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Abstract 

 
Tourism is one of the world’s largest industries and ethnic tourism is booming business with the increasing 

awareness of tourists regarding worldwide disappearing cultures. Travel organizations observe this 

awareness and notice that tourists are more and more looking for ‘the exotic other’ and ‘authentic 

experiences’. Dutch travel organizations also highlight in their information the presence of ‘traditional 

indigenous’ communities to promote their tours to Chiapas, Mexico. In this research I examine how they do 

this, but I combine this with an investigation on how tourists and indigenas experience their interaction and 

what Dutch travel organizations can do to improve the experience of tourists and indigenas. It examines the 

opinions of tourists, but also looks at the reaction of the indigenas in Chiapas. Could it be that the 

indigenous people have changed their rituals and traditions due to tourism? This thesis focuses on the 

combination of three research populations: Dutch travel organization, tourists and Mexican indigenas. It 

contributes to the literature on ethnic tourism, authenticity, authentication and commoditization by focusing 

on the interaction between tourists and indigenas and the influence travel organizations can have on 

tourists’ experiences.  

 

Key words: Dutch ethnic tourism; authenticity; authentication; commoditization; Chiapas, Mexico 
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“Our bus journey ends in the colonial city of San Cristóbal, 

situated at a height of 2.070 meters in the Chiapas highlands. 

Here dominates a unique magical atmosphere, caused by the smell of wood fire, 

the brightness of the light and the Indians in their brightly colored ‘huipil’ (national costume). 

The small Tzotzil and Tzeltal Indian villages are situated just outside the city 

and easy to visit by minivan or horse! 

In San Juan Chamula you should not be surprised when inside the church 

cola and chicken are being sacrificed to the worn saint statues. 

The lamentation of the Indians kneeling on the floor, covered in pine needles, 

is an incredible experience”. 

Brochure INTI Reizen 2008-2009 

 

Photo by author 

 

“I started crying inside the church. 

What an overwhelming experience!! 

The Indians seem to be in trance, not noticing all those tourists gazing at them. 

I wanted to stay all day, just watching and learning about these ancient rituals. 

It seemed so genuine, you know, authentic and old”. 

Interview with Dutch tourist Karin Lange, Easter Sunday April 12, 2009 
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1. Introduction 

 

Ethnic and ecotourism are booming business because of the fact that people are more and more aware of 

the problems of disappearance of nature and indigenous cultures in of the world. One of the essentials of 

ethnic tourism is a socio-cultural element: the tourist would like to see and interact with indigenous people. 

In the tourists’ view the indigenous people, their customs and looks, seem exotic and attractive (West and 

Carrier: 483). Eco- and ethnic tourism are relatively young phenomena although there has been done 

research about it. Amanda Stronza (2001: 261) noticed that anthropologists generally have divided their 

studies into two halves. Some seek to understand the origins of tourism and therefore focus on tourists and 

travel organizations, and others try to reveal the impact of tourism and, thus, focus on the locals. Hence 

there exists a significant gap in exploring experiences and opinions of both tourists and locals, but also on 

the influence a travel organisation might have. Therefore I decided to focus this thesis on the combination 

of Dutch travel organizations, tourists and indigenas, authenticity and commoditization. According to 

Watson and Kopachevsky (1994) tourism is ‘undertheorized’ although there are many conceptualizations 

of tourism and tourists. They agree that image and advertising are important factors in commoditizing 

tourist experiences and suggested an empirical investigation of people’s lived experiences to see if this 

leads to cultural impoverishment of local culture, or the opposite, which I decided to accomplish. Using 

theories about authenticity and commoditization I looked at the experiences of tourists and indigenas and 

the influence of travel organizations. Unlike what has been done before I did not focus on opinions of just 

one population, but on the interaction of these three research populations and the influence they might have 

on each other. The Chiapas area has been studied by scholars like Berghe (1992; 1994; 1995), Gossen 

(1999), Vogt (1990, orig. 1970; 1994) and Wilson (1974, orig. 1965), but not in relation to all three 

research populations. 

