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Tourism studies as a definable field of study is now experiencing something of an impasse. There have been recent attempts to rejuvenate and redefine it, and to rescue it from the dominance of Euro-American perspectives in the analysis of the tourist experience and of cultural encounters generated by and derived from Western travellers on holiday and at play in countries other than their own. In this regard, tourism has been seen increasingly in the context of what has been referred to as the “mobilities” paradigm, particularly in sociological approaches. In other words, tourism as a discretionary form of travel to seek relaxation, pleasure, leisure and new experiences is now seen as one kind of mobility among other kinds of movement from one place to another (Urry 2000, 2007). It is also argued that this approach helps remove tourism studies from Eurocentric perspectives and it enables tourism studies to widen its range and to address new and emerging tourisms including long-stay, retirement, visiting friends and family, business and conventions, and volunteering, among others (Cohen and Cohen 2012, 2014; King and Porananond 2014: 1–21).

The early focus on Western tourists visiting other places, often in less developed or emerging countries, which could provide sun, sand, sea, shopping (and in the case of some tourist sites, sex), encouraged researchers in the developing field of tourism studies to examine issues of inequality and economic, social and cultural exploitation. It also gave rise to a set of concepts which were more relevant to a western leisure experience: Urry’s influential “tourist gaze,” MacCannell’s seminal proposition of “staged authenticity,” Graburn’s excursion into rites of transition and the anthropological concept of a “sacred journey,” and Nash’s economic underdevelopment and globalisation thesis of “tourism as a form of imperialism,” among others (Urry 2002, 1993, 1995; Urry and Larsen 2012; MacCannell 1973, 1999; Graburn 1989; Nash 1989).

This special issue which comprises three broad conceptual presentations covering general issues, themes and concepts with reference to Southeast Asian/Asian tourism (Victor King, David Harrison and T. C. Chang) and three chapters focusing specifically on dimensions of tourism in Thailand (Nara Huttasin, Hans Mommaas and Luuk Knippenberg; Ploysri Porananond; and Alexander Trupp) is based on papers delivered at an international conference on the theme of “Tourism and Development: Growth and Diversity,” 29–30 August 2014, organised and led by Dr. Ploysri Porananond at the Centre for Tourism Studies and Academic Services at Chiang Mai University. It raises issues which address some of the current debates about tourism but then locates general conceptual issues within particular studies of the effects of tourism development in Thailand, which has been and remains a major and formative site of international tourism activity in Southeast Asia. One of the main concerns of this special issue is to explore the rise of domestic or intra-Asian travel rather than international travel from Western countries to Asia and to view with some scepticism attempts to construct theoretical schemes or paradigms in attempts to address and understand the tourist experience.

Victor King’s opening article entitled “Substantive and Conceptual Issues in Tourism Research in Southeast Asia: A Personal Engagement” addresses the recent deliberations on the future direction of tourism research, and among other matters, considers Erik Cohen’s and Scott Cohen’s important paper (2012) which identifies seven dominant themes in current tourism studies: the first two comprise social justice and environmental sustainability—one socio-cultural and the other natural; overall these themes can be encapsulated in the increasing concerns about ethical, responsible and informed tourism, inclusion, equality and consultation.

The next two themes embrace the unpredictable (natural disasters and terrorism)—those events which can destroy or at least seriously undermine a tourism site. The next theme is heritage tourism which has become increasingly important in the context of government, NGO and civil society concerns about local and national heritage and the intervention of UNESCO and other international bodies in the protection and conservation of global heritage. The sixth theme identified is that of embodiment and effect, drawing attention to the fact that the tourist gaze has been superseded by the inclusion of the full range of bodily or sensory experiences in tourism encounters. Finally, there is the theme of “mediatisation” embracing the creation by the tourist industry of imaginary places, and the importance of simulacra and symbolisation in the tourist experience.

However, what the author has argued elsewhere (see, for example King 2015) is that, rather than the concept of mobility, the issues listed above can be understood in terms of the very straightforward notions of encounter and interaction. The issue of social justice and the ethics of tourism development and activities (of inclusion, equality, participation and consultation) can be explained in relation to the encounters between those who are exploited and marginalised and those who benefit from tourism. Responsible and informed tourism can be achieved as part of educative engagements; in other words the concept of encounter is important in understanding the relationships between those who inform, instruct and advise and those to whom information and guidance is disseminated.

How is sustainability in tourism addressed? Presumably in the arena in which tourists engage with nature and the communities they visit. How are unpredictable and unanticipated natural and political events analysed? Presumably by addressing the ways in hosts and guests encounter, interact with and respond to these events. It is not merely that there is engagement with natural and human-derived crises but also with those who are involved in these shared experiences. Furthermore, at the heart of our understanding of heritage tourism is the need to address the complex interactions and encounters between the multiple interest groups and stakeholders involved in the construction, selection, interpretation, representation, deployment, conservation and transformation of heritage, in both its tangible and intangible forms.

As for the next theme, embodiment is all about encounter and interaction. If you are expressing bodily reactions or you are involved in a touristic experience using a range of sensory devices then you are doing this in relation to others and/or material things out there. And finally, with regard to “mediatisation” the focus has to be on the relation between tourists and the images and imaginaries, and the symbols and representations of tourist assets. Furthermore, the interpretation of them must also be about engagements and encounters between those who access, receive and interpret and those who create and disseminate messages as well as engagements with the messages themselves.

Erik and Scott Cohen also propose a paradigm shift to overcome the impasse in the study of tourism and the dominance of Eurocentrism (2014). They pitch this primarily at the theoretical level. For them, what it means for tourism studies is that it becomes absorbed into a wider paradigm of “mobilities.” They also refer to Syed Farid Alatas’ call for the need for “alternative discourses,” which argues for the development of non-Western perspectives, an Asian logic and intelligibility, underpinned by the need to indigenise (or in this case Asianise) the social sciences (2006; and see Alneng 2002). However, the author remains sceptical about the possibility of the emergence of new paradigms, though in empirical terms the author has already argued, along with others, that it is imperative to encourage much more research by Asians on Asia and fully recognise Asian agendas (see Porananond and King 2014).

In this connection, if the author refers back to earlier debates in Southeast Asian studies, then we have been addressing calls for local or Asian theories and approaches since the 1960s at least (King 2001). The author does not think that these have yet emerged. On the empirical level, indeed there are opportunities to present and emphasise local interests, views, priorities and interpretations. Reminiscent of the very early post-war debates about the importance of moving away from Western-centred perspectives and constructing autonomous or domestic histories of Southeast Asia, we can of course agree with Tim Winter (2008, 2009) and his colleagues (see Winter et al. 2008) that we need “to centre” or “re-centre” scholarship from Asia, write histories of Asian tourism, build institutional support in Asia for the critical study of Asian tourism, address the imbalances between particular countries in Asia, and feed critical thinking into policy-making. However, the development of “grounded theory and alternative discourses,” as Winter himself notes, appears to be “the trickiest issue of all” (2008: 322). But, in response, do we require a paradigm shift to address these issues? The author suggests, in the first paper in this special issue that, rather than new paradigms and alternative discourses, we can continue to address these encounters and experiences in terms of the social science concepts currently available to us, although of course, where necessary, with suitable cross-cultural and contextual modification and qualification.

David Harrison, in his paper entitled “Development Theory and Tourism in Developing Countries: What Has Theory Ever Done for Us?” expresses a similar scepticism in relation to the relevance of theory or paradigms, in this case development theory, to research on tourism. Harrison suggests that, although relatively little research into the processes and effects of tourism has been based specifically on modernisation theory, the alternative discourses of world systems, underdevelopment and dependency theory have often been the basis of academic critiques of tourism as a tool for development. Nevertheless, these criticisms have rarely been taken up by policy-makers and governments, though popularised versions have been adopted by groups and movements opposed, in particular, to mass tourism (and capitalism). He further argues that while tourism sustainability is an obviously positive objective neither alternative tourism development nor sustainable tourism development are models or theories, and to award them the status of paradigms is mistaken. Overall he proposes that the days of grand theory in development studies are, in any case, over and that the agenda is now dominated by lower level concerns such as poverty alleviation, gender equality and basic needs—“a theoretically-informed empiricism.”

Harrison then suggests that if we reach this conclusion then for those involved in tourism research they have to rethink their current position and the future of research in this field. To this end he presents four important propositions: (1) Capitalism and international tourism will continue for the foreseeable future. He says, “Those who study and carry out research on international tourism need to be realistic. We must assume that international tourism will continue to expand. In addition, irrespective of our own ideologies, it is equally necessary to accept that virtually all tourism is going to be promoted through some form or another of capitalism“; (2) Large-scale [mass] tourism will continue to be the norm. He says, “Mass tourism dates back to the mid-nineteenth century and, in many respects, the processes through which it then occurred in developed societies are currently being repeated in developing societies“; (3) Alternative tourism is normally linked to and often dependent on mass tourism and will never replace it. He says, “[M]ost ‘alternative tourism’ is as capitalistic as mass tourism and, depending on definitions, might often be a variant of mass tourism,” and citing Weaver, “circumstantial alternative tourism (CAT)—remains small in scale only as a result of ‘pre-development dynamics, and not as a consequence of deliberate planning decisions and management decisions’” (2001: 164). Furthermore, “much alternative tourism not only supplements mass tourism… but is dependent upon it…. [and] it seems obvious that small-scale versions of alternative tourism will never replace mass tourism!“; and finally (4) International tourism is a cross-border activity linking individuals and institutions in developed and developing societies and needs to be conceptualised as operating in an international and systemic way. He says, “[I]t is no longer appropriate to focus on ‘development’ or, to use a more neutral term, social change, only in relation to developing societies… [r]egions within the ‘developed’ world are equally avid in seeking to increase tourist arrivals, the operation of many of the institutions involved, for example, transnational companies, criss-cross national boundaries, and the processes through which they operate are similar (or, at least, comparable) wherever they occur, involving both global processes and local reactions.”

On the basis of these propositions, Harrison constructs a “working model” of international tourism, one which incorporates the social, political and economic structures of the societies which generate tourists and those that receive them, as well as the role and structure of the tourist in these societies. He also includes the important variable of the nature of these societies in that this will affect, and in turn be affected by the emergence of tourism, tourist motivations, the variations in types of tourism, and the support for these different types of tourism in the hospitality, facilities and attractions provided. These developments in tourism provision are, in turn, reflected in the impact of tourism in destination societies, which includes the encounters and interactions between different kinds of tourists and residents or hosts. Finally, Harrison applies his proposals to some of the dimensions and elements of tourism development in ASEAN.

In the third general paper by T. C. Chang entitled “The Asian Wave and Critical Tourism Scholarship” we return to the theme of the rapid and substantial increase in domestic tourism and intra-Asian travel and their revenue generation potential, a theme pursued by Chang and his co-editors, Tim Winter and Peggy Teo earlier in an important book which served to reorient some of our thinking about tourism in Asia and its future directions (2008). As Chang demonstrates in a very obvious and statistical way, it is clear that Asians are on the move and more so than ever in seeking new experiences and relaxation, and for business and the search for sites for longer term sojourn, among other things; the mainland Chinese in particular are traversing Southeast Asia in large numbers. Chang therefore challenges, with reference to post-colonial critiques, the approaches and analyses which have been framed in terms of Western tourism experiences and presented as characteristic of universal tourism patterns and processes. His interesting and pertinent example of backpackers in Bangkok’s Khao San Road, its earlier domination and shaping by young non-Asian, primarily Western and Australian travellers, and the changes introduced when young Asians become involved in the same experience, but with different expectations, behaviours and motivations, is a case in point. But he also warns against homogenising the category of “Asian young backpacker“; it is not a unitary category.

Pursuing this line of reasoning he argues for a critical Asian/Southeast Asian tourism scholarship which consolidates research in the “Asianisation” of this field of studies. But Chang also warns against the proposition that Asian tourism is fundamentally different from Western tourism and that we should then simply discard those concepts and approaches which emerged from these earlier preoccupations. Although he tends towards the view that a new Asian tourism is emerging which requires a reorientation in our concepts and analyses, he emphasises that he does not wish to simply abandon those concepts and ideas which were generated in earlier tourism research and which still have or might have utility. His careful consideration of the need to retain a balance between what is useful from past research and what is developing from current research suggests again that we are not witnessing necessarily a paradigm shift in tourism studies on Asia.

He then contextualises this Asian-centred perspective by arguing that a “geography-matters” approach is important in the study of tourism in that post-colonialism raises questions about Western-generated tourism knowledge and concepts in addressing Asia, but the “geography-matters” approach emphasises the significance of local context and helps explain tourism outcomes, and differences and similarities across sites. Chang says, “[H]ow and why tourism develops in a particular manner (along with its impacts) depends on where it develops. Best practices in eco-tourism or dark tourism will thus be translated differently in different geographic locales because place-based factors—local state policies, community needs and interests, role of labour force and unions, or even local climates, histories, resources, etc.—all affect development plans and outcomes in their unique configurations.” More importantly, this approach encourages a focus on local agency “in subverting, negotiating or abetting tourism development.” Yet again his grounded approach in geography and his commitment to identifying particular sites of tourism activity suggests that he is not promoting a paradigm shift, even though he supports the move to a more Asia-centred tourism research agenda.

The three papers which follow focus specifically on Thailand and address particular issues in tourism in the northern and north-eastern regions of the country. They explore the potential for regional development in the north-eastern region (Isan) through the improved management and coordination of tourism businesses and activities; the ways in which tourist commoditisation transforms elements of traditional culture to do with cuisine in the northern city of Chiang Mai, which has become an important tourist centre; and finally how the Akha, an ethnic minority from the northern uplands, operating first of all as small-scale sellers of souvenirs, have successfully incorporated themselves into the tourism economy of Chiang Mai and then extended their activities to other tourist sites in the capital city Bangkok and in the tourist resorts of south Thailand.

First, Nara Huttasin’s, Hans Mommaas’s and Luuk Knippenberg’s paper evaluates tourism development in the Isan region of Thailand focusing on Ubon Ratchathani. Overall, Thailand has enjoyed a relatively high level of success in tourism development and marketing, but the benefits have been unequal in regional terms, in that the north and south of the country have done well but the Isan region continues to lag behind, although it offers cultural and ethnic diversity and a number of cultural heritage sites. To address this problem, the government of Thailand has launched the “Amazing Isan” campaign to replicate the successful 1997 “Amazing Thailand” campaign and to promote Isan as an inexpensive destination. This involves using tourism as a means to generate regional development by supporting tourism promotion and marketing, establishing tourism information centres, and improving infrastructure and accessibility by, for example, the development of the East-West Economic Corridor (EWEC) project to build roads linking Thailand to Myanmar, Laos and Vietnam.

Nara Huttasin et al. deploy Michael E. Porter’s so-called “Diamond model” which examines international competition from a microeconomic perspective (1990) to analyse tourism economic development in this region of Thailand in a competitive market. The model is used to draw attention to the issue of the competitiveness of regional tourism which in turn requires an efficient utilisation of resources by turning “unused” regional resources into “experience” products and hence economic outputs. According to Nara et al., the “experience” products comprise the service values delivered to tourists and the efficient management of such regional resources as the natural landscape, cultural heritage sites, the existing local small-scale economy and the production process with which tourism firms engage such as transport, accommodation, catering, providing information and organising tours, sight-seeing and entertainment.

Nara, Mommaas and Knippenberg argue that tourism development in Isan is still at a much lower level than it should be because it faces a number of constraints: among others, tourism entrepreneurs give insufficient attention to the quality of human resources, the use of existing knowledge resources, and the utilisation of more capital resources to improve product quality; there is also the lack of a skilled tourism workforce having language and technical skills and hospitality, service and human resource training; there is little coordination in the tourism value chain to enhance the quality of tourism services so that there is greater recognition of tourism activities in Isan by international tourism providers; and finally there is inadequate cooperation between the public and private sectors to coordinate labour supply and to identify market opportunities and threats so that the private sector can compete more effectively.

Implementing a more targeted economic information system is essential in that Nara et al.’s research reveals that the lack of data, together with the scattered and fragmented information available, make it difficult to assess the current status of tourism development in Ubon Ratchathani and the wider Isan region. The study suggests that a coordinated information system might facilitate the decision-making process of policy-makers and related parties so that there is a much more considered and strategic approach to the development of regional tourism in collating, targeting and disseminating relevant economic and business information on tourism and on identifying and taking advantage of the expanding opportunities in the Greater Mekong Sub-region.

Ploysri Porananond’s paper focuses on the transformation and construction of the Khun Tok Dinner as a tourist asset in the northern city of Chiang Mai. Although the Khun Tok refers specifically to a traditional round, low table which was used for serving meals in the ancient Lanna Kingdom, of which Chiang Mai was the capital, it so happened that in 1953, it gave its name to a form of modern party that used the traditional utensil as an appropriate symbol of Lanna culture. This marked the beginning of the transformation of Lanna traditional cuisine and the Khun Tok into a modern style dinner for upper class Chiang Mai residents. Later, this construction of the Khun Tok Dinner was then imitated by local Buddhist groups to host visitors to Chiang Mai. However, in the context of the subsequent development of tourism and the establishment of the Cultural Centre of Old Chiang Mai in 1975, the Khun Tok Dinner increasingly became a tourist attraction. Dancing in traditional costumes was also introduced and in this process of increasing commercialisation only easily cooked Lanna dishes were made available and a limited menu provided, despite the fact that the traditional Lanna cuisine was very varied. Khun Tok Dinner restaurants were then established in the city of Chiang Mai explicitly to cater for the expanding tourism market.

It took only around 60 years for this transformation to take place. From 1953 when the Khun Tok Dinner was established by a prominent citizen of Chiang Mai, Mr Kraisri Nimmanahaeminda, to welcome his friends to a special event; today it is used to welcome tourists and other customers to the special Khun Tok restaurants in the city. What we also witness here in the process of the touristification of an original cuisine is what we might term a “double transformation.” The Khun Tok Dinner was the product of a constructed event in the early 1950s, which drew on certain elements of Lanna culture. It was then further appropriated by the Cultural Centre in Chiang Mai to become a “signifier” of Lanna culture but also a cultural experience designed for tourists. And subsequently it became incorporated as part of the general tourist encounter of Lanna culture in Chiang Mai.

Ploysri Porananond demonstrates through her historical analysis of this element of Lanna culture how a traditional artefact can become the symbol of an invented tradition in the context of the development of tourism. Its original meaning and importance has therefore been lost in its transformation into a cultural attraction for tourists. It is used deliberately to symbolise the “otherness” of Lanna culture and to express the identity of Chiang Mai as a centre for the celebration of Lanna culture for tourists. Ploysri’s paper also provides a valuable contribution to the developing field of study which focuses on the relationship between tourism, food (its ingredients, combinations, styles) and culture.

Finally, Alexander Trupp examines ethnic minority souvenir businesses in Thailand and their expansion into Thailand’s urban and beachside tourist areas such as Chiang Mai, Bangkok, Phuket and Koh Samui. As a case study, it focuses on Akha street vendors who have moved, either on a temporary or permanent basis, into some of Thailand’s major tourist sites to sell souvenirs. Trupp’s paper also considers Akha migratory processes which have been directed to Thailand’s urban tourist areas in order to analyse agency perspectives of these small-scale entrepreneurs as well as their integration into social, political and economic structures.

Trupp indicates that several transformations in the highlands such as land-loss, destruction of traditional village structures, improvements in transport, and the development of international tourism encouraged Akha to move into the souvenir business; and these opportunities gave the Akha spaces to become more entrepreneurial by taking over production, distribution and the adaptation of their products in response to tourist demand. To achieve these objectives they then activated social relations with neighbouring ethnic groups, deploying their social capital for souvenir and raw material acquisition and the transfer of information relevant for business start-ups. The ethnic minority souvenir businesses were initiated by external actors but it paved the way for an increasing number of Akha who have gone into business for themselves and then moved to other tourist areas in the south.

For most sellers, Chiang Mai was the starting point, facilitated by transportation improvements so that the distance between Chiang Mai and the northern Akha villages was no longer relevant. Today, the Akha vendor social networks have further expanded and facilitated an extension of Akha souvenir businesses to Bangkok and beachside destinations. There are popular sales areas in Chiang Mai night bazaar and the Khao San road in Bangkok which afford the opportunity for migrants to meet and exchange experiences about sales conditions throughout the country. Akha vendors have become part of the country’s tourist and commercial landscape, but their work is neither formally recognised by state institutions nor supported by NGOs.

Trupp argues that though economic pressure and livelihood survival seem to be the main factors explaining Ahka involvement in the tourism business and migration, non-economic factors are also important, including rather negative previous employment experiences which have led to the desire for occupational independence, the possibility to live a life together with a partner, the chance to escape individual or communal histories, and the desire to experience something new. Therefore, Trupp demonstrates that the case of Akha migration into urban and beachside tourist sites have been generated by more than a purely economic survival strategy as neoclassical migration theory has argued.

The three case studies illustrate again the importance of detailed empirical material to engage with local responses to the opportunities which tourism offers in the outer regions of Thailand. Even Nara Huttasin’s use of the Porter model demonstrates that it is a relatively low level conceptual tool rather than a paradigm, whilst the papers by Ploysri Porananond and Alexander Trupp provide evidence of local initiatives in inventing traditions and selling souvenirs. It is the author’s view that both the general papers and the case studies suggest that a paradigm shift in tourism studies is an unlikely outcome in the near future. We must, however, most certainly shift our focus to Asian tourism within Asia, and to domestic tourism within nation-states within Asia. However, in the author’s view, which is supported by the papers in this special issue, this refocused research agenda does not require a new or alternative theoretical or paradigmatic discourse. Relationships, encounters, behaviours, representation, imaging and symbolisation, can be appropriately addressed by well-established, low-level social science concepts, which do not have the status of theories or paradigms.

NOTES
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ABSTRACT

The field of tourism studies has generated the same kinds of issues and problems as other multidisciplinary fields of study including area studies. This paper reflects on the progress of tourism research in Southeast Asia from the early 1990s when the field began to gain some momentum. These reflections help chart the ways in which research develops and the reasons that it takes the pathways that it does. Many of the issues which have been addressed recently in debates in area studies, especially with regard to the definition of and rationale for Southeast Asian Studies are also evident in tourism studies and it is worthwhile to compare different multidisciplinary endeavours. The main concerns relate to the definition and rationale of a field of studies in a globalising post-modern world, as well as concerns about methodology, concepts and theories. These issues also require critical observations on recent attempts to move the agenda of tourism research forward, in particular in relation to the sociology of “mobilities.” Instead, the concept of “encounter” is reintroduced as a productive way to think about and analyse tourism activities.
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INTRODUCTORY REMARKS

Research on tourism in Southeast Asia has reached something of an impasse in recent years given both the expansion of activities which are now perceived as in some sense “touristic” but do not necessarily conform to the traditional conception of tourism activity and the fact that the central defining element of tourism (which comprises discretionary mobility) is now implicated in other kinds of “mobilities.” Even the major conceptual and analytical device of “social and cultural encounter” deployed during the past four decades for addressing social interactions and engagements in tourism between “hosts” and “guests” is derived directly from social science disciplinary perspectives (see, for example, Berg 2001; Boissevain 1979; Mead 1934; Wolfe 2011) and is not specific to the field of tourism studies. Yet the concept of encounter remains central to our understanding of tourism as a field of social and cultural relations.

In this regard, Valene Smith’s long-established categorisation of the touristic encounter between “hosts” and “guests” (1977), though subject to subsequent critical scrutiny as a too simple conceptualisation of what happens in the tourist arena, is still used in a highly modified and more complex fashion to understand what happens when people undertake discretionary journeys away from home for leisure and pleasure (see, for example, Aramberri 2001; Davis et al. 1988; Jurowski et al. 1997; Sherlock 2001; Swain 1995; Valentine 2008). Indeed, Smith developed further her dual categorisation in a revised edition of her book (1989a, 1989b) and then in a “revisiting” exercise (Smith and Brent 2001).

It is important to contextualise this discussion in emphasising the importance of the concept of encounters in tourism research by reviewing some of the major developments in research on tourism and its consequences in Southeast Asia and Asia more widely during the past two decades. Research on tourism as with other fields of study in which the author has been involved (including area studies [Southeast Asian Studies and East Asian Studies], development studies, environmental studies, museum studies, heritage studies) is multidisciplinary in character. In the author’s view it encourages, indeed he would go further and propose that it requires a particular approach to conceptualisation and empirical research (see, for example, King 2009a and Cohen 2013). Instead of grand theory and paradigmatic development, multidisciplinary approaches depend on a rather more modest, ad hoc, eclectic, disparate approach to the research process. In this regard, the author suggests that the concept of “encounter” is just such a low-level concept directed to the analysis of empirical material. This conceptual discussion might then assist us in addressing recent attempts to promote a paradigm shift in tourism studies, about which the author is deeply sceptical, and to locate this field firmly within the study of “mobilities” (King 2012, 2014a, 2015). The author should also emphasise that, though he has been involved in multidisciplinary studies for most of his academic career, first and foremost, he has always situated himself in disciplinary terms as a sociologist/anthropologist. In the author’s view, multidisciplinary studies are highly problematical and increasingly so in the post-modern era of globalisation, as the author shall endeavour to demonstrate later in this paper.


Nevertheless, many of the issues which the author and others have been addressing recently and with great intensity in the field of area studies are also evident in the field of what has come to be called tourism studies, and it may be useful for different fields of multidisciplinary study to compare notes (King 2014b). These matters relate to the problems of delimiting and providing a rationale for a particular multidisciplinary field of studies, as well as concerns about methodology, concepts, theories and ethics, and the relationships to the major social science and humanities disciplines.

Up until the 1970s there was no clearly demarcated field of studies which one could label “tourism.” Usually the reference was to the sociology, anthropology, economics, geography or the politics of tourism, or broadly to “tourism development.” Yet with the launching of such journals as Annals of Tourism Research in 1973, and the publication of key texts around the same time (see for example Graburn 1976; MacCannell 1976; Smith 1977) the field began to consolidate as a recognisable focus of academic endeavour with the introduction of teaching and research programmes, academic appointments, departments, schools, colleges, conferences, workshops, seminars, and an increasing numbers of journals and publication series devoted to tourism (and hospitality) studies. Tourism studies therefore began to consolidate and take shape from a rather nascent, embryonic form during the 1980s (Cohen 2013).

Yet the issue of definition and demarcation remains a problem in that, in the author’s view, tourism studies does not have a set of explicitly delimited and agreed problems and issues to address nor any coherent and coordinated theoretical or methodological approaches. The same can be said for area or regional studies in these respects and the circumstances of regional studies and indeed tourism studies are rendered more precarious in the era of globalisation when boundaries and borders are crossed and transcended, and become of decreasing importance (see King 2006).

THE ADVANTAGES OF TOURISM RESEARCH IN A REGIONAL CONTEXT

Having drawn attention to the problematique of tourism studies, it requires at least an attempt to demonstrate what the field of tourism studies has to offer to those of us who are firmly located in disciplinary-based studies. The attractions of tourism research in the late 1980s and early 1990s, which was when the author became interested in it as a serious academic subject of enquiry, was that he was already engaged in multidisciplinary regional studies and tourism as a significant developmental process in Southeast Asia offered a particularly fruitful way to bring several different disciplinary perspectives together (sociology, anthropology, economics, political science, history and geography) to work on a common set of problems or issues within a regional context. However, the comparative project on tourism development in Thailand, Malaysia and Indonesia in which the author was involved some 25 years ago comprised several researchers in collaboration, who nevertheless remained firmly within their own academic disciplines.

Furthermore, research in this field in Southeast Asia, though exceptionally rich in empirical detail had tended to focus on particular cases and countries and had not adopted more ambitious comparative, cross-national, region-wide perspectives. Research was patchy and piecemeal and heavily concentrated in a limited number of sites (King 2009b). Nevertheless, there was a store of material relevant to the development of comparative studies, available from the 1990s. It included studies by, among others, Erik Cohen on a range of topics in Thailand, including hill tribe trekking in the north, sex tourism and prostitution in Bangkok, and beach and bungalow tourism in the south (1972, 1979a, 1979b, 1982a, 1982b, 1984a, 1984b, 1985a, 1985b, 1986, 1988a, 1988b, 1993); Michel Picard on culture and the process of cultural “touristification” in Bali (1990a, 1990b, 1993, 1995, 1996, 1997), and the early work on the positive and negative impacts of Balinese tourism by Philip Frick McKean (1977); Linda Richter on the political dimensions and uses of tourism in the Philippines (1989, 1993, 1999); Robert Wood on the relationships between tourism development, ethnicity and the state in Southeast Asia generally (1980, 1984); and Kathleen Adams’ work on ethnic tourism among the Toraja of Sulawesi, Indonesia (1993, 1995, 1997a, 1997b, 1998a, 1998b), as well as studies by Toby Alice Volkman (1985) and Eric Crystal (1977) on the Toraja.

Moreover, during the 1990s the processes which were having and would increasingly have significant effects on the societies and cultures of Southeast Asia were being generated by tourism. As a major growth industry in the developing economies of Southeast Asia and as a sector given increasing emphasis in national development plans, it was important to understand the dynamics and consequences of tourism-generated pressures on urban and rural communities, and on natural landscapes, and the effects of commoditisation and tourism promotion and representation on local cultures. In addition, the pressures which were being exerted were not only derived from international tourism, but increasingly from domestic and intra-Asian tourism as well.


Finally, even by the 1990s there were already interesting conceptual developments in tourism studies, though the concepts were not generated within tourism studies itself but were drawn on from mainstream sociological, anthropological, political-economy and historical work in such areas as the construction of identities and the nation (Anderson 1983/1991), the relationship between local communities and the state (Robertson 1984), the construction, translation and transformation of culture and tradition (Clifford and Marcus 1986; Clifford 1988, 1997; Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983; Wood 1993, 1997), Western cultural hegemony (Said 1978, 1993), the “tourist gaze” (Urry 1990/2002, 1993, 1995), and the interfaces between tourism, anthropology, the sociology of development, and the cultural politics of identity (see, for example, Graburn 1983, 1987, 1989, 1997; Lanfant 1995a, 1995b; MacCannell 1984, 1992; Nash, 1981, 1984, 1989, 1996). In the author’s view, a decisive contribution to sociological and anthropological perspectives on tourism is the edited book by Dennison Nash (2007).

EARLY CONTRIBUTIONS

One of the author’s early collaborative contributions to the understanding of Southeast Asian tourism from a multidisciplinary perspective was the co-edited book Tourism in South-East Asia (Hitchcock et al. 1993). The authors decided to organise a multidisciplinary conference in 1991 (as a complement to the authors’ own research) and from which the book emerged, and invite some of the then luminaries of tourism research on Southeast Asia and other developing countries to take part in the conference and contribute to the book, or, if they could not attend, as Erik Cohen and Kadir Din could not, then at least to consider writing a piece for the edited volume (the book included chapters by Erik Cohen, Kadir Din, Michel Picard, Linda Richter, Tom Selwyn, Thea Sinclair, David Wilson and Robert Wood). At this stage in research on tourism in Southeast Asia, the main preoccupations were issues of culture and identity, the invention of tradition and cultural authenticity (including representation, staging, imaging and, in Picard’s terms, “touristification”); these themes were especially important given the significance of cultural and ethnic tourism in Southeast Asia. The authors were also concerned with the impacts of tourism on culture and nature, the economic and political effects of tourism, and its historical development in the region.

