penang, that it must be understood in terms of more general processes of ‘culturalization’ in Malaysia rather than specifically in relation to tourism (1997: 100-101; and see Jenkins and King, 2003). Although identities are contested and debated in Malaysia and Singapore, the role of the state seems to be dominant, and there is little evidence or interest in the anthropological literature on tourism of individual innovation and agency. 

The major tourism activities are highly focused regionally and emphasize Malaysian culture, beach tourism (Penang, Langkawi, east coast peninsular Malaysia), heritage (Melaka, Kuala Lumpur and Penang) and environmental tourism (mainly in the national parks including Taman Negara and Kinabalu): these have been the main forms of recreation promoted by the government and tourist companies and agents (and see Oppermann, 1992). There has also been more limited attention to ethnic tourism, principally among the minority populations of Sarawak and Sabah; the dominant theme in this research has been the ‘imaging’ and ‘staging’ of exotic, primitive cultures – longhouses in the deep tropical rainforests in picturesque and unspoilt riverine settings; head-hunters and trophy skulls; tattooed, loin-clothed and costumed warriors; hunters with blowpipes; cock-fighting; bare-breasted women; pagan rituals; and dancing to the accompaniment of gongs and drums (see, for example, King, 1995; Zeppel, 1997). 

Much of the literature on Malaysia has been focused at the national level rather than on specific ethnic groups. There is also the issue of the promotion of tourism in a country whose main defining characteristics are rooted in Islam, a religion which rejects the notion that Muslim culture is a resource for ‘staging’ and for commoditization (Kadir Din, 1989; 1997). The image promoted by the Malaysian official agencies is therefore one of unity in diversity, a combination of the three major ethnic groups in a colourful, vibrant, interconnected and harmonious cultural tourism package (King, 1993: 103; 108-112). Islam is, however, distanced in the promotion of tourism, apart from references to mosques, festivals, and royal towns and palaces, and, according to Kadir Din, it has little direct affect on tourism policy and the direction of tourism development (1989). As I have said elsewhere, “The fact that Islam is the national religion, and that Malaysia has to be conscious of ethnic divisions and sensibilities, lead to a more cautious and circumspect treatment of culture” (King, 1993: 108-109). Official tourism images focus on diversity and colour, but culture is presented in “distinctly neutral” terms (ibid:110). Nevertheless, the importance which the Malaysian government attaches to indigenous history and the Malay cultural legacy, within the national culture, is expressed in a range of specifically Malay cultural products, including museum displays, especially in the  former sultanate of Melaka (Cartier, 2001). As Worden says, the “heritage representations shown in Melaka are…a product of the cultural policies and historical constructions of the 1970s and 1980s” in which the historic city is presented as a Muslim Malay project (2003: 39).

In Singapore, in contrast to Malaysia, cultural heritage, architecture, and ethnic enclaves have been swept away in a process of technocratic ‘cleansing’ and ‘sanitising’ so that ‘most physical manifestations of history’ have been ‘erased’ (Wood, 1997: 21; Leong, 1997a:520-522). ‘The cleaning and cleansing of the city-state have been so successful that foreign travel guidebooks and foreign observers have commented on the tidiness and cleanliness of the city, observations that suggest the city is antiseptic and the culture sterile’ (Leong, 1997b:78). Unlike any other part of South-East Asia including Malaysia, Singapore’s strongly interventionist government has not preserved or restored its heritage, but dramatically reconstructed and re-created it. What it does present to the tourist, as with Malaysia, is cultural diversity and deliberately constructed tourist sites. But Singapore does not herald cultural heritage, instead it presents an artificially constructed and managed cultural mosaic both for tourism and political purposes (Leong, 1997: 84). As Leong says: “When tourism in Singapore mines, manufactures, and markets ethnicity as commodities, it operationalizes the pre-existing CMIO model” (ibid: 93). 

Interestingly Singapore’s elimination of heritage has caused it to display it in museums; but it does so in a very political way. In his analysis of the three major national museums in Singapore, Ooi indicates that the Singapore History Museum “emphasises Singapore’s past” (and “asserts the state boundaries and sovereignty of an island-state” separate from but a part of the Malay world); the Asian Civilisations Museum “showcases Asian ancient civilisations” (and Singapore as “a melting pot of peoples from different Asian cultures” expressed in the state ethnic ideology of CMIO); and finally the Singapore Art Museum “exhibits contemporary Southeast Asian visual art” (and can “offer the standards against which the art world must measure itself in appreciating Southeast Asian art as a genre”; it confirms Singapore’s South-East Asian identity) (2001:176,190). The Singapore government, therefore, through its cultural industry, both locates the city-state and regionalizes it. An essential element in Singapore’s identity is a domestic cultural diversity which is then connected regionally to the rest of Asia, but the assumption is that the “arts and cultures among the member countries in the region have some form of coherence and homogeneity” (ibid: 184). The government’s policy to develop museums “is just one of many strategies to make Singapore unique. It is an attempt to display Singapore’s multi-cultural Asian character, which has been dwarfed by skyscrapers, the wide spread use of the English language and the country’s growing significance as a global trading centre” (2003: 80). But the museums which tourists are encouraged to visit display a Singapore which is ‘essentially Asian’, distinct from its neighbours, and “multi-cultural, independent and culturally vibrant” (ibid: 88). 

Conclusion

Despite the relatively modest contribution of anthropology (and sociology) to the study of tourism in South-East Asia in terms of empirical coverage and scope, the discipline has drawn attention to conceptually crucial issues in our understanding of tourism as a social and cultural phenomenon. These issues, or at least most of them, were identified very early on in Cohen’s work. It is a pity that Cohen has remained so firmly Thai-centric and that he has not brought his insights to other parts of the region. The key issues comprise the importance of systematic comparison (within and beyond a particular culture and country); tourism as a differentiated subject and as a process rather than an event; staging and authenticity; the importance of local strategies, agencies, perspectives and meanings; tourism’s location within broader processes of change; and, given that tourism focuses on contestations over identities (national, provincial, local, ethnic), the significance of the roles of the state, factions, opinion leaders and entrepreneurs in giving form and content to the resources which tourism uses and deploys. The preoccupation with identities - their formation, transformation and contestation – will undoubtedly continue to provide a major interest in the anthropology of tourism in South-East Asia.

As I have mentioned from the outset, what is surprising in this survey of the anthropology of tourism is how little has been done in South-East Asia, and, although tourism studies have now been accepted as a legitimate subject of investigation in anthropology, they have still not attracted the attention of the majority of anthropologists working on the region. In my view, lip-service is paid to the importance of understanding cross-cultural tourist encounters, and indeed inter-ethnic domestic encounters. We still have much to do to locate the anthropology of tourism within mainstream anthropology and within a comparative, cross-cultural enterprise. Yamashita’s call to arms needs substantial support when he says “Tourism, rather than being an eccentric object of study for anthropologists, is, on the contrary, essential if anthropologists are to restructure the objects of their research” (2003: 151). This goes to the heart of what a comparative, cross-cultural, locally sensitive anthropology should be and what anthropology should be in a globalizing world. Sofield, citing Graburn (1997) has the sense of it when he says “Tourism has played a major role in the ‘imaging’ and ‘recreation’ of ‘national cultures’ and ethnicity in many Asian countries” (2001:108). He continues “‘culture’ is increasingly the province of the state rather than the community, its definition rendered not by its peoples but by its governments for political ends, with the energetic involvement of a number of agencies of the state including national tourism organisations” (ibid: 109). Yet governments are working within and responding to both local and global pressures and demands. This is the challenge for a comparative anthropology -  to embrace the local, the national, and the global.
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