First I wanted to examine if and how the travel organizations ‘use’ the presence of indigenous 

communities to sell their tours to tourists in ‘search for the other’ (Van den Berghe 1994) or ‘authentic 

experiences’ (MacCannell 1973, 1976). What kind of information they give and how they use authenticity 

to mark the indigenas and their traditions and rituals. Dean MacCannell notes that ‘truth’ markers can be 

provided ‘off-sight’ and ‘on-sight’ (1976: 137-138); this can be done by on-sight signs, but also by guides, 

travel organizations or even tourists themselves. Next I wanted to explore how tourists and indigenas 

experienced their interaction. And I wanted to see also if indigenas changed their way of life due to tourism 

and if tourism has led to commoditization of their traditions and rituals. Having established the subject of 

my research I had to decide on where to conduct my field work. It was obvious I had to accomplish a part 

in the Netherlands, trying to interview representatives from tour operators, attending information meetings, 

analyzing brochures and information they provide on internet. For the second part of my research I decided 

to go to San Cristóbal de Las Casas, a place I had visited for the first time in 2000. Here many indigenas 

sell their goods at a central crafts market, the Santo Domingo market, and there are two relatively easy to 

reach indigenous villages in the neighborhood, San Juan Chamula and Zinacantán. Many Dutch tours pass 

by and tourists are able to visit indigenous communities on a half day (guided) tour. Tourism is known in 
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San Cristóbal since the 1950s, when doña Trudy Blom started expeditions by mule to the Lacandón forest. 

She ‘marketed’ the isolated Lacandón Indians as the ‘purest descendants’ of the Mayas (Berghe 1995: 576). 

The idea of seeing living descendants of the authentic Maya culture appealed very much to tourists in their 

search for authenticity, back then in the 1950s as well as in the present. My subject and location led me to 

my central research question: ‘to which extent do Dutch travel organizations use the presence of local 

indigenous communities to promote their trips to Chiapas and in which ways do the indigenous people in 

and around San Cristóbal de Las Casas react on tourism?’ I chose this question because it would enable 

me to look at the combination Dutch travel organizations, ethnic tourism, tourists and indigenas, which had 

not been done before according to my knowledge. To answer this central question I divided my research 

questions into three categories, looking at travel organizations, tourists and indigenas.  

My first two research question concern travel organizations and ethnic tourism: ‘in which ways are 

Dutch travel organizations concerned about sustainable ethnic tourism?’ and ‘how do Dutch travel 

organizations draw attention to the contact tourists can have with indigenous communities in their 

communication with (future) clients?’ To answer these questions I focused on the information given by 

travel organizations and I wanted to see if this information creates an image of authenticity of the indigenas.  

However, the main part of my field research was in Chiapas. The data presented in this thesis were 

obtained during ten weeks qualitative research from the end of March to June 1
st
 2009 in San Cristóbal. 

Here I started talking to and interviewing tourists, local tour guides, indigenas and even some shamans. I 

looked at the interaction between indigenas, guides and tourists and wanted to hear their opinions about 

each other, about traditions and rituals, ‘authenticity’ and commoditization. I used participant observation 

and interviews when I joined tourists and their guides on their tours to the villages of San Juan Chamula 

and Zinacantán or walking around on the Santo Domingo market in San Cristóbal. What has to be kept in 

mind is that during the second half of my stay at the end of April 2009 there was an outbreak of a new kind 

of virus, called the ‘swine’ or ‘mexican’ flu. This outbreak ended the arrival of new tourists immediately 

and all tours were cancelled or postponed. The Mexican government took impressive measures to prevent 

further contamination by closing all archeological sites, government buildings and providing people with 

information, although they forgot to translate the information in the indigenous languages. The Chiapas 

indigenas did not know what was happening and many people thought that this disease was ‘an invention’ 

by the government ‘covering up for other problems’. Many indigenas agreed that tourism was more 

influential than they expected, as they were left without income. I used this time for more in-depth 

interviews with indigenas and local guides. Up till now tourism has not improved and many indigenas have 

seen their income drop by 80 to a 100 percent.  