Even at this time in the first half of the 1990s, the concept of the “tourist gaze” and the too simple categorisation and distinction between “hosts and guests” were being questioned, and concerns about the sustainability of tourist sites and local communities were being expressed as a result not just of visitor pressures and the accompanying developments which these occasioned, but also the increasing commercialisation and commoditisation which tourism was generating. Moreover, already the expansion of what was considered to be “the touristic” was beginning to be addressed in relation to the “newly emerging tourisms.” On the other hand those concerned with how tourism should be managed and planned focused on the policy and practical dimensions of tourism development. In addition, although the authors devoted some attention to ecotourism and national park management, this was not a major focus of the volume at that time, nor, to any significant extent, did we address issues of heritage tourism, especially arising from the increasing visitor interest in tangible cultural heritage.

A final area of interest was in the understanding of touristic interactions. Obviously this concern with encounters was captured appositely, as already indicated, in Valene Smith’s dual categorisation of “hosts” and “guests” (1977, 1989a, 1989b), and it has certainly remained central to our recent work on heritage sites (see King 2015; and see Hitchcock et al. 2010), though this simple categorical opposition is no longer tenable and has required elaboration and modification. But it remains the author’s view that our understanding of encounters (which for the author includes both chance and planned or arranged meetings, and those which are one-off or multiple) is still the central focus of the tourist experience; these encounters comprise not only person-to-person relationships, but also those which operate group to group (or at least comprise interactions between members and/or representatives of groups), and those between local communities and national and international bodies and agencies, as well as interactions within electronic and media networks (which includes the whole issue of images and representations), between individuals and information provided in material form (guidebooks, tourist and government agency literature, books on travel, signage and displays at sites), and between individuals and material objects (in museums, exhibition centres, at archaeological and heritage sites, in natural landscapes). Encounters between people can be and still frequently are cross-ethnic, cross-cultural and cross-national; but with the rapid increase in travel, leisure and tourism within national boundaries, and between more or less common culture areas in such regions as Asia, then the cross-cultural dimension should not be overemphasised.

As has already been debated in tourism studies circles, we have to deconstruct the categories “hosts” and “guests,” but underlying this categorisation is the realisation that tourism, by its very nature, as a process and event that requires and is defined by discretionary mobility, generates encounters. What is more, these interactions and behaviours (in bodily expressions, language, dress and so on), the motivations and interpretations implicated in them, and the character of them, for example whether they are one-off, fleeting and temporary, or they generate some kind of continuity, and finally, the consequences of these comings together are part-and-parcel of the everyday business of social scientists, especially sociologists and anthropologists, in their attempts to comprehend social and cultural life. Moreover, these interactions can be reciprocal or adversarial or both, and they can generate their opposite: avoidance and evasion.

SUBSEQUENT DEVELOPMENTS

In the early 1990s and during the next decade, researchers in tourism studies continued to address such issues as culture and identity or ethnicity; imaging, symbolism and representation (Yamashita et al. 1997); as well as the problematical concepts of authenticity (Cohen 1988a); the tourist gaze (Urry 1993); and “hosts” and “guests” (Smith 1989a, 1989b, 2001 with Brent); the consequences of the process of commercialisation of tourist assets, particularly culture and the incorporation of minority groups into the tourist industry’s agenda (see, for example, Picard and Wood 1997), and globalisation and cross-national flows (Teo et al. 2001). These issues were the bread-and-butter of sociological and anthropological analysis, and we witnessed then, in Southeast Asia at least, an emerging interest on the part of several governments and tourist authorities in the region in ecotourism. The five s’s in Southeast Asian tourism in the 1970s and 1980s (sun, sea, sand, shopping and sex; and see Crick 1989) were given a dressing of “eco” in the 1990s, wrapped up in the expressed concerns of government to operate sustainable and manageable kinds of tourism, and to involve and consult with local communities (in a community-based approach) in this process. There was a subsequent increase in research on national parks, natural landscapes, seascapes, trekking, diving and wildlife, the conceptualisation of nature and the ways in which tourists engaged with it; ecologists, environmentalists and geographers moved into this field in increasing numbers. Moreover, this was of special interest to the author in the author’s involvement in environmental research at that time and the deep concern that many of us were expressing about the destruction of a range of habitats, particularly rainforests in Southeast Asia.

Another emerging interest in the 1990s, which Michael Hitchcock and the author then addressed in a conference panel of the Association of Southeast Asian Studies in the United Kingdom hosted by the School of Oriental and African Studies in 2001 was heritage and heritage tourism. The proceedings of that panel appeared as Tourism and Heritage in South-East Asia (Hitchcock and King 2003a, 2003b, 2003c) which appeared as a special issue of the journal Indonesia and the Malay World. It was here that the authors’ preoccupations with world heritage began to become apparent. The journal issue contained articles on several United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) World Heritage Sites: George Town and Melaka (though these were not inscribed until 2008), Angkor and Komodo National Park. The authors also became increasingly interested with what we referred to as “discourses with the past,” and a lead article by Ian Glover emphasised the ways in which prehistory, classical history and archaeological sites had been increasingly politicised in Southeast Asia to serve various national government agendas in nation-building and national identity construction (2003: 16–30). Developing our earlier concerns with symbolisation and imaging, we also devoted attention to the negotiations over heritage, the tensions and conflicts it generates, and the ways in which it is interpreted and presented.

With regard to their recent overview of current issues in the sociological study of tourism some 15 to 20 years on from these early developments in tourism research, it is interesting that Erik and Scott Cohen draw attention to the importance of heritage tourism and environmental sustainability in the current tourism studies agenda, and, in terms of sustainability in particular, to the associated concerns with social justice and equality in tourism, as three of seven themes which continue to exercise us (2012a; and see below). Clearly these emerging interests in the 1990s and early 2000s have been sustained into the present.

To provide a context for these developments in tourism research in Southeast Asia and the wider Asia-Pacific during the 1990s and into the current millennium, we should note that we witnessed a boom in both international and domestic tourism, particularly in the then newly-industrialising countries of Singapore, Malaysia, Indonesia, Thailand and the Philippines and in more developed destinations in East and South Asia: Hong Kong, Japan, Taiwan, South Korea, Sri Lanka and India. There were also signs of increasing national interest in the economic potential of tourism in such countries as Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, Myanmar, Nepal and Bhutan (see King 2008: 2). This rapid expansion in tourism was accompanied by a substantial increase in publications, some of which made important theoretical and empirical contributions; others were in the form of surveys, compilations and teaching texts, but were nevertheless worthwhile additions to the literature. Within the space of six years we saw the publication of: Shinji Yamashita, Kadir H. Din and J. S. Eades, Tourism and Cultural Development in Asia and Oceania (1997); Michel Picard and Robert E. Wood, Tourism, Ethnicity and the State in Asian and Pacific Societies (1997); C. Michael Hall, Tourism in the Pacific Rim: Developments, Impacts and Markets (1997); C. Michael Hall and Stephen Page, Tourism in the Pacific: Issues and Cases (1997); F. M. Go and C. L. Jenkins, Tourism and Economic Development in Asia and Australasia (1997); Peggy Teo and T. C. Chang, Tourism in Southeast Asia (1998); Michael J. Hatton, Community-based Tourism in the Asia-Pacific (1999); C. Michael Hall and Stephen Page, Tourism in South and Southeast Asia: Issues and Cases (2000); K[aye] S. Chon, Tourism in Southeast Asia: A New Direction (2000); Peggy Teo, T. C. Chang and K. C. Ho, Interconnected Worlds: Tourism in Southeast Asia (2001); Jean Michaud and Michel Picard, Tourisme et Sociétés Locales en Asie Orientale (2001, a special issue of Anthropologie et Sociétés); Tan Chee-Beng, Sidney C. H. Cheung and Yang Hui, Tourism, Anthropology and China (2001); Alan L. Lew, Lawrence Yu, John Ap and Zhang Guangrui, Tourism in China (2003); and Shinji Yamashita, Bali and Beyond: Explorations in the Anthropology of Tourism (2003a). There were also important papers which attempted to capture the trajectories and major features and issues of tourism in Southeast Asia at that time (for example, Pearce 2001; Sofield 2000, 2001; Wall 2001; Yamashita 2003b).

Given this rising level of interest, the author and co-editors decided to attempt to capture developments over the past two decades in a radically revised edition of their earlier edited book on tourism in Southeast Asia (1993) to produce Tourism in Southeast Asia: Challenges and New Directions (Hitchcock et al. 2009). The intention of this new edition of Tourism was to retain some of the original contributors and persuade them to cover and reflect on developments in their own fields of interest within tourism research over the past 15 years or so. Among others, Michel Picard and Linda Richter graciously acceded to the authors’ requests, as original contributors to the 1993 volume, but then the authors wanted to access recent or new developments in tourism research, especially from early career researchers like Yuk Wah Chan on sex tourism and Chinese-Vietnamese interactions in northern Vietnam and Jonathan Bennett on private involvement in the Vietnamese tourism industry. The authors were also fortunate in securing the interest and commitment of some established figures in research on Southeast Asian tourism who had not contributed to their earlier projects but who had been undertaking research in the region during the past two decades or so, among them Kathleen Adams, Heidi Dahles, Mark Hampton, David Harrison, Shinji Yamashita and I Nyoman Darma Putra.

On reflection, what the author thinks the volume achieved was to widen the range of our deliberations of encounters and interactions (in terms of such organisational principles as ethnicity, social class and gender) and to extend the researchers’ coverage of areas which the authors had neglected in the 1990s, especially in the fields of the politics of arts and handicrafts, terrorism and tourism (another theme selected by Erik and Scott Cohen in their review [2012a]), sex tourism, and intra-regional and domestic tourism in Southeast Asia. The authors also continued with the focus on political ecology and ecotourism. Furthermore, so popular was the attention to heritage at the time that the authors were editing the book that they decided to produce a separate companion volume devoted exclusively to this theme: Heritage Tourism in Southeast Asia (Hitchcock et al. 2010).

Other evidence of this expanding interest in cultural heritage and tourism at that time is relatively easy to find (see, for example, Harrison 2005; Harrison and Hitchcock 2005; and Adams 2003, 2005, 2006). More recently the volume edited by Bruce Prideaux, Dallen J. Timothy and K[aye] S. Chon, Cultural and Heritage Tourism in Asia and the Pacific (2008) has appeared to give further weight to the increasing concerns about the relationship between tourism and heritage. There is also the substantial Routledge Handbook of Heritage in Asia edited by Patrick Daly and Tim Winter, and their introductory overview (Winter and Daly 2012), which covers issues of tourism and heritage as well as intra-Asian tourism (2012); the volume also contains the important chapter by William Logan (2012). Most recently a lavishly illustrated volume by William Chapman, A Heritage of Ruins: The Ancient Sites of Southeast Asia and their Conservation (2012, and see King 2014a), though not directed specifically to tourism issues, addresses in a bold, comparative way, UNESCO monumental and other sites in Southeast Asia, which are major and rapidly increasing foci of tourist visitor interest.

In pushing the heritage agenda forward, the author has also recently completed an edited volume on UNESCO World Heritage Sites in the region (King 2015). This provides some of the results of the major comparative project on World Heritage Sites (WHS) in which the author and colleagues (Michael Hitchcock, Michael Parnwell and Janet Cochrane) have been involved since 2009 and draws on recent research from other colleagues who have been working in and on UNESCO sites; all the seven countries which had WHS in 2013 are included in the volume with 17 inscribed sites covered (nine cultural and eight natural sites) and one site on the Indonesian Tentative List, Muara Jambi in Sumatra. The WHS examined are: in the Philippines, the cultural site of Vigan in northern Luzon, and the natural sites Puerto Princesca Underground River National Park in Palawan and Tubbataha Reefs Marine Park in the Sulu Sea; in Indonesia, the two important cultural sites of Prambanan and Borobudur in Java, and the most recently inscribed Cultural Landscape of Bali: the Subak System as a Manifestation of the Tri Hita Kerana Philosophy, and three natural sites, The Tropical Rainforest Heritage of Sumatra, Ujong Kulon National Park in Java and Komodo National Park in eastern Indonesia; in Malaysia, the dual cultural site of Melaka and George Town: the Historic Cities of the Straits of Malacca, and the two Malaysian natural sites of Kinabalu National Park in Sabah and Gunung Mulu National Park in Sarawak; in Thailand, the historic cultural site of Ayutthaya; in the Lao PDR, the cultural site of Luang Prabang; in Cambodia, the important cultural site of Angkor; and in Vietnam, the cultural site of Hoi An and the natural site of Phong Nha-Ke Bang Nature Reserve.

In this volume we return to the issue of encounters, among other things, in that these global sites which are located and precisely demarcated in national territories, mark out spaces for complex interactions between the various interest groups and stakeholders involved. Importantly the character and consequences of these interactions, as well as the pressures exerted on the sites from visitors and from other developmental forces, present those management bodies responsible for them with often difficult problems in coordinating, balancing and hopefully resolving some of the competing interests and tensions between conservation and protection, and tourism development and government priorities in deploying and presenting their heritage for national purposes. What has also emerged is the importance of these sites, not only as global sites which are visited by international tourists, but also significantly as domestic sites visited by their own citizens, often with different motives for visiting from many of those who come from outside the state.

“ASIA ON TOUR,” GLOBAL-LOCAL AND DIFFERENTIATED TOURISMS

First, tourism research in the last 10 to 15 years in the Asian region has been focusing increasingly on intra-Asian and domestic tourism, travel and leisure and the consequences of the increasing “domestication” of tourism which raises new issues in the field of tourism studies, though not paradigmatic ones (see, for example, Singh 2011; Winter 2007, 2009; Winter et al. 2008; and see Teo et al. 2001); second, there is the complex issue of the tensions between the wider processes of globalisation and international market forces and the policies and practices of national governments, in such areas as cultural tourism and heritage (see Winter and Daly 2012; Daly and Winter 2012); and thirdly, there is the need to address the development of new kinds of tourism experience alongside already established ones (new and emerging tourisms include: medical and wellness, educational/study/internship/volunteer, religious/spiritual/pilgrimage, festivals and fiesta, visiting friends and relatives, business, accommodation exchange, sports, gambling, popular culture pilgrimage, adventure/dark, battlefields/war, and retirement, long-stay and sojourning (see, for example, Cochrane 2008; Porananond and King 2014). These developments present a much more demanding agenda for tourism studies in that the boundaries between what was defined (and usually based on Western experiences, as “touristic”), require re-conceptualisation. Moreover, these new kinds of discretionary travel can no longer be contained within the field of what was defined as tourism when this field of studies became increasingly institutionalised from the 1980s.

Tim Winter’s focus on Asian tourism in Asia raises the related issue that tourism research on intra-Asian and domestic tourism is, as he states forcefully, “institutionally and intellectually ill equipped to understand and interpret the new era we are now entering” (2009: 21; and see Alneng 2002; Nyiri 2006, 2008). These concerns have provoked many considered responses (see, for example, Cohen and Cohen 2014). But one solution is very clearly “the cultivation of critical scholarship within the region itself [which] will not only help overcome the field’s Anglo-Western centrism but also help us better comprehend the profound societal changes now occurring through Asian mobility” (Winter 2008: 324; and see King 2008: 104–136, 2010, 2012). Erik and Scott Cohen have recently attempted a novel approach to resolving this issue of Eurocentrism in tourism research by advocating the adoption of the so-called “mobilities” paradigm (2014, 2015). Therefore, there have been increasing demands to develop our conceptualisation of the character, experiences, encounters and motivations of local, national and intra-regional tourism rather than to continue to base our concepts on Western-Asian interactions and Western tourism transformations (and see Lew et al. 2014).

There has been a noticeable shift in emphasis in recent years to encourage Asian scholarship on Asian tourism, which aside from matters of policy, marketing, management, organisation and training in the tourism and hospitality industry (which is exemplified especially well in K. S. Chon’s book [2000]), should embrace multidisciplinary approaches and perspectives on such critical issues as power and marginality, representation and imaging, and local community involvement. However, the author has been conscious for some time of the problematical distinction which is still made (and which the author has made in previous publications) between domestic and international (or Asian and non-Asian) tourism when the patterns of mobility, residence and work are increasingly shifting and unstable and the frequency and ease of movement have increased significantly in the post-modern world. Thus, the division of tourists into domestic (or local) and international (or foreign), though the author continues to use it as a short-hand, generates several problems in a world of “liquid modernity” (Bauman 2000). Erik and Scott Cohen direct us to the other processes at work in a globalising world: the increasing pace of change and the accelerating speed of our everyday lives; the Giddenesque time-space compression; our overwhelming saturation in information; the “fragmentation of lifestyles“; the ever-increasing risk, uncertainty and insecurity, personally, locally, nationally and internationally; pervasive consumerism and commoditisation; “cultural pluralisation,” and the “de-differentiation of social domains” (2012a).

In cooperation with colleagues in Thailand, the author and colleagues have been attempting recently to encourage more scholarship on tourism within Asia itself. In a recent co-edited book Rethinking Asian Tourism (Porananond and King 2014), the authors have provided some of the latest developments in on-going local research on tourism in Southeast Asia and the wider Asia (in geographical terms specifically on Thailand, Vietnam, Indonesia, the Philippines, Malaysia, Hong Kong, Japan and Korea). In pursuing the project to “Asianise” the field of Asian tourism studies most of the chapters in this volume give expression to Asian scholarship; 16 of the 17 chapters have been written or part-written by Asian scholars working in Asia, and 15 of the 18 contributors are from the region. Several of the chapters also address the importance of understanding touristic encounters between Asians. One of the purposes of the international conference from which these papers emerged on “Tourism and Culture in Asia,” at Chiang Mai University, Thailand, 17–18 November 2013, was also to establish a network of programmes, departments, and institutions involved in tourism studies and training across Asia to underpin the future development of cross-national collaboration in multidisciplinary research.

The author must re-emphasise that the authors recognised, in the process of preparing this volume, that not only is a clear-cut distinction difficult to make between domestic and international tourists because the boundaries are fuzzy and overlap, but that the two categories themselves need to be unpacked and differentiated into a range of more subtly and finely tuned sub-categories. For example, there is now a rapidly expanding group of foreign, retired senior citizens who have settled in such countries as Malaysia and Thailand, and who come from other parts of Asia (including Japan and Korea), from Australia and the West; with the considerable leisure time that they have at their disposal, they also undertake activities and pursuits which are tourist-like. There are in addition foreign sojourners who continue to reside in their home country but who spend extended periods in another country; often they will have their own accommodation there (a holiday home, an apartment or regular lodgings). On the other hand, there are citizens of a particular country who live and work abroad and return periodically to see family and friends, or they are part of Southeast Asian diasporas in Western Europe, North America, Australia and New Zealand, as well as increasingly in other parts of the world, who return home for extended breaks from time to time. They may or may not retain citizenship in their country of origin. There are also now large numbers, and increasing numbers of expatriate workers in Southeast Asia, again residing there for extended periods of time, and who, during their leisure time, often do what tourists do; some are “hosts” working in the local hospitality industry. And there are the “footloose” travellers and sojourners, who have no permanent base, but who move from place to place when inclination and circumstances suggest it.

Much has also been written about the different categories of international tourists: short-stay, long-stay, package (high-end) tourists, budget travellers, back-packers and independents, informed heritage and eco-tourists, relatively uninformed pleasure-seekers (the sun, sea, sand, shopping [and sometimes sex] syndrome), pilgrims, businesspeople with leisure time, those in search of themselves and hoping to find some meaning in their lives in cross-cultural encounters, those who remain untroubled about authenticity and meaning and are in search of new experiences and often just plain fun and enjoyment, and then there are the further complications concerning those tourists who are from different ethnic, national, and social class backgrounds, of different gender and so on.

The author’s recent surfing of tourism classifications and a glance at Wikipedia finds 83 different categories of types of tourism (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Category:Types_of_tourism), though some of these are problematical, and the number of publications devoted exclusively or in part to the classification of tourists and tourism, and of course the range of tourist experiences is truly substantial (see, for example, Cohen 1972, 1979a, 1979b, 1984b; Wang 1999, 2000). In more specific terms, Von Egmond has revealed just how complex the category of “Western tourists” is, let along tourists from other parts of the world (2007). And then take any category of tourist and tourism—cultural tourists and tourism, for example—and complexity abounds (McKercher 2002). This complexity is intimately interconnected with the expansion and differentiation of the experience and contexts of personal mobility; many more of us are now on the move so that tourism is now part of wider social, cultural, economic and political processes of movement and should, as Erik and Scott Cohen suggest (2012a, 2014) increasingly be thought about within the sociological and geographical study of “mobilities” (though the author will return to a consideration of this shortly). A significant voice in this field of research has been John Urry who has more recently moved on from his seminal concerns with the “tourist gaze” (2000, 2007), and, in association with Kevin Hannam and Mimi Sheller, has been concerned to develop our understanding of what he refers to as the “sociology of mobilities” (and see Hannam, Sheller and Urry 2006; Hannam 2014; Hannam and Knox 2010; Sheller and Urry 2004, 2006; Sheller 2011; and see Adey, Bissell, Hannam, Merriman and Sheller 2014).

Obviously the need to identify, name, delimit and classify particular phenomena is used not only to handle complexity, but it is also one of the crucial analytical devices in much of tourism studies to objectify tourism “as a thing, a product, a behavior…. [and] in particular an economic thing” (Franklin and Crang 2001: 6). One major result of this positivist approach has been the endless classifications of types of tourist and tourism. As Franklin and Crang argue persuasively in explaining how research in tourism has attempted to address a rapidly expanding field of studies, we have witnessed the construction of “ever finer subdivisions and more elaborate typologies as though these might eventually form a classificatory grid in which tourism could be defined and regulated” (Franklin and Crang 2001). Of course, as they (and we) recognise typologies do play a role in research; they also tend to appear during the early stages of the development of a field of studies in order to arrange findings and data into some sort of graspable and comprehensible form. But in citing Löfgren (1999: 267), Franklin and Crang remark on the “the obsession with taxonomies,” the “craze for classification,” and “a flatfooted sociology and psychology” generated by a combination of “marketing research and positivist ambitions of scientific labelling” (Löfgren 1999). Perhaps this observation is a little harsh, and one wonders about the relation which is posited between marketing research and positivism, nonetheless, Franklin’s and Crang’s criticism of the classifying impulse is well taken.

In the volume which emerged from the November 2013 conference in Chiang Mai referred to above, the authors decided not to contribute to this substantial literature on classification and the devising of templates, categories and lists, but instead and quite simply to draw attention to the diversity of tourism types and experiences and of the motivations, characteristics and behaviours of tourists of all kinds (Poraranond and King 2014). This exercise has also involved the authors in taking more serious account of the work of Asian researchers on Asian tourism and to consider some of the ways in which this shift in interest and perspective can contribute to embellishing and embroidering the trajectories, changing characteristics and understandings of the cultural context of tourism experiences, encounters and local responses. The themes which the authors addressed comprise the issue of cultural expressions, identity, performance, behaviour and the transformation and invention of tradition in a public domain primarily designed to meet political, social, religious and everyday economic objectives for a local or national audience but which are also deployed in the interest of tourism development. These cover public processions in northern Thailand and celebratory fiestas in Bohol, the Philippines. But they are primarily domestic in character and involvement.

These events of procession and celebration in the study of Asian tourism in Asia also throw up issues to do with family-based travel where leisure time and the participation in religious events are experienced with family and friends rather than it being a purely touristic experience; in other words the meanings and interpretations of travel differ from those usually associated with tourism and leisure. These new and emerging activities, in for example middle class suburban family tourism in Java are still usually conceptualised and analysed within the field of tourism studies rather than as being thought about in a more general field of “mobilities” (see, for example, Hannam 2014 and Urry 2007).

The volume also demonstrates the diversification of phenomena which can legitimately fall within the field of tourism studies, but also lend strong support to the view that what has been commonly referred to as touristic activity is being increasingly incorporated into other fields of study (retirees and long stays in Chiang Mai; gastronomy in George Town, Penang; homestays in Java; the internationalisation of popular culture, or the “Korean wave” [hallyu] in South Korea [K-culture, K-drama, K-pop] and its ability to attract tourists to Korea; and rural tourism and local branding of products in rural Japan). Furthermore, these diverse tourisms are primarily located within an intra-Asian arena of encounter and interaction.

The case studies demonstrate above all that “tourism” is an open-ended, shifting, fluid and complex category of phenomena just as is “culture” and the related concept of “heritage.” The authors have suggested that these three crucial concepts (tourism, culture and heritage) need to be deconstructed and reviewed critically.


We also address the problematical issue of the relationships between “culture” and “tourism” which includes the politics of identity construction and transformation, modes of cultural and ethnic representation, the role of the state and its policies in relation to cultural and ethnic processes, and the responses of local communities to tourism and national level policies and practices. There is also the need to return to the long-running issues of authenticity and commoditisation or commodification or what has been referred to more recently and more satisfactorily as the process of “authentication” in relation to heritage (Cohen and Cohen 2012b), and the fact that such other factors as aesthetics, novelty and relaxation play an important role for some tourists. Our research interest in heritage tourism has focused primarily on the multivalent character of the concept of heritage, the development of “discourses of the past,” and the political uses and construction of heritage; these concerns overlap considerably with work on cultural invention, identity and authenticity.

Furthermore, the continuing interest in community-based tourism (CBT) and its potentials demonstrates that it provides income and supports the local economy but it can also contribute to less modernist and Eurocentric thinking and more cosmopolitan openness among the visiting tourists. In such a view the “traditional” world is presented as timeless, outside of history and therefore authentic since it was there before “modernity” emerged, which may be more a feature of the tourist imaginary world than a feature of local reality. If CBT can counter this vision, it requires a more thorough understanding of the cultural baggage of the visiting tourists because they arrive with varying degrees of prior knowledge, proficiency, openness and attitudes toward cultural difference.

WHAT IS A PARADIGM SHIFT?

A focus on domestic and intra-Asian tourism also chimes with certain issues which have been raised by recent conceptual developments in tourism research. A paper, already referred to, by Erik Cohen and Scott A. Cohen in the journal Annals of Tourism Research (2012a: 2177–2202) entitled “Current Sociological Theories and Issues in Tourism” captures much of what has been going on in the recent re-thinking of concepts, approaches, themes and issues in research on tourism (in Asia and beyond). The article addresses a very wide range of literature, but what it draws attention to in particular is the movement away from earlier discourses and concepts to do with “authenticity” (Cohen 2007) and “the tourist gaze” (Perkins 2001; Sherlock 2001; Urry 1990/2002, 1993; Urry and Larsen 2012) as well as with the too simple classification between “hosts” and “guests” (Smith 1989) towards what Erik and Scott Cohen refer to as “three novel theoretical approaches“; these are interrelated and can be used analytically in combination. They comprise: (1) the mobilities paradigm; (2) the “performativity approach’” and (3) “actor-network theory” (ANT) (2012a: 2180–2189).

The Cohens advise that the “mobilities” paradigm and the other related theoretical approaches are not “fully fledged,” nor are they of necessarily universal import, and “none offer a set of basic (predictive) propositions which could be evaluated in empirical research.” Yet they provide fresh perspectives on travel in a globalising world (2012a: 8). The authors also acknowledge that there are very clear tensions between theoretical innovations in scholarly perspectives and conventional empirical research. The author will return to this matter shortly.

“Mobilities”

What this paradigm shift (as the Cohens choose to refer to it) throws into question is the problematical nature of “tourism” as a demarcated field of scholarly enquiry, and the acknowledgement that there is now a range of leisure-oriented activities which are included (or becoming increasingly so) within the category “tourism,” but which previously were considered, analysed and explicated within other areas of social, cultural, economic and political life. In this regard they are often referred to as “new” or “emergent” tourisms. As Franklin and Crang proposed some time ago “tourism is now such a significant dimension to global social life that it can no longer be conceived of as merely what happens at self-styled tourist sites and encounters involving tourists away from home” (2001: 7). Yet Erik and Scott Cohen seem to see the “mobilities” paradigm as rescuing tourism from disintegration, and being able to bridge the divide between a modernist (Eurocentric) Western tourism and a tourism of “emerging areas” (2014). In other words, a “mobilities” approach, according to them, helps overcome an established Eurocentricism in tourism studies. Furthermore, it introduces a dynamic perspective in tourism research, demonstrating decisively that “discretionary travel,” is enmeshed in other mobilities. Moreover, travel has become part of “the everyday” rather than “the extraordinary,” and its motivations are not simply confined to the search for authenticity or for the unusual and exotic, for example, but are to do with such preoccupations as prestige and as markers of modernity (Cohen and Cohen 2014). There is then no longer a division between the everyday and the extraordinary, between work and leisure, between home and away, between study and entertainment, and between reality and fantasy or the imagined. As we have seen other binaries or dual categorisations also require critical scrutiny: the domestic and international, host and guest, and the authentic and inauthentic.

The author has already referred to the redirection in sociology and in the multidisciplinary study of tourism to the increasing focus on “mobilities” in the work of John Urry, and his collaboration with Mimi Sheller (and see, Sheller and Urry 2004, 2006; and Sheller 2011) and Kevin Hannam (Hannam, Sheller and Urry 2006; and see Hannam and Knox 2010). As Sheller indicates in a recent paper, citing Urry, the concept of “mobilities,” which, in the author’s view, does not comprise a coherent theoretical model or paradigm, but rather captures the coming together of disparate fields of study, “encompasses not only corporeal travel of people and the physical movement of objects, but also imaginative travel, virtual travel and communicative travel” (2011: 3; and see Urry 2007). Erik and Scott Cohen then provide some re-conceptualisation of discretionary mobility or movement, building on Creswell’s work (2006, 2010); they draw distinctions between the emic and etic dimensions of movement in relation to Cresswell’s tripartite distinction between physical (spatial) movement; representation and interpretation; and practice or performance (experience and embodiment); and to the separate characteristics of movement (motive force, speed, rhythm, routing, experience and friction) (2014: 4–6; and see Harvey 1990). Their position is clear: “The modernist concept of ‘the tourist’ has lost much of its analytical usefulness” (2014: 4).

In this connection and on the auspicious occasion of the launch of the journal Tourist Studies, Franklin and Crang had already presented a strong case for the location or rather the relocation of the study of tourism within a broader conceptual field because even then they perceived tourism as “no longer a specialist consumer product or mode of consumption,” and as no longer an event, process or phenomenon of minor or marginally eccentric importance in post-modern, globalised life but as “a significant modality” which was contributing to the reorganisation and transformation of people’s everyday lives (2001: 6–7). In other words, “The majority of people are now part of the market aimed initially at visiting outsiders,” indeed they say, “more or less everyone now lives in a world rendered or reconfigured as interesting, entertaining and attractive—for tourists” (Franklin and Crang 2001: 9). In this observation, they refer to “transnational” lives, but of course in the way in tourism and leisure activities have been increasingly inserted into “the everyday” these touristic experiences are enacted importantly within as well as across national boundaries.


In turn they refer to the work of Chris Rojek (1995; Rojek and Urry 1997) and Fred Inglis (2000) who had been arguing for some time that tourism should no longer be seen as a separable, discrete, exotic, extraordinary part of post-modern life, but as a set of activities, experiences, behaviours and processes intimately intertwined with other dimensions of people’s everyday and increasingly globalised lives. Franklin and Crang refer specifically in this context to the need to investigate “the wider ramifications of tourism mobilities and sensibilities” (2001: 6), and, in capturing the importance of the characters and consequences of movements, to address such issues as “migration,” “nomadism,” “travellings,” “homelessness,” “flight,” “circulation” and the “flows” of goods, information, culture and people (Franklin and Crang 2001: 6–10). Indeed, they suggest tourism studies might seek relations with “other mobilities such as commuting, mobile labour markets, migration and Diasporas” (Franklin and Crang 2001: 11). More than this “[t]he excitement of mobilities in these highly mobile times, structured by the language and practice of tourism, is that they generate new social relations, new ways of living, new ties to space, new places, new forms of consumption and leisure and new aesthetic sensibilities” (Franklin and Crang: 12). This is precisely the arena within which the Cohens have recently made the case for this widening of a “mobilities” perspective (2012a). As the author understands it “tourism” can now be happily embraced in a more general concept of travel or movement and it is no longer necessary to define it as a separate field of study which has a distinctive set of problems and issues to address with a distinctive set of concepts and methods to undertake the task.

