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Abstract:  

Ethnic and Indigenous tourism operators often reshape Western tourists' desires for the other through the development of innovative products that reflect a cross cultural understanding (or lack thereof) of global market demands.  In doing so, they shape industry trends and by default, articulations of alterity on a transnational scale.  These products are not merely a reflection of the global tourism market or a particular formula mass produced for cultural tourism; rather, they are part of a larger project to redefine ethnicity in the eyes of the consumer within a larger political economic matrix mediated by dominant notions of "the Other," and its place in a post capitalist global economy.

This paper is concerned with a particular sector of the international tourism industry that is gaining considerable academic interest, ethnic or indigenous tourism.  This type of tourism fits under the overall umbrella of heritage tourism, an industry that capitalizes upon the historicity and cultures of places as it transforms them into destinations.  As a powerful tool for creating solidarity through the imagination of a shared past, heritage is often contested among different players wishing to control it from intergovernmental units such as UNESCO, to national and local governments, to particular units within such governments.  As Prentice (1997: 229) has argued, “tourism will only be sustainable if it is simultaneously in harmony with hosts, environment, policy objectives and tourist demands.” This paper focuses on the agency of hosts as they may shape these other factors, in particular, tourist demand.  In doing so, this paper considers solely those ethnic tourism operations that have some modicum of control over the heritage that they are commoditizing for touristic consumption.  

In commoditizing their own heritage, ethnic tourism operators operate within a particular ideological and political discourse, in which they must both meet tourist demands shaped by outside influences such as mass media, and dominant narratives that often marginalize ethnic communities within a larger trope of the nation state.  Through the development of tourism sites that capitalize on a local interpretation of a people, their culture and past within a certain space, the latest generation of minority ethnic tourism operators often strive to dismantle unfavorable preconceived notions that tourists bring with them, replacing them with local narratives.  Through this process, these operators strive to dismantle unfavorable aspects of the tourist gaze, with varying levels of success.  This paper unpacks the relationship between the tourist imagination in relation to the power of the product itself, raising new questions in terms of the nature and flexibility of “the imagination” in regard to global positioning for those who choose to put their cultures on display for economic and potential political gain.  This paper introduces these concepts and processes that are occurring right now and are not well understood in terms of the relationships between culture, economy and politics at a global level.  It is a thought piece, designed to generate more questions than it answers. 