My curiosity about the tourists’ opinion on indigenas and their traditions and rituals led me to my next 

research question: ‘how do Dutch tourists experience the contact they have with the indigenous people in 

and around San Cristóbal de Las Casas?’ I wanted to find out what they thought about the indigenas, their 

traditions and rituals and see if they felt the ‘authentic experience’ they were supposed to be looking for, 

according to scholars like Cohen (1988), Harkin (1995), Jafari (2000), MacCannell (1973, 1976) and Wang 

(1999).  
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The following questions concern the indigenas and their reaction on tourism. I wanted to know what the 

indigenas thought of the visiting tourists by answering the following question: ‘how do the indigenous 

people in and around San Cristóbal de Las Casas experience the contact they have with tourists?’ 

Furthermore I was curious about the influence of tourism on their traditions. My fifth research question 

therefore was: ‘in which ways do the indigenas in this area deal with their traditions in an increasing 

touristic environment?’ Here I wanted to examine if they had changed their traditions and rituals due to 

tourism. I was also curious to see if they had turned their traditions into commodities, which led me to my 

last research question: ‘in which ways have the indigenas commoditized their rituals, customs, dress or 

performance?’  

The outline of this thesis is as follows: the first chapter deals with terms like eco- and ethnic 

tourism, indigenas, authenticity and commoditization as these will be used throughout the rest of the thesis 

in relation to tourism. Chapter three focuses on the part of the Dutch travel organizations and the influence 

they have. Chapter four is divided into six paragraphs starting with an introduction of San Cristóbal and 

furthermore dealing with the places I focused on during my field work, the Santo Domingo market and the 

indigenous villages San Juan Chamula and Zinacantán, ending with separate paragraphs about traditions 

and rituals, and commoditization. I will close this thesis with a conclusion in which I answer my research 

questions and see what the influence of ethnic tourism is in San Cristóbal de Las Casas; ending with some 

recommendations for Dutch travel organizations.  
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2. Ethnic tourism, indigenous people, authenticity and commoditization  

 

2.1 Eco- or ethnic tourism 

Ethnic tourism can be seen as a part of the broader concept of ecotourism, wherein the attention lies on 

aspects that are important for indigenous people. Tourism is significant for indigenous people, according to 

Hall (2000: 1), “because of the enormous impact it has on people’s lives and on the places in which they 

live”. According to David Fennell the term ecotourism has been used by Hetzer for the first time in 1965. 

Hetzer used it to explain the complex relationship between tourists and the environment and cultures in 

which they interact. He wanted to obtain a more responsible form of tourism. Hetzer developed four 

fundamental pillars: “minimum environmental impact; minimum impact on – and maximum respect for – 

host cultures; maximum economic benefits to the host country’s grassroots (working class); and maximum 

‘recreational’ satisfaction to participating tourists” (cited in Fennell 1999: 18-19). The International 

Ecotourism Society (TIES)
 1
, a combination of advocacy group and trade organization (West and Carrier 

2004: 483), approaches ecotourism as “responsible travel to natural areas, which conserves the environment 

and improves the welfare of local people”. Page (2002: 64-69) establishes some characteristics and 

principles of ecotourism, like: environmental educative; locally beneficial; and tourist satisfaction. The 

latter because he sees the satisfaction of the tourists as essential to the long-term viability of the ecotourism 

industry. Some travel organizations have special departments which focus on sustainable tourism. They 

support local participation, increasing awareness of cultural assets and development in coordination with 

local sustainable experts and authorities (Sigala 2008). 

