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In the city of Cuzco in southern Peru, patriomonial or heritage tourism strategically formulates social practices like festivals, weaving, treks and language as ethnocommodities (Comaroff 2009), attracting tourists from all over the globe. The use of written Quechua - the Incan language - in tourism media both within the city and online is central to this project of creating an experienceable Inca imaginary. The internet has become a powerful aspect of global travel in general, and Cuzco tourism is no exception. From buying or reviewing venues and tours to researching the history of a locale, the internet enables an introduction to an international destination and provides a platform through which representations of a destination can be presented or debated. Importantly, the internet creates a nexus of multiple articulations of the tourism experience through the opportunity for tourists to collaboratively author tourism media (e.g. tripadvisor and travelblog), thus participating with the media as both producer and consumer, as author and addressee (Goffman 1981). No longer is tourism media a unidirectional discourse from marketer to tourist; the internet creates a multi-directional, multi-voiced hub of articulations around the commodified imaginary.

In Cuzco and Machu Picchu, Quechua is invoked in the sale of the ‘Incan experience’ in a strategic collision of capitalism, language and culture. The ethnocommodities are marketed as aspects of an ‘authentic’ Incan experience, seeming to imply unchanging models of self for indigenous peoples: as surely as you can touch and explore ruins that are centuries old, so too can you engage with their preserved and unaltered culture. This dynamic is essential to the Cuzco tourist imaginary. However, the internet complicates this mediated process since it enables the a wide variety of people, including the Quechua speakers of Cuzco, to directly engage with and offer a personal perspective on the institutionalized mediated imaginary. 

For this paper, I will be presenting how written Quechua is invoked as an ethnocommodity in Cuzco tourism media and how the models of personhood present in this linguistic commodification are both perpetuated and challenged through online collaborative authorship. Utilizing linguistic and ethnographic methodology, I aim to deconstruct relevant chains of semiosis in these online and offline mediated interactions, revealing participation frameworks and nuanced alignment to the emblems of personhood present. In researching the relationships between online and offline media, it’s imperative to understand the links across these participation frameworks, often clumsily marked in ways such as ‘virtual’ and ‘real.’ However, these frameworks of participation are tacitly and explicitly linked to each other and the analysis of these links – made apparent through language use and social actor orientation – is essential to understand the wider social implications of the use of this media in tourism projects. Breaking through the false “real-virtual” dichotomy often associated with virtual spaces enables us to see the mutual influence between these interactive spaces.  This, then, allows us to see how the use of written Quechua language forms are constructed as ethnocommodities, linked to other branded cultural objects, and even challenged in this mediatized framing within the heritage tourism project.

This paper, while offering a brief analysis of Quechua as an ethnocommodity or marker of Inca heritage within tourism in Cuzco, also aims to clarify the more global role that interactive and transient internet media plays in the ongoing commodification of culture within tourism. The potential for access, authorship, and cultural articulation is shifted in online spaces. Not only is this of relevance to anyone involved in the tourist trade, but this case study shows us how strategic language use in the internet alters the alignment possibilities – and thus the social structures – of the interactive spheres within which we exist.
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