Calling into question the rationale and delimitation of tourism as a viable and useful field of studies is nothing new for those researchers involved in multidisciplinary studies. After all, these fields of study have by their very nature (as scholarly endeavours which bring together, feed off and operate outside disciplines) indeterminate and fluid boundaries. What is more, like area studies, tourism research does not have a distinctive methodology; in data gathering and analysis; researchers in the field of tourism studies invariably draw on their disciplinary training and methods (King 2014b). Both in the field of Southeast Asian/East Asian studies and in tourism studies, the author has been unable to identify a particular methodology or set of methodologies equipped to address multidisciplinarity; or alternatively there is nothing distinctive that the author can discern in their practices of knowledge generation, in the ways in which they go about formulating research issues or questions; making decisions on how they might address the subject, question, problem or theme before them; deciding upon how they might then identify what kinds of evidence or information they require to address the research tasks which they have set for themselves; deciding upon the most appropriate ways in which they gather and select the data; evaluating the robustness, utility and validity of the evidence mustered; sifting and choosing the evidence which will then be used to make the case; and developing or choosing concepts or theories to make sense of, give some kind of logical and coherent form to, and hopefully draw some conclusions from the data collected. Nor have area studies and tourism studies developed and agreed upon a separate professional ethical code to cover their practices; these are derived from professional codes of practice within the social science and humanities disciplines.

In conceptual terms, and as with area studies, the major contributions have come from researchers, like Erik Cohen and Dennison Nash for example who are bringing their sociological and anthropological disciplinary perspectives to bear on tourism subjects. Following Heather Sutherland in her examination of the definition of Southeast Asian Studies as a demarcated and useful field of scholarly endeavour, the author now proposes that tourism studies is also best seen as a “contingent device” (King 2006). Its definition and parameters will change depending on the research topic and disciplinary perspective adopted at a particular point of time. Again with tourism studies, we would anticipate that the field as defined and perceived by an economist, or an anthropologist, or a sociologist, or a political scientist are not necessarily the same. When the author compares his work in tourism with that of an economist for example, we see clearly the differences between our concerns, interests and disciplinary approaches. For these reasons there is no particular or pressing case for maintaining in scholarly terms a separate field of studies focusing on tourism, or at least there is no methodological or conceptual case for doing so. There may be some advantage, however, in considering a problem or issue from different disciplinary perspectives.

In addition, although area studies is defined primarily in terms of a delimited geographical and cultural area and tourism studies in terms of a subject or set of subjects to do with discretionary travel, both have had to address issues of boundary definition in the context of globalisation and cross-boundary flows. The recent work of Erik and Scott Cohen points to the complications for tourism studies generated by “flows” (and associated “nodes” and “moorings”), “networks” and “channels,” and these issues have also been a problem for area studies. Boundaries have become permeable, increasingly crossable and less important; they are difficult to define and delimit.


However, returning to the “mobilities” approach, the author is doubtful whether this is helpful to the author in understanding and analysing on-the-ground activities and interactions. Of course, it enables the author to locate and contextualise encounters, negotiations, collaborations, tensions and conflicts within an environment of movement, but, in the author’s view, it does not provide the author with the basic tools to examine what is happening in the everyday worlds of social and cultural engagement and coming together in touristic events. The gap between this high level theorising and the need to handle empirical material remains very wide indeed.

The “Performativity” Approach

The “performativity” approach is not as “novel” as the Cohens suggest (2012a), and it seems to the author to be a loose, slippery and indeterminate umbrella concept: it embraces a range of expressions and actions which include well established and familiar sociological concepts (behaviour and meaningful bodily movement, identity, symbolic and self-representation and -expression, impression management, staging, imaging and simulation); it also appears to merge into the theme of “mediatisation.” But importantly what this approach draws attention to are the ways in which performance and expression are connected to the creation of places and identities (both for those living and working in the location and those who are visiting) and to the structuring and changing of relationships and meanings through an increasingly “reflexive awareness” in tourist sites (Edensor 2001, 2007; Franklin and Crang 2001: 10). In other words, “performativity” does not refer solely to the staging of tourist-related events, but also to tourist or visitor behaviour and reflections (see, for example, Bruner 2005). It also comprises the translation of symbolic categories and representations into concrete, observable acts which often form part of a repetitive cultural repertoire presented to and in interaction with tourists (who themselves perform and have agency), but which can also be subject to modification depending on consumer and market demands and on the reflections and perceptions of those involved in the staging of their cultures in tourist contexts. These concerns with “performativity” can however be profitably brought into relationship with earlier concerns in tourism studies, exemplified in the work on symbolism, images, myths, representations and semiotics (see, for example, Selwyn 1996).


Actor-Network Theory

With regard to the Cohens’ concept of actor-network-theory (2012a), the author does not detect anything here that is especially original, although the author accepts that any analysis of tourist experiences will necessarily have to engage in the examination of relations between people/actors/mediators/translators and between humans and non-humans (things/objects; the role of objects is becoming increasingly important in tourism studies [Franklin and Crang 2001: 15]); in this regard, according to the Cohens, networks are seen as project-specific, fluid, hybrid and heterogeneous (and see Van der Duim 2007). The stress here is on impermanence, and the author grants that networks are sustained by continuous performance and re-energising. But this whole debate gives rise to some scepticism on the author’s part. Are networks so fleeting and ephemeral? Are they constantly assembled and reassembled? (see, for example, Latour 2005). The author thinks some network relationships are more solid and on-going than others. Nor does he think that the dynamism and transformative capacities in networks are located only in “translators.” Moreover, the author refers back to the emergence of network analysis in anthropology in the 1950s and 1960s (an area of anthropology which is exceedingly well established and elaborated) which has already given us the conceptual framework for developing the concept of encounters in tourism studies.

CONCLUSION

In their recent deliberations on the future direction of tourism research, Erik and Scott Cohen (2012a) have identified seven current themes and issues on which we might build: some of these have been around for a while (the first two themes of social justice and environmental sustainability—one sociocultural and the other natural—can be encapsulated in the concerns about ethical, responsible and informed tourism, “pro-poor” issues, inclusion, equality, consultation and bottom-up rather than top-down decision-making); this is, as the Cohens indicate “the hopeful” or optimistic tourism agenda. It speaks to our social conscience. But there has to be a degree of pessimism about the achievements in this field and indeed the future of sustainability and especially about the commitment of tourists to what has been termed “ethical consumption“; we are well aware of the ways in which “ecotourism” has been used as an ideological device to promote or justify mass tourism to natural sites.


The next two themes are the unpredictable—those events which can destroy or at least undermine seriously a tourism site, which in themselves are particularly fragile and vulnerable to the whims of the tourism industry and the tourist (these comprise natural disasters [which as the Cohens remind us are not entirely natural] and terrorism); but we must add to this the actions of established elites in the political tensions and conflicts in a given country which might also create unstable political conditions or at least which might be perceived as unstable from those outside the country and which can impact on the tourism industry. The coup in Thailand, for example, in 2014 had an immediate and significant effect on the decrease in visitor arrivals and tourism revenue. The next theme is heritage tourism; it is interesting that the Cohens flag this is an important recent sub-category in the on-going development of tourism. A sixth theme is embodiment and effect, drawing attention to the fact that the tourist gaze has been superseded by the inclusion of the full range of bodily or sensory experiences in tourism encounters beyond the merely visual. Finally, there is the theme of “mediatisation” which covers the whole area of media and tourism agency imaging, with the creation of imaginary places, simulations, symbolisation and the blurring of the real with the imaginary. This has been a persistent theme in research in tourism from its very beginnings and will continue to exercise us.

But doesn’t much of what the Cohens identify relate to encounter and interaction? The issue of social justice and the ethics of tourism development and activities (of inclusion, equality, participation and consultation) can really only be explained and understood in relation to the encounters between those who are exploited and marginalised and those who benefit from tourism. Responsible and informed tourism can only be achieved as part of educative engagements; in other words the concept of encounters is important in understanding the relationships between those who inform, instruct and advise and those to whom information and guidance is disseminated.

How is sustainability in tourism addressed? Well, presumably in the arena in which tourists engage with and encounter nature and the communities they visit. How are unpredictable and unanticipated natural and political events analysed, well, presumably by addressing the ways in which those involved in tourism (as visitors and providers) encounter, interact with and respond to these events? It is not merely that there is engagement with natural and human-derived crises but also there is interaction with those who are involved in these shared experiences. At the heart of our understanding of heritage tourism is the need to address the complex interactions and encounters between the multiple interest groups and stakeholders involved in the construction, selection, interpretation, representation, deployment, conservation and transformation of heritage (in both tangible and intangible forms).

Embodiment is all about encounter and interaction (if you are expressing bodily reactions or you are involved in a touristic experience using a range of sensory devices then you are doing this in relation to others and/or material things out there). And with regard to mediatisation the focus has to be on the relation between tourists and the images and imaginaries, and the symbols and representations of tourist assets. Furthermore, the interpretation of them must also be about engagements and encounters between those who access, receive and interpret and those who create and disseminate messages as well as engagements with the messages themselves.

The Cohens also propose a paradigm shift to overcome an impasse in the study of tourism and the dominance of Eurocentrism (Cohen and Cohen 2014, 2015). They pitch this primarily at the theoretical level. What it means for tourism studies is that it becomes absorbed into a wider paradigm of “mobilities.” They refer to Syed Farid Alatas’ call for the need for “alternative discourses,” which express non-Western perspectives, an Asian logic and intelligibility, underpinned by the need to indigenise the social sciences (2006; and see Alneng 2002). The author remains sceptical, though in empirical terms the author has already argued that it is imperative to encourage much more research by Asians in Asia.

In this connection, if the author refers back to debates in Southeast Asian studies, then we have been addressing calls for local or Asian theories and approaches since the 1960s. It has not happened. On the empirical level, indeed there are opportunities to present and emphasise local interests, views, priorities and interpretations. Reminiscent of the very early post-war debates about the importance of moving away from Western-centred perspectives and constructing autonomous or domestic histories of Southeast Asia, we can of course agree with Tim Winter (2008, 2009) and others (see Winter et al. 2008) that we need “to centre” scholarship from Asia, write histories of Asian tourism, build institutional support in Asia for the critical study of Asian tourism, address the imbalances between particular countries in Asia, and feed critical thinking into policy-making. However, the development of “grounded theory and alternative discourses,” as Winter himself notes, appears to be “the trickiest issue of all” (2008: 322).

We can appreciate that local hosts may hold different perceptions of tourists of different nationalities, though not in all circumstances; that tourists of different ethnicities and different types may have different motivations, expectations and interests, and organise their visits in different ways; that various notions of modernity, “self,” status and power are generated, captured and reflected upon in the Asian tourism experience; that Asian visitors to other Asian countries may form different images of their hosts than Western tourists; that encounters between tourists and hosts who share broadly the same culture should be thought of in terms of the notion of “cultural affinity” rather than one which focuses on difference and the exotic; that in domestic tourism the interaction between national and ethnic, local and provincial identities frequently comes into play; that distinctions between “insiders” and “outsiders” are more permeable, fluid and ambiguous than originally assumed; and that in a globalising and increasingly cosmopolitan world the distinctions between the domestic and the foreign are no longer isomorphic. But do these considerations amount to theoretical and discursive innovations? Do we require a paradigm shift bearing in mind that a paradigm, as the author understands it, is a coherent, self-sustaining, all-embracing, agreed upon theoretical system which captures, comprehends and provides solutions to real world issues in an integrated and comprehensive way?

The editors of Asia on Tour (2008) themselves are uncertain whether Asian tourism experiences are qualitatively different from Western ones and are in the process of constructing distinctive or unique cultural forms. In response to their call for a theoretical reorientation in tourism studies, and indeed in response to the Cohens’ proposal that we are engaged in paradigmatic shifts in our approach to tourism, the author would suggest that rather than new paradigms and alternative discourses, we can continue to address these encounters and experiences in terms of the concepts currently available to us, although of course, where necessary, with suitable cross-cultural and contextual modification. In other words, at the theoretical level in the social sciences, it seems to the author that there is no space or scope for Asian-centred theories and paradigms to appear and consolidate.

The major conceptual and analytical apparatus which we deploy in our desire to understand social and cultural life has already been established, and it does not matter whether we address this in the Occident or the Orient. The basic concepts of how societies are organised and transformed have long been conceptualised and operationalised by Karl Marx, Max Weber and Emile Durkheim among other social philosophers, and then carried forward in the post-modern period by among others Jean-François Lyotard, Jean Baudrillard, Zygmunt Bauman, Paul-Michel Foucault and Anthony Giddens. We may disagree about what should be emphasised and how forms and transformations should be understood and analysed, but the basic building blocks and the ways in which we can conceptualise these are in place, and have been for a long time.

Ironically, the call for the indigenisation of tourism research has come primarily from Western or Western-based social scientists including Tim Winter, Erik Cohen and Scott Cohen, Victor Alneng and Pal Nyiri among others. But we still need to analyse on-the-ground activities, and this is where the author returns to the low-level concept of “encounters” between different actors and between actors and the material and electronic/media world. When the author is faced with a set of relationships it does not matter much whether these are contained within a “mobilities” paradigm, or whether it is a performativity perspective that directs what the author does, or whether the author needs to incorporate the author’s research into actor-network theory. What the author needs, above all, is the basic methodological equipment to collect data, and then conceptually to understand and analyse relationships. To do this, in the author’s own case, the author has drawn on the methods and concepts of sociology and anthropology rather than relying on any guidance from multidisciplinary fields of study.
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ABSTRACT

The paper first reviews the current state of development theory. Earlier “paradigms” have been largely superseded. Earlier ideological debates over development “paradigms” have generally been subsumed under broad-based, non-ideological globalisation theory, there is no privileging of internal or external factors in development, and instead there is a general suspicion of grand narratives and a focus on theoretically-informed empirical research. Second, it is argued such perspectives are reflected in theories of tourism development, where there are no over-arching paradigms. “Sustainability” is a worthy and sometimes useful aim, but neither alternative tourism nor sustainable tourism development are models or theories; they cover too many types of tourism and are linked only by being distinct from mass tourism. Third, several propositions are presented as the basis of further reassessment of tourism role in development. It is suggested that capitalism and international tourism will continue for the foreseeable future, that alternative tourism will never replace mass tourism, which will continue to be the norm, and that the former is frequently dependent on the latter for its survival. Furthermore, as international tourism is a cross-border activity linking individuals and institutions across “developing” and “developed” societies, such categorisation is now of little value in conceptualising tourism, which should be seen as operating in an international and systemic way. A global model of tourism of tourism political economy is provided, incorporating international, regional and domestic tourism, and the final section of the paper illustrates how tourism in parts of ASEAN can be analysed from within this overall perspective.
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DEVELOPMENT THEORY

There are five sections to this paper. First, the current state of development theory is examined; second, its application to tourism as a tool for development is discussed; and third, several postulates that can be derived from this discussion are raised. This leads to the presentation of a global model of tourism political economy that incorporates both developed and developing societies and an indication of how tourism in parts of ASEAN can be analysed from within this perspective.

Numerous attempts have been made to chart the changing fashions in development theory over the last six decades (Harrison 1988; Mowforth and Munt 2009: 31–46; Sharpley 2009: 29–56; Telfer 2015) but the trajectory outlined by Sharpley is representative of the general consensus. In particular, the period from 1945 to the 1970s has been characterised by Payne and Phillips (2010: 56–84) as the “golden age” of development theory, though the author believes it continued well into the 1980s, when disillusionment really set in (Harrison 1988: 149–183). Irrespective of the exact time frame, though, in the mid-1970s, modernisation theory was the dominant perspective, but it was under consistent attack from underdevelopment (world systems) theory and soon rival advocates were occupying what they saw as radically opposed camps (Table 1).


Table  1: Development Theory from the 1950s (Sharpley 2009: 39).



	Timeline
	Development process
	Key concepts and strategies



	1950s–1960s
	Modernisation theory
	
Dominance of Western economic growth based models:

	Stages of growth
	Structural theories
	Diffusion: growth poles and trickle down
	State intervention: regulation/protectionism





	
	
	Underdevelopment the result of domination/exploitation by developed countries:



	1960s–1970s
	Modernisation theory/dependency theory
		Economic restructuring, import substitution, protectionism; development of domestic markets
	Limits to growth: neo-Malthusian theories in response to environmental concerns





	1970–1980s
	Neo-liberalism
	
Promotion of the free market:

	Limits on government intervention in economic activity
	Deregulation/privatisation
	Structural adjustment programmes
	New economic order: one world





	1980s
	Neo-liberalism/alternative development
	
Awareness of effects of development on different cultures/societies:

	Grassroots/people-centred development
	Basic needs: food, housing, education, health
	Local context/indigenous knowledge
	Environmental stability





	1990s
	Alternative/sustainable development
	
Dominance of sustainable development paradigm but emergence of post-development school:

	Grassroots/people-centred development
	Environmental management
	Engagement with globalisation
	The development “impasse”





	
	
	Post-development rejection of overarching development concepts:



	2000s
	Beyond the impasse: A new paradigm?
		Global environmental policies/protocols
	Transnational movements
	Micro-level strategies
	Poverty reduction
	State security and development






Arguably, though, they had much in common. Such commonalities have been extensively rehearsed (Harrison 1988) but they can be summarised and are indicated in Table 2, where their features are presented very much as polar opposites.


Table  2: Modernisation and underdevelopment theory.



	Modernisation theory

	Underdevelopment theory




	Focus analysis on nation state
	Focus analysis on global system



	Developing societies are on same route as the West
	Undeveloped societies are underdeveloped because of the West



	Development in West was through capitalism and autonomous industrialisation
	Underdevelopment occurs through unequal exchange



	Developing societies can overcome tradition and internal structural constraints. They can copy and catch up with the West
	Tradition does not block under-developed countries (UDCs); rather, they are satellites or peripheries in a chain of international exploitation



	Modernity characterises entire societies and individuals and involves flexibility, mobility, innovation, entrepreneurship and (usually) capitalism
	Internal structures in UDCs reflect western domination



	Policy imperatives: become more like developed countries by associating more with them
	Political imperatives: break with the capitalist West and their local representatives and go it alone or with socialist partners




Indeed, it is worth emphasising the following:


	Neither camp really came to conceptual grips with what were (then) intermediate industrialising societies (e.g., Singapore, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Malaysia, South Korea, Thailand and Indonesia). In these societies, there were problematic differences in the involvement of the state with “development.”

	Neither had any room for compromise. Either internal structures or external linkages were to blame; either capitalism or socialism was the answer.

	Both perspectives were Western in origin and both espoused variants of Western models.

	Both accepted that “development” (in their different terms) was possible. Where they differed most, perhaps, was the means whereby this was to occur.


Even in the 1970s, there were clarion voices suggesting that experiments in untrammelled capitalism and socialism brought anything but development. In 1974, for example, Berger criticised both Brazil and China for sacrificing at least one generation in the cause of capitalism and socialism, respectively. He went on to note: “Both sets of sacrifice are justified by theories. The theories are delusional and the sacrifices are indefensible. Rejection of both the Brazilian and the Chinese models is the starting point for any morally acceptable development policy” (1974: 14–15).

Certainly, by the end of the 1980s, these over-arching models had been found lacking. The intensity was muted, their advocates less strident, and their mutual exclusivity less emphasised (Harrison 1988: 67–175). To adapt and extend Frank’s characteristically pithy critique of modernisation theory, both were increasingly found to be empirically invalid, theoretically inadequate and politically ineffective (Harrison 1988: 78). Arguably, the days of grand theories of development were over.

Nevertheless, there is a strong case for suggesting that elements, at least, of modernisation theory and underdevelopment theory were recycled into neoliberalism and neostatism which, according to Payne and Phillips (2010), emerged from as early as the 1960s, though they really became established only later. The focus of the first, neoliberalism, at its most extreme a version of untrammelled, modernising capitalism, was the emancipating influence of the market in allocating resources, where it was to stimulate industrialisation and development, aided by “good governance” that ensured markets were able to operate freely (Payne and Phillips 2010: 86–98). By contrast, neo-statism, the second movement, was based on the so-called East Asian economic “miracle,” and emphasised the role played by the state within the global economy, not simply enabling free trade but actively directing and planning international investment (Payne and Phillips 2010: 98–115).

Like modernisation theory and underdevelopment theory, neoliberalism and neostatism alone are inadequate development models. In the second edition of their important commentary on globalisation, Hirst and Thompson note that while the “naive version of the liberal model is losing credibility… the developmental state model is in little better shape” (1999: 150) and they went on to argue that while there were “no ready-made developmental models,” as at least some states had “the capacity to contain markets in the interests of national goals” (Hirst and Thompson 1999: 151). In a later edition, mention of such models has disappeared. Rather, in following what might be described as a “soft” version of globalisation (Hirst, Thompson and Bromley 2009: 9–11), they note en passim the prior requirements of the genuinely modern and competitive nation state for such non-economic features as “a lively, innovative, pluralistic and open aesthetic culture” (129–130) and go on to stress while neoliberalism remains a potent force, the extent it is reflected in international integration depends on how far “the state has played a major role in setting the terms of their engagement as well as managing the social and economic transformations of the societies concerned” (Hirst et al. 2009: 137). A similar point is made by Lockwood, who argues that whatever the dominant ideology, it is irrelevant and useless if the state itself is not committed to the welfare of its people (Lockwood 2005). Put differently, a world market may indeed be a reality but so, too, are supranational cooperation and state sovereignty.

As disillusionment with modernisation theory and underdevelopment theory was setting in, these economically orientated approaches to development came under pressure from perspectives derived from environmentalism, which can be regarded as a competing quasi-paradigm of development or, rather, anti-development (Redclift 1984 and 1987; Lélé 1991; Harrison 2001a: 5–6). Like its competitors, environmentalism relies on western science but, unlike them, focuses on change away from Western (non-)development to a future where, to some extent, the environmental excesses it has caused can be counteracted. We have thus moved from a world economic system, with sometime social and cultural implications, to a truly global system, in which humanity’s impact on and relationship with the physical environment has come to occupy centre stage.

Environmentalism challenged neoliberalism (and indeed, any perspective that placed economic growth at the heart of development) in several respects: it raised the vexed issue of how damage to the environment could be measured and reversed, how those responsible could and should be invoiced, and how those who suffered as a result could be compensated (Payne and Phillips 2010: 131–137). At the same time, though, as Payne and Phillips also acknowledge, there is a strong case against environmentalism, in that the concept was elaborated and deployed not as a theoretical contribution to the study of development, but rather as a strikingly loose and accommodating concept which enabled the assertion of the value of integrating environmental concerns into the development agenda (Payne and Phillips 2010: 136).

It is hard to see environmentalism as a specific “paradigm.” Its adherents come from a wide range of positions, variously advocating a market approach, a combination with socialism, or a total rejection of Western growth models. It is even more difficult to accord paradigmatic status to recent fashions in development theory. These include such “alternative” development perspectives as basic needs, participation, gender and sustainability, that attained prominence in the 1980s, (Telfer 2002: 37–50), and “postdevelopment,” “Human Development” and “Global Development” as emergent paradigms (Telfer 2015), a position similarly adopted by Mowforth and Munt (2009: 33).

Some dimensions of “alternative development” can be dismissed simply because they are inadequately conceptualised. Meeting basic needs, moving towards gender equality and alleviating poverty are all worthy aims but, in conceptual terms, they are low level projects, achievable via a variety of policies. They certainly do not qualify as development theories, far less paradigms.

By contrast, sustainable development, which might be described as development that is environmentally, socially and culturally sound, has proved more durable. However, this notion, too, is problematic. It is difficult to define (Adams 1990: 57–65; Beckerman 1992: 492; Sharpley 2009: 57–67) and the term itself can be seen as an oxymoron, involving both sustainability and change (Sharpley 2009: 64–65), which will be across economic, social, cultural and ecological dimensions (Tisdell 1993: 216). True, the concept of sustainable development can enable the articulation of specific benchmarks and indicators, but too frequently it remains at the level of rhetoric, and at worst it can be highly ambiguous, a barrier to understanding, and prone to misappropriation, manipulation and “greenwashing” (Harrison 1996; Mowforth and Munt 2009: 177–223; Sharpley 2015; Telfer and Sharpley 2015).

Finally, postdevelopment is a position adopted largely by those who want to say “a plague on all your houses“—especially those constructed by economists (Sharpley 2009: 99–103). Rist, for example, argues that as global resources are finite and social inequalities increasing, models of “development” emphasising economic growth (which really means most of them) have failed. Development, in fact, is the problem and not the solution; economics is an obsolete science, and both should be abandoned. Instead, faith should be placed in localised responses and social movements (Rist 2014: 270–280). His view that postdevelopmentalists need not provide an alternative approach, though, is unconvincing (2014: 274–275), and theorists of postdevelopment have also been generally criticised for ignoring noteworthy developmental successes, for assuming local structures and politics are less unequal than those at national and international levels, for their cultural relativism, including variable commitments to human rights (Sharpley 2009: 102). Rist 2014: 273–277), and as a consequence, for being “so politically inept as to pose no threat whatsoever to extant power structures” (Thornton and Thornton 2008: 10).

At first sight, Easterly (2013) has much in common with post-development theorists. He, too, rejects western economic growth models, claiming they are unsuccessful in their fight against world poverty. In his case, though, it is the way these theories have been implemented—by technocratic “experts” in partnership with dictators—that is the problem and, by contrast with Rist, he focuses not on poverty per se but on human rights:


The technocratic illusion is that poverty results from a shortage of expertise, whereas poverty is really about a shortage of rights. The emphasis on the problem of expertise makes the problem of rights worse. The technical problems of the poor (and the absence of technical solutions for those problems) are a symptom of poverty, not a cause of poverty… The dictator whom the experts expect will accomplish the technical fixes to technical problems is not the solution; he is the problem (Easterly 2013: 7).



Clearly, one can reject mainstream development models for quite different reasons, and posit very different kinds of alternatives. For Rist, the answer is to trust the people and social movements at local level, whereas Easterly’s focus is the rights of the individual against the state: “Regardless of which side wins the market-versus-state debate, the state is still able to violate the rights of private individuals with impunity” (Easterly 2013: 11). One might be arguing that trusting people and developing social movements is quite consistent with prioritising human rights, but neither Rist nor Easterly put forward anything resembling a theory or a paradigm. The same might also be said of Isbister, another critic of theories of economic growth. Diagnosing the global situation as one of failed development models, exploitation of non-renewable natural resources with obvious limits to continuing growth, and increased world poverty, he argues developed countries must recognise their interdependence on developing countries, “remove their blinkers and seriously address the problem of world poverty” (Isbister 2001: 237). He may well be correct, but this will not be brought about by adherence to any special theory or paradigm. Rather, it is a moral imperative that somehow needs to be translated into collective international action.

Within current globalisation theory, then, analyses of the importance of internal factors now uniformly co-exist with that of external linkages,1 and policies followed now rely less on ideological commitment to one or other development models, and more on specific readings of empirical situations and the pursuit of low level projects that can be situated within virtually any over-arching development model or theory. The old paradigms or (better) perspectives remain in the background, subsumed under globalisation theory, but none is dominant and there is a general suspicion of grand narratives. Instead, focus is on theoretically informed empirical research which is aimed at limited objectives rather than the formulation of grandiose statements about the state of the world. “We have not (yet) experienced the death of theory, but its advocates are now more modest and their claims reduced” (Harrison 2014: 146).


THEORIES OF TOURISM DEVELOPMENT

As international tourism increased in importance, the way it has been regarded has changed. Jafari noted some time ago that the warmth of the welcome it has been accorded has vacillated from initial “advocacy” to caution, adaptation and then a more objective “knowledge-based” approach. He noted, too, that such changes were not necessarily in sequence; rather, they tend to co-exist (Jafari 1989: 19–25). And these emotional or ideological approaches were reflected in academic analyses of tourism, which have often attempted to harness and apply development theory, though (it is suggested here) with a degree of only modest success.

How development theory has been applied to tourism has been discussed at length elsewhere (Harrison 2014; Mowforth and Munt 2009; Telfer 2015) and this is no place for a detailed review of the literature. However, while “modern man” has figured as a key feature of tourism studies from the very outset, little academic writing on tourism has explicitly used a modernisation perspective. Exceptions include MacNaught’s early defence of tourism in the Pacific (1982), and studies of Chinese tourism by Oakes (1998) and Sofield and Li (1998), while more recently Andriotis (2003) and Sharpley (2001) have considered tourism as a modernising influence in Crete and Cyprus, respectively. Special mention should also be made of Aramberri, who bravely defends mass tourism as a welcome example of modernity (2010).

By contrast, though, modernisation and neoliberal perspectives are implicit in the many debates over tourism’s impacts in both developing countries (Telfer 2015) and developed countries. The various roles of indigenous arts and crafts, authenticity, tradition and social structures, entrepreneurship, commoditisation and social change generally, can all be subsumed under the modernisation umbrella (Harrison 2001a: 6–7). Even more importantly, perhaps, a modernisation orientation is also the default mode of thinking for policy-makers throughout the world, even if most are unaware of the quasi-theoretical base on which rests their advocacy of tourism as a means of obtaining foreign investment, economic growth, foreign exchange and tourism employment. Much the same can be said of governments and international agencies that espouse neoliberal principles in promoting the role of the private sector in tourism (Telfer 2015: 48–57), a position consistently followed by such agencies as the World Bank and the Asian Development Bank (ADB). Indeed, between 2003 and 2011, ADB provided Southeast Asia US$58.7 million in loan and grant assistance to the GMS (Greater Mekong Subregion) tourism industry (ADB 2012: 11). As indicated elsewhere, the key priorities of the ADB’s regional cooperation strategy and program for the GMS have a strong flavour of neoliberalism, and include making crossborder travel easier, integrating national markets, and developing the private sector (Harrison 2014: 148).

In contrast to the relatively little academic research based specifically on modernisation theory, variants of world systems theory, underdevelopment theory or dependency theory have frequently been the explicit foundation of academic critiques of tourism as a tool for development (Mowforth and Munt 2009: 32–33, 52–60). In essence, the position taken by such critics is that international tourism, especially when it involves developing countries as destinations (but not, one might add, destinations in developed countries) is so structured that developing country destinations are junior and unequal partners. Economically, and perhaps also socially, culturally or politically dependent, they are exploited or “ripped off” by their more developed partners, especially transnational companies, primarily tour operators or hotel groups, who use their bargaining power to cut the junior partner’s profits to the bare minimum. In addition, they allegedly drain the developing country of much of the foreign exchange obtained through tourism via repatriated profits, payments for management contracts or franchises, and leakages associated with imports to construct hotels or provide tourists with goods and services that cannot be supplied from the destination’s resources.

Analysis of the extent to which developing country destinations have been subjected to these power imbalances is extensive, especially in research carried out in the 1980s (Harrison 2001a: 7), and the work of the “dependency” theorists has been summarised by Telfer (2015: 43–48), who previously also attempted to describe the types of tourism that more or less conform to (what he then saw as) the major development paradigms (2002: 62–78), an effort he seems to have abandoned in the more recent edition (Telfer 2015). By way of illustration, a major and much-quoted advocate of a dependency perspective was Britton, who outlined the overall structure of international tourism more than two decades ago (1982, 1987a, 1987b and 1989). Focusing on Pacific island countries, he followed a classic dependency line in arguing that, when transnational companies were so strongly present, “local elites and foreign interests were the primary beneficiaries of tourism” (1982: 335). His preference was the type of small scale, indigenous-owned tourism found in the “rigid monarchic structure of Tonga,” where the Tongan elite “sheltered the country from outside forces” (1982: 349), a view somewhat puzzling in the light of his assertion that Tonga also suffered as a result of not being colonised (1987: 131).