Ecotourism is often pushed as the ideal solution for communities willing to diversify their 

economic base and at the same time protect natural areas, but, according to Edwards, there is also concern 

that it is growing without control or planning (1998: v). Scholars like Hetzer (1965; cited in Fennell 1999), 

Fennell (1999) and Page (2002) stress the idea that the local community should benefit from this form of 

tourism. In the Québec World Ecotourism Summit (2002
2
) all the participants, being representatives from 

governmental organizations, the World Tourism Organization (WTO), NGOs, travel organizations, but also 

indigenous leaders, agreed that ecotourism, among other issues, should include local and indigenous 

communities and contribute to its well-being. It should:  

  

(…) ensure that more benefits are made available to poor people  

(…) encourage innovative product development and fair trade through  

strengthening links with the arts, handicrafts, and local and indigenous heritage…”  

Québec Declaration on Ecotourism, 2002: 1-2 

 

As my interest in ecotourism has more to do with the encounter between tourists and indigenous people, 

elements that have to do with ethnicity, I will generally use the term ethnic tourism, but both terms are 

equally valid. Van den Berghe defines ethnic tourism as something which “exists where the tourist actively 

                                                 
1 www.ecotourism.org 
2 http://www.world-tourism.org/sustainable/IYE/quebec/anglais/declaration.html 
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searches for ethnic exoticism”, or as the “quest for the Other” (1994: 8). Ethnic tourism is not just the 

pleasure of experiencing cultural difference, but is also a support for the local community as ethnic tourists 

often stay in small hotels or guesthouses owned and managed by local people and eat in local small 

restaurants, thus their stay benefits the local indigenous community (West and Carrier 2004: 484). However, 

in San Cristóbal de Las Casas most of the hotels and guesthouses, as well as shops and restaurants are 

owned by mestizos (Berghe 1992: 239) or foreigners. Therefore the local indigenous community only 

profits in a limited way of the tourists as some of them do work in the tourist industry, but they do not own 

the businesses themselves. 

 

2.2 Indigenous people or indigenas 

Dealing with indigenous people or indigenas I found that there is little consensus in the literature about 

what being ‘indigenous’ means. Here I will explain indigenous by using a theory by anthropologist Adam 

Kuper and three definitions coming from the International Labour Organization (ILO) Convention no. 169
3
, 

from the Martinéz Cobo Report to the UN Sub-Commission on the Prevention of Discrimination (1986)
4
 

and an approach suggested by Mme. Erica-Irene Daes, the Chairperson of the UN working Group on 

Indigenous Populations
5
. Adam Kuper sees that ‘indigenous’ is often used as alternative for ‘primitive’ or 

‘native’, as the “quintessential ‘primitive’ societies of classical anthropology”, and that indigenous people 

are “authentic natives that represent a world to which we should apparently wish to be returned”. He finds 

that this image of the primitive is often constructed to suit all kind of different organizations, but that there 

is no other clear definition of the term ‘indigenous’ (1999: 389, 395). The other three approaches are 

different, although it is possible to extract some similarities. They all talk about continuity in history and 

about descent, about the fact that being ‘indigenous’ means that you are a descendant of people that have 

lived in the country even before colonization and that you, in general, want to preserve your customs and 

traditions. To resume: even to this day the debate about what ‘indigenous’ means is still going on. In this 

paper I will use the term indigenas, as this is how the indigenous people are generally referred to in Latin 

America. 

In Chiapas the indigenous people have been investigated by scholars from the Harvard Chiapas Project 

initiated by Vogt (1990, orig. 1970; 1994) like Gary Gossen (1999) and Carter Wilson (1974, orig. 1965), 

but also by Pierre van den Berghe (1992, 1994, 1995), since the 1960s. They did not mention any 

explanation about the term indigena, but often refer to them as Maya. 

