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Preface

My ethnographic journey into the informal tourism sector in India took place a few years before the COVID-19 pandemic hit the world. This black swan event has affected all spheres of our lives—health, economy, politics, climate, the everyday—but tourism, along with related sectors, has been the most seriously afflicted. Closed borders, canceled flights, quarantines, lockdowns, curfews, securitization, and physical distancing have resulted in an almost total freeze of international touristic mobility, leaving only little space for domestic tourism. The informal sector—and majority of people working in tourism in postcolonial countries operate within it, including the protagonists of this book—has been even more stricken, left without any governmental support. The Indian poor have suffered in particular. At the beginning of the pandemic we saw hundreds of thousands of desperate migrant daily wagers leave locked-down cities on foot on the way to their home villages and towns, where they could at least find some shelter and food (but mostly no medical care). The pandemic made the everyday struggles of the workers and small entrepreneurs in the informal tourism sector in Hampi and Dharamshala—the two field sites where research for this book was conducted—even harder. It added another dimension to their subaltern, vulnerable position. For the villagers of Hampi, it resulted from forced displacement from a UNESCO World Heritage site, while for Tibetans in Dharamshala, theirs was a story of exile and statelessness. International tourists were perceived by many of my research partners as allies in their struggle for recognition and self-determination: a struggle against state authority in terms of the right to heritage, housing, and benefiting from tourism. On a more individual level, direct, interpersonal relationships developed with tourists “across difference” often bore the potential to overcome structural constraints through closeness, reciprocity, and responsibility. This emancipatory potential of tourism, which is the theme of this book, has been suspended by the pandemic. But we, anthropologists, know very well people’s ability to resilience and I strongly believe in the necessity to practice what Arjun Appadurai calls the “anthropologies of aspiration and possibility.”
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Introduction

Anthropology and Tourism: Dangerous Liaisons?

The moment when—after several years of conducting research in Tibetan refugee settlements in India and among immigrants in Poland—I decided to do a project on tourism, my colleagues, fellow anthropologists, were not very enthusiastic (apart from some of them being overly enthusiastic about “doing state-sponsored tourism under the cover of research into tourism”). I felt like a traitor, abandoning my role as a researcher of human suffering in favor of turning into a tourist lounging at the hotel pool. To be honest, while doing my PhD project among the Tibetan diaspora, I had been avoiding tourists myself. As a beginner anthropologist, I only wished to deal with the “locals,” which, in my case, meant the refugees. I pretended not to notice the phenomenon of Tibetans transforming Dharamshala—a refugee settlement—into a popular tourist destination. I was sarcastic about the “tourists-cum-activists” and “tourists-cum-researchers,” including anthropologists, who seemed to flock to Dharamshala because “its climate is friendly, telephone and Internet connections work fine, accommodation is not a problem and, on top of it, you can go out and have a beer and a piece of lasagne in the evening after work, choosing from a plethora of restaurants and cafes (not to mention a disco on weekends)” (Bloch 2011, 266). It took me over a decade since my first trip to the Tibet-in-exile to notice the potential of tourism to explain how the refugees positioned themselves vis-à-vis the world from which the tourists originated and how they actually benefited from the fact that they had become “an attraction.”

In my defense, I would like to remind the reader that researchers who authored the classics in social studies of tourism—such as Erik Cohen—committed the very same sin: “At the initial stage, tourism appeared during fieldwork as an exogenic and unwelcome disturbance of ‘my’ community by outsiders” (Cohen 2007, 59). For Cohen, who did his fieldwork on the Arab-Jewish relationships in Acre, Israel, at the end of the 1960s, the “intruders” were young female tourists from Scandinavia. Only after some time, he realized that they were important players participating in power games through which young Arab men, marginalized in an Israeli town, could build connections enabling them to change their subaltern position (Cohen 1971). This book deals with the same topic: the possibilities to overcome limitations that stem from belonging to a subaltern group in the context of a postcolonial state; the possibilities facilitated through close, grassroot encounters with tourists hailing from the so-called Global North. It is a story of the emancipatory potential of tourism, both for communities that have become tourist attractions and their political aims, and for specific people—workers and small-scale entrepreneurs in the informal tourism sector in India.