One of several difficulties with Britton’s position (and, by extension, other dependency theorists) is that, for no apparent good reason, he supported local against foreign capital, a stance common among dependistas (Phillips 1977: 19). At first sight, there is no inherent reason to suppose foreign capital is more or less useful (or more or less morally acceptable) than domestic capital. His position is also problematic because the Pacific Island Country (PIC) most apparently “dependent” (in his terms) was Fiji, then and now one of the most “developed” islands in the region, whose tourism has consistently been characterised by a high level of foreign direct investment and is largely dominated by transnational companies which, while far from perfect, pay more, have better training schemes, offer better career prospects than their local counterparts and, in many cases, engage more in corporate social responsibility (CSR) (Harrison and Prasad 2013: 750–755).

Dependency or underdevelopment may have been a preferred academic approach, but it has rarely been taken up by policy makers and governments, though popularised versions of it have been adopted by groups and movements opposed, in particular, to mass tourism. Exceptions can be found, though, in the post-independence histories of Tanzania and the Caribbean. Tanzania was perhaps the country which most attempted to apply dependency theory to domestic and international politics, and attitudes towards international tourism were much conditioned by Nyerere’s approach to approach to African socialism, a popular perspective in the early 1970s (Shivji 1973). Tourism was not a major element in the government’s strategy of self-reliance: the relatively few hotels that were built were owned and managed by government; tourism infrastructure was not developed, and international investment was discouraged (Wade et al. 2001). It was not until Nyerere resigned that Tanzania was really opened up to capitalist development and since 1985 tourism numbers have increased (Wade et al. 2001: 95); indeed, though some critics (rather unconvincingly) suggest this was more the result of market forces than a changed political ideology (Chambua 2007), arrivals to Tanzania have increased consistently on a year-by-year basis for more than two decades.

With its history of slavery and plantations, the Caribbean has been more sensitive than island societies elsewhere to tourism, which tends to involve white tourists being served by black people (Harrison 2001b: 29–31; Joseph 2005). Revolutionary Cuba led the way and after 1959 international tourism was virtually replaced by social tourism (Hall 1992). For many in the Caribbean, socialist Cuba was a role model, and when other Caribbean islands were rocked by “black power” protests in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Western “development“—in particular, tourism—was branded as imperialistic (Taylor 1975). With popular support, Michael Manley’s Jamaica, Mitchell’s St. Vincent, and Bishop’s Grenada attempted to reduce dependency on foreign capital and foster much greater degrees of local ownership in tourism (Hayle 2005: 126–133; Mitchell 1989: 177–182). However, because of both endogenous and exogenous factors, such efforts had limited success, and later governments, including that of Castro’s Cuba (Spencer 2010) and Manley, in his second term, again sought the support of foreign investors, though academic and non-academic critics of tourism in the Caribbean retain an important voice (Pattullo 1996: 202–211; Strachan 2002: 7–16; Joseph 2005: 171–174; Gmelch 2012: 9–12).

Brief mention should be made of perspectives of “alternative development” and “sustainable development” as they have been applied in tourism. They have been discussed elsewhere (Harrison 2014: 148) but, as indicated earlier, neither are paradigms. Like the concept from which it is derived, alternative tourism development (ATD) is vague and refers to anything which is not mass tourism, sustainable or otherwise, including “nature based” “new,” sports, “backpacking” and “pro-poor tourism.” Ecotourism, a form of alternative tourism often considered sustainable, is difficult to define (Fennell 1999: 30–64), though in practice governments and aid agencies frequently equate it with small scale and indigenously-run enterprises, irrespective of their environmental impacts, which might be quite negative (Cater 1994: 3–16). Few such enterprises conform to the criteria listed by Honey, which include minimal impact, conservation and support for democracy and human rights (Honey 1999: 22–26), and their environmental and social benefits are usually overestimated (Butler 1999: 12–13; Goodwin 2006: 7).

More broadly, sustainable tourism development is as problematic as alternative tourism. At the conceptual level, it is based on the notion of sustainable development and thus inherits all the vagueness (along with an alleged tendency of reformism) of its underpinning concept, but in addition to this sustainability applied to tourism carries with it problems of its own (Harrison 1996). As defined by Butler, sustainable tourism development is development “that is viable without degrading the human or physical environment or prohibiting successful development elsewhere” (Butler 1999: 12). This is a useful definition, though tourism in many developing countries may, in any case, be the only viable form of development. Other difficulties arise: tourism as an enterprise, for example, may be sustained even if it operates with slash and burn techniques in the course of moving from one destination to another, and it is difficult to measure social and cultural sustainability. If women and young people gain some independence by becoming wage earners, for example, or elements of the economy and culture become commoditised, it is a moot point as to whether or not the social framework or culture have been changed to the extent they have no longer been sustained (Harrison 1996). And who decides whether or not changes are for the better? In any case, while sustainable tourism/sustainable tourism development are frequently found in tourism development plans, tourism’s contribution to sustainability is frequently honoured more in rhetoric than in practice. As Mowforth and Munt note, for example, large and small operators “will increasingly deploy links with conservation, ecology and matters ethical, to their own ends” (2009: 376) and for them, at least, the future of international tourism is likely to be “more of the same” (2009: 377).

A somewhat different position is adapted by Sharpley. Considering sustainable tourism development “a morally desirable but fundamentally idealistic and impractical alternative” (2009: 77), and thus generally unworkable, he suggests the appropriate response is to focus more specifically and more locally on “destination capitals,” where tourism’s benefits are optimised “within locally determined environmental parameters” (2009: 198). Put another way, local stakeholders together determine the terms in which tourism’s benefits can be brought to the destination capital and exert control over their own local situation. This is an acceptable proposition. It is not grand theory, a model, or a paradigm, but as a policy imperative it might work.

In summary, while sustainability is clearly a worthy aim, and can lead to useful environmental, economic and sociocultural benchmarks, neither alternative tourism development nor sustainable tourism development are models or theories, and to award them the status of paradigms, at least in the Kuhnian sense (Kuhn 1970) is mistaken. Even accepting Kuhn’s own vagueness—seeing them alternatively as the entire spectrum of beliefs of a scientific community or, by contrast, a more limited “disciplinary matrix with associated ‘exemplars’” (Harrison 1988: 162–164), they simply cover too many types of tourism, are too vague conceptually, and the required principles of sustainability have rarely been implemented politically. Indeed, the only features all these types of tourism have in common is, first, they are not mass tourism and, secondly, they will never replace it (Aramberri 2010: 311–352).

WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? SOME PROPOSITIONS FOR CONSIDERATION

So far, it has been suggested that the days of grand theories of development have passed. Modernisation theory, underdevelopment theory, neoliberalism and neostatism, along with environmentalism and sustainable development, have all been found wanting. They continue to co-exist, within globalisation theory, but none dominate current development thinking, and for some time attention has been focused on lower level aims and objectives, for example, poverty alleviation, gender equality and basic needs.

The realisation of the inadequacies of grand theories of development—or the loss of faith in them, which is not quite the same—is reflected in current approaches to tourism. None have taken root in analyses of international tourism, though modernisation perspectives remain the default approach, at least implicitly, both for economists and others committed to continued economic growth and policy makers who still regard tourism as some kind of passport to development (de Kadt 1979). By contrast, in outposts of socialism, often within academia, tourism continues to be viewed through the lens of dependency/underdevelopment theory, the perspective of choice for those who oppose both capitalism and mass tourism.

If these conclusions are correct, it is time for tourism academics (and all those committed to using tourism as a tool for development) to rethink the current position and reflect on the future of academic studies of tourism, much of which—at least implicitly—fits into a “tourism as development” framework. At a personal level, this is especially necessary, as the author has followed these debates, and made some contributions to them, over the last three decades. Doubtless there are alternative ways forward, but—for this researcher, at least—they must be based on several basic assumptions, which can be presented as a series of propositions.

Capitalism and International Tourism Will Continue for the Foreseeable Future

Those who study and carry out research on international tourism need to be realistic. We must assume that international tourism will continue to expand. In addition, irrespective of our own ideologies, it is equally necessary to accept that virtually all tourism is going to be promoted through some form or another of capitalism. The precise type of capitalism involved will vary, and there is plenty from which to choose: state-guided capitalism, oligarchic capitalism, big-firm capitalism or entrepreneurial capitalism, or we might refer instead to classical capitalism, corporate capitalism, market-oriented corporate capitalism, bank-oriented corporate capitalism or state capitalism. More simplistically still, we can categorise capitalism according to its historical variants in, for example, Britain, Germany, Sweden, Japan, France or China (Screpanti 2001; Crouch 2005). Irrespective of which labels we use, however, the issue is how capitalism and tourism are related, what forms tourism takes in different periods and regions, and how they change over time.

Large-scale Tourism Will Continue to be the Norm

Almost since the academic studies of tourism started, many academics have been either implicitly or (quite often) explicitly hostile to mass tourism. And to mass tourists. This may be for several reasons, but one must surely be the similarity of some academic research, especially social anthropology and sociology, to tourism. Indeed, residents in destination areas often consider social scientists to be tourists. Whether for this reason, related factors of social class, or just downright snobbery, academics have consistently distanced themselves from tourists; to adapt Waterhouse, “I’m a social scientist, my friends are travellers, you’re a tourist and he’s a tripper.” Unsurprisingly, perhaps, studies of mass tourists are few compared to those on “sustainable” tourism or ecotourism. Here, a short anecdote might be instructive: in June 2009, the International Academy for the Study of Tourism was held at a hotel in Magaluf, Mallorca, a Balearic island epitomising modern mass tourism. Numerous erudite papers were presented, and discussions were undeniably learned; however, despite the fact that, within a few minutes’ walk of the hotel, high-season mass tourism was on display (and, after dark, at its most manifestly drunken), no-one talked about it and very few made the effort to go and see what was happening.

There are exceptions: they include spirited defences of mass tourism by Butcher (2003) and Aramberri (2010), studies of the British in Spain (Andrews 2011; O’Reilly 2000), of tourists visiting European destinations (Boissevain 1996), or Cyprus (Sharpley 2001) and winter tourism in Austria (McGibbon 2000). Notably, most of these are anthropological studies, usually of destinations in developed societies. By contrast, studies of large-scale tourism in developing societies are almost non-existent.

At the conceptual level, too, albeit with exceptions (Butler 1992: 44 and 1999: 12), there has been a reluctance to face up to mass tourism, which has been a veritable elephant in the university lecture hall. Nevertheless, recent indications are that this myopia is being reduced. Weaver, who has consistently allowed for the possibility that mass tourism can and should be sustainable (2001: 167–168), has more recently led a debate (in Singh 2012) as to whether or not there is a “paradigm shift” towards sustainable mass tourism (Weaver 2012), and the same edited collection includes a similar debate on whether or not “small” tourism is “beautiful” (Harrison 2012). Such developments, while promising, are but the beginning of what needs to be a thorough reorientation to mass tourism in both developing and developed societies. Such an effort would be long overdue. Mass tourism dates back to the mid-nineteenth century and, in many respects, the processes through which it then occurred in developed societies are currently being repeated in developing societies. “In short, now as then, tourism is considered a tool for ‘development’” (Harrison 2001a: 5).

Alternative Tourism is Normally Linked to and Often Dependent on Mass Tourism and Will Never Replace It

Reading some descriptions of alternative tourism, it is easy to gain the impression it is quite distinct from mass tourism—an alternative paradigm that can be adopted as a politically correct alternative to unsustainable mass tourism. That impression is wrong. First, most “alternative tourism” is as capitalistic as mass tourism and, depending on definitions, might often be a variant of mass tourism. The Association of Independent Tour Operators (AITO), for example, in the U.K., an organisation representing more than 100 relatively small companies, specialises in a wide range of holidays, including those based on sun, sea and sand, adventure, culture, or short city breaks (http://www.aito.com/aito-members). Such companies exist to make a profit—if they did not, they would fail—and frequently take tourists to places where (other) mass tourists go.

Indeed, the close links of alternative tourism to mass tourism are evident in the organisation of the tourism industry, and many small, formerly independent and specialist companies are now part of much bigger organisations. Tui, for example, the German-based transnational tourism company, owns about 100 brands, including First Choice and Thomson—both heavily involved in mass sun-sea-and-sand holidays—and numerous smaller, formerly independent tour operators, that make up its “specialist holidays” section. These include Exodus, a British outbound tour operator, founded in 1974, a highly reputable small-scale company offering a high quality, “responsible” adventure tourism product (http://www.exodus.co.uk/about-exodus).

Second, as Weaver has noted, much small-scale tourism—in his terms, circumstantial alternative tourism (CAT)—remains small in scale only as a result of “pre-development dynamics, and not as a consequence of deliberate planning decisions and management decisions” (2001: 164). Conditions for it to become bigger have not yet occurred. A similar point was made more than two decades ago by Butler (1992: 46), who also notes that, because of the intensity of interaction arising from small-scale tourism, its impacts might be more damaging to local cultures than mass tourism, where interaction between resident and tourist is less intense (Butler 1992: 43).

Third, much alternative tourism not only supplements mass tourism (Butler 1992: 44) but is dependent upon it. In Fiji, for example, where the author worked for several years, much “ecotourism” (often seen as synonymous with small-scale, locally-run tourism) survives only because it feeds off conventional tourism, providing village visits, nature walks and local tours to guests staying at the larger, foreign-run hotels. In turn, conventional tourism benefits because these local activities are added attractions and encourage visitors to stay longer.

Finally, it seems obvious that small-scale versions of alternative tourism will never replace mass tourism! It is highly unlikely numbers of international tourists will fall dramatically (just the reverse) and the notion that it would be preferable for all tourists currently enjoying facilities in large hotels, for example, to be spread equally and more thinly across a wider area (with the loss of all the economies of scale in meeting their basic needs and providing essential utilities) is, quite simply, irrational.

In short, seeing alternative tourism, itself a vague concept, as totally distinct from mass tourism is mistaken. Different forms of tourism that are not, currently, mass tourism can still have problematic impacts, may themselves lead to forms of mass tourism and, in any case, may depend upon and/or complement mass tourism.

International Tourism is a Cross-border Activity Linking Individuals and Institutions in Developed and Developing Societies and Needs to be Conceptualised as Operating in an International and Systemic Way

It is now commonplace to argue that we live in a globalising world, though debates centre on the varying importance of economic, cultural and political dimensions (Waters 1995: 158–164), the extent to which local processes, local institutions and nation states are able to counter the trend (Hirst et al. 2009: 1–21) and, more broadly, how far globalisation itself needs to be explained. As Hay and Marsh note:


“For, in so far as globalization can be identified, it is understood as the contingent (and only ever tendential) outcome of a confluence of specific processes that are themselves likely to be limited in space and time. Globalized outcomes and effects might then be the product of very different, indeed entirely independent, mechanisms and processes of causation that can only be obscured by appeal to a generic (and causal logic) of globalization (2000: 6).”



In such circumstances, it is no longer appropriate to focus on “development,” or to use a more neutral term, social change, only in relation to developing societies. In the context of modern trading patterns, including international tourism, this makes no sense. Regions within the “developed” world are equally avid in seeking to increase tourist arrivals, the operation of many of the institutions involved, for example, transnational companies, criss-cross national boundaries, and the processes through which they operate are similar (or at least, comparable) wherever they occur, involving both global processes and local reactions. To take the well-known case of the tourism destination area cycle, the patterns of the rise (and fall) of their tourism sectors have been compared across numerous developed and developing societies, including the U.S., U.K., Canada, Australia, Spain, Denmark, Portugal, China, Thailand, the Caribbean, Hawai’i and other Pacific island countries, and Southern Africa (Butler 1980; Lagiewski 2006). In any case, it is virtually impossible to understand how tourism operates in—and impacts on—developing societies without seeing how developing country tourism is linked to the global system.

Indeed, sharply distinguishing one region, society or nation state from another (for example, “developing” and “developed” societies) may work more to disguise the similarities than clarify the differences, and processes and institutions in both need to be researched. Examining those in one kind of society (even if they can be clearly distinguished) is to view only one part of the picture. At the very least, they are likely to be linked in some ways, and sometimes the links are direct and evident. The emergence of mass tourism in U.K. seaside resorts in the mid-nineteenth century, for example, drew very similar criticisms to those voiced in the twentieth century about emerging resorts in developing societies. The processes were similar (and yet have rarely been compared).2 In addition, in the 1950s, when surplus aircraft from the second World War came to be used in establishing large-scale tourism from the U.K. to the European Mediterranean, a middle class with increasing disposable income rapidly forsook British resorts, and all the uncertainties of the British weather, for summer sun, sea, sand (and sometimes Sangria) elsewhere. As the warm Mediterranean resorts thrived, those in the chilly U.K. declined, and many of the latter continue to receive development funds from the European Union.

Elsewhere (Harrison 2014: 151), the author has advocated a globalisation perspective that incorporates the kind of tourism political economy proposed by Bianchi, where the key focus is on “the systemic sources of power which both reflect and constitute the competition for resources and the manipulation of scarcity, in the context of converting people, places and histories into objects of tourism consumption” (Bianchi 2000: 268). Such an approach, emphasising the role of transnational tourism corporations, and yet also according a role for the state, is a variant of international political economy, and brings together elements of neoliberalism, economic nationalism and Marxism, focusing on the market and the state and all the various class and other forces that mediate their relations.3 However, there is more to the operation of international tourism than economic processes, national and international institutions, and power struggles over the access to scarce resources (though these are clearly important). And disciplines other than economics, international relations and sociology are relevant to the study of how this international tourism system operates, grounded as it is within the global economy.

TOWARDS A WORKING MODEL OF TOURISM

Figure 1 presents what the author has described as a “working model” of international tourism. The focal points in the model are, first, the social, political and economic structures of the societies that provide and receive tourists, and the role and structure of the tourist in these societies.

Second, the nature of these societies will affect, and be affected by, the emergence of tourism, the motivations of tourists, and the various types of tourism that emerge from their demand and the ways it is satisfied by the supply of hospitality, facilities and attractions in destination societies. All such developments are, in turn, reflected in tourism’s economic and other impacts in destination societies, including the interaction of different kinds of tourist with different types of resident.

While the model is somewhat crude and broad, it is illustrative of where research, from a variety of disciplinary standpoints, can focus. It is applicable to both small-scale and mass tourism, and can assist analysis of domestic, regional or international tourism. In addition, it highlights the linkages across societal and state borders and yet nevertheless incorporates the role of internal social and economic structures. In essence, the model indicates what seem to be the most important linkages and, as a consequence, provides a framework within which questions (across a wide range of disciplines) can be framed and theoretical concepts developed. It does not, in itself, imply the nature of the links, or have any implication of the strength of one link against another.
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Figure  1: A working model of (domestic, regional and international) tourism (Harrison 2010: 42).




EXAMPLES FROM THE ASEAN CONTEXT

By way of illustration, links across the international tourism system are indicated in Table 3, which lists exogenous and endogenous factors that might reasonably be considered to have affected the development of tourism in the ASEAN region.

Exogenous factors may be of two types: global and regional. Those that are global have knock-on effects not only in the ASEAN region, but also elsewhere and will include environmental, economic and cultural features. Examples of environmental factors include long-term global warming and short-term changes in weather patterns (e.g., El Nino), while major global economic changes include the post-world-War II economic development in Western Europe and North America, along with technological change in aircraft manufacture, which together fuelled massive increases in outbound tourism in the 1960s and 1970s. By contrast, cultural features include the spread of Islamic fundamentalism, attitudes to sun tanning and beauty, the images held of destination communities and societies, the timing and regularity of school holidays and factory closures, and the acceptance or otherwise of such practices as gambling, drinking and sexual freedom. Clearly, too, health scares in one country or region (e.g., SARS and Avian Influenza from East Asia, or the Ebola epidemic in West Africa), have had widespread ramifications elsewhere, as has domestic unrest and international warfare, especially the American/Vietnamese War. From a different perspective, all such examples illustrate how factors in one area affect the complex interaction between what might be described as source country “push” and destination “pull,” a situation invariably exacerbated by state policies and marketing campaigns that are local responses to global trends and events.

The line between global exogenous factors and regional factors is somewhat blurred. As with the 1960s expansion of the European economy, the growth of the Chinese economy, and the ensuing middle class with disposal income and permission to travel overseas, has had global ramifications but it has especially benefitted ASEAN countries. Specific events, too, may be influential. In 2014, for instance, the destruction of MH17 aircraft over the Ukraine demonstrates how war in one region had tragic personal and collective effects in Southeast and East Asia, while the earlier loss of MH370 indicates how a disaster in one country may have global ramifications (a possibility reinforced by the loss of QZ8501 on 28 December 2014).


Table  3: Examples of exogenous and endogenous factors in tourism, with special reference to ASEAN.



	
	Exogenous Factors

	Response and Related Endogenous Factors




	1
	Changes in fashion and attitudes to sun tan and health in Europe in 1920s.
	New resort attractions developed in countries with plenty of sun, sea and sand. Holiday seasons are established.



	2
	Standardisation of school/national holidays in tourist-sending societies.
	Along with climate, reinforces seasonality at destinations



	3
	Global warming and climate change
El Nino weather patterns.
	Hot summers in sending societies may reduce outbound tourism and increase staycations.



	4
	Post 1945, surplus aircraft and more disposable income in West lead to search for sun elsewhere, first short haul and then long haul.
	1960s: Rise of new resorts in Mediterranean Europe and Greece, and later elsewhere. Simultaneous decline in many European seaside resorts, some of which are now development areas.



	5
	Colonialism and language of colonialists.
	Articulates with pre-tourism social structures (social class, status, ethnicity etc.), e.g., “plural society” of Malaysia, Crown/Chinese/TNC partnerships in Thailand. Affects who invests in tourism and character of destination, e.g., Portuguese in Macau, British in Hong Kong. Attraction of destination affected by language, commitment to colonial heritage and adherence to colonial image. Marketing may be linked to stereotype.



	6
	Civil and regional wars, e.g., American/Vietnamese War (1950s–1975), Sino-Vietnamese War (1979); Sino-Japanese wars (1890s and 1937–1945.
	Numerous knock-on effects, e.g.:
a) Later reluctance to visit territories of former combatants;
b) Thailand as R&R area for U.S. military and emergence of large-scale sex tourism.



	7
	State policies towards inbound and outbound tourism.
	Exogenous and endogenous factors, e.g., earlier controls on outbound tourism by Japan and China, and on inbound tourism by China, Lao PDR and Vietnam.



	8
	Rapid economic growth (e.g., China), rise of middle class and overseas travel.
	Changes nature of tourism in destination countries, with general problem of cultural differences across tourist/resident divide (including mainland and SAR Chinese).



	9
	Changing class structures in sending societies lead to changing motivations and types of outbound tourists, and new “push factors.”
	Destination areas respond to new demand with marketing campaigns, new kinds of attractions, niche markets (ecotourism, adventure tourism), e.g., hedonistic “party centres,” e.g., Vang Vieng, Lao PDR and Bali.



	10
	Economic activities in adjacent societies, e.g., slash and burn agriculture in Indonesia.
	Environmental pollution, reduced tourist numbers, e.g., in Malaysia and Singapore.



	11
	State legislation, e.g., illegality of gambling in China.
	Establishment of casino tourism in adjacent countries, e.g., Hong Kong and Macau.



	12
	Global Financial Crisis 2007f.
	Little impact in ASEAN? Reduced arrivals from Europe and N. America but protected by resilience of Chinese market.



	13
	Health crises elsewhere, e.g., Ebola in West Africa.
	Possibility of more border controls. SARS and Avian influenza in 2003 were endogenous to ASEAN with major tourism impacts regionally and internationally.



	14
	Global spread of Islamic fundamentalism.
	Reflected in Bali bombings of 2002 and 2005. Impacts on destination image, reduced arrivals, etc.



	15
	Shooting down of MH17 in July 2014 in Ukraine.
	Along with loss of MH370 in March 2014 and QZ8501 in December 2014, damage to reputation of regional airlines.



	16
	Increased prosperity in sending societies.
	Differences in ease of “doing business” in destination areas arising from government policies



	17
	Cheaper air travel.
	An additional “push factor” sometimes leading to second/retirement homes, provided they are facilitated by government policy (e.g., visas) in destination areas.



	18
	Other publicity from outside, e.g., feature films (“Lost in Thailand”).
	Can be positive or negative: this film led to increased numbers of Chinese visitors.
Domestic unrest has opposite effect, perhaps benefiting neighbouring countries (or destinations outside the region).





Special mention has to be made, too, of the linked histories arising from colonialism and global trading patterns and their knock-on effects in both tourist-sending and tourist-receiving communities and societies. These include language, a major consideration in the choice of holiday destinations, and the socio-economic structures and cultures inherited from colonialism by the former colonies, along with colonial architecture, once seen as a relic of a bygone age but, more recently (and often too late) a valuable example of “heritage.” In many destinations, for example, where a capitalist class has pre-existed tourism, those with financial capital have often been first in line to invest, especially where they have also possessed social and cultural capital. Other factors are also important though: in the Caribbean such a capitalist class did exist and was able to invest in tourism, though the welcome given to visitors is still clouded by the common association of tourism with slavery. By contrast, in the South Pacific, which was colonised for a shorter period, tourists receive a more open welcome but indigenous people did not possess financial, social or cultural capital, so from the outset tourism was largely run by people of European origin, a situation which continues to this day (Harrison 2001b: 30–31).

A further link of tourism processes across different types of society is seen in the crucial role of land ownership at the time tourism commences. Even in one destination, the resort of Blackpool, in the U.K. that “took off” in the mid-nineteenth century, the type of tourism varied across the town according whether land ownership was diffused or concentrated (Walton 1978: 62–64). Similarly, 150 years later, investment in tourism development in Pacific islands has been crucially affected by the communal ownership of land (Commonwealth of Australia 2008).

Numerous other examples of the internationalisation of tourism, and the need to situate tourism development in a global context, can be seen in Table 3, and many more could be added. However, the overall issue is clear. Tourism has occurred, and continues to occur, in “developed” and “developing” societies: the processes and impacts are comparable, and studying it in isolation ensures that, at best, only a partial picture will ever be visible. It is no longer acceptable to consider “development” a feature of only what used to be called “The Third World.” That disappeared when the Second World imploded. We live now in one world, in which globalising tendencies are consistently and continually countered by local responses, and tourism is both a cause and an effect of these tendencies. As a consequence, we need to view social change through a wide lens. Do we still call it “development“? As always, that is a value judgement. Like beauty, progress is in the eye of the beholder.


NOTES

*      A sociologist/anthropologist of development, David Harrison is Professor of Tourism at Middlesex University, London and is especially interested in tourism’s impacts in islands and small states. He was previously Head of the School of Tourism and Hospitality Management at the University of the South Pacific, Fiji and before then held positions at London Metropolitan University and the University of Sussex in the U.K. David has researched and written about tourism’s impacts in Eastern Europe, Southern Africa, the Caribbean, Southeast Asia and most recently, in Pacific Islands. He is author of The Sociology of Modernization and Development (1988), many peer-reviewed articles, and editor and co-editor of numerous books on tourism, including Tourism and the Less Developed Countries (1992) and Tourism and the Less Developed World (2001). Most recently, with Stephen Pratt, he co-edited Tourism in Pacific Islands (2015). He is currently focusing on the international linkages brought about by mass tourism.

1      This is evident in almost any text on globalisation, but Hirst et al. (2009) and O’Meara, Mehlinger and Krain (2000) provide two good examples.

2      There is an extensive literature on the history of tourism destinations but it tends to focus on destinations in Europe and North America. Contributors to Walton (2005), for example, present a range of hugely informative case studies, but they are mainly in Europe and there are no examples from what would now be considered developing societies. One merit of a global perspective on international tourism would be to bring historians of tourism together and reduce the current level of what might be described as a form of intellectual apartheid.

3      International Political Economy is a relatively new approach, said to combine the disciplines of Economics and International Relations. For Paul and Amawi, it is based on the “holy troika” of liberalism, economic nationalism and Marxism (2013: 27). Frieden and Martin see it as encompassing “all work for which international economic factors are an important cause or consequence” (2003: 118), including the domestic and international politics of trade and exchange rates, and impacts at national level of international flows of goods and capital. Cohen suggests it is comprised of two quite distinct traditions, the American school, which is state-centric, and the British school which is wider focused, more eclectic, and which “treats the state as just one agent among many, if states are to be included at all” (Cohen, 2008: 175).
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ABSTRACT

With more people visiting Asia and more Asians travelling around the world, the implications for new tourism research are increasingly acknowledged. Nuanced understanding on Asia and Asian tourism is necessary if we are to have an accurate assessment of contemporary tourism trends taking place in this part of the world and also beyond. Towards this end, Western conceptualisations of tourism and claims of universality are being challenged by alternative indigenous insights. This paper considers two approaches through which these anti-orthodox perspectives have been framed: (a) the post-colonial approach that re-configures traditional western templates for Asian tourism; and (b) the geography-matters perspective that emphasises the importance of locality in mediating allegedly global forms of development. Key literature is reviewed and distinct contributions are highlighted as part of an agenda to articulate a critical scholarship on Southeast Asian tourism.

Keywords: Tourism in Asia, Southeast Asia, ethno-centrism, post-colonial, critical tourism

INTRODUCTION

With more Asians travelling in their homeland (domestic tourism), within their backyard (regional tourism) and further afield (international tourism) for leisure, business and other discretionary purposes, the implications for new tourism developments and academic research in the non-western world are promising. With the Chinese market surpassing all others in tourist expenditures for the first time in 2012 (followed not too far behind by Japan), the emergent Asian wave should be acknowledged and implications for new and critical tourism discourse considered (Winter 2009; Cohen and Cohen 2014). Orthodox understandings of tourism framed by Anglo-American concepts, examples and knowledge claims are increasingly called into question (Winter et al. 2009). Claims of universality based on Western precepts have also been met with charges of ethno-centrism, and calls for greater diversity of knowledge on contemporary tourists, tourism development and landscape outcomes.

The concurrent critique of orthodox Western thought and the emergence of non-Western tourists present tantalising possibilities to rethink age old understandings of tourism. This paper hopes to spark further thought on this critical and timely matter across four sections. First, it considers the extent of an emergent Asian tourism wave and the dominance of Southeast Asia as both destination and tourist generator in the 2010s. Statistics on Asian tourism are provided to substantiate these claims. Next, the notion of “Asia on tour” is seriously considered, demanding a nuanced appreciation of its contextual effects and characteristics, as well as its differences from (but also similarities to) western antecedents (Winter et al. 2009). Towards this end, a critical Asian/Southeast Asian tourism scholarship is articulated to serve as a rallying call to acknowledge the regional turn. This constitutes the second section of the paper. While Critical Tourism Studies (CTS) have gained more or less a foothold in mainstream tourism discourse (see Gale 2012; Bianchi 2012), the notion of a critical Asian/Southeast Asian tourism scholarship is a relatively new enterprise, and constitutes the agenda of this discussion.

While the literature on Asian/Southeast Asian tourism is rich, most of the works are detailed and isolated empirical studies rather than critical and consolidated accounts that “Asianise the field” (King and Porananond 2014: 6). Instead of an exhaustive literature review, two key approaches are outlined to identify seminal works in critical regional tourism. Towards this end, the third section of the paper introduces a post-colonial approach that deconstructs orthodox perspectives of tourism based on indigenous Asian experiences. This is followed by a geography-matters approach which highlights the significance of local/geographic context. Rather than a holistic review, the two-fold discussion showcases productive avenues in critical tourism scholarship on a rapidly emerging world region. In the conclusion, a research agenda customised to Asian/Southeast Asian tourism is re-articulated illuminating, hopefully, a direction that Asianist tourism scholars can further advance.