 

2.3 Authenticity and authentication 

Authenticity and authentication, which means to prove or show (something) to be true, genuine, valid6 or 

authentic7, but also refers to the ‘making’ of authenticity, are key factors when dealing with ethnic tourism 

and indigenous people. As tourism marketing organizations want to attract as many people as possible 

                                                 
3 http://www.ilo.org/ilolex/cgi-lex/convde.pl?C169 consulted Aug. 24, 2009 
4 http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unpfii/documents/workshop_data_background.doc consulted Aug. 24, 2009 
5 http://www.unhchr.ch/Huridocda/Huridoca.nsf/TestFrame/6e33127002ffb222c1256b3a00413db8?Opendocument consulted Aug. 25, 2009 
6 "authenticate"   http://www.oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY.html?subview=Main&entry=t140.e4667 consulted Aug. 24, 2009 
7 “authentication”: www.oxfordreference.com/views/ENTRY.html?subview=Main&entry=t23.e3424 consulted Aug. 24, 2009 
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authenticity has become an important point in their promotion (Hall 2007; MacCannell 1976; Wang 1999). 

It was originally used to define if objects of art, according to experts, were what they appeared or claimed 

to be, and therefore worth the price that was asked for them (L. Trilling cited in Wang 1999: 350). In 

tourism, authenticity is used to define ‘products of tourism’, which can be rituals, costumes, festivals, 

language, but also works of art, that are used or made by indigenous people according to traditions or 

customs (Jafari 2000). Here we can see the link between authenticity, indigenous people and their traditions 

and customs. According to Jafari tourism often can be seen as a kind of pilgrimage, as a quest for 

authenticity in other, particularly primitive, cultures (2000: 44-45). Thus, authenticity is relevant for types 

of tourism which involves ‘the past’ or representations of the ‘other’, like culture or ethnic tourism (Wang 

1999: 350).  

I am aware of the difficulty that arises using the term authenticity and authentication in tourism as not all 

scholars agree on the usefulness of the term. It is not a static concept and often seen as something ‘socially 

constructed’, which depends on the opinion of tourists or even on the ‘process of authentication’, declaring 

something ‘authentic’ or ‘real’, by tourism (marketing) organizations. Dean MacCannell notes that ‘truth’ 

markers can be provided ‘on-sight’ by plaques or signs and ‘off-sight’ by guides, travel organizations, or 

even tourists themselves (1976: 137-138). Promotion and branding can be important in the ‘authentication 

process’ and, according to Yeoman (et al, 2007: 1137), “a destination founded on authenticity needs 

community involvement and a strong brand scheme in which the equity of authenticity is positioned”. 

Some scholars, like Berghe 1994), Gossen (1999), Laughlin (1988) and Wilson (1974) have investigated 

the ‘usos y costumbres’ of the indigenas in this region. They also relate specifically about the ‘authentic’ 

traditions and rituals the indigenas perform, which according to Gossen originate in pre-Columbian times. 

Consumers will decide on this branding if they want to visit this destination and this has become a focus of 

many tourism marketing organizations (Hall 2007: 1139). Travel organizations, books and tour guides have 

a great influence on this promotion of destinations as we will see in my research about San Cristóbal de Las 

Casas, San Juan Chamula and Zinacantán. During the past thirty decades many scholars have investigated 

authenticity in relation to tourism from different points of view. Some scholars like Reisinger and Steiner 

(2006) focus on object authenticity, which is ‘a term used for the genuineness of artifacts and events’ and 

examined the postmodernist, the constructivist and the modernist views about object authenticity. They 

state that it can not be used as a basic concept as it is not ‘accepted once and for all by all members of its 

community’ (Kuhn cited in Reisinger 2006: 65). According to them postmodernists see that tourists are not 

much concerned about authenticity, while modernists claim that authenticity should be objectively 

measurable and thus it is not worth examining; constructivists claim that authenticity is socially constructed 

and therefore a fluid concept useless for research. Others (Cohen 1988; Hall 2007; Harkin 1995; Wang 

1999; Yeoman (et al) 2007) see this differently and often use the constructivist ideas in relation to 

authenticity in tourism. According to Wang, authenticity is relevant to ethnic tourism, because it involves 

the representation of the ‘other’ or of the past. He sees this as a constructive authenticity, as it refers to 