Why is tourism, as a field of study, treated so contemptuously by (at least some) anthropologists (see Hall 2004, 143–144)? To some extent, it results from the tendency to essentialize research topics. We approach some issues—such as exile or migration—as essentially serious and thus important problems, worthy of scientific inquiry and bringing prestige to those who study them. On the other hand, the phenomena such as tourism appear essentially trivial, unworthy of scholarly attention, or easy and pleasant to research (see Hall 2011, 39). However, as Cynthia Enloe noted, “Tourism is not just about escaping work and drizzle; it is about power, increasingly internationalized power. That tourism is not discussed as seriously by conventional political commentators as oil or weaponry may tell us more about the ideological construction of seriousness than about the politics of tourism” (2000, 40). Hence, from my point of view, I have not radically changed my interests. I still deal with diverse forms of people’s spatial mobility, especially in the postcolonial context. I am interested in power relations in which those mobility regimes are grounded, as well as the ways in which people overcome them. I scrutinize the contacts enabled by mobilities, between people coming from different social, cultural, and economic backgrounds. I study the mutual representations of different parties in such encounters, the processes through which self-representations are created, how status is being negotiated, and what coping strategies are being developed.

Thus this book is about tourism, but not only about it. Tourism provides an opportunity for a broader reflection on contemporary forms of supranational, intersocietal contact between people. By looking at the ways in which the inhabitants of countries sight-visited1 by tourists perceive their “guests”—at how they position themselves vis-à-vis these visitors, how they interact with them, and what self-representations they put forward—we can gain insight into their own perception of their economic, social, and political situation in the postcolonial reality marked by complex power relations. This is also possible because tourism has inscribed local places into the global world order, rendering this oft-abused conceptual binary still fuzzier. Antonio-Miguel Nogués Pedregal calls such an approach “tourism as a context” (2008, 144).2

Why Do We Feel Contempt for Tourists?

The anthropologists’ animosity toward tourism as an object of study seems to have yet another important source: our fear of being seen as a tourist. We look at tourism as “an illegitimate child, a disgraceful simplification, and an impostor” (de Certeau 1984, 143, after Bruner 1989, 439). We fear that the thin line that separates us from tourists could be challenged. We really try to “distinguish ethnography from tourism, for tourism is an assault on our authority, and our privileged position” (Bruner 1989, 439). But we do have so much in common, just to mention colonial nostalgia (Bissell 2005), characterized by mourning cultural change and extinction of traditional cultures (to which both tourism and anthropological “discoveries” were to contribute) or the desire for authenticity (MacCannell 1976), especially in its “hot” variety (Selwyn 1996a), consisting in fraternizing with the natives, that is, establishing an intimate, direct relationship with the Other. Both of us, anthropologists and them, that is, tourists, like to think that we managed to arrive where others had never been, we are both contemptuous of well-trodden paths. Even if we, (self)-reflexive anthropologists, attuned to the mechanisms of power relations, manage to debunk all the above insinuations, there is still one thing that we and tourists have in common. In the eyes of the people who host us, we tend to be one and the same—the Other: “Although for us tourism is an embarrassment, from the perspective of native peoples who are sometimes confused by the social distinctions that are apparently so important to us, what we label as colonialism, ethnography and tourism are be experienced in basically in a comparable manner” (Bruner 1989, 439).

We thus prefer to avoid the areas so accessible as to endanger our elitist professional identity (Crick 1995, 207–208; Burns 2004, 7; see also Bloch 2014b). By the same token, we started to perceive tourists in the same way as the people who consider themselves to be travelers—as a distinctive category in an identity project, more epistemological than ontological. As noted by Dennis O’Rourke—an ethnographic filmmaker focusing on tourism—tourists tend to treat tourism with the same contempt: “To be a tourist is in part to dislike tourists. Tourists can always find someone more ‘touristy’ than themselves to sneer at” (1999, 19; see Welk 2004).