AN EMERGENT TOURISM WAVE

Regular pronouncements of an economically ascendant Asia are often accompanied by equally regular accounts of different crises that threaten growth. Indeed, tourism development in Asia is intimately tied to its economic fortunes as well as its misfortunes. As with the vagaries of economic change, Asia’s tourism is beset with multiple starts and stops over the years. The 1991 Gulf War, for example, dulled the glowing tourist arrival growth rates of 9.2 percent in the 1980s in East Asia, Southeast Asia and the Pacific (Hitchcock et al. 2009a). The Southeast Asian economic crisis of 1997 (accompanied by local political incidents and environmental haze), epidemics such as Severe Acute Respiratory Syndrome (SARS) in East Asia (2002/2003) and H1N1 (2008), as well as terrorist attacks, tourist kidnappings and political demonstrations in places as varied as Kuta, Bangkok, Hong Kong, Jakarta and Manila in the 2000s/2010s further dampened economic growth and tourism development (for a comprehensive overview of Southeast Asian tourism till the late 2000s, see Hitchcock et al. 2009a).

While we cannot anticipate future problems, the tourism industry has proven to be resilient through the decades, rebounding in economically buoyant times. Current trends suggest a possible re-emergence of Asian tourism in the 2010s along three optimistic trajectories. First, the annual growth rate of inbound tourist arrivals shows that while Europe still commands the largest international visitor share, the rate of growth in Asia surpasses other continents. In 2013, a total of 563 million international tourists visited Europe (or 52 percent of the world market) followed by Asia and Pacific nations which received 248 million international visitors or 23 percent share. Despite commanding less than half of Europe’s catchment, Asia-Pacific’s annual growth is notable. Reflecting its upward trajectory through the 2010s, the annual increase of international tourists in 2013 was 6.2 percent compared to 5.4 percent for Europe and Africa, and 3.2 percent for the Americas (United Nations World Tourism Organization [UNWTO] 2014: 4). Within Asia-Pacific, the fastest growing sub-region is Southeast Asia (10.5 percent increase in 2013 over the previous year) compared to South Asia (6.1 percent), Oceania (4.7 percent) and Northeast Asia (3.5 percent). Southeast Asia’s success is attributed to increasing numbers of Chinese and Indian travellers, and the region’s strategic focus on niche markets such as second-home vacationers, medical/health travel, cruise and Meetings, Incentives, Conventions and Exhibitions (MICE) tourism.

A second evidence of an emergent Asian tourism is its revenue earning potential. According to the World Tourism Organization (WTO), nine out of the top 20 tourism receipt earners in 2013 were from Asia, and the top three earners were Thailand, Hong Kong and Macao. The destinations reported a revenue increase of around 24 percent (Thailand) and 18 percent (Hong Kong and Macao) over the previous year, compared to the fastest growing western countries the U.K. (12 percent) and the U.S. (11 percent) (UNWTO 2014: 6). Other Asian markets in the top 20 included China, India, Japan, Malaysia and Singapore. This rapid expansion took place on the back of increasing domestic and short-haul intra-regional travel. With Asia’s middle-class population expected to rise to 1.75 billion in 2020 (Garekar 2014), the early effects are already evident in its burgeoning service sectors. Mainland Chinese visiting Hong Kong and Macao account for the strong performance in these cities. Even in small city-states like Singapore, the hotel and food/beverage sectors are boosted by domestic demand by “staycationers” (Singaporeans vacationing in local hotels). Staycationers first emerged during the 2002/03 SARS crisis when Singaporeans substituted out-of-country travel with stay-at-home vacations (Chang and Teo 2009).

A third trend is the increasingly dominant role of Asians as travellers. While most of the outbound markets remain in developed Western nations, 2012 marked the first time that China ranked first in tourist spending. The outbound tourist expenditure of Chinese travellers amounted to an estimated US$110 billion, surpassing both the American and German markets which amounted to about US$83.5 and US$81.5 billion respectively (UNWTO 2014: 13). The other top outbound markets included Germany, U.K., Russia, France, Canada and Japan. Other Asian countries in the top 20 were Korea, Singapore, Hong Kong and Saudi Arabia. While outbound expenditures by Asian countries still pale to the West, the emerging economies of India and Indonesia, and the burgeoning middle-class in Korea, Singapore and Thailand anticipate a future surge. To glean further “insights into the social, cultural and political implications stemming from Asia’s transformation from mere host destination into a region of mobile consumers” (Winter et al. 2009: 4), more research on the region is essential.

Beyond quantitative growth, qualitative changes occurring in tourism should also be acknowledged. We should consider, for example, whether today’s Asian tourists are replicating patterns and impacts of their non-Asian peers decades earlier, or whether new processes, outcomes and challenges are materialising instead. While the discussions below tends to the latter, we must be mindful not to fall into “the trap of essentializing Asia as somewhere or something that is fundamentally ‘different’” (Winter et al. 2009: 8). Such a trap represents a parochial “Asia without the West” position, negating the research strides accomplished by others in the tourism field. In the next section, we explore different Asia-centric perspectives that range from relativist to radical positions. The goal is to develop a critical Asian scholarship reflective of both the qualitative and quantitative components of tourism change, without jettisoning useful concepts and ideas that have developed outside the continent/region.


“ASIANISING THE FIELD”: TOWARDS CRITICAL ASIAN TOURISM SCHOLARSHIP

The emergent wave in Asian tourism has implications for how and what we research on. While producing more knowledge on Asian tourism is an appropriate start, what is more important than a mere quantitative increase in research is sensitive scholarship that acknowledges the contextual uniqueness of the phenomenon and appropriate concepts to showcase it. The goal, therefore, is not to discard extant theories and to reinvent the wheel so much as to reassess how knowledge is conceived in the first place and to critically apply and/or create new conceptual lenses to represent this knowledge. Rather than “replication and predictability” that lead to “misguided claims of universality” (Winter et al. 2009: 5), critical scholarship must be context-based and concept-discerning.

We should note at the outset that the notion of being “critical” is in itself a derivative term from CTS. Following the cultural turn in the social sciences which injected culture into predominantly economistic analyses, tourism studies exhibited a similar cultural/critical turn in the late 1990s and early 2000s. Such a turn is anchored on two premises, the first being a challenge to “structuralist” approaches in tourism studies characterised by business-dominated research (i.e., tourism as a dominantly economic system) and the second being a “post-structuralist” embrace of divergent viewpoints where the focus is on socio-cultural issues of power, discourse, symbols, representation and embodiment (Bianchi 2012). In a philosophical sense, CTS is both a rejection of structuralism’s economic-determinism and an endorsement of post-structuralism’s cultural agenda (Gale 2012). Either way, the point is emphasised that tourism is “complex, negotiated, contingent” and we are thus forced to re-examine tourism concepts and perspectives that are “normalised, legitimised and dominant as a result of their repeated use” (Hannam and Knox 2010: 4).

A complementary way to understand the critical roots of CTS is to consider the influence of critical theory. Without going too much into the background of the Frankfurt School and its Marxian origins, it suffices to say that critical theory espouses a number of key principles, central to which is the need to be critical of power, ideology and discourse (Tribe 2008). Critical theory appreciates that power resides in multiple forms and not just in the hands of the elite. It is also concerned with emancipation through human agency and autonomy, and argues that there is no interest-free knowledge/research including knowledge by critical authors (Tribe 2008). CTS has embodied many of these principles under the banners of ethical/pro-poor/community tourism, critiques on the distribution of tourism’s economic benefits, and the uncovering of rhetorical myths and misconceptions about people and places. The goal according to Ateljevic et al. (2007: 3) is a commitment to “tourism enquiry which is pro-social justice, equality and anti-oppression.” Apart from research content, CTS is also sensitive to the ontology and epistemology of knowledge (ways of knowing and their limitations). Such cognisance demands reflexive admission of one’s “identity, libido and emotion” as influencing research outcomes (Tribe 2008: 248).

While there exists a number of insightful CTS reviews (from Britton’s pioneering call in 1991 to Gibson’s tripartite progress reports in 2008, 2009 and 2010, for example), the focus on critical “interest groups” or “areas” is a much smaller project by virtue of their niche characteristics. These interest groups coalesce around shared social or spatial attributes. One such social attribute is sexuality. Critical scholarship on gay/lesbian travel, for example, challenge heteronormativity in tourism studies, identifying a plethora of issues of concern to its advocates (Waitt et al. 2008). Other shared social attributes might include a concern for ethics/responsibility in tourism (Gibson 2010) or business/management matters (Tribe 2008). While the “social” focuses on shared humanistic attributes, the “spatial” is concerned with shared spaces, regions and territories. Such then is critical Asian or Southeast Asian tourism which shares a collective interest on the region and its practical and pedagogical tourism concerns.

More than just a collection of works that so happens to be on the region, critical regional tourism celebrates Asian perspectives on concepts, empirical material and pedagogy. Such critical scholarship, the author would argue, range from “relativist” positions to “radical” perspectives. Relativist positions espouse the re-examination of Western precepts and their reconfigurations to suit the Asian context. Instead of derivative research that unthinkingly applies orthodox precepts, it strives for an appreciation of knowledge that adopts and refutes theory, endorsing and challenging pre-existing thought (Winter et al. 2009: 5–6). One might also describe this approach as “revisionist” as it takes accepted frameworks as a starting point and revises them through the lenses of Asian empirics. Hopefully these new insights can help to refine, reinvent and “speak back to” original conceptual standpoints.

A second approach is radical scholarship which goes beyond mere issues/concepts and emphasises the ontology and epistemology of knowledge. It might thus be asked: Can western researchers truly understand/empathise with Asian subjects, cultures and place-based phenomenon? Should Asian scholarship be written only by Asians? More than just giving voice to marginal groups in tourist destinations and documenting different ways to produce/consume tourism, therefore, the spotlight shifts instead to the voices/viewpoints of local academics and indigenous knowledge creators. This is what King and Porananond (2014) mean by “Asianising the field.” In essence, they argue for the need to encourage more Asian scholars to study the emerging phenomenon of Asian tourists/tourism within Asia (as opposed to say, contributing to the already hefty literature on western-Asian interactions or effects on western visitors). While Asian scholars have researched policy plans and tourism management in the region, they also argue that more can be done on “critical issues to do with power and marginality, representation and imaging, and local community involvement” (King and Porananond 2014: 4). Towards this end, Porananond and King’s (2014) edited collection on Asian tourism comprises a total of 17 chapters contributed by 21 authors (18 of whom are of Asian ancestry, an impressive count of 85.7 percent). This compares much more favourably to other Asian tourism collections such as Teo et al.’s (2001) Interconnected Worlds: Tourism in Southeast Asia (which has 19 chapters by 23 authors, of which 34.8 percent are Asians); Hitchcock et al.’s (2009b) Tourism in Southeast Asia (16 chapters with 18 authors, of which 16.7 percent are Asians) and Winter et al.’s (2009) Asia on Tour (23 chapters by 23 authors, comprising 52.5 percent Asians).

The spectrum of critical Asian tourism scholarship—from relativist/revisionist to radical—reveals different approaches to “Asianising the field” (in the broadest sense of the phrase to mean Asian contributions to Asian tourism research). The review to follow proposes and demonstrates two approaches to critical Asian tourism scholarship. Elements of revisionist/relativist tendencies and radicalism are evident in both the post-colonial and geography-matters approaches. As we will see, while some authors argue that it is precisely their Asian/female positionality that helps to reconstruct traditionally Western/male tourism gaze in backpacking (Teo and Leong 2006), others assert more generally that Asian cultural contexts give rise to differences in global tourism outcomes (Han and Graburn 2010a). While no value judgements are passed as to which approach “Asianises the field” better, it is hoped that the viability of critical Asian tourism approaches in shedding new conceptual and empirical light is clearly demonstrated.


A POST-COLONIAL APPROACH TO SOUTHEAST ASIAN TOURISM

The post-colonial project challenges core assumptions in the way knowledge is conceived and codified. In its simplest chronological meaning, post-colonialism is synonymous with post-independence particularly in the 1950/1960s as countries, many in Asia, emerged from colonial rule. In the 1970s, literary critics began exploring the political, linguistic and cultural effects of post-colonialism with specific attention on the “controlling power of representation in colonised societies” and the way discourses “shape and form opinion and policy” (Ashcroft et al. 2007: 168). From a literary movement, the term was applied to different fields coalescing as an “ordering critique of totalizing forms of Western historicism” (Slemon 1994: 16). Central to this critique is that a “one size fits all” theory is inadequate in capturing the historical, geographical and sociological particularities of people and places (Thrift, cited in Edensor and Jayne 2012: 1).

Tourism’s engagement with post-colonialism is a relatively recent project focused on sites of tourism encounters and touristic representations of place (Hall and Tucker 2004). The main achievements have been in two areas: first, critiques of tourism as ongoing forms of domination and control in destination sites (“tourism as neo-colonialism”) and second, the opportunities afforded by tourism to local residents and business operators in subverting representations and creating “new hybrid spaces of being and becoming” (“post-colonial tourism potentials”) (Keen and Tucker 2012: 97). The latter emphasis on subversion has been called “critical post-colonialism,” defined as “a critical perspective that draws attention to the discursive aspects of power and control present in ‘First World’ (Western/European) representations of, and interest in the developing counties, also referred to as the ‘Third World’” (Tucker and Akama 2009: 513). Critical post-colonialism is not too different from critical Asian tourism as earlier sketched with its “continuing consideration of the specifics of particular places,” emphasis on the colonised Other subverting dominant discourses, and the exposure of myths in tourism representations of “exotic” non-Western worlds (Keen and Tucker 2012: 99).

A good example of critical post-colonialism in Asian tourism is evident in the literature on Southeast Asian backpacking. The empirical focus on the region is not an accident as Southeast Asia is a recognised forerunner of larger-scale backpacking tourism and has been marketed as “the primary backpacker destination in the world” (Paris et al. 2014: 1). Post-colonial analyses focus on cross-cultural issues, revealing the differences between Western and Asian backpacking cultures. An emblematic work is Teo and Leong’s (2006) piece on backpacking in Bangkok’s Khao San Road based on Leong’s (2004) beguilingly titled thesis Unpacking and Repacking Backpacking. More than just semantics, the pun underscores the need to unpack Western assumptions of backpacking/backpackers, and to repack concepts to suit contemporary Asian conditions (where Asians are increasingly the backpackers themselves). The traditional view of the western drifter who shuns mass tourism and technology, and who pursues alternative services and local exotica (Cohen 1973) may be accurate in a particular time-space, but cannot be accepted as a universal, immanent truth.

Adopting a post-colonial framework, Teo and Leong (2006) argue that Bangkok’s backpacking mecca Khao San Road is a farang (foreign, white) site where Western travellers live out their culture-specific fantasies of drinking, bargaining, braiding hair and eating phat thai. Interviews with Western and Asian travellers, coupled with insights from local business operators reveal a distinct bias towards the Western male who is perceived as richer, more willing to spend, less likely to bargain and hence “easier to cheat.” Onsite research also revealed that Asian backpackers consider themselves as “outsiders,” preferring to stay at Khao San’s back alleys and periphery where better bargains are to be found. A Korean backpacker opined: “I may be Asian travelling in Southeast Asia but I feel so strangely out of place here. Like a foreigner… the Caucasians here, I bet they feel very much at home because… this place is totally made for them” (Teo and Leong 2006: 122). Not just a racialised landscape, Khao San is also a gendered site where Asian female backpackers—the two authors self-identified—feel doubly excluded for being neither white nor male. Many female Asian travellers acknowledged their vulnerability and marginality in Khao San; those travelling solo were even unfairly perceived as loose and immoral.

Grounded, ethnographic research is necessary if essentialisms are to be unpacked. We should note that the term “Asian backpacker” is, in itself, also an essentialism because there is no universal Asian traveller as much as there is no one backpacker archetype. The challenge of critical post-colonialism is to therefore unpack received knowledge and to repack new knowledge that is sensitive to difference, even within and across the Asian market. Teo and Leong (2006), for example, acknowledge that Japanese and Korean backpackers have higher purchasing power compared to Malaysian and Singaporean travellers who are more insistent on bargaining. Indeed, the Japanese may be described as more aligned with Western backpackers than other Asian groups. On the differences between Asian and Australian backpackers (and within the Asian sub-group too), Paris et al. (2014) uncovered seven axes of divergence. These pertain to gender and age profiles, spending habits, the effect of distance on backpacking routes, use of technology, socialising behaviours and attitudes towards “partying, drinking and sex.” They argue that for backpacking to be sustainable in the future, traditionally western-oriented enclaves replete with hedonistic amenities and “exotic” dining need to be reconfigured to cater to a segmented Asian market that prefers familiar food, structured experiences and online reservation systems. Further sub-specialisations might also be undertaken to cater to even more customised needs.

It is this attention to socio-cultural context and difference that also characterise other works on Asian backpacking. Literature on Chinese backpackers in Tibet and Yunnan (Lim 2009; Shepherd 2009), as well as Western travellers in Indonesia and Southeast Asia (Hampton 1998; Muzaini 2006) further the post-colonial spirit of critical engagement. The appropriateness of Western frames in understanding non-Western backpacking (both Asian backpackers and backpacking in Asian locales) is questioned across different time-spaces. Lim (2009) for example presents backpackers with distinct Chinese characteristics—highly urbanised, upwardly-mobile, educated travellers with a penchant for domestic travel and web-based networking. In a society where civil society in the traditional sense is lagging, popular backpacking groups organised around the internet have emerged as counters to the state’s preference for institutionalised travel. Indeed, while the form and content of backpacking reveal similarities and variations around the world (including with the West), it is the “cultural and national specificities” that make backpacking distinct across different countries, regions and communities (Lim 2009: 301).

Teo (2009: 46) asserts, “As many of the countries in Southeast Asia were former European colonies, uncovering Western enthnocentism and self-orientalising tendencies in tourism practices constitute important agendas.” It is the unpacking and repacking agenda of post-colonialism that helps to highlight new trends in tourism and uncovers alternative ways of “doing old tourism.” Backpacking is but one example, and other phenomena in Asia are equally worthy of investigation. For example, the proliferation of budget airlines and new airports in Asia have created new transport and tourism geographies that might differ from western aviation and tourist mobilities (Kaur 2012). Similarly the emergence of long-stay Japanese tourists in Malaysia has created a second-home phenomenon that is distinct from European and American antecedents because of differences in Malaysian home ownership policies and the specificities of Japanese demands (Ono 2010). Recent research also reveal novel phenomena such as the rise of “home cooking schools” in Bali where locals convert their domiciles into culinary and cultural environments to court food enthusiasts (Bell 2014), and the use of blogs by female Chinese travellers to capture their experiences and assert their identities which are denied them in the non-virtual world (Zhang and Hitchcock 2014). Critical Asian scholarship must thus be attentive to broader tourism trends and concepts, but also be aware of their contextual uses and cultural specificities in particular locales. Reconfiguring “old” concepts and/or devising new ones represent a post-colonial project to expose essentialist frameworks and better understand tourism “truths.”

A GEOGRAPHY-MATTERS PERSPECTIVE ON TOURISM

While post-colonialism questions the appropriateness of Western tourism concepts and in framing the Asian situation, the geography-matters approach emphasises the significance of local/geographic context. “Geography“—synonymous here with “place” or “locality“—offers a way to explain tourism outcomes, differences and similarities across sites. Therefore, how and why tourism develops in a particular manner (along with its impacts) depends on where it develops. Best practices in eco-tourism or dark tourism will thus be translated differently in different geographic locales because place-based factors—local state policies, community needs and interests, role of labour force and unions, or even local climates, histories, resources, etc.—all affect development plans and outcomes in their unique configurations.

The geography-matters approach was inspired by the Locality Concept advanced by economic geographers studying the differential effects of de-industrialisation across European cities in the 1970/1980s (Cooke 1989). Its emphasis on local agency and spatial variability has resonated across disciplinary boundaries. The acknowledgement of locality provides a way for tourism scholars, regardless of discipline, to focus attention on the power of local (as opposed to external) actors in subverting, negotiating or abetting tourism development. Anthropologists interested in global-local interactions also find affinity with this perspective. Anthropological studies on “glocalisation” and ethnic tourism in East Asia, for example, highlight people’s active role in “reconstructing their locality, ethnicity and nationality in tourism development” (Han and Graburn 2010a: 12; see the collection of essays in Han and Graburn, 2010b). Appropriately, the term glocalisation has a very down-to-earth origin, beginning with the idea of dochakuka (global localisation in Japanese) referring to “a way of adapting farming techniques to local conditions and indigenous species” (Han and Graburn 2010a: 12). In the 1980s, the term evolved into a marketing strategy by Japanese corporations referring to the influence of local factors on global level activities.

A good case in point is the development of theme parks. As tourism environments par-excellence, theme parks are a quintessentially western concept that first appeared as funfairs, pleasure gardens and world expositions in Europe in the late 19th century before they were commercialised as gated amusement sites in the 1950s. American conglomerates such as Disney and Universal Studios prototyped the modern self-sufficient park concept as we know it today, integrating on-site amusement with retail merchandising, entertainment, hotels, convention centres, cruises, etc. Rolled out as a global business concept with the establishment of Tokyo Disneyland in 1983, theme parks today range from international franchises to wholly-owned entities, family businesses and local/regional conglomerates.

In a wide-ranging study of Southeast Asian theme parks, Teo and Yeoh (2001) argue that local agency is evident in different ways. Many of the earliest theme parks in the region were large-scale and costly, and were co-owned/co-funded by national governments. Parks like Taman Mini Indonesia Indah or Sarawak Cultural Village thus fulfilled socio-political and ideological roles with themes like national unity and multi-culturalism evident in their programmes, activities, marketing collaterals and architecture. Depending on community need and government agenda, theme parks were designed in very specific yet different ways. In the case of privately owned theme parks, Teo and Yeoh (2001) revealed that most were owned by local or regionally-based tycoons who were extremely proud of their cultural heritage and sensitive to the needs of their local and regional clienteles. Culinary preferences, religious and linguistic considerations were all incorporated into the planning and management of the parks. Local patrons making use of theme parks also do so in accordance with their own leisure needs and personal interests, converting the parks into highly familiar and familial environments. The authors concluded that while Southeast Asian parks “may appear to be commercially viable and internationally appealing, and akin to the universal Disney product, they also communicate and respond to the various impulses of what is often construed as ‘local’” (Teo and Yeoh 2001: 138; see Matusitz 2011 and Choi 2012 for a similar argument on Hong Kong Disneyland)

Geography in the form of local weather or religion also exerts considerable influence in international-franchised theme parks. A recent study of Universal Studios, for example, revealed fundamental differences across its American, Japanese and Singapore branches. Heavy rains and tropical humidity explain the architectural distinctiveness of the Singapore park, characterised by its multi-storey weather shades and alfresco air-conditioning vents. The dominance of Islamic visitors in Singapore (local Muslim population, and Indonesian and Malaysian tourists) also led to the development of prayer rooms and halal-certified eateries (Pang 2013). Universal Studio’s Corporate Social Responsibility programme is also highly customised to its location. Appropriately called “Volunteers on Location,” it identifies specific local community concerns such as non-profit organisations in Los Angeles and handicapped youths in Singapore (Chang and Pang 2014).

Tourism outcomes are the mediations of external/global and indigenous/local processes. Rather than polar opposites, the scales are necessary counterpoints in the dialectical transformation of places and products. Attention on the local should therefore not be overshadowed by the global, and for that matter vice versa. In the theme park examples above, geography was interpreted as “locality.” There exist other geographical factors of course, for example the place of origin of tourists. Indeed, all forms of tourism knowledge and perspectives depend very much on the tourists under scrutiny—where they come from and who they are. Tourism concepts and phenomenon take on different shades of meaning depending on who we study and talk to.

Increasingly much attention has been given to domestic tourism as an example of “local variability.” In Southeast Asia, this phenomenon is as varied as the different countries under study. While some countries such as Indonesia promote domestic tourism for nationalistic and political reasons, others like Vietnam encounter resistance by local enterprises precisely because of the unfamiliarity with the phenomenon (Erb 2009; Gillen 2009). While domestic travel has led to economic benefits for local hoteliers and tribal communities in Northern Thailand (Evrard and Leepreecha 2009), the effects are far less optimistic in smaller countries like Laos where cost-saving and economical modes of travel are emphasised (Carroll 2009). Across the region, domestic tourism takes on distinct characteristics, variable meanings and diverse outcomes. Geographic origins also affect the way tourism impacts are represented and interpreted. Thirumaran (2009) demonstrates, for example, that the commonly held “cultural commoditisation” thesis about Balinese dances is framed by dominant Western touristic imagination. By shifting the focus to Indian Hindu tourists instead, a portrait of “cultural affinity” and shared heritage emerges. Interviews with Balinese dancers revealed that dancers and Asian Hindu tourists often exchange ideas about religion and dance styles; they even refer to one another as “brothers” and “sisters.” Indeed, geography is central to grounded field work and embodied research, and a necessary means to “get at” the very heart of Asian tourism knowledge and understanding.

ASIAN AGENDA AHEAD

In an overview of tourism geography, Butler (2004) identified three temporal phases in research each marked by distinct themes and emphases. The “descriptive era” (pre-1950s) is characterised by highly descriptive and empirical works; often these works were subsumed within economic and urban geography as tourism geography was not recognised as a distinct sub-discipline. This was followed by the “thematic era” (1950 to early 1980s) marked by attempts to link tourism to wider disciplinary agendas. Positivism was at its peak and research was characterised by statistical works capturing the movements of travellers, locations of amenities and urban land uses, etc. “Model making” led to tourism models depicting evolution of destination sites and spatial morphologies of resorts and urban areas. From the 1980s onwards, the “era of diversity” was characterised by the study of different tourism forms such as eco- and heritage tourism in the 1980s, and subsequently other niche-fields such as medical-tourists. A “critical geography of tourism” also emerged during this time as researchers sought to realise the practical value of their work particularly in the areas of community empowerment and advocacy, urban regeneration and sustainable development.

Although Butler did not explicitly state so, the diversity era that he spoke about complements well with our present focus on and agenda for Asian tourism. Beginning with the acknowledgement of Anglo-American centrism in scholarship, critical Asian tourism is concerned not just with regional empirics but about making a difference in scholarship. Be it a relativist or radical approach to “Asianise the field” (King and Porananond 2014), the diversity of Asian identities, perspectives and contributions are fore-grounded in tourism scholarship. Diversity has led to the rethinking of commonly-held Western concepts and mind sets. The literature review above is not meant to be exhaustive but offers two approaches by which the spirit of diversity is demonstrated and exercised. Some might criticise the post-colonial and geography-matters approaches as “not exactly fresh“—the locality concept and “geography matters” came to academic prominence in the 1980s and in tourism analyses in the 1990s, while post-colonial thought was first invoked in tourism studies in the mid-2000s (e.g., Hall and Tucker 2004). What, however, remains fresh and relevant today is their advocacy platform particularly in the 2010s as Asian tourism ramps up. Their theoretical premise on unpacking and repacking normative viewpoints, and the acknowledgement of an Asian “difference” (where indeed there is difference) calls for nuanced and culture-specific research. In many cases, Asian authorship has also been highlighted to reflect the CTS spirit of reflexivity and embodiment in knowledge creation.

Cohen and Cohen (2014) classified Asia as an important emerging region in world tourism. “Emerging” is an appropriate term as it underscores the ongoing quantitative surge in Asian tourism (notwithstanding the political demonstrations in Bangkok and Hong Kong of 2014, and the unfortunate dual Malaysian Airlines incidents in 20141) and accompanying qualitative changes in tourist motivations, behaviours and impacts. The diversity of indigenous voices working on and writing about Asian tourism and its re-conceptualisations (e.g., Winter et al. 2009; Porananond and King 2014) is also part of this emerging phenomenon and agenda that we should conscientiously nurture and celebrate. Only then will the anticipated Asian tourism wave be understood on its own terms rather than under the gaze of Western eyes.

NOTES

*      T. C. Chang is an Associate Professor at the Department of Geography at the National University of Singapore. His research focuses on Asian tourism, urban development, and the role of arts, culture and heritage in cities. He is the co-editor of Asia on Tour. Exploring the Rise of Asian Tourism (Routledge, 2009) and Interconnected Worlds: Tourism in Southeast Asia (Elsevier Science, 2001).

1      Anti-government protests took place in Bangkok in November 2013 and May 2014 leading ultimately to a coup d’etat and declaration of martial law in May. Tourist arrivals for 2014 were 24.8 million, a decline of 6.7 percent compared to 2013. Also in 2014, pro-democracy activists belonging to the Hong Kong Federation of Students organised “Occupy” demonstrations in four locations between September and December. Despite this, tourist arrivals (which include Mainland Chinese visitors) increased by 12 percent over 2013. As for Malaysia, two incidents involving Malaysian Airlines—the missing MH370 aircraft in March and MH17 which was shot down over Ukraine in September—caused great international concern. Despite this, tourist arrivals to Malaysia stood at 22.8 million in 2014, an increase of 9.6 percent from the previous year.
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ABSTRACT

This paper provides an assessment of tourism development in the Isan region by taking Ubon Ratchathani as a unit of study. Porter’s Diamond model is applied to gain insight into a clear perspective on the economic development of regional tourism in a competitive market. The findings indicate the low advancement of tourism development in Ubon Ratchathani because of cultural constraints, low quality of factor conditions, lack of coordination in the tourism value chain, low cooperation between the public and private sectors, and a low level of sophistication in demand conditions. This might facilitate the decision-making process of policy-makers and related parties to strategically plan and develop regional tourism, contributing to the quest of the Thai government and the Isan tourism sector to properly manage tourism in order to achieve a more competitive position at the national and international levels.
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INTRODUCTION

In a period of world economic stagnation and vulnerability, the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO) reports that tourism is still the fastest growing industry, with 5 percent growth in 2014. It is not surprising that tourism is regarded as the powerful driving force for world economic development. The same is true for Thailand where tourism has been put at the heart of development because the Thai government has officially recognised the success of the 1997 tourism promotion campaign “Amazing Thailand” which generated significant foreign exchange. Considering its wide range of tourist attractions and a comparative advantage over many countries in terms of nature, wildlife, climate, cultural heritage, traditional activities (such as agriculture and handicrafts) and the hospitality of the Thai people, the Thai government has seen an opportunity to develop tourism and has used it as a tool for economic development. Currently, tourism is a part of the national agenda, with the vision of Thailand becoming among the top five destinations in Asia (National Tourism Development Plan 2012–2016).

Thailand has been referred to as a success story in tourism development and marketing (Opperman and Chon 1997; Noypayak 2001). However, its development has only been successful in the south and the north of Thailand while the Northeast or Isan, lags behind in terms of the least visited area in the country, even though it has the fascinating blend of Thai, Lao, and Khmer cultures presented in cultural and archaeological sites. To solve this problem, the government has launched the “Amazing Isan” campaign and promoted Isan as an inexpensive destination. However, tourism income in the Isan region is still regarded as low in relation to other regions (Higham 2000). With regard to this unsatisfactory level of tourism development in the Isan region, a thorough analysis is crucially needed to determine the extent to which tourism can be further developed there. The findings of this study are intended to contribute to the thinking in Thailand about the direction of regional tourism development in Isan, and the need for a modification of regional development policy to make Isan tourism more competitive.