“authenticity projected onto toured objects by tourists or tourism producers in terms of their imagery, 
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expectations, preferences, beliefs, powers etc.” (1999: 351-352) and therefore it is not objectively 

measurable. I agree with him when he notices: 

 

“Authenticity is not a matter of black and white, which means that which is judged 

as inauthentic by experts, intellectuals, or elite may be experienced as authentic  

and real from an emic perspective – this may be the very way that mass tourists  

experience authenticity” (Wang 1999: 353).  

 

The same constructive authenticity is used by Wil Pansters regarding the creation of ‘an authentic Mestizo 

identity’ in Mexico and he notices that “constructivism shifts the attention from what is authentic to how 

something is made authentic” (2005: 72). Authenticity is often linked to concepts like uniqueness, purity 

and originality, or traditions and customs, and depends on the opinion of ‘others’, on how ‘others’ feel 

about the object. In tourism it depends on what tourists think about the rituals, costumes, souvenirs etc. As 

tourists become more experienced travelers, they are not easily surprised anymore since they have more 

reference points and therefore they will “seek greater authenticity” (Harkin 1995: 654) and, thus, their view 

on what they consider to be authentic might change.  

Erving Goffman (1959: 244) highlights the idea that, in social settings, people give a performance that 

presents an idealized view of a situation, which emphasizes the officially credited values of the society 

(1959: 44-45). Belief in the ‘role’ someone is playing in this performance is crucial, both for the ‘spectator’ 

and the ‘performer’ (1959: 28). This ‘belief’ is also one of the crucial elements in constructive authenticity. 

Furthermore, Goffman states that the behavior of persons is divided in a front- and a backstage. The front 

being the place where the performance is presented, but also the appearance of a person (Goffman 1959: 

34), and the back as the place where “vital secrets of a show are visible” to performers and here he can 

reliably expect that no ‘other’ will intrude (1959: 116). Many of those secrets will not be shared with 

outsiders and are kept, although the ‘other’ will want to discover the fact of the situation (1959: 231-241). 

In relation to tourism it is Dean MacCannell (1973, 1976) who introduced the concept of authenticity. He 

writes about ‘staged authenticity’ when tourists see only parts of the ‘real’ life of indigenas. However, 

tourists want to experience the ‘real life’ of the places they visit and something out of their own routine 

(1973: 589-594) and not something divided in a front- and a backstage. This is one of the reasons people 

take guided tours, as this usually gives them access to areas that otherwise would be impossible to visit. For 

tourists visiting a completely different area this means gaining access to the ‘authentic backstage’ of the 

region. Michael Harkin (1995: 654) sees the fact that many tourists, sometimes after having experienced an 

organized tour, often travel ‘off the beaten path’ on their own in their search for an even more authentic 

experience. 

In ethnic tourism tourists are searching for what they believe to be authentic experiences and 

insights in their contact with indigenous people. This does not mean that the experience is as authentic as 

the tourist would like it to be, it is possible that the experience is staged or set up for visiting tourists 

(MacCannell 1973: 597), but this also does not mean that the tourist does not ‘feel’ that it is authentic. 
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MacCannell observes that tourists’ experiences are often mystified and based on ‘inauthenticity’. He sees 

this as a fact that presents itself as true but actually is a lie (1973: 599-602). It is not that the tourists enter 

the ‘real backstage’ Goffman uses in his theory, but rather a ‘false, staged back region, a kind of living 

museum’ or a prearranged front stage that is presented as a backstage (MacCannell 1973: 596-598). Cohen, 

on the other hand, re-examined staged authenticity, commoditization and the inability of tourists to 

experience authenticity some fifteen years later (1988). He starts with examining the, often used, 

assumptions in literature: firstly that tourism is said to lead to commoditization, where colorful local rituals, 

customs, costumes, feasts, and folk and ethnic art become touristic services or commodities. One of 

Cohen’s objections is that tourists might be looking for authenticity, or for the primitive that can not be 

found any more in modern society, but this authenticity is a philosophical concept, not a given fact but 

‘negotiable’ (1988: 376). According to Cohen it is not the question whether the individual tourist does or 

does not ‘really’ have an authentic experience, but rather what his experience with authenticity means in his 

own opinion (1988: 378).  