Stian Krog, an anthropologist who did research in Hampi—the second site where I collected material for this book—considered “distancing himself from the tourists” as a prerequisite for “getting inside.” This needed to be done through a series of “distinguishing” acts (Krog 2007, 67, 57–61). Some of these looked like “going native,” for example, adopting the local style of clothing3 and hairstyle. Other ways of distancing oneself from tourists built on the academic authority of a scholar from “the West,” through, for example, refraining from using addictive substances. Unfortunately, as Krog admitted himself, all these strategies proved ineffective and most locals never perceived him as “anything else” than “an average tourist”: “To my disadvantage, I was in many ways bound to activities distinctly reserved for tourists, both because they were highly convenient and also because they were in part expected of me. Drinking bottled water, using laundry services, eating at restaurants and visiting internet centers put me in the ‘tourist’ category” (2007, 57). The paradox was created by the fact that the “locals” themselves, especially men with whom Krog used to hang out, were quite eager to drink alcohol in the evenings (due to lack of other entertainment) and young men were into the Internet. The first of these activities was an excellent occasion to “get inside” (in my case, it was initiated by my lending men money for a drink behind their wives’ backs). It thus seems that Krog tried to be more local than the locals, based on the oppositions he created, that is, local versus tourist and tourist versus anthropologist. It is also possible that our fear of being identified as a tourist stems from our professional, self-reflexive shame. The tourist reminds us of what we used to be, something many of us would gladly forget.4 The world as it is now presented by tourism marketing is the world that the early anthropologists described when our field of study was in its infancy: “Ideas of old-style colonial anthropology—objectifying, reifying, homogenizing, and naturalizing peoples—are widely used by a variety of tourism shareholders, staking claims of identity and cultural belonging on strong notions of place and locality” (Salazar 2012, 874).

Why Does Tourism Matter?

According to the estimates of the United Nations’ World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), the number of tourists visiting other countries will reach 1.8 billion people by 2030.5 Tourist trips to foreign countries have become a massive-scale global phenomenon, also because of air travel that became commonplace after World War II, due to the air fleet and a pool of experienced pilots that the war has left behind. This coincided with gradual rise of the middle classes—whose members had extra money to spend on the so-called higher-order needs—and the universal right to a paid holiday, which established the division between the working time and leisure time.6 Due to mass travel, tourism as a form of people’s spatial mobility has become the most important—alongside migration and exile—contemporary field of the direct, interpersonal contact in the intercultural context.

Already in the early 1980s, Jafar Jafari (1982) noted that almost every community and every nation, small or big, already developed or still developing, was affected by tourism in varying degree. Tourism has become an integral part of social and economic life in many societies. Tourism industry, as it is frequently called (Eadington and Redman 1991), is one of the main sources of income in many non-European countries’ budgets, amounting to 10.3 percent of the world gross domestic product (GDP) and filling one in ten jobs.7 In this sense, the fate of many regions that do not possess other market-value resources depends on the presence of tourists. The loss of tourists—caused, for instance, by the fear of a terrorist attack or a natural disaster—may push these places toward an economic collapse. This is especially true for the “tourist flows”—as they are called in the macro perspective literature (e.g., Williams and Zelinsky 1970)—from the so-called Global North to the postcolonial countries of the so-called Global South.8