THE ISAN REGION AND ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

The National Economic and Social Development Board (NESDB) indicates that the Isan region occupies about one-third of Thailand’s land area, and comprises approximately one-third of the country’s total population, and is the least developed and poorest region. To give a clearer picture, the poverty of the Isan is comparable to the poverty incidence in Sub-Saharan Africa (Clarke 2006: 177), because over half of Isan people (56.5 percent) have agrarian roots, engaging in small-scale agricultural activities and thus they have a low level of market bargaining power (NESDB 2007). Their productivity is low because of the porous, highly saline and infertile soil, as well as a lack of fertiliser, and limited irrigation facilities (Richter 2006). The existing economic structure of Isan is dependent on agriculture, commerce, manufacturing and services (Table 1). Due to the limitations in terms of low-yielding agricultural products and low bargaining power in the market, the growth of the Isan economy has been slower than other parts of Thailand, resulting in a migration of young labour to work in such cities as Bangkok, and thus there is remittance dependency of 40 percent of Isan households and a high dependency rate on externally generated income (Jerrold and Chamratrithirong 2011: 58).


Table  1: GDP of the Northeast or Isan region compared to Thailand’s GDP.
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Source: NESDB (http://www.nesdb.go.th/Default.aspx?tabid=96, accessed 12 August 2013).

As mentioned, the 1997 “Amazing Thailand” campaign has attracted a large number of international tourists, influencing the Thai government’s decision to deploy tourism as a tool for regional development by, for instance, supporting tourism promotion and marketing, establishing a tourism information centre, developing accessibility, and establishing the East-West Economic Corridor (EWEC) project to build east-west roads to link Myanmar, Thailand, Laos and Vietnam (Kmonwatananisa 2008). The development of Isan tourism is thus expected to help reduce labour migration to Bangkok.

THE COMPETITIVENESS OF REGIONAL TOURISM

Perceived as an economic growth catalyst because of the important role that the tourism sector plays in national and regional economic development, the competitiveness of tourism has become a topic of particular interest among tourism researchers, practitioners and policymakers (see Crouch and Ritchie 1999; Dwyer and Kim 2003; Vanhove 2002; Mazanec et al. 2007; Hassan 2000). In addition, tourism requires minimal investments (Jackson and Murphy 2006; Sharpley and Sharpley 1997: 22). Therefore, many governments have focused on tourism development to attract visitors and new investment in isolated regions. Economic opportunities in Isan in the form of comparative advantage present themselves in terms of tourism resources (such as natural landscapes, a good climate and cultural heritage). However, there has been an increasing shift in tourism policy in that there is also an urgent need to ensure the quality of tourism resources in order that the sector can compete effectively at the global level, which points to the importance of competitive rather than comparative advantage (Crouch and Ritchie 1999). In other words, tourism is no longer seen as a panacea for regional economic development, as Tisdell (1998: 16) argues, “…tourism is not a Cinderella industry for developing all backward regions,” unless tourism becomes more competitive. To this extent, the concept of competitiveness should be addressed because tourism resources alone are not a guarantee of successful regional tourism development.

Tourism is a multifaceted phenomenon. It can be viewed from different perspectives, depending on the purposes and interests of the observer (Hall 2000; Hall and Butler 1995; Farrell and Twining-Ward 2003). For instance, economists might look at tourism as an economic sector, as a part of the macro-economy. What they are interested in may include the extent to which tourism contributes to employment opportunities, foreign exchange and the balance of payments. Policy-makers might think of tourism as a mechanism for regional development, looking at its role in reducing socio-economic disparities. Sociologists might study tourism from the point of view of its role in strengthening or weakening forms of social cohesion. Geographers could be concerned with the spatial dimensions of tourism: the flow of travellers, notions of place and changes in the physical landscape. Thus, tourism can be studied from a wide variety of disciplinary perspectives (Leiper 1990). In this paper, tourism is perceived as an economic sector, as a part of the macro-economy. It needs a strategy to meet consumer demands in order to compete effectively with other destinations. Competition among tourist destinations is a manifestation of an economic competition episode, seen in terms of the sale of “experience products.” According to Crouch and Ritchie (1999), the “experience product” is a combination of regional resources (such as climate, the natural landscape, cultural heritage sites and the local small-scale economy) which can be transformed from unused regional resources into “experience products” (transportation, lodging, catering, value-adding and delivering other services to tourists). Thus, the sale of “experience products” relates to resource enhancement, service values delivered to tourists and the appropriate management of regional resources, before they can be delivered to tourists. To this extent, what makes regional tourism competitive is the ability to attract tourists to spend more and stay a longer time there rather than in other regions. Therefore a given region has to create and integrate value-added “experience products” that sustain its resources while maintaining its market position relative to competitors (Hassan 2000). In our attention to the competitiveness of regional tourism, Porter’s Diamond model provides a perspective on the economic development of regions in a competitive global market.

THE DIAMOND MODEL

One of the most influential competitiveness models is the “Diamond model” (Figure 1), formulated by Michael E. Porter in the late 1980s. It was developed to assess and compare the international competitiveness (or interchangeably, competitive advantage) of nation-states and regions. Porter’s Diamond model is unique among economic models since it looks at international competition from a micro-economic perspective instead of the conventional macro-economic one. According to Porter (1990), the Diamond framework includes determinants that play an important role in stimulating the sector to create productivity. These are:

Factor Conditions

These are grouped into five categories: human resources, physical resources, knowledge resources, capital resources and infrastructure. Porter distinguishes them in terms of the level of sophistication and specificity. The sophistication level is classified into basic factors and advanced factors. Basic factors embrace climate, location, unskilled and semiskilled labour, and debt capital. Advanced factors comprise modern digital communications infrastructure, highly educated human resources, and knowledge and research institutes in sophisticated disciplines. While basic factors are inherited or require unsophisticated private and social investments, advanced factors are frequently built upon basic factors through an investment in both human resources (e.g., computer scientists and engineers) and physical capital (e.g., technology). The specificity level is divided into generalised factors and specialised factors. Generalised factors include a supply of debt capital, employees with college education, and a highway system. All of them can be utilised in a wide range of economic activities. Specialised factors cover specific infrastructures, skilled human resources, and particular and specific forms of knowledge with a limited range to a single industry.

Demand Conditions

These comprise the nature of home-market demand for the industry’s products or services. Firms can gain a competitive advantage in global market segments if these segments in the home nation-state are highly visible, sizeable, and sophisticated compared to other nation-states. This also implies the anticipation of customer needs that gives an early warning indicator to firms to learn how to meet those needs.

The Presence of Competitive Related and Supporting Industries

This factor helps firms create advantages through vertical relationships (supporting industries) and horizontal relationships (related industries). In terms of vertical relationships, supporting industries can supply efficient, early, rapid and cost-effective inputs. In the case of horizontal relationships, firms can coordinate and share activities (technology developments, production, marketing, distribution channels and services) with related industries in the value chain. Good coordination can provide opportunities for technological interchange, information flow and complementary products and/or services that will facilitate a firm’s ability to gain a competitive advantage.

Firm Strategy, Structure and Rivalry

These concern the context of national conditions, how firms are established and managed, and what the nature of domestic competition comprises. Different nation-states have different styles of management practice which include such issues as training, leadership, organisational style, the strength of individual initiatives, the decision-making tools, the nature of customer relationships, the coordinating ability across functions, the attitude toward international activities, and the relationship between labour and management.
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Figure  1: The Diamond model (Porter 1990).



They directly support, interact and improve each other and can be indirectly influenced by government actions and by chance. Together they shape the competitive success of a nation-state or region. Although Porter’s Diamond model is an assessment tool applicable to a sector, it has not been specifically used to evaluate the development of tourism. Based on our literature review, it is applied in an evaluation of tourism competitiveness at the national level (see Bobirca and Cristureanu 2008; Gomezelj and Mihalic 2008; Miller et al. 2008; Navickas and Malakauskaite 2009). Nevertheless, little attention has yet been paid to the examination of the competitiveness of a geographically small region (Dwyer and Kim 2003).

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

To assess the prospects for regional tourism development, the Diamond framework will be used in this paper to examine regional tourism development. In doing so, it needs an act of operationalisation from the theoretical concept into practical indicators in the specific context of the study area (Table 2).


Table  2: Operationalisation of the Diamond model in assessing regional tourism (source: author).



	The Diamond model
	Objective of the theoretical content
	Practical indicator



	1. Factor conditions
	Checking whether the factor conditions are available and of high enough quality to assist tourism firms in increasing their competitive capabilities.



	1.1. Physical resources
	Physical resources concern the geographical characteristics of the region that affect firms’ costs (e.g., transportation).
	The climate, the landscape, the location and the availability of tourism products (natural/cultural attractions).



	1.2. Human resources
	Human resources concern the quantity and skills of personnel and whether personnel costs can be borne by firms.
	The supply and demand of tourism labour, the quality of tourism employees (in terms of educational levels), the opportunities for skills improvement that could lead to service quality improvement, and the cost of tourism employees (wages and other benefits).



	1.3. Knowledge resources
	Examining whether 1) there are knowledge resources available, and 2) there is investment in knowledge creation by firms to help in upgrading product/service quality.
	The presence of knowledge institutions and research and training projects related to tourism, and the level of knowledge investment in the tourism sector.



	1.4. Capital resources
	Checking whether capital (e.g., cash, stock, bond, etc.) is available for the tourism sector.
	The availability of financial institutions able to facilitate financial services for tourism firms.



	1.5 Infrastructure
	Looking at whether transportation and infrastructure are available and how their qualities are.
	The availability and quality of transportation infrastructure and tourism facilities.



	2. Related and supporting industries
	Looking into whether or not tourism suppliers are available and if available, how tourism firms work together.
	The presence of tourism related industries and collaborative practices in the tourism value chain (e.g., tourism firms’ contacts and the frequency thereof).



	3. Demand conditions
	The availability of sophisticated, demanding and anticipatory groups of customers is essential because of their importance in driving and stimulating firms to continuously upgrade their quality and develop their market.
	The quantity of visitors, visitor spending power (expenditure and length of stay), and visitor motivation and evaluation.



	4. Firm strategy, structure and rivalry
	Understanding the structure of the tourism industry, its competition environment, and its strategies to compete.
	The production climate at firm and policy levels and their interactions.




The Study Area

We selected the province of Ubon Ratchathani, located in the Isan region (Figure 2), as the representative of Isan tourism development for the following reasons. According to the Ministry of Tourism and Sport (MOTS), Ubon Ratchathani is perceived as one of the potential tourist destinations in Thailand because it possesses many natural and cultural attractions, various tourism infrastructures and facilities, and proximity to two of Thailand’s four neighbouring countries (Laos and Cambodia) which have the potential to develop trans-border tourism in the light of the Asian Economic Community (AEC) inauguration in 2015 and the Greater Mekong Sub-regional Economic Cooperation (GMS-EC). Additionally, Ubon Ratchathani has been the administrative centre of the lower north-eastern part of Thailand for a long time, implying a key factor supporting the development of the MICE (Meetings, Incentives, Conventions and Exhibitions) tourism market.

Ubon Ratchathani is about 600 kilometres from Bangkok and covers 16,112 square kilometres in the Korat Basin. There is a population of approximately 1.78 million, 82.7 percent of whom live in the countryside, indicating that agriculture is the main economic activity (Ubon Ratchathani Provincial Statistics Office 2008). Poverty in Ubon Ratchathani shares the same problems with the wider region; the main problems are severe and continuous drought conditions and small-scale farms with low marketing power, which exert pressure on young workers to leave in search of opportunities outside the region, leaving behind the old and the young children in the villages (Ubon Ratchathani Development Plan 2010–2012). Given these similarities, the development of a competitive tourism industry in Ubon Ratchathani could be an option to contribute to poverty alleviation and the reduction of the migration of the young labourers.
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Figure  2: Map of Thailand, the Isan region and Ubon Ratchathani.



Data Collecting

To fulfil the indicator system, the archival records are the main sources of data. However, during the fieldwork three problems were encountered. First, the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) had no longer taken responsibility for the compilation of tourism statistics which resulted in fragmented, scattered and outdated tourism data for Ubon Ratchathani. Second, database systems at both national and regional levels were unsystematic which made it difficult to find some data (for example data on tourism supply and tourism demand). Finally, although data available in the statistical office included economic data, the statistics did not provide information which would enable an assessment of the developmental stages of tourism activity. For these reasons, primary data were required. In gathering them, mixed methods to collect both quantitative and qualitative data were employed during the period of June–August 2010.


	A quantitative survey was conducted by using a structured interview questionnaire to collect data from tourism entrepreneurs. Based on data from the TAT – the Ubon Ratchathani Branch, there were 105 tourism firms (tour operations and accommodation) operating in Ubon Ratchathani, of which 12 accommodations were situated in National Parks and military areas which were considered noncommercial in character, and thus they were excluded from this study; questionnaire interviews with 93 tourism entrepreneurs, a population of this study, were undertaken by fourth-year bachelor degree students from the Department of Hospitality Management, Ubon Ratchathani University. 83 questionnaires were considered completed.

	In-depth interviews with 33 tourism entrepreneurs (22 accommodation providers and 11 tour operators) to examine the reasons, processes, motivations, evaluations and policies of these tourism firms which were judged to have a good reputation in the study area were undertaken to gather qualitative data. Questions, for example, on how tourism entrepreneurs positioned their business and what economic opportunities and threats they saw and dealt with, were asked. The interviews which lasted at least one hour were recorded and transcribed to enable tourism entrepreneurs to examine their internal validity. In-depth interviews with 13 key tourism informants were also conducted to ensure the accuracy of information and the external validity of the work through questions related to their views on the strengths and weaknesses, and the threats and opportunities in relation to tourism development in the area.


Results

The results of the tourism assessment in Ubon Ratchathani are presented as follows:

Factor conditions

Ubon Ratchathani is situated in the eastern-most part of Thailand, with an average year-round temperature of 27.3°C. There are many natural and cultural attractions available in the province such as the National Parks, prehistoric rock painting, the forest monasteries where the revered Buddhist monks who have been famous teachers of meditation have lived and studied the principles of Buddhism, and the Candle Festival which is scheduled in the “Amazing Thailand Program” as an international renowned festival of Thailand.

There appears to be more tourism labour supply than demand in the Ubon Ratchathani tourism sector. There are only 49 graduates in tourism/hospitality employed in the province, even though there are more than 6,200 tourism and/or hospitality students graduating annually from higher educational institutions in Thailand. The reason why local tourism entrepreneurs prefer hiring low rather than highly educated workers is that highly educated workers tend to show lower job loyalty and less enthusiasm compared to employees with a low educational level. However, tourism informants reflect that the underlying causes of the lack of skilled tourism employees in Ubon Ratchathani can be attributed to low pay and the active recruitment and selection by larger firms in high potential areas such as Bangkok, Chiang Mai and Pattaya. According to the results of the interviews with tourism informants, the low remuneration for tourism employees is a major constraint on tourism development because highly educated and/or experienced employees move elsewhere, leading to a low level of service quality of the Ubon Ratchathani tourism sector. To some extent, the service quality could be improved by training tourism employees to be more professional (e.g., giving them hospitality and language skills). Nonetheless, tourism employees hardly have any professional training opportunities because local tourism entrepreneurs suspect their highly educated employees’ job loyalty and the low capability of poorly educated employees to learn, and hence the entrepreneurs do not want to spend money on staff training, opting instead for internal on-the-job training programmes. As a result, an improvement of the service quality level is rather low.


When turning to knowledge resources, it was found that, although there are research and academic services from two state universities, two private universities and one vocational college situated in Ubon Ratchathani, most of the tourism firms hardly make use of such kinds of knowledge resources. Surprisingly, local tourism entrepreneurs are also not interested in engaging themselves in knowledge development either. They say that they are too busy running their routine business, and have no time to cooperate with higher educational institutions to create the type of knowledge that might contribute to their long-term profitability. This clearly indicates the low level of knowledge investment in the tourism sector.

Concerning capital resources, there are many financial institutions (68 branches of commercial banks, eight state-enterprise saving banks, and 16 thrift and credit cooperatives) providing financial services. However, most of the tourism entrepreneurs in Ubon Ratchathani do not borrow money from them because their families act as a source of capital to invest in their businesses, hinting at a risk-avoiding attitude of tourism entrepreneurs.

Considering the tourism infrastructure, given the advantage of being the administrative and the main economic centre in the lower Isan region, Ubon Ratchathani has the potential to receive an influx of visitors because of the availability of transportation infrastructure and tourism facilities. At a glance, the presence of these facilities would seem to enable Ubon Ratchathani to become a tourism hub within the lower north-eastern region, but, tourism informants note that compared to the quality of the existing transportation infrastructure and tourism facilities in other regions in Thailand, those of Ubon Ratchathani need improvement. These include accessibility problems such as the low quality of train services, a lack of signposts pointing to the direction to destinations, and inferior road quality (two-lane roads).

Related and supporting industries

According to Porter’s Diamond model, the existence of related and supporting industries in a region provides a potential competitive advantage, based on close working relationships. The linkages of the tourism sector with suppliers can facilitate innovation and an upgrading of processes through quick access to information, research and development (R&D) exchange, new method perceptions, and opportunities to apply new technologies, because they are the mechanisms driving a competitive advantage. As tourism is a fragmented industry, comprised of many small-medium scale tourism businesses that make it difficult to identify related and supporting industries, this study restricted itself to the energy, souvenir, and car rental service industries which Vanhove (2006) also regards as tourism related industries. The findings confirm the presence of these related and supporting industries of tourism but their cooperative practices to develop new tourism products or/and improve the quality of tourist experiences are rated at the low level. The way they cooperate with each other is primarily based on daily business concerns, with formal contact in terms of business exchange (e.g., purchasing products or services). Although there are tourism associated institutions which can help the tourism sector, particularly the hotel industry, in Ubon Ratchathani to develop its quality to meet the international standard, the ambition of the tourism sector in Ubon Ratchathani is relatively modest because very few tourism firms participate in tourism associated institutions.

Demand conditions

Based on the secondary data of visitors coming to visit Ubon Ratchathani reported by the MOTS and TAT, there are about 1.5 million visitors, of whom about 97 percent are domestic visitors and only 3 percent international. Of the domestic visitors, the majority of them have their origin in the same region (71 percent), and are classed as Visiting Friends and Relatives (VFR) (85 percent). As for the international visitors, most are from Asian countries (43 percent) and 50 percent are classified as leisure visitors and 45 percent as VFR visitors. Almost all of the visitors are independent travellers (92 percent), arranging their own trips and travel by personal vehicle (42 percent) (TAT 2008).

Concerning the visitor spending power which this study defines in terms of visitors’ income, their length of stay, their daily expenditures, and their pattern of spending, based on the report of the MOTS, more than half of domestic visitors earn less than US$333–500 per month (approx. 1 US dollar = 30 baht), while most international visitors earn less than US$10,000 per month. Furthermore, the different patterns of staying and spending are obvious in that domestic visitors stay a longer time but spend less money (3.14 days and US$30.2 per day) compared to international visitors (2.76 days and US$45.4 per day). The pattern of tourist spending in Ubon Ratchathani is diverse; domestic visitors spend almost half of their expenditure on souvenirs (43 percent) whereas international visitors spend more than half on their accommodation, food and beverages (52 percent).

The MOTS report (2008) indicates that both domestic and international visitors are motivated to visit Ubon Ratchathani because of the interesting places located there, low prices and the proximity to other provinces and neighbouring countries. The most popular places for domestic visitors include temples while international visitors list the shopping centres as most interesting. The MOTS has also reported that more than 96 percent of the visitors are satisfied with tourism in Ubon Ratchathani, and the quality of attractions and transportation were evaluated as being at a good level, while accommodation was rated at a moderate level. Visitors also indicated that they wanted to revisit Ubon Ratchathani within three years, even though they complained about the inadequacy of rooms during the Candle Festival, the hot climate, and the quiet atmosphere of the province (Ministry of Tourism and Sports 2008).

Firm strategy, structure and rivalry

At the firm level

The production climate reveals that the structure of the tourism sector in Ubon Ratchathani is mostly comprised of small to medium-sized family owned enterprises which are managed by family members who have no educational background or experience related to tourism and/or hospitality (93 percent), and have been established by local entrepreneurs born in Ubon Ratchathani (83 percent). In addition, of the firms studied, most accommodation comprises resorts (50 percent) and hotels (43 percent), and most tour operators operate on outbound tourism (74 percent). It is interesting to find from the interviews that while most small-scale tourism firms are operated by Thai entrepreneurs, a majority of medium-sized enterprises are run by Chinese-Thai mixed blood entrepreneurs whose original businesses include rice mills, manufacturing and distribution operations, and property development. Surprisingly, these entrepreneurs are interested in investing in the tourism sector not only in order to create businesses for their sons and daughters and extended families, but also because being the owner of a hotel is perceived as prestigious.

The rivalry environment is intense because of three intrinsic causes driving high competition in the tourism sector of Ubon Ratchathani, including the low barrier to entry, the high level of rivalry, and the high negotiation of demand.


	The low barrier to entry is caused by the non-existence of brand loyalty and the minimal capital investment requirements, as evidenced by expressions of local tourism entrepreneurs who indicate that the tourism sector competes for customers following a low cost strategy, rather than working to develop brand loyalty. Besides, more than half of these entrepreneurs come from rich families where their main financial source is accumulated family wealth, suggesting that those who have money can invest in the tourism business.

	The high level of rivalry derives from not only a large number of firms, but also the absence of an adequate level of product differentiation in the tourism sector. Hotel entrepreneurs say that they have to fight for their market share with apartment businesses where operation costs are not as high as hotels so apartment entrepreneurs can provide lower prices. Similarly in the tour operating business, entrepreneurs state that the high level of price competition is caused by the different cost structures. Tour-operating firms have to pay for the registering of tour guides and the registration fees for operating either inbound or outbound transportation, depending on the tour operating class. However, car rental firms have a tendency to copy tour-operating services by offering cheaper trips to touring customers and in doing so, car rental firms have no fees even if one rents a car with a driver and the driver acts as a tour guide.

	The high negotiation of demand is seen when pricing strategy plays a role, when tourism products are not differentiated, and when there are numerous cheap products offered to customers, so that customers have a high bargaining power with regard to prices. Together with price-sensitive customers and the dependence on an indigenous low cost market of the tourism sector, this stimulates local tourism entrepreneurs to implement low pricing strategies.


At the policy level

There are four key players that directly influence the development of tourism in Ubon Ratchathani, including: the TAT, the MOTS, the governor and the local government. Each actor has a specific legislative role and specific authority. However, the qualitative interviews point to a low level of cooperation in the government sector itself with the underlying causes consisting of administrative functionalisation, the discontinuation of professional quality, and the fragmented policy perspectives that affect regional tourism development.


	The functionalisation possibly results from the “pseudo” decentralisation policy in which power and authority are not fully transferred to the local government responsible for developing tourism in the region. Instead, the central government has its own delegates from many departments involved in developing regional tourism working in the region and these delegates perform only specialised tasks assigned by the central government.

	The discontinuation of professional quality is referred to in terms of the non-application of “Put the right man in the right job.” To illustrate, the TAT officials who have long-term experience in tourism development have not been designated as the administrators in the MOTS. Rather, the high ranked administration posts at the MOTS are filled with officials of the Department of Physical Education who are inexperienced in the development of tourism.

	The fragmented policy perspectives reflect the different influential interest groups for regional tourism development. For instance, the governor will pass on the provincial budget to promote tourism development only if he or she is interested in it. National and local politicians will subsidise the development of cultural attractions based on hidden political agendas, to gain more votes from local citizens in return. As a result, the budget allocation for tourism development can become polarised and lead to a fragmented implementation of the development plan.


The interaction between firm and policy levels

The interrelationships between firms and policy making is analysed in terms of top-down relationships, bottom-up relationships, and horizontal relationships to determine one way or another the collaboration of the public and the private sector to develop tourism in Ubon Ratchathani.


	Top-down relationships have been seen from, for example, training programmes provided by the government agencies to improve language, hospitality, managerial and marketing skills of the tourism staff. These programmes are arranged at no cost, but it seems that local tourism entrepreneurs fail to cooperate with the government, not only because firms are not formally informed of the programmes and their busy business operation but also, as mentioned, because of the perceived low capability and low job loyalty of their employees that discourage entrepreneurs from allowing employees to attend such training programmes.

	Bottom-up relationships have been seen from the example of a trans-border tourism project, driven by the Ubon Ratchathani Chamber of Commerce (UCC) and supported by the provincial and central governments. The UCC has ignited the development of a tourism-led regional economy (through trans-border tourism) to lead Ubon Ratchathani to the centre of a regional economic circle in the Indochina region, based on its geographic advantage in the GMS. The reason is that although tourism resources in Ubon Ratchathani are varied, they are insufficiently attractive, compared to the world heritage site (Angkor Wat) in Cambodia and to the unspoiled natural attractions in Laos (Kon Pa Peng Waterfall). Trans-border tourism between Ubon Ratchathani and Laos has been primarily initiated in order to attract mass tourists. In doing so, the purpose is to increase the number of tourists in Ubon Ratchathani and have the tourism sector respond to this by extending a wide range of services to welcome visitors. In practice, tourists use Ubon Ratchathani merely as a gateway, or as a transit place rather than as a tourist destination. Recognising this cross-border “leakage” of tourists as a threat to inbound tourism, the TAT has attempted to encourage the tourism sector to join the tourism fairs in Bangkok where people there have higher purchasing power. The tourism fairs are annually organised by the TAT, aimed at stimulating inbound tourism to Thailand as a whole. The TAT has partially subsidised these to encourage local tourism entrepreneurs to participate in the fairs. However, tourism entrepreneurs in Ubon Ratchathani rarely participate in this event because they are sceptical about the possibility of gaining customers from the fairs. Instead, they are more interested in the MICE target market.

	Horizontal relationships concern collaborations around the preservation of local culture, particularly, the Candle Festival. The provincial government, in collaboration with the TAT-Ubon Ratchathani, encourages the involvement of local senior citizens to guide the traditional theme of the festival. Nonetheless, this traditional Candle Festival is faced with challenges from other provinces such as Surin, Korat and Suphanburi, where candle festivals have been adapted to support their provincial selling points. The Candle Festival in Ubon Ratchathani is possibly losing its competitiveness. This is compounded by the fact that the festival is perceived by the younger business generation as a static product that is not innovative enough to attract more tourists. Nevertheless, the seniority-based culture influenced by senior citizens is likely to play a significant role in this festival that seems to threaten Ubon Ratchathani’s competitiveness.


DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATION

By using Porter’s Diamond model (1990) as a framework for addressing the competitive advantage of tourism in Ubon Ratchathani, it appears that its overall competitiveness in the tourism sector is rather low. Figure 3 shows that there are more weaknesses (minuses) than strengths (pluses), implying that the tourism sector in Ubon Ratchathani fails to respond to national and international competition (e.g., Laos and Cambodia), and at the moment has no determinants that could lead the sector to gain a competitive advantage.
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Figure  3: Porter’s Diamond model in relation to tourism in Ubon Ratchathani.



The availability of factor conditions and the rate at which they are upgraded contribute to the competitive quality of a destination (Porter 1990: 74). These factor conditions reinforce and augment the competitive advantage of regional tourism, but they are unlikely to be upgraded easily by the tourism sector in Ubon Ratchathani because tourism entrepreneurs pay little attention to the development of the quality of human resources, the use of available knowledge resources, and the need to utilise more capital resources to improve product quality. As a consequence, tourism service quality tends to be low. Moreover, although Ubon Ratchathani has various sorts of transportation infrastructure and tourism facilities, the transportation system requires additional development. Further, Ubon Ratchathani possesses abundant attractions, but the hot climate, together with the scattered and remote pattern of tourist attractions seems to be a major constraint for its tourism development (Aneksuk et al. 2010). The same is true for related and supporting industries, because their availability is unlikely to help the tourism sector to develop new market opportunities or to collectively provide new experiences to visitors through the creation of new products by tightening up the cooperative linkages within their (vertical and horizontal) network. Only a few tourism firms have ambitions to develop their quality to respond to international demands. They do so partly by taking part in the tourism-associated institutions in order to access new knowledge and methods.

According to Porter’s Diamond model, the competitive nature of firms is shaped by sophisticated home-based demands, which are significant in encouraging firms to compete in the international market, because sophisticated demand conditions create an environment that encourages firms to upgrade and expand their services in variety and quality. In the case of Ubon Ratchathani, tourism tends to rely heavily on domestic demand though international demand is still important. The characteristics of the majority of domestic demand are price-sensitive and the kind of tourist who travels by personal vehicle, prefers shopping for souvenirs, and visits temples as their popular places. The evaluation of their overall visitation experience is good. However, it is argued that this evaluation information is a partial picture. These are visitors who are unlikely to use public transport. If visitors from Bangkok or other regions were to evaluate tourism in Ubon Ratchathani, the results of the evaluation would possibly be different because some informants have mentioned that the quality of the transportation and tourism facilities in Ubon Ratchathani is relatively low. In addition, Jaensirisak et al. (2012) indicate a low level of satisfaction with the temple environments and physical facilities. In the face of these contradictions, we argue that the information in the government report needs closer scrutiny, and the same is likely to be true in the case of international visitor evaluation.

As for the firm strategy, structure and rivalry, Porter (1990: 109) suggests looking at this determinant from the perspective of how firms are established and managed, and what the nature of domestic competition is, because different nation-states have different cultures and styles of management practice. Porter argues that there are some important aspects of a nation-state (e.g., attitudes toward authority, social norms of individualistic or group behaviour, and professional standards) that influence the organisation and management of firms. All these aspects are in turn based upon a national educational system, social and religious history, family structures, and so forth. Further, a vigorous domestic rivalry not only sharpens competitive advantage among domestic firms, but also stimulates them to improve and upgrade their products to sell abroad and grow their business. In the case of Ubon Ratchathani, its tourism structure incorporates small- to medium-sized enterprises owned by families where the entrepreneurial culture might induce little cooperation with others. Together with the low barrier to entry in the industry, the high level of competition, and the price-sensitive domestic market, this has created a pressure for firms to implement a low price strategy, instead of developing innovative tourism products. To be able to remain competitive at a trans-regional, national and international level, the tourism sector will need to improve its product quality. Besides, it is likely that the public administrative practices have constrained regional tourism development because it has brought about a weakening of the central-local cooperation, a vertical public administration, discontinuation of professional quality, and conflicts between different political perspectives. Also, the lack of entrepreneurial will and the seniority-based culture present constraints on tourism development in Ubon Ratchathani.

To conclude, by applying Porter’s Diamond model, the findings demonstrate a relatively low advancement of tourism because of the cultural constraints, the low quality of factor conditions (in particular the lack of a skilled tourism workforce), little coordination in the tourism value chain, and low levels of cooperation between the public and private sectors and in the sophistication of demand conditions. These clearly illustrate a generally low level of competitiveness in the tourism sector in Ubon Ratchathani. With regard to Porter’s Diamond model we present five proposals to assist in enhancing competitiveness in tourism development in the Isan region:


	Stimulating the competitiveness of the tourism system by strengthening the business environment in Ubon Ratchathani/Isan because it is an effective driver in stimulating tourism firms to increase their competitive capability. To do so, two possible ways should be considered: through the macroeconomic reform policies and through cluster development strategies. Through macro-economic reform policies, for instance, in improving the service quality in the tourism sector, one could examine the educational system in order to stimulate the development not only of a skilled labour force (in terms of technical, foreign language and hospitality skills), but also in helping balance labour demand and supply in the tourism sector through the public–private sector planning of tourism development. Through cluster development strategies, the innovation chain can be created, knowledge and innovation can be transferred, tourist experience values (service and hospitality) can be added, and the unique selling points of the destination can be enhanced, thus generating an increased economic value.