We can conclude that authenticity is not a static concept and in tourism it is often ‘made’ by tourists, but 

also by travel organizations and tour guides as they authenticate the traditions and rituals of the indigenas 

in their information. Sometimes tourists will encounter a ‘staged authenticity’, but I agree with Cohen on 

the importance of the opinion of tourists about their experience with authenticity; on what they consider to 

be authentic. During my field work I have also asked the tourists’ opinion on authenticity and, 

consequently, authenticity in this thesis is a constructive authenticity. 

 

2.4 Commoditization 

Commoditization is the process of making something, an event, ritual, performance or even people into a 

commodity, an article of trade, evaluated in terms of their exchange value. It has, in general, a negative 

undertone when it is applied to cultural heritage, rituals, traditions, and customs (Jafari 2000: 91-92). It 

might be interesting to see what happens to the other meanings of things and services once they become 

commoditized, particularly under the impact of tourism. It is possible that tourism destroys or changes the 

meaning of cultural products, as they are commoditized, but tourism can also mean that customs, rituals 

and traditions remain alive when they become tourist attractions, especially if they were already in decline 

before tourism appeared (see also Cohen 1988). According to Greenwood (cited in Cohen 1988: 381) 

commoditized cultural products lose their intrinsic meaning and significance for the local people, who in 

turn lose their enthusiasm for producing them. The ritual may become a performance for money, which 

may lead to exploitation of the locals by ‘culture-brokers’ or affect the culture product itself as it becomes a 

tourist attraction. Cohen finds the idea that commoditizing means loss of value an overgeneralization as 

artists will always be proud of their performances, like weavers will often be proud of their weavings. Even 

new cultural products can become accepted as ‘authentic’, and become meaningful for its producers. Just 

like the emergence of tourism can actually facilitate the preservation of a cultural tradition which otherwise 

would die out (Cohen 1988: 381-382). Gary Gossen has done research in Chiapas since 1965 and he sees 

that until the mid-nineteenth century most of the Indian population of Chiapas lived in demographically 
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isolated communities. They evolved as “unique cultural isolates; each one had its characteristic dialect of 

an Indian language, colorful traditional clothing, a particular variant of a civil-religious hierarchy of ritual 

officials, and a particular cycle of public ritual observances in honor of the saints”. He notices that this still 

continues to exist in many communities, which has lead to tourism interest and, thus it has become a 

marketable commodity (1999: 82). Tours can be arranged to visit the communities, souvenirs made out of 

rituals and the traditional costume, traje, can be turned into commodities. In short, people can earn money 

out of these ‘traditional communities’. This does not mean that the indigenas are the, only, ones that can 

benefit from tourism; many profits go to the mestizo community as they had the capital and possibilities to 

start with (Gossen 1999).  

Tourists frequently are searching for ‘authentic’ souvenirs and traditions within the indigenous 

communities. According to Michael Harkin they may be searching for these ‘authentic experiences’, but he 

notices that tourist attractions are no longer completely authentic, as they are “already framed and often 

over-determined” (1995: 662). He relates this fact also to souvenirs, which can be anything that is part of 

the touristic experience and represents the experience. It depends on the ideas of the tourist what kind of 

representation he values and if he finds something ‘authentic’ or ‘traditional’ (1995: 657). Eliza Wethey 

(2005) distinguishes a difference between tradition and traditional, as these have different meanings. She 

states that a tradition is a set of practices that is changeable and passed on from one generation to the next, 

while something traditional is static or unchangeable and often even associated with resistance to change in 

contrast to the modern and urbanized world. According to Wethey many tourists see traditional textiles as 

those that are produced in indigenous communities using natural dyes, and ancient techniques and patterns 

and therefore they are more associated with the traditions of the past instead of a reflection of the present. 