From this point of view, tourism is neither trivial nor innocent. It is inscribed into the asymmetrical power relations and by itself produces them. It is, as Nogués Pedregal said, “one of the names of power” (2008, 141). Scholars are interested in its “hard” form, manifesting as environmental degradation or economic exploitation that deepens global inequalities through imposing the neoliberal regime of a supposedly free market (Azarya 2004; Croall 1995; Freitag 1994; Patullo 1996, 28–51; Higgins-Desbiolles 2007).9 But they are also interested in the social and cultural issues, in line with Foucault’s approach, according to which tourism is a tool for constructing Otherness, a practice of cultural, discursive dominance (Cheong and Miller 2000; Hollinshead 1999; see Foucault 1980, 2002).10 This power also holds sway over the tourists, led like children by the tourism operators and other cultural intermediaries through the reality they sight-visit, controlling the way they perceive it (Urry 2002). The industry manufactures tourism imaginaries—and thus performs the “tourismification” (Salazar 2009)—under the guise of tourist guidebooks, travel literature, TV shows, and so on. It aims to make even those tourists who see themselves as independent travelers follow the established interpretation schemes (Barthes 1972; Salazar 2010; Salazar and Graburn 2014; Selwyn 1996b; Skinner and Theodossopoulos 2011).11 Moreover, even though the emergence of tourism is linked to the idea of free time, the tourism itself is a fuel for capitalism: the pattern of spending holidays by traveling makes people work harder (Turner and Ash 1975).12

Within tourism studies, however, anthropologists look at power mainly in relation to the other side of the tourist contact, that is, the employees of the tourism sector, or more broadly, from the perspective of the visited communities. The literature review shows that even though scholarly conceptualizations of tourism oscillate between “blessing and blight” (Young 1973; also Tuting and Dixit 1986), from the very beginning of academic reflection within the field, that is, the late 1960s and early 1970s, tourism has been critically interpreted through the lens of class differences and the center-periphery binary (see de Kadt 1979; Høivik and Heilberg 1980). The first—according to Georgette Leah Burns (2004, 8)—anthropological take on tourism was concerned with the damaging impact, in the form of acculturation, of the influx of tourists recruited among the urban middle class into the rural areas in Mexico (Nuñez 1963). Anthropologists touched upon the problem of the commodification of culture, understood an inescapable and negative consequence of tourism, endangering the authenticity of local traditions (Greenwood 1977; Rossel 1988). They used the metaphor of “cannibalism of difference” to show that the touristic consumption of another culture involved its destruction (MacCannell 1992, 17–73). Tourists themselves, especially within the context of the fast-growing mass package tourism, were presented as privileged inhabitants of industrialized metropoles—contemporary “golden hordes” invading less developed regions and transforming them into the “pleasure peripheries” in order to satisfy their needs (Turner and Ash 1975; see also Britton 1982).13 The instrumentality of the relationship between tourist and host, based on mutual stereotypes and distance, was emphasized (Nash 1977). Within such an approach tourism became an imperialistic power, a legacy of colonial relationships (Nash 1977; Lea 1988) and the mirror for racism (MacCannell 1992, 121–146, 158–171), since colonialism, as the practice of exercising cultural dominance, was based on hierarchical construction of Otherness. Consequently, contact within tourism was interpreted through the lens of confrontation or even conflict (see Robinson 1999), and the behavior of tourists as disgrace (Larsen 2000).

Theoretical Framework and Objectives: The Necessity of (Radical) Rethinking

This perspective—which I call counter-hegemonistic, since it condemns the international tourism industry as a form of neocolonialism—was critiqued in the 1990s as oversimplifying, and thus unable to account for complex, subtle, and ambiguous relationships between the host communities and the tourists. However, it still is popular among some scholars (e.g., Reid 2003; Nowicka 2009; Burszta 2001, 2008),14 and is vividly present in public debates: so-called experts, journalists, filmmakers, and NGO activists sound an alarm bell about the destructive impact of tourism (e.g., Kok, Timmers 2011; Srisang 1992; Routledge 2001)15 and call for a more moral tourism, achieved through its alternative, more ethical varieties (Poon 2003; see Butcher 2003). I see this approach—even though its motives are noble, and it is, in many respects, reasonable—as carrying the risk of discursive objectification of both parties of the tourist contact. This binary perspective, demonizing tourists as rich ignorant hedonists, and victimizing the host communities as passive victims of acculturation processes and exploitation, prevents us from noticing subtle forms of negotiation, collaboration, resistance, and appropriation that take place between those parties (Cheong and Miller 2000, 373–374; see, for example, Joseph and Kavoori 2001; Kanemasu 2008). Nogués Pedregal pointed out that this emphasis “has kept tourism researchers focusing on dialectics rather than on dialogics; in so doing, both the anthropological understanding of sociocultural processes in tourism contexts and the production of knowledge have been limited” (2008, 148).