	Improving the strategic position of firms by changing from a pricing strategy to a quality strategy, centred on an economic value-added position in the regional-global demand chains. The shift in the competitive position will open new windows of business opportunities for local tourism firms to work together with international firms. The rise of the local service standard will make it easier to be recognised by international tourism firms (e.g., TUI and Thomas Cook) seeking to develop their new markets in the GMS that will contribute to economic development in Ubon Ratchathani and the Isan region.

	Improving public–private collaboration: while the essential role of the public sector is to signal conditional opportunities and threats that influence the way the private sector competes, the strategy of the private sector has to be to modify itself to explore and exploit competitive opportunities. That is, the public sector has the indirect role and the private sector has the direct role to enhance the economic competitiveness of the region. Hence, a well-balanced level of collaboration between them will contribute significantly to achieving a competitive advantage for regional tourism.

	Searching for new market opportunities: an active role of the tourism sector in stimulating the competitive advantage of regional tourism implies an ongoing search for new market opportunities which are able to stand out nationally and internationally, focusing on core values of comfort, pleasure and experience.

	Implementing a more targeted economic information system to meet the indicator requirements: based on our own experience we can see how the lack of data, together with the scattered and fragmented data available, makes it difficult to assess the current status of tourism development in Ubon Ratchathani/Isan region. Without a well targeted information system, it will be problematical to facilitate the economic competitiveness of tourism in Ubon Ratchathani and the wider Isan region. The information system can support the decision-making process of related parties to set strategic agendas and develop a more comprehensive regional tourism strategy.


EPILOGUE

Although tourism is one of the fast-changing global economic sectors, the authors argue that tourism development in the context of Ubon Ratchathani from the time of this field study up until now (2015) has confirmed their findings. This is because Thailand has experienced political instability together with a world economic recession which has impacted on the development of regional tourism. The authors acknowledge that the application of Porter’s Diamond model (1990) in tourism development is much more focused on economic development, while little attention has been given to the social and environmental sustainability of the Isan region (Rigg and Parnwell 2012). However, regional tourism development provides a means to enhance livelihoods and alleviate poverty in the Isan region, and in this way it can strengthen social sustainability in terms of reducing the migration and relocation of young people who have to search for work outside the region. The authors argue that the positive results of regional tourism development are that children and the elderly are not left behind, household members are reunited, household structures are reshaped, and finally “neo-localism” (see Parnwell 2005, 2007) can be regained and environmental sustainability enhanced.


NOTES
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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the transformation of the Khun Tok and Lanna cuisine in Chiang Mai, Northern Thailand. Khun Tok is a traditional round, low table used for meals of the Lanna people (those who lived in the Northern part of Thailand or Lanna Kingdom in the past). In 1953, the Khun Tok Dinner was then established in the form of a modern party that used the name of the traditional Lanna utensil, Khun Tok, as the title of the party. It was the first time that the Lanna traditional cuisine and Khun Tok appeared in a modern style dinner for upper class people in the city of Chiang Mai. Later, the pattern of the Khun Tok Dinner was used and replicated to host visitors in Chiang Mai by local Buddhist groups. After the establishment of the private tourist business and the Old Chiang Mai Cultural Center, the Khun Tok Dinner was used regularly as a tourist attraction. Later, dancing in traditional costumes was introduced to accompany the meal. With this tourist construction of a traditional cuisine only easily cooked Lanna dishes were made available and a limited menu was served, despite there being a variety of traditional Lanna dishes. Subsequently, and in response to tourism demand, more Khun Tok Dinner restaurants were established in Chiang Mai. The concepts of authenticity and commoditisation of Lanna culture, as well as the promotion of the cultural industry are debated as significant factors relating to the transformation of the traditional Khun Tok and Lanna cuisine in response to the developing tourism industry.
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INTRODUCTION

Chiang Mai, the former capital of the Lanna Kingdom, had a unique culture that is different from the culture of other regions in Thailand. Chiang Mai was first known as a cultural destination when Thai people were encouraged to travel by train from Bangkok to Chiang Mai during the 1950s. At the same time, in the 1950s and 1960s, the images of Chiang Mai were invented and used to promote the city as a paradise for Thai tourists (Srisawat 1961). As a result, the Lanna culture in Chiang Mai was portrayed as a domestic tourist attraction. In 1953, Lanna cuisine and Khun Tok, a low, round wooden table used to serve food, was first imitated to host guests of the local elite, widely known as the Khun Tok Dinner. After that the Khun Tok Dinner became popular among local people to serve their visitors and provide them with the taste of Lanna cuisine. The Khun Tok Dinner started to get directly involved in the tourist business when the Old Chiang Mai Cultural Center, a private business property, was established in 1975 (Buakli 2004).

Then, the Khun Tok Dinner began to serve mostly foreign tourists in Chiang Mai every night. Later, the presentation of the Khun Tok Dinner has been more elaborately developed to attract tourists. Traditional performances have been included during the dinner, as well as the display of decorative costumes and performing styles. The traditional taste of Lanna cuisine has been increasingly adapted to satisfy foreign tourists. The traditional style of eating by sitting on the floor around the Khun Tok has been adapted into floor couches and dinner tables. The Khun Tok Dinner has become a must activity for tourists in Chiang Mai to taste and appreciate Lanna culture. Consequently, more restaurants and eating places serving the Khun Tok Dinner have been established. Accordingly, the construction of a particular and local cuisine as part of the creation of a cultural industry in Chiang Mai are discussed in this paper as factors relating to the transformation process of traditional Lanna cuisine into a specific element—the Khun Tok Dinner—which has become a popular tourist attraction in Chiang Mai. Yet, this is an inauthentic cultural construction which has been developed for the tourist industry and we will explore the process of invention and reinvention in this paper.

A historical approach is adopted in this study, in terms of data collection on traditional Lanna cuisine and Khun Tok, the establishment of the Khun Tok Dinner, and the process of using the Khun Tok Dinner for tourist-related commercial benefits. The ethnographic research method is also used in observing Khun Tok Dinner events and interviewing some key informants involved in the provision of this Lanna cuisine. Photographs are also used to interpret the phenomenon of the transformation of the Khun Tok Dinner from the past into the present.


LITERATURE REVIEW

Food and Tourism

Although food is accepted as part of the tourist experience, it can also be a primary motivation for tourists (Everett and Aitchison 2008). Long argues that food can be a central element in the motivation to travel (2010). In this way, the tourism industry provides food experiences, as well as introducing new exotic foods, or food as a cultural experience for tourists. In this manner, travel for food can be part of “a perception of otherness, of something being different from the usual” (Long 2010).

Hall et al. (2003: 10) define food tourism as the “visitation to primary and secondary food producers, food festivals, restaurants and specific locations… it is the desire to experience a particular type of food or produce of a specific region…” They also consider food tourism as mainly attributable to people who have higher incomes and who specifically travel to particular restaurants to experience unusual or special cuisines.

Food tourism is an economic generator and marketing tool, as well as providing an attractive feature of tourist destinations, contributing to the maintenance and development of regional identity, the improvement of environmental awareness and sustainability, the provision of a range of social and cultural benefits, the preservation of traditional heritage, and the support of expertise and skills in the traditional culinary arts (Everett and Aitchison 2008).

Douglas et al. (2001) view food tourism from a multidisciplinary perspective whilst Boniface (2003) and Hjalager and Richards (2002) observe that empirical studies in food tourism, particularly in terms of socio-cultural perspectives, are limited. In addition, there is a growing need for food studies which adopt multidisciplinary approaches drawing on psychological, anthropological, ethnological and sociological perspectives (Beardsworth and Keil 1997). Similarly, Everett and Aitchison (2008) consider that food tourism is a new development in the field of tourism studies. Hence, it is obviously seen that there are more recent publications and conferences on food or gastronomy tourism than there were in the past.

FOOD AS CULTURAL AND PLACE IDENTITY

Indeed, food tourism has important roles in strengthening a regional identity and to prolong cultural heritage (Everett and Aitchison 2008). Food and cuisine express their socio-cultural significance within society and food contributes to identity formation as well as serving as a marker of local identities (Mintz 1996). Hence, food can be “place cultural artefacts” serving as powerful symbols of identity (Cook and Crang 1996: 131).

Consequent to “the basis of tourism is a perception of otherness, of something being different from the usual” (Long 2010: 5), Howes (1996) proposes that the nature of identity is connected with experiencing the identity of others in the context of the process of cross-cultural consumption. In this way, the tourist experience can be observed as a tool to strengthen and positively reinforce cultural and social identities (Cohen 1979).

On the other hand, common identity of local places can be developed and marketed as essential places to tourists (Mueller and Schade 2012). In this way, symbols of group identity are important for the development of local places and “symbols can be established” through marketing procedures. Along these lines, established place symbols, as part of branding strategies, can strengthen place identity (Mueller and Schade 2012).

FOOD, TOURISM AND AUTHENTICITY

However, questions about “authenticity” or “traditional” experience in food tourism have been raised. Indeed, the issue of authenticity has long been a focus in tourism research, especially a search for the discovery of authenticity in the travel experiences of tourists. But there are few recent studies on food involvement from different viewpoints of food and authenticity (Chhabra et al. 2013).

Authenticity is usually understood as originating from tradition and the past. However, there are debates which focus on where authenticity, or tradition is located, and whose judgment determines whether something is authentic or not. Cohen has formulated the concept of “emergent authenticity” that refers to the process through which cultures are constantly “making themselves up” (2004). This notion of emergent authenticity expresses the broader phenomenon of the invention and reinvention of culture. Research within tourism and cultural studies has focused on the creativity of tradition and the ways in which tradition is continually being reinvented and reconstructed. Accordingly, the reinvention of traditional food can also be identified in the context of culinary tourism. Molz (2004) examines how traditional Thai cuisine is used to represent Thai culture in American Thai restaurants. In this fashion, several strategies are used to expose the authenticity of these Thai foods.


Tourists themselves have their own perceptions of the construction of authenticity in food tourism. Molz argues that indeed authenticity is a mutually negotiated concept in which the tourists’ perceptions are as much involved in the construction of authenticity within the context of the tourism industry (2004). She further explains that tourists bring with them their own set of judgments about what establishes an authentic experience. Frequently, these judgements are informed by media images of the region. Thus, issues of authenticity can be significant in influencing consumer perceptions of food.

When food tourism marketing focuses on the region’s cuisine and history, then many tourists expect to find food associated with traditional local culture. This demonstrates that tourists establish connections between food and place. In this sense, tourists bring their own ideas and ways of making judgements on traditional experiences (Molz 2004).

TOURISM AND COMMODITISATION

Cohen defines commoditisation as “a process by which things (and activities) come to be evaluated primarily in terms of their exchange value, in a context of trade, then becoming goods (and services)” (1979: 380). In Gotham’s study, commoditisation is viewed more critically and refers to “the dominance of commodity exchange-value over use-value and implies the development of a consumer society where market relations subsume and dominate social life” (Gotham 2002: 1737). The commoditisation process can transfer the exchange value generated in trade into goods or commodities, which can be priced or marketed. Once commodities are conceptualised as items produced for their monetary value, the introduction of the “sign value” can stimulate more consumption. The commoditisation process seems to fit a modern, developed and consumer society, where capitalism and monetary value can grow.

Meethan views tourism as part of the process of capitalist-generated commoditisation and consumption (2001). Tourism itself is also recognised as a commodity (Watson and Kopachevsky 2002). Signs and images are constructed to attract tourists to spend and consume. For example, symbols and images which they produce in some cases also become commodities for consumption. The sign-value, which replaces the use-value and exchange value of commodities, becomes important. In Gotham’s view, “sign value“—the value of images and symbols—is not related to reality in that the marketing and advertising process can make things into something “hyper-real,” resulting in consumers losing the ability to distinguish between the real and illusion (2002: 1738).

There are limited studies on the transformation of food in relation to tourism, as well as authenticity and commoditisation. The study of Lotti (2010) focuses on the transformation of Slow Food through the commoditisation process. This paper examines how the tourism and commoditisation process has transformed the image of Khun Tok and Lanna cuisine. Although the Khun Tok Dinner and Lanna cuisine have been involved in tourism in Chiang Mai for a long time, there is a limited number of studies on culinary tourism in Chiang Mai and Thailand, and this study hopefully builds a foundation for the study of the influence of tourism on the transformation of local gastronomy in Chiang Mai.

KHUN TOK AND TRADITIONAL LANNA CUISINE

Khun Tok is a round wooden table about one foot high which is used for serving food of the Lanna people, who sit on the floor around the Khun Tok for their meals. Khun Toks have also been used as utensils for ritual activities in houses or temples. Khun Tok which is used to serve ordinary people had a simple decoration compared to the one used to serve food for high-ranking people. Furthermore, there are several sizes of Khun Tok depending on their functions. For instance, “Khun Tok Luang” or big Khun Tok has been used in ritual activities in temples or for ruling class families. “Khun Tok Ham” or middle size Khun Tok has been used to serve middle class families because more dishes of food can be placed on them. “Khun Tok Noi” or small Khun Tok, the popular Khun Tok, has been used by ordinary people. Khun Tok can be considered as an element in the tangible cultural heritage of Lanna culture.

As mentioned, Khun Tok is served as a utensil for food, thus dishes of Lanna cuisine are placed on the Khun Tok beside boxes of glutinous rice, made from palm leaves. Traditionally, Lanna people eat with their fingers and their cuisine is also unique, in terms of recipe, compared to cuisine in other parts of Thailand.

Glutinous rice is a major element of Lanna cuisine. There are various types of traditional Lanna cuisine. As a consequence of being an agrarian society, Lanna traditional food comprises mostly local vegetables, mixed with meat or proteins from local animals, insects or worms. There are many kinds of dishes in Lanna cuisine; for instance curry, chilli paste, spicy vegetable pestle or salad, grilled food and so on. As mentioned, traditional Lanna food was part of the context of a traditional agricultural society in which food was prepared and cooked in a relatively simple way.

The main ingredients of the cuisine are quite comparable, though they are different in some components, such as in the use of dried or fresh chilli and different kinds of vegetables or meats as the main ingredients. Indeed, there are many kinds of traditional Lanna chilli paste. Chilli pastes have not only been cooked from dried or fresh chilli, but also with vegetables, meats, bugs and even worms as major elements of the dishes. Different kinds of local vegetable are made as priority ingredients of Lanna chilli pastes, for instance, jackfruit, bamboo shoot, wild mushrooms, local bean, tomatoes, eggplants, moutarde chinoise, galangal, ginger and so on. Local natures, freshwater creatures or insects are also important ingredients of chilli pastes, for instance, fish, rice field crabs, pork, pork crackling, earth bugs and bamboo bugs. It is no wonder that there are around 30 types of chilli paste in Lanna cuisine.

Traditional Lanna recipes seem very simple, when most curry ingredients are similarly made, from dried or green chilli, onions or shallots, garlic, galangal, citrus fruits, salt or fish sauce. Various types of Lanna curry contain vegetables or meat as major ingredients. Different kinds of local vegetables are also used to make different types of Lanna curry and there are around 20 different curry dishes.

Spicy minced meat salad or “Laap,” which can be made from pork, beef and fish, has been recognised as the best dish of Lanna cuisine. It is the most complicated to prepare compared to other dishes. Accordingly, more than ten kinds of traditional spices are mixed for the ingredients of this dish. In the past, it was cooked only for special events or festivities, since pork or beef was the traditional meat for this dish and it was rarely found in the past daily life.

There are also many kinds of Lanna grilled food made from vegetables, fish, pork, egg and even beehives. Most Lanna grilled food is wrapped in banana leaves, or placed in banana leaf baskets. When local Lanna society changed then these changes also significantly affected traditional Lanna cuisine. Consequently, many dishes are rarely made or found today, like some traditional vegetables. Furthermore, traditional Lanna cuisine may be too complicated for the younger generation to cook or it may take time to cook for people who now live in a faster paced modern society. As a result, nowadays there are fewer traditional dishes in markets or restaurants in the city of Chiang Mai.
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Figure  1: Lanna cuisine placed on Khun Tok (source: author with the permission by Huen Phen 2 traditional restaurant in Chiang Mai).



THE EMERGENCE OF THE KHUN TOK DINNER IN CHIANG MAI

The Khun Tok Dinner was first known in 1953 when Kraisri Nimmanahaeminda1 organised a farewell party for his friend, Sanya Thammasak, who was appointed as a judge in Chiang Mai, and who had to move back to Bangkok. This first modern festivity of the Khun Tok Dinner was held at the luxury house of Kraisri on the bank of the Ping River in Chiang Mai. There was a discussion about the form of the party which would give an appropriate expression to Lanna culture. As a result, the costumes of guests were designed, and the women were asked to wear Pa sin and long tight sleeved blouses with their hair in a bun and decorated with orchids. For men, the Mor Hom, traditional blue cotton pants and shirts were required.

It was the first time that Lanna culture was blended into a modern festivity. The nostalgic feeling of the traditional atmosphere of Lanna culture therefore came to be focused on the dinner and its associated activities. Later, other Khun Tok Dinners were organised by Kraisri. The second Khun Tok Dinner was organised to welcome the World Bank officials through the request of the Minister of Finance. In 1956, the third Khun Tok Dinner was established for high-ranking officials of foreign funding organisations. This time troupes of traditional dancers performed the Forn Leb2 (nailed-covered dance), Forn Tein3 (candle dance), Forn Dap4 (sword dance) and Ram Wong5 (Thai folk dance). Again in 1956, the biggest Khun Tok Dinner was arranged for high-ranking officials, members of northern noble families, and foreign diplomats. There were around 200 participants in this party. This time the property of Kraisri was lavishly decorated like a grand festival in northern temples. The path ways and temporary buildings were decorated with colourful flags and small fire lanterns. Poles of temporary structures were wrapped in coloured paper and decorated with flowers. It was the first time that Khun Tok was accompanied by a parade along with troupes of traditional dancers (Chaisawat 1984).

Later, the Khun Tok Dinner fashion was followed by local people in Chiang Mai to welcome their guests. During the 1960s, Khun Tok Dinners were popularly organised by the Young Buddhist Groups of Chiang Mai at Buddha Sathan (a place to practice Buddhism) and other temples in the city to welcome their visitors from Bangkok and other parts of Thailand. During the 1960s and 1970s, Chiang Mai was promoted as an important tourist destination for the Thai people, hence many visitors came from Bangkok and other parts of Thailand, as well as practising Buddhism activities at Buddha Sathan and temples in the city. Consequently, the Khun Tok Dinner became part of the popular activities of local Buddhist groups to welcome their visitors to Chiang Mai (Srisawat 1961).

In 1975, the “Old Chiang Mai,” the private cultural centre for tourists, was established. Then, the Khun Tok Dinner emerged at this time to welcome Thai tourists every night in this cultural centre (Buakli 2004). At present, the eating style of the Lanna people, in the form of the Khun Tok Dinner, can be found every night as a tourist attraction at cultural centres, hotels and restaurants in Chiang Mai. Accordingly, Chiang Mai has become a centre for the Khun Tok Dinner and traditional Lanna performances.

THE EVOLUTION OF THE KHUN TOK DINNER

The Khun Tok Dinner, which first emerged as a luxury festivity of upper class people in Chiang Mai in 1953, was transformed into the appropriate means to host the guests of young local Buddhist groups in the 1960s. Then in 1975, it appeared in the form of a cultural experience for tourists in Chiang Mai by the Old Chiang Mai Cultural Center. It can be argued that the first founder of the Khun Tok Dinner, Mr. Kraisri Nimmanahaeminda, used it to express the rich cultural identity of the Lanna to his guests. However, initially the Khun Tok Dinner was presented in a very luxurious and decorative style. Subsequently, the Khun Tok Dinner of the local Buddhist youth groups was presented in a very simple way and similar to the life style and the way of eating of local people. The emergence of the Old Chiang Mai Cultural Center in 1975 can be viewed as marking the change in the use of local culture by local tourist businessmen to secure economic benefits. It can be seen that the more recent transformation of the Khun Tok Dinner and Lanna cuisine came about through the organisation of the tourist business.

In the 1960s, the Khun Tok Dinner was used to host guests from Bangkok by the local Buddhist youth groups, when Chiang Mai was promoted as a destination for domestic tourists. This resulted in the Khun Tok Dinner and Lanna cuisine becoming more recognised as marking a certain “otherness.” The establishment of the Old Chiang Mai Cultural Center was a major factor in this transformation.

The serving method used in the Khun Tok Dinner in the Old Chiang Mai Cultural Center gradually transformed the dining experience. The presentation of the Khun Tok Dinner developed from the simple form into a more lavish and decorative style to facilitate, as well as satisfy modern tourist demands. The traditional way of sitting on the floor around the Khun Tok while eating, developed into sitting on floor couches and at the dinner table instead. Some places provide the Japanese style of dinner table so that the customers can hide their legs under the tables.

Traditional performances have been added to the organisation of the Khun Tok Dinner in the Cultural Center. At the beginning, only a simple style of traditional performance was presented. But nowadays, performances for tourists while they are having dinner are arranged in a very splendid style. Hence, performers’ costumes are lavish. However, these luxuriously presented costumes are not related to the costume of ordinary Lanna people in the past. They may look like the costume of the upper class women but they are designed in a very decorative and lavish style. Furthermore, the performers selected are mostly beautiful young women with similar figures and height. This has made the serving of the occasion of the Khun Tok Dinner much more elaborate than the original one.

Surprisingly, the Lanna dishes served for tourists in the Khun Tok Dinner restaurants are quite similar and simple. As mentioned, there is a variety of Lanna food in terms of curry, chilli pastes, grilled food and so on. But only four to five simple dishes of Lanna food are now served: sticky rice with Kang Hunglay (Burmese style of pork curry), Nam Prik Num (fresh-chilli paste) with boiled vegetables, Kab Moo (crispy pork skin), and fried chicken or fried pork. “Laap,” the spicy minced meat salad, has not been served in any Khun Tok Dinner restaurant. Furthermore, the taste of the food in the Khun Tok Dinner is not like the original dishes. For instance, the chilli pastes are not as spicy as the chilli in the ordinary food of the local people. The adaptation of food to satisfy customers’ tastes can be considered as a reason for this inauthenticity.


[image: art]

Figure  2: Lanna style of food served at the Khun Tok Dinner restaurant in Chiang Mai
(source: author with the permission by Sibsongpanna Khuntoke).



KHUN TOK DINNER, TOURISM AND CULTURAL IDENTITY

The invention of the Khun Tok Dinner in 1953 can be seen as a celebration to demonstrate Lanna cultural identity (and see Cook and Crang 1996: 131; Howes 1996; Cohen 1979). In other words, the Khun Tok Dinner and Lanna cuisine came to serve as symbols of Lanna culture in Chiang Mai.

In the 1960s, the Khun Tok Dinner was organised by the local Buddhist youth groups to host their guests who were visitors from Bangkok, which began the process of the recognition by domestic tourists of Lanna cuisine as something different from mainstream central Thai cuisine. After the establishment of the Old Chiang Mai Cultural Center, Lanna cultural identity in the form of the Khun Tok Dinner and Lanna cuisine has become more developed and has been marketed for tourists in Chiang Mai who like to experience traditional Lanna culture and identity for a brief period of time (and see Mueller and Schade 2012).

Following the ideas of Long (2010: 1), food is a cultural experience for tourists, and travel for food is part of the perception of otherness and difference (2010). The Khun Tok Dinner has therefore served to provide a symbol of Lanna culture located in Chiang Mai, as its historic and cultural centre (and see Mintz 1996; Cook and Crang 1996; Everett and Aitchison 2008).

AUTHENTICITY, COMMODITISATION AND THE KHUN TOK DINNER

In terms of authenticity, it can be argued that the Khun Tok Dinner, organised by the local Buddhist youth groups, represented the more authentic Lanna eating style compared to the initial Khun Tok Dinner organised by Kraisri Nimmanahaeminda and that of the Old Chiang Mai Cultural Center, as well as the cuisine of the recently established Khun Tok Dinner restaurants. The Khun Tok Dinner served by the local Buddhist groups was more simple and similar to the “real” eating style of Lanna people, because it was organised and serviced in Buddhist temples.

Furthermore, it can be argued that the Khun Tok Dinners that were provided by the first two organisers, Kraisri Nimmanahaeminda and the local Buddhist youth groups were not related to the commoditisation process. Their purpose was to serve a unique Lanna style of cuisine to their guests and present Lanna culture. But in the case of the Old Chiang Mai Cultural Center and the recent established Khun Tok Dinner restaurants, the Khun Tok Dinner and Lanna cuisine have been commoditised for their customers. Furthermore, the Khun Tok Dinner has become “hyper real” since the Lanna eating style has become more elaborate and decorative to attract customers. In other words Lanna cuisine in these restaurants can be seen as a case of “staged authenticity,” cultural invention and the commoditisation of culture (MacCannell 1976). Remarkably, only a few dishes of Lanna cuisine are served for tourists and similar or standardised Lanna food is served at every Khun Tok restaurant in Chiang Mai.

The reason for this representation of food at the Khun Tok Dinner is to facilitate the event for customers, who are mostly foreigners and are not familiar with the spicy taste of Lanna curry and other dishes. In other words, tourists do not experience authentic Lanna food and may have the wrong perception that Lanna cuisine is limited in its variety. Furthermore, the creation of performances and the lavish costumes, as well as the decorations in the Khun Tok restaurant are not authentic at all. Accordingly, the staged Khun Tok Dinner in 1953 was the origin of the process which was to totally transform the eating style of ordinary Lanna people into the modern and adorned meal for tourists in Chiang Mai. It took only around 60 years for this transformation.


After the founding of the Old Chiang Mai Cultural Center which started to serve Khun Tok Dinners for tourists in Chiang Mai in 1975, many eating houses have sprung up in the city. Tourism, as well as the commoditisation process can be viewed as major factors in this. Furthermore, the increasing number of Khun Tok Dinner establishments, providing Lanna cuisine, and cultural performances decorated in an appropriate Lanna style can be seen as the specific creations of a tourism-oriented Lanna cultural industry. Due to the fact that Lanna culture focused on the Khun Tok cuisine, as well as highly decorative cultural performances what we also witness here is a process of “touristification” (Picard 1996): an original cuisine has been reconstructed in what we might term a “double transformation.” The Khun Tok Dinner was the product of a constructed event in the early 1950s, which drew on certain elements of Lanna culture. It was then further appropriated by the Cultural Center in Chiang Mai to become a “signifier” of Lanna culture but also a cultural experience designed for tourists.

CONCLUSION

The Khun Tok, a traditional Lanna table for serving meals, has been converted into the name of a luxury dinner provided in a modern decorative style. Furthermore, the Khun Tok, which was used to serve all the meals provided in the daily lives of Lanna people in the past, has been transformed into a serving table exclusively for a restaurant dinner. Moreover, even the traditional Khun Tok may not be used as the table for serving food at the Khun Tok Dinner in that standard dining tables may be supplied instead.

However, the term Khun Tok is still used as the name of the location where the food is provided and the meal itself with its associated cultural performances and displays. In this way, the Khun Tok has become a “sign” or the provision of a simplified Lanna food for tourists in Chiang Mai, accompanied by elaborated and decorative cultural performances. Tourism is viewed as the major factor in generating this transformation into the mass production and commoditisation of the Khun Tok Dinner. Tourists can then experience and can taste the “otherness” of an invented Lanna cultural tradition. Furthermore, the Khun Tok Dinner and Lanna cuisine have contributed to the identification of Chiang Mai as the centre for Lanna cultural tourism. The origin of the Khun Tok Dinner was as a constructed cultural event to honour guests and to express Lanna cultural identity. It has subsequently been “touristified” and provides an appropriate case of what has been termed in tourism studies “staged authenticity.”
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NOTES

*      Ploysri Porananond is Adjunct Associate Professor of Tourism Studies at Chiang Mai University, Thailand. She was recently Head of the Centre for Tourism Studies and Academic Services (CTSAS), Chiang Mai University. Her interest focuses on cultural tourism studies, as well as tourism and development in Thailand and ASEAN countries. Her publications include “Modernity and Evolution of a Festive Tourism Tradition: The Songkran Festival in Chiang Mai, Thailand” (2008), “Tourism and the Transformation of Ritual Practice with Sand Pagoda in Chiang Mai, Thailand” (2015), Rethinking Asian Tourism: Culture, Encounters and Local Response (with Victor T. King) (2014), and “Tourism and Political Agendas in the Dum Hua Procession in the Songkran Festival” (2014).

1      Kraisri was from a Chinese merchant family and was well-known in Chiang Mai from the 1950s to the 1990s for his contributions to the city.

2      Traditional dance of Northern Thailand. Dancers often wear long-sleeved cotton blouse with Pa sin and eight nail covers made of brass.

3      A Northern Thai dance in which dancers hold lighted candles.

4      A traditional Northern Thai dance representing ancient martial arts often performed to raise courage and strength.

5      A group of traditional dances with cheerful music and lyrics, often performed as the closing performance.
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ABSTRACT

The development of ethnic minority souvenir businesses in Thailand was once initiated by external actors and mostly limited to the northern region, but over the last decades, an increasing number of ethnic minorities has gone into business for themselves and migrated southwards to Thailand’s urban and beachside tourist areas such as Chiang Mai, Bangkok, Phuket or Koh Samui. This paper focuses on the ethnic minority group of Akha who have moved temporarily or permanently into Thailand’s urban tourist areas in order to sell souvenirs as street vendors. This research aims to reconstruct and understand the Akha migratory processes into Thailand’s urban tourist areas and to analyse agency perspectives of these micro-entrepreneurs as well as their embeddedness in social, political and economic structures. The author argues that the development of Akha souvenir business over time and space can only be understood by analysing conditional changes and structuring in both Akha homeland and migration destination areas. On the individual or agency level, moreover, the author shows that Akha vendors’ motivation to migrate and enter the own-account souvenir work is not only tied to economic but also social and emotional factors. The empirical data collection of this study involved participant observation, informal conversations, semi-structured interviews and personal network analysis which were conducted at the various living and working areas of Akha souvenir vendors across Thailand. Existing research on highland groups in Thailand has focused on village case studies while urban perspectives beyond the northern city of Chiang Mai have been neglected. This research thus aims to enrich existing literature by integrating data from empirical research carried out in urban and tourist areas in the capital city Bangkok and the southern beachside destinations.

Keywords: Ethnic minority business, souvenirs, migration and tourism, Akha, Thailand


INTRODUCTION

This study is located at the intersection of tourism and migration, the two most central social and economic phenomena of contemporary society (Hall and Williams 2002). The areas of sale of Akha internal migrants, such as the famous traveller Khaosan road in Bangkok or the notorious Walking Street in Patong on Phuket Island, have become interfaces between ethnic minority entrepreneurs and a wider economy consisting of national and international travellers, expatriates, other business owners and workers, officials, and various members of Thai mainstream society. Due to their active involvement in tourism production and distribution processes along the roads of international urban tourist centres, Akha street vendors have become highly visible. While most urban-based hill tribes as well as other actors of the informal sector remain invisible to visitors and other outsiders (Buadaeng et al. 2002), this particular group stands out visually and has become an integral feature of Thailand’s urban and beachside tourist centres. The Akha ethnic minority represents the most popular highland group working in tourist businesses in Thailand’s urban and beachside destinations. They feature prominently in the tourist media and advertisements in Thailand (Cohen 1992) and international contexts.

Furthermore, by working as colourful ethnic minority street vendors offering souvenirs,1 they serve to enhance the “exotic” image of the city or urban neighbourhood. As economic actors in popular travel destinations, they contribute to the production and consumption of urban and tourist places from which both cities and migrants can benefit (Hall and Rath 2007).

There is, however, another side of the coin. Frequently, such processes of migrant or minority integration are linked with xenophobic stereotypes (re)produced by dominant societies as economic advancement does not necessarily enhance social status. In addition, street vending takes place in a context of competition, risk and insecurity in informal sectors and often evokes conflicts with government authorities (Bhowmik 2005; Endres 2013; Etzold 2013).

