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Abstract:
In this paper I present a theoretical framework for understanding exoticisation in the tourism encounter. I identify two opposing tendencies in the exoticised tourism imaginary: the first involves the presentation of the exotic subject in terms of primitiveness and lack of civilization, while the second, idealizes (in a Rousseauian fashion) the exotic subject as a noble savage, living in harmony with nature. These two modes of exoticisation—which in the tourist imagination very often work in parallel—set in motion contrasting dilemmas for indigenous communities that have been involved with tourism. Is it appropriate for indigenous actors (the hosts of indigenous tourism) to use Western technology (computers, cell-phones, television sets), to receive school education, or even go to the university? To what degree is indigenous authenticity threatened by globalization, tourism and contact with the wider world? Is it right to encourage the modernization of indigenous communities through tourism, or is it better to keep indigenous actors ‘uncontaminated’ by the influences of modernity and the tourists themselves?

The tourists who visit indigenous communities appear to be profoundly ambivalent when confronted with questions of that type. Their ambivalence indicates the conceptual confusion of the imaginary of the exotic. As I argue this revolves around demeaning or idealized perceptions of indigenous identities (or, more generally, non-modern identities), which define the expectations of the tourist as a consumer of the exotic, but also as a producer of the exotic expectation itself. The confusion generated by contrasting—denigrating or idealizing—perceptions of the exotic is also reproduced among local communities involved with or dependent upon tourism. Some local communities respond to the exoticised perception of the ‘vanishing savage’ by reintroducing neglected or abandoned cultural practices. Other communities modernize to escape the stereotype of primitiveness. More often than not the two strategies of satisfying tourist expectations—revitalizing the traditional or adapting to modernity—are adopted by the very same communities. In most cases, the resulting complexity and profound ambivalence is related to the contradictions in the tourist imaginary that I have outlined above: the imagination of the uncivilized primitive (understood as a negative stereotype) and the imagination of the noble savage (understood as a positive stereotype, but a stereotype nevertheless).

Drawing upon my recent work on tourist expectations—see 'Great Expectations' (Berghahn)—and my previous work on stereotyping, I attempt to evaluate the role of exoticisation in the tourism imaginary and its pervasive influence on the lives of indigenous communities that host indigenous tourism. I introduce ethnographic examples from an Embera community in Panama that delivers cultural presentations for tourists on a daily basis and has reintroduced into its daily life several ‘traditional’ practices, while at the same time opening itself up to global and ‘modern’ influences in an effort to develop tourism successfully. I argue for an approach towards the study of the tourism imaginary which (i) makes apparent the contradictions in its embedded exoticising (and stereotyping) tendencies, and (ii) acknowledges the complex adaptations of indigenous communities to the contradictory nature of tourism imagination (and exoticisation).
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