This is why, just like Tomasz Rakowski (2016) did before me, I perform an “anthropological perspective shift” and treat both parties of the tourist encounter as active makers of meaning and relationships, and not as passive recipients of the frameworks of meaning that have been imposed upon them.16 In his study of Polish regions stricken with post-socialist poverty, Rakowski showed unemployed miners, factory labors, and impoverished inhabitants of rural areas not as “passive subjects” lacking initiative, succumbing to the “transformation trauma,” but as agents—“practitioners of powerlessness,” who, within the imposed systemic constraints, created their own interpretations and acted accordingly. Similarly, Jacek J. Pawlik, in his analysis of coping strategies of the inhabitants of Togo capital, instead of repeating the mantra of the unbearable poverty of the African metropolis, presented everyday life experience of Lomé residents through the lens of creativity, innovation, and entrepreneurship (in the form of an economy of sharing), depicting them as individuals whose “restraint, akin to ascetic zeal, was accompanied by inventiveness, initiative and searching for opportunities” (2016, 188). Maciej Kurcz, based on his research in Southern Sudanese Juba, demonstrated that, despite harsh life conditions in an African city, the migrants and refugees manifested “initiative and the ability to create . . . their own social and political niche” using “a variety of ways, both formal and informal” (2012, 14–15).

I apply the same approach in my work, because perceiving members of the visited communities as passive objects of tourists’ projections and practices does not allow us to notice that due to long-term experience, they have learned to recognize expectations and needs of tourists and to use them in achieving their own goals (see, for example, Boissevain ed. 1996; Wilson 1997a; Adams 1999; Little 2004). In a later edition of Hosts and Guests, published over a decade after it first appeared (1989), when Valene L. Smith asked the authors to review their papers, she sparked reflection that tourism may not be the main factor causing the negative cultural change and not always it is the source of unilateral exploitation (see Smith’s reflection in Nash and Smith 1991, 15; for example, Deitch 1989; McKean 1989; or even Greenwood). Scholars started to notice that tourists’ interest in local culture could serve to revive it by providing material means of its survival (Cohen 1988), or by valorizing the elements that before, due to colonial policies, were considered inferior to the universalized European patterns (see, for example, Picard 1990, 1996). Moreover, cultural production for the tourism market was shown to have the potential to politically and economically empower in particular marginalized groups (Healy 1994; Azarya 2004). Eventually, there appeared studies demonstrating that the members of the visited communities could perceive their relationships with tourists in terms of reciprocity (Adams 1992) or friendship (Tucker 2003b; Simoni 2017).

The tendency to interpret (especially international) tourism as a neoliberal force responsible for a series of undesirable phenomena is part and parcel of a wider trend, which Sherry B. Ortner, in her famous article (2016), called “dark anthropology.” According to Ortner, since the 1980s we have tended to perceive the world through the lens of the ubiquitous “power, exploitation, and chronic pervasive inequality” (2016, 50), focusing on lives lived in the conditions of marginalization, exclusion, and uncertainty.17 On the one hand, this is a response to neoliberalism and a recognition that it prolongs colonialism, but it is also a legacy of the powerful impact of early Foucault’s theory and neo-Marxist approaches. An “anthropology of the good” was a reaction, or rather a means of resistance, toward dominating anthropological narratives of injustice and suffering. It would focus on solidarity, commonalities, and resilience (Robbins 2013). The intention of the proponents of this turn was moving beyond the “suffering subject” living in pain, poverty, and violence, and directing the attention of anthropologists toward the categories of “morality, well-being, imagination, empathy, care, the gift, hope . . .” (Robbins 2013, 448), happiness, and good
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