Finally, this research on ethnic minority street vendors in Thailand’s urban tourist areas represents a highly gendered case study. Based on the author’s own fieldwork material, it can be stated that the vast majority of Akha souvenir vendors are women leaving their husbands and families behind in the villages.


LITERATURE REVIEW AND RESEARCH CONTRIBUTION

This paper contributes to the neglected research on the phenomenon of urban-based highland people in Thailand. A lot of village-based research on the hill tribes, including especially that on the Akha people has been carried out (for example, Bernatzik 1947; Feingold 1976; Geusau 1983; Kammerer 1986; Cohen 2001; Tooker 2012; Trupp 2014a), but only a few studies have examined the hill tribes in the urban context (Vatikiotis 1984; Toyota 1998; Ishii 2012).

Moreover, this paper focuses on the dimensions of migration and self-employment whereas movements into the informal self-employed economy are often interpreted as an economic strategy purely aimed at surviving in the marketplace (Fuengfusakul 2008). Neoclassical economics assumes that human action is economically rational, self-interested and therefore only minimally affected by social relations. This way, migrants calculate the differences of expected income between home and destination area, summed up over a specific time frame, and consider the expenses of the migration. Migration—so the argument goes—takes place if net gains are expected from such movements (Todaro 1969). Flows of labour (migrants) or entrepreneurs simply move from low-wage to expected high-wage regions. The “blocked mobility” approach (Waldinger et al. 1990), however, views migration into self-employment and own account-work a result of the various obstacles that migrants or ethnic minorities experience in the labour market. They may be unfamiliar with the language or local culture of the host society, lack education or work experience, and are moreover disadvantaged by lack of mobility due to poverty or discrimination. As Zhou says, “[r]acial exclusion and discrimination erect structural barriers to prevent immigrants from competing with the native born on an equal basis in the mainstream economy” (2004: 1047). Such a situation prevents them from obtaining salaried jobs, and self-employment remains as the only alternative. This explanation views self-employment or entrepreneurship “not as a sign of success but simply as an alternative to unemployment” (Volery 2007: 33). The author aims to demonstrate that the Akha “migration into tourist business” (Trupp 2014b) is not purely connected to economic considerations.

Other approaches to the study of ethnic minority businesses highlight the importance of social relations for their development and success (Portes and Sensenbrenner 1993; Turner and An Nguyen 2005). The practice of bonding and bridging social capital to members of one’s own or an external (be it a social, ethnic, economic or political) group is regarded as crucial in order “to get by” and “get ahead” (Putnam 2000: 23).


Kloosterman et al. (1999) propose a more comprehensive concept of (mixed) embeddedness that also acknowledges the economic and politico-institutional environment of the actors in question. Their work follows and further develops the studies of Aldrich et al. (1990) who claimed that in order to explain ethnic entrepreneurial strategies, it is necessary to combine ethnic and socio-cultural factors with politico-economic factors. Rath and Kloosterman elaborate further that “[i]n conjunction with the ethnic bias, most scientific researchers have paid little systematic attention to the underlying structural changes of the economy in general and specific markets in particular” (2000: 667). The author thus looks at structural conditions, agency perspectives and social structures in order to explain the development of Akha souvenir businesses over time and place.

This way, Akha migrants are carving out their own niches in the tourism industry by entering into self-employment and/or commodifying their products and some of their cultural features into souvenirs. When profit-oriented motives and the economic pressure to earn money outweigh aesthetic standards and when it is more important to satisfy the customer (tourist) than the artist, these artefacts can be called souvenirs (Graburn 1976: 6). It is thus a tourist commodity, which “has exchange value in the marketplace and is produced, distributed, and consumed with few emotional attachments” (Swanson and Timothy 2012: 490). Souvenirs represent a wide spectrum of the material culture of tourism including ethnic crafts, mass-manufactured items and traditional travel mementos including books, clothing, jewellery, antiques, food, toys and even goods that were not intentionally produced to be souvenirs but fulfil the functions of a memory holder (Cohen 2000; Graburn 1976; Hitchcock and Teague 2000; Hume 2014; Swanson and Timothy 2012). The production of souvenirs however always involves processes of cultural commodification. This can be evaluated in a positive way as tourism may bring economic benefits, human and cultural capital (e.g., the practice of foreign languages), but also a sense of pride and identity as well as a political resource to manipulate (Cole 2007; Rath 2007; Trupp 2014a). Other scholars agree that commodification incorporates those people into the new economy, but argue that they simultaneously keep them at the margins of society culturally (Azarya 2004).

In the context of souvenir production and distribution, two processes seem to be relevant for the context of this study. The first relates to the source of the (initial) commercialisation, thus to the question whether the commercialisation of the products is based on the own initiative or whether it was/has been driven by external agents such as government agencies, nongovernmental organisations or private business people who ordered and promoted these products (Cohen 1983, 2000). The second relates to the intended consumers or buyers of the products and the question of whether this audience shares the cultural background of the producers or whether they are unfamiliar with it (Graburn 1976; Cohen 2000).

METHOD

The research is guided by grounded theory principles as formulated by Juliet Corbin and Anselm Strauss (2008) and draws on qualitative and quantitative data. The author’s primary data are based on a nine-month period of fieldwork in Thailand’s urban tourist areas including Chiang Mai, Bangkok and Koh Samui and derive from semi-structured interviews, forms of observation including informal conversations, personal network analysis and photographs. In addition to primary data, the author uses secondary data drawn from technical and non-technical literature including newspaper articles, tourist magazines and brochures as well television programmes reporting on Akha ethnic minorities, official documents and websites depicting trading regulations as well as official tourism and street vending statistics. Such an approach, however, is able to indicate that Akha micro entrepreneurs are not entirely controlled by external structural forces but have shown themselves to be active agents who pursue their own goals and ideas.

THE DEVELOPMENT OF AKHA SOUVENIR BUSINESSES OVER TIME AND SPACE

From Hillside to Roadside

Ethnic tourism in Thailand started in the 1960s when individual and later on mass tourists visited the highland villages in search of authenticity and adventure (Cohen 2001). At this time, the northern Thai cities Chiang Mai and Chiang Rai and the same-named provinces were the only highland areas in the entire mainland Southeast Asian mountain region that could be relatively easily and—above all—safely reached. Already in 1968, the Tourism Authority of Thailand (TAT) opened its first regional office (outside of Bangkok) in order to promote Chiang Mai’s tourism potential including historical sites, Lanna culture, lively handicraft productions and the hill tribes. Chiang Mai became the touristically most important city in the highlands of Southeast Asia and the hill tribes became an important tourist attraction (Cohen 2014). However, highland ethnic minorities have been romanticised, exoticised and marketed by both private and state actors for tourism purposes but at the same time Akha and other highland groups have experienced discrimination and disdain by the same stakeholders. Due to political developments in the East-West conflict, alleged involvement in drug production, and their use of the agricultural method of shifting cultivation, the hill tribes have been labelled troublemakers and forest-destroying drug dealers by the Thai government and in public opinion (Laungaramsri 2003; Vaddhanphuti 2005).

In the context of ethnic minority tourism, the idea was born that hill tribes could commercialise their handicraft products for an outside audience. The commercialisation of hill tribe crafts was sponsored by the Thai authorities as part of their efforts to integrate the highland minorities (especially the Hmong) into the national economy and the state (Cohen 1989). In addition to the Thai state, also other external organisations like humanitarian und religious non-governmental organisations (NGOs) supported the commercialisation process in order to find new sources of income for resettled minority people (Cohen 1983). Moreover, private business people spied business opportunities and started selling authentic tribal art as well as reproductions in Chiang Mai. In the specific case of the Akha, it is reported that the awareness of an external interest in traditional Akha handicrafts was mediated by the wife of a Christian missionary who worked among the Akha for many years (Choopah and Naess 1997: 198). We can summarise that the commercialisation of cultural goods in the region is generally not a spontaneous endogenous process initiated by villagers, but rather an exogenous process introduced by state agencies, NGOs and private actors (Cohen 1983: 76). Even though the hill tribe souvenir business was started in the villages and initiated by external agents, it soon expanded to urban areas and was taken over (at least partly) by the hill tribes themselves.

The evolution of Akha (and other minority) souvenir businesses in Chiang Mai is strongly influenced by various developments on the intersecting local, national and international levels. The development and the future potentials of international and domestic tourism led to the establishment of two institutions that have become crucial in shaping the opportunity structures for the Akha in the field of ethnic minority enterprise, the Old Chiang Mai Cultural Center and the night bazaar.

The Old Chiang Mai Cultural Center was established in 1972 and has featured Khantok dinners including dance performances of northern Thai and hill tribe groups. The first residents were brought by the Border Patrol Police on behalf of Thai entrepreneurs who employed them as local tourist attractions (Vatikiotis 1984: 210). The idea to display ethnic minority groups for an entrance fee to an outside audience may indicate parallels to colonial forms of such exhibitions, also termed “human zoos” (Trupp 2011). Yet, this institution probably became the first urban base for highland ethnic minorities, which also offered employment opportunities.2 In addition to the low monthly salary of 150 baht for dancing and singing, ethnic minority members aimed at increasing their income by producing and selling handicrafts and souvenirs to tourists (Choopah and Naess 1997: 195). This opportunity was also used by some of the very first Akha migrants. They bought or borrowed old bags, jackets or leggings from the village and distributed them to handicraft and souvenir shops in town or sold them themselves at the night bazaar.

The night bazaar was established in the early 1970s and is to date located in the Chang Khlang area between the historical city centre and the Ping River. Ever since, it has been one of the biggest tourist attractions in Chiang Mai. The market operates from 6 pm until midnight and consists of small vending stalls and shops and expanded over the last decades to some of the neighbouring lanes and squares. It is famous for its handicrafts, souvenirs, toys, clothing as well as (original and fake) CDs and DVDs. From its beginning, the night bazaar has also served highland minority groups as “a dual and indistinguishable function of market and social meeting place” (Vatikiotis1984: 213) where economic activities as well as social exchange with co-ethnics and relatives take place. The first highland minority group engaged in the souvenir enterprise was the Hmong. Their pioneering role in the 1970s is linked to the proximity of Hmong settlements in Mae Rim and Doi Pui to the city centre of Chiang Mai and to their early involvement in government-sponsored handicraft commercialisation projects. The Akha were the second group that entered the urban highland souvenir business in Chiang Mai (Meyer 1988: 429). According to Toyota, the first Akha woman opened a handicraft stall at Chiang Mai’s famous night bazaar in 1975 (1998: 205). The author’s research participants also confirmed this development. One of the first Akha involved in the urban souvenir business got the information from another Akha friend who observed that an old Hmong man very successfully sold bracelets at Chiang Mai night bazaar. So they decided to follow this business model together. At the beginning, there were only three mobile Akha and some Hmong vendors. Initially, the Akha sellers were too shy to approach and sell to the tourists. Contrary to the present-day situation, in the very early years of the urban souvenir business, the Akha constituted a rare attraction and tourists approached them, asked questions about the products, and were eager to buy the handicrafts. In the late 1980s, Akha vendors could sell their products such as self-made bracelets for 200–300 baht per day, which was many times the income of any other wage labourer. In the context of an interview, one of the Akha sellers recalls the early days of Akha souvenir business at Chiang Mai night bazaar:


“At that time no one sold there. There were many Farang at that time but Ator [my Akha friend] and I were too shy and so we could not address them. But the Farang saw us with the stuff in the basket and asked, “What are these things?” And they bought my stuff for 200–300 baht. So Ator said that we should organise more products. Both of us could run good business” (Interview with Akha vendor, Chiang Mai, 26 January 2009).



Based on this success, they decided to buy more raw materials, produce more souvenirs, and bring their friends and relatives. In the first half of the 1980s, Vatikiotis reported that the Akha population in Chiang Mai accounted for 76 persons while an estimated number of 15–20 of them were involved as traders in the night bazaar (1984: 212). We can thus date the beginning of the urban Akha souvenir business to the early 1970s, when some Akha started selling handicrafts on a small scale at the Old Chiang Mai Cultural Center and the Chiang Mai night bazaar.

While these developments outlined above clearly shaped the opportunity structures in the migration and sales areas, increasing socioeconomic and cultural transformation took place in the village areas. The highland development policies such as the prohibition of forest use and shifting cultivation led to an exclusion of the hill tribes from the forests and to their loss of control of natural resources. Moreover, the introduction of new administrative structures and powers undermined existing political and social structures in the villages (Gillogly 2004; Vaddhanphuti 2005).


“If we have enough money or something to do to survive we will not come to Bangkok. But in our village there is nothing to do. We are not allowed to make plantations in our village. No forest for us anymore (Interview with Akha seller in Bangkok, 26 August 2008).”



International tourism also facilitated better roads and transportation, which form the infrastructural base for more frequent migratory movements to the city. Maybe even more importantly, the ethnic minorities became more entrepreneurial by controlling both the production and the distribution of the souvenirs. Through the direct sale to tourists, minority vendors avoided dependence on intermediate dealers and were thus able to significantly increase their income. The social relations to their Akha home villages were important in order to obtain hill tribe clothing that was resold in the city or further processed for souvenir production. Moreover, successful Akha sellers shared the knowledge about new business opportunities with co-villagers, Akha friends and relatives. These forms of bounded social capital and the subsequent commercial opportunities were not equally available to the urban lowlanders. This resulted in an economic niche that may be described as unique to highland minority migrants (Vatikiotis 1984: 122). In the 1980s, the market in Chiang Mai changed from mainly selling traditional clothing and jewellery to selling products primarily adapted towards Western tourism demands (Choopah and Ness 1997: 197). The rise of the urban Akha souvenir business in the 1970s and 1980s can be attributed to transformations in the Akha home villages, new evolving commercial opportunities in the city and minority agency (see Table 1). Akha souvenir and handicraft entrepreneurs may run their own shops, rent stalls at one of the markets, occupy some space on the sidewalk, on the staircase of a building, or walk up and down with a basket along the streets as mobile vendors.


Table  1: Conditions for the rise of Akha Urban souvenir businesses (source: author).



	Changes in source region
	Opportunities in target region
	Minority agency



	Loss of land and forest
	Increase of international tourism
	Taking over the processes of souvenir production and distribution



	Destruction of social and political village structures
	Establishment of commercial institutions
	Mobilisation of social networks to co-villagers, relatives, and friends



	Improved transportation facilities
	
	Adaption towards tourist demand




In the mid-1990s, Mika Toyota estimated the number of urban-based Akha in Chiang Mai to be around 2,000 (1998: 197) and Fuengfusakul counted approximately 100 mobile sellers at the night bazaar in Chiang Mai in 2000 (2008: 113). The vending style of mobile selling appeared in higher numbers in the context of increasing migration and competition. The number of mobile sellers, however, has not been stable as some only come to sell at the markets during tourist high season and return to their home villages for harvest season; thus, different types of migrants can be identified (Trupp 2014b).


This substantial increase in Akha migrants in general and Akha souvenir sellers in particular outlined above led to increasing competition that strongly affected the spatial expansion of urban and later on, beachside Akha souvenir businesses.

Over the last 15 years, three different “day markets” have been established in Chiang Mai, which also became important sales areas for Akha entrepreneurs. These markets have provided more commercial opportunities for Akha vendors, but also have attracted further business competition. Above all mobile, Akha sellers expanded their sales activities to further popular tourist areas along the eastern part of the historical city, to Loi Kroh road and the neighbouring small red-light zone. It also has to be noted that these economic spaces are important sites of social activity and exchange. There is a high fluctuation of Akha migrants; newcomers frequently arrive from the villages and meet relatives or friends they have not seen for a long time. So, personal stories or news from the villages are shared along with information about business activities elsewhere. These social functions are even more important for migrant destinations further away from the villages such as Bangkok or the beach areas (Trupp 2014c).
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Figure  1: Timeline of the development of urban Akha souvenir businesses (source: author).




Moving on to Bangkok

Increasing competition, bad sales conditions in Chiang Mai, continued limited job opportunities in their home regions as well as the motivation of some adventurous Akha sellers to discover new destinations and business opportunities have led to a spatial expansion of the Akha souvenir business to other urban and touristic areas such as Bangkok, Pattaya, Hua Hin, Koh Samui and Phuket. According to external resources, the first highland minority people selling souvenirs on the streets in Bangkok were Hmong (Giradet 1990). They came to Bangkok during the dry season as seasonal migrants in order to diversify their household incomes by temporarily becoming street vendors. The author assumes that their longer experience with urban souvenir businesses in Chiang Mai, with ethnic tourists in their home villages, and their comparably strong (economic) relations with Thai lowlanders made them move first. They predominantly sold ready-made souvenirs in Bangkok’s famous tourist area Silom (Patpong). Based on the interviews with long-time Akha sellers and Thai business owners in Bangkok, the author dates the beginning of Akha urban businesses in the capital to the mid-1990s when the first Akha temporarily moved to Bangkok. Similar to Chiang Mai in the early days, they and their products easily aroused attention. The Akha pioneers in Bangkok were very successful as they could sell their products at a good price in a short time. So they informed friends and relatives from the home village who came to accompany them. These Akha sellers who migrated to Bangkok in the first years did not have much information on where to go and how to run a business in the capital city. However, they had received the information from other Akha friends who had already moved there on a short-term basis that it was economically better to run a business in Bangkok. These pioneers or early migrants had already gathered sales experience in Chiang Mai or their home villages and migrated in small groups. In contrast to Chiang Mai, however, they often experienced problems with municipal police checking their residence permits.

The first Akha sellers in Bangkok stayed overnight at the Sriwiwat Hotel around Thanon Samsen, and in 2002 moved to the Thai-Chinese owned hotel Thaiwarie next to Thanon Dinso, which until recently was the main place of residence of some Akha. This accommodation is good for seasonal migrants or short-term visitors/vendors as they offer relatively cheap room prices and do not care how many guests stay in a room. Usually, three to six Akha vendors share a room costing between 150 and 200 baht per night. As the hotel manager does not offer discounts for longer stays and charges 10 baht extra for recharging mobile phones, many Akha vendors have moved to a living area close to Wan Chart market where they mingle with long- and short-term migrants, predominantly coming from Isaan, Northeastern Thailand. During the author’s fieldwork, the Wan Chart area became the preferred living area for most mobile Akha sellers because the rooms and houses, which can be rented on a monthly basis, are cheaper and more spacious. However, the area is also considered to be dangerous at night and Akha sellers sometimes anxiously told stories about residents getting robbed in the small lanes. All three living areas have in common that they are located within walking distance from one of the main sales areas for Akha vendors, the famous Khaosan road and the adjacent area.

The three main sales areas in Bangkok are the Khaosan and Rambuttri area, the Silom road (Patpong), and the lower area of Sukhumvit road. The Khaosan area is lined with street vendors selling food, clothing, souvenirs, accessories and fake ID cards, and is well-known as Bangkok’s ultimate backpacker bubble that is spatially expanding, going up-market, and has become a popular night life area for young Thais on the weekend (Howard 2005). The Sukhumvit area sees many expatriates, attracts an increasing number of tourists from the Middle and Near East around Soi 3, and features red-light districts at Nana Plaza and Soi Cowboy. Along Thanon Silom lies Bangkok’s financial district, but international tourists mainly visit the Patpong night market that offers fake watches, purses and clothing as well as its famous red-light zone. Only 200 metres further lies Soi Thaniya, which is popular with Japanese tourists. These areas feature a distinctive atmosphere and specific characteristics and thereby attract different types of tourists, which in turn shape the opportunity structures. Akha vendors are aware of these specific structures and have specific reasons to sell at one location or another (Trupp 2014b). In addition to these three main sales areas, Akha vendors are scattered near various tourist attractions (e.g., next to the Grand Palace) and occasionally go to sell at special markets or events (e.g., Chinese New Year in Chinatown). Other popular tourist and market areas such as the famous Chatuchak (weekend) market or Suan Lum night market3 strictly prohibit any mobile street vendors. However, a few Akha traders have their own shops at Chatuchak. Due to a strong fluctuation in Akha sellers, it is difficult to assess the number of Akha vendors in Bangkok based on the author’s own count; the information of Akha interview partners on their number accounts for 70–100 sellers.

Moving Beachside

Since the late 1990s, Akha vendors have also ventured further south towards several beachside destinations. During the author’s fieldwork, the tourist areas of Hua Hin, Pattaya, Phuket and Koh Samui were popular sales and migration destinations for both mobile and immobile (i.e., stall) vendors. They have thus migrated and worked in most of the major international tourist destinations of the country. Many Akha vendors know other famous tourist destinations, such as Krabi, as well, but authorities strictly prohibit them from carrying out mobile sales activities. In Hua Hin, there are about 20 Akha entrepreneurs, most of them mobile vendors, but one couple runs a stand at the night market and a few Akha vendors present and sell their products from the sidewalk. Sales zones include the beach area between the Chinese temple and the Sofitel Hotel, the small red-light zone and the night market where mobile sellers are allowed to sell after 10 PM. Long-term and experienced vendors told the author that more than ten years ago they started to explore different and relatively new sales areas in Thailand. These further migration movements and the spatial expansion of Akha souvenir businesses were mainly motivated by two factors. On the one hand, the competition has been increasing in both Chiang Mai and Bangkok, and on the other, Akha pioneers felt ready for new adventures and trying out something new. In terms of economic sales success, Pattaya, Phuket and Koh Samui have been regarded as the best options, but in terms of larger politico-economic, social and institutional structures, Bangkok and especially Chiang Mai are the preferred locations. For instance, in the early years of Akha souvenir business in Pattaya—when pioneers or newcomers could not yet draw on Akha social networks providing reliable information—the main problem was not to successfully sell products, but to find a place to sleep. Several guesthouse owners in Pattaya (in 2001) would not rent out rooms to Akha sellers even though they offered the same money as tourists or Thai visitors. It seems that economic success did not go hand in hand with social integration or enhancing symbolic capital. Eventually the newly arrived Akha group found a tuk-tuk driver who helped them find a place. Another critical issue that may have impeded greater numbers of Akha migrants moving to the islands of Koh Samui and Phuket is the transport issue on the islands. Not all Akha living areas are within walking distance to the sales areas, and transportation between the beach areas (the sales places) is quite expensive. In order to navigate between living and sales areas on Phuket or Koh Samui, a motorbike or a car is of great advantage. For example, Chaweng, Koh Samui’s most popular beach area is seven kilometres long.

Their income at the beachside destinations is usually higher than in Chiang Mai or the capital city but so are their living expenses. The Akha vendors’ monthly income across the country depends on many factors, but usually varies between 8,000 and 20,000 baht. However, in Chiang Mai where competition is at its edge, monthly income for mobile or semi-mobile mat vendors can go down to 3,000–5,000 baht (also cf. Fuengfusakul 2008: 119), and in beachside destinations vendors were reported to be able to earn 40,000 baht per month or more.

Interestingly, in addition to seasonal individual vendors, Koh Samui hosts many migrating Akha couples who work together in the souvenir business. Research participants working on the island stated that many couples move to Koh Samui to start a new life and to leave former negative experiences, e.g., in the context of personal relationships, behind.


“The reason why I decided to go to Koh Samui is that I did not want to live in the same area as in the past which reminds me of my past story. I want to forget everything” (Interview with Akha seller, Koh Samui, 8 September 2011).



Even though most Akha migrate into the souvenir business without family members, joint work and migration can enable a life with one’s loved ones that may not be possible otherwise.

Beyond Economic Interests: Personal Freedom and Becoming One’s Own Boss

Such statements and developments challenge the view of Akha souvenir migration as purely economic. Indeed, the motivation to escape individual or community histories and the opportunity of self-realisation, which are usually related to lifestyle migration (Benson and O’Reilly 2009), can play a role too. The motivations for different sales and living locations cannot be reduced to economic interests alone. Moreover, several Akha vendors have had great economic success in destinations such as Pattaya or Phuket, but returned to Chiang Mai or Bangkok because of more pleasurable working and living conditions and a more pleasant social environment.

Another reason that has influenced the spread of Akha souvenir businesses is the advantage of self-employment. Being one’s own boss and thus able to independently decide when to leave work and return to or visit the village is highly valued.


“I can decide to come home whenever I want. Christmas, my children’s vacation or when there is a serious case in the village. That is why I love this job, it is a tough job but it makes me feel I am independent” (Interview with Akha seller, Bangkok, 4 September 2008).




Moreover, previous employment experiences lead to a preference for and an increase of self-employment. Most Akha (except younger seasonal sellers in school or university) already have job and migration experiences prior to working in Bangkok or the beachside destinations. These occupations included waitresses, workers at construction sites, in laundry shops, and massage places or wage labour in the agricultural sector. Most of these jobs are characterised by low wages and some, e.g., those in construction, can be quite dangerous and resulted in injuries. Some vendors showed the author the injuries they had sustained from working in rice fields, factories or construction sites. Toyota also observed that ethnic minorities are preferred employees because they accept lower than average wages for unskilled work (1998: 208). A young Akha woman also reported that she was deceptively offered a job working in a restaurant or hotel, which actually turned out to be a brothel where she and other women were locked up. In addition, many Akha sellers reported that they had been treated badly and looked down upon by Thai employers. Overall, previous job experiences were described rather negatively. In light of such experiences, becoming one’s own boss is promising. Research participants clearly stated that they preferred to run their own businesses as they could decide when and how to work as well as when to visit their villages, and that their jobs as own-account workers made them feel independent.
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Figure  2: Motivations for migration into tourist business (source: author).




SOCIAL RELATIONS

Many Akha own-account workers are well aware of the advantages and disadvantages of the various sales locations, and there are long-term Akha vendors who have gained experience in Chiang Mai, Bangkok and two or three beachside destinations. At present, experienced sellers are also contacted via mobile phone by Akha vendors seeking advice on starting their own urban souvenir businesses or changing their current living and sales conditions. One of the Akha vendors even mentioned that ever since the massive spread of mobile phones in Thailand’s hill areas, Akha migration has increased considerably. Consequently, long-term and experienced sellers have become an even more important source of information.

Social relations still play an important role among Akha migrant sellers, especially in terms of sharing information about transport, living possibilities and changing business opportunities at various locations (Trupp 2014b). At the present time, there is a strong fluctuation both (1) between different sales areas and (2) between home villages and sales areas. Their high level of mobility and flexibility enables Akha vendors to oscillate between several locations—a core factor in the pursuit of the urban souvenir business.

LEGAL REGULATIONS

Laws, regulations and enforcement related to street vending are stricter in the capital city Bangkok and the beachside tourist destinations. Petty trade is aimed at reducing poverty and defined as “a means for economic self-reliance” and has also been positioned in Thailand’s Economic and Social Development Plans since the 1980s (Nirathron 2006: 23). On the one hand, state authorities and urban planners tolerate street vending to a certain extent because they acknowledge it as an economic necessity for the urban poor, and on the other, they view street vending as an obstacle to urban development which should be prohibited by law enforcement (informal conversations with officials of the Department of City Planning, Bangkok, December 2013). Officials of that department told the author that they received many phone calls from Bangkok residents complaining about street vendors occupying public space and requesting the areas be cleared. Indeed, relocations and evictions of street vendors are frequently observed in South and Southeast Asia (Walsh and Maneepong 2012: 256) and it has been noted that “the state in Thailand has taken the view that vendors are one […] undesirable element, or ‘weeds on the modern landscape’” (Tepwongsirirat 2005: 152). Legal frameworks related to street vending allow certain designated sales areas (and simultaneously determine prohibited zones); they can forbid individuals from cooking and selling products on public roads and public areas; they can outlaw the use of carts for economic purposes in public areas; they can specify certain days and times when vendors have to cease all vending activities and regulate vending identification and registration.

Concerning the Akha vendors, none of the mobile sellers throughout the country obtained official registration and also the majority of semi-mobile vendors remain without it. Permanent vendors running a fixed stall at one of the markets have to register with the specific responsible urban institution. Moreover, Akha mobile and semi-mobile street vendors are tolerated in the various vending areas outlined above, but are currently not allowed to enter other popular tourist areas such as Bangkok’s Chatuchak weekend market or the famous beachside resort of Krabi in Southern Thailand. Eventually, most of these laws and regulations remain ambiguous (Kusakabe 2006: 29), especially concerning their enforcement by local authorities. Local practice of law enforcement significantly differs according to time and space and often contradicts official guidelines. In 2013, for instance, the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) announced it would go easy on street vendors and avoid imposing fines on sellers in Bangkok (Kongsai 2013), but at the same time Akha vendors recounted that the amount and frequency of fines increased. Without prior notice, controls by local municipal police became harsher. In addition, the lack of clear regulations encourages “local street politics of corruption and bribing.” Although none of the Akha mobile sellers obtained an official vending registration, they may have to pay monthly bribes ranging from 100 to 1,000 baht. These unclear policies and arbitrary practice of law enforcement also annoy the Akha vendors: “I don’t understand [the regulations]. Now everyone just wants money money” (Akha vendor, Bangkok, 14 December 2013).

CONCLUSION

The development of ethnic minority souvenir businesses was once initiated by external actors and mostly limited to the northern region, but over the last decades an increasing number of Akha has gone into business for themselves and migrated southwards to Thailand’s urban and beachside tourist areas.


For most sellers, Chiang Mai has been the starting point for newcomers to move on to further destinations in their urban Akha souvenir businesses. Due to transportation improvements and motorisation processes in the highlands, the distance between Chiang Mai and the northern Akha villages is not really relevant anymore. Already in 1998, Mika Toyota stated: “Chiang Mai is no longer perceived a migrants’ destination but rather has become part of their [the Akha’s] extended domain of social networks” (1998: 209). Today, Akha vendors’ social networks have further expanded and facilitated an extension of Akha souvenir businesses to Bangkok and beachside destinations. However, popular sales areas such as Chiang Mai night bazaar or Khaosan road in Bangkok have remained places where migrants meet personally and exchange experiences about former and current sales conditions throughout the country. Bangkok is not necessarily an intermediate stop before heading further south, as many sellers instead decide to head on to Pattaya, Phuket or Koh Samui directly. Akha vendors have become part of the country’s tourist and commercial landscape, but their work is neither formally recognised by state institutions nor supported by NGOs.

Several problems and conditional changes in the highland regions such as loss of land, destruction of traditional village structures, improvement of transport infrastructure, and the creation of economic opportunity structures in the destination areas in light of international tourism development set the stage for the evolvement of Akha souvenir businesses. These developments have fostered migration into urban areas and the spatial expansion of sales activities. On the other side and equally important, Akha have become more entrepreneurial by taking over production and distribution, adapting their products toward tourist demand, and thereby increased their income. They have activated their social relations with co-ethnics using social capital for processes of souvenir and raw material acquisition and for the transfer of information relevant for business start-ups.

Based on empirical data analysis, the author developed three motivational categories which foster migration into tourist business and the spatial expansion of souvenir sellers. These refer to economic, social-emotional and psychological dimensions (see Figure 2). Even though economic pressure seems predominant at first sight, non-economic factors have been shown to be important as well. These include rather negative previous employment experiences leading to the quest for occupational independence, the possibility lo live a life together with a partner, the chance to escape individual or communal histories, and eventually the desire of experiencing something new. Migration decisions and economic actions are not purely economically rational and self-interested. The case of Akha migration into urban and beachside tourist destinations involved more than a purely economic survival strategy aimed at simply surviving in the market as neoclassical migration theory has argued.
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1      Souvenirs offered include self-made wristbands, bags and hats as well as mass manufactured products such as wooden frogs, bracelets or plastic souvenirs.

2      The Diamond Hotel was reported to be the second place where hill tribe shows were presented to tourists (Meyer 1988: 426; Choopah and Naess 1997: 195).

3      Suan Lum night market operated from 2001 to 2011.
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