She sees that weaving communities in Mexico, Central America and the Andes start commoditizing their 

traditional weavings “in order to take advantage of tourists’ desire for ethnic goods, which provides them 

with the opportunity for income and life improvements” (2005: 5). Anthropologist Walter Morris (1987, 

1996), who is one of the organizers of the weaver’s society Sna Jolobil in 1976, notes that in this weaving 

cooperative in San Cristóbal the indigenas elected their own leaders. They did not accept foreign control, 

which gave the weavers an important decision-making role (Morris 1996: 404). Their independence gave 

the weavers the freedom to create other patterns than the traditional ones, patterns that were not woven 

before (Morris 1996: 418). Through these new patterns and styles they divided the commoditized textiles 

from the personal ones.  

From the 1960s onwards weavers all over Chiapas changed their production when middlemen 

began to buy traditional indigenous textiles to sell at crafts or tourist markets. Patricia Greenfield (2004) 

has investigated Chiapas weavings since the 1970s and noticed changes in the weavings, colors and 

patterns, and how they were sold. Previously the weavers only produced textiles for themselves and other 

people in their communities, but now they started weaving to enhance their income. Tourists wanted 

‘authentic’ souvenirs and began to buy these traditional weavings as they saw them as ethnic commodities 

made by indigenous people (Wethey 2005: 2-3). Wethey sees that indigenous communities have changed 

significantly due to the increasing tourist market. The type of production changed, and their income and 
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self-image improved as their weavings became appreciated by tourists. The women often developed a 

commoditized type of textile besides their personal weavings. These textiles are most of the time 

inexpensive items specially made for the tourists in a traditional style using natural colors and fabric, as 

well as traditional patterns (2005: 2). Wethey states that these souvenirs represent the commoditization of 

indigenous ‘art’ and do not reflect the reality of the weaving tradition (2005: 16-17). In the mean time the 

indigenous personal weavings often changed as the women started using synthetic yarn which is brighter in 

color. In his study about Chiapas weavers Walter Morris says that “We tend to view natural dyes as an 

integral part of the weaver’s tradition, while in fact most Chiapas weavers have always purchased the 

brightest possible yarns for brocading their huipiles”. This leads him to the conclusion that the naturally 

dyed textiles, which are specially created for the tourists, are a commoditization of the traditional textiles 

(Morris 1996: 414). 

Walter E. Little has done some extensive research among Mayas handicraft vendors in Guatemala and it is 

possible to relate some of his experiences to the vendors in and around San Cristóbal. He compares 

Guatemalan tourism to living history museums (2004: 62). According to Little many tourists have 

preconceived ideas of what being ‘Indian’ means and to them an Indian, in general, is a woman dressed in 

traje who speaks a Maya language (2004:119). In investigating tourists’ behavior on souvenir buying Little 

notices that they are generally looking for authenticity: “something that is real Indian, handmade by real 

Indians”, although they do not always realize that most goods are commoditized and primarily made for 

tourists (2004: 61). Little noticed in Guatemala that the vendors use tactics to sell more. The typical sales 

lines are the same all over Latin America: “cómpreme algo” or “hay cosas bonitas, hechas a mano”, “buy 

me something” or “there are beautiful things, handmade” (2004:111-114). They not only use tactical 

strategies to attract tourists, but also build contacts with tour guides which often leads to the visit of more 

tourists (2004: 111) just as they do in Chiapas.  
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3. Travel organizations in the Netherlands 

 

3.1 Sustainable ethnic tourism 

“I just wish that our clients will have the same magical experience I had five years ago. I really loved the 

special atmosphere in San Juan Chamula, although it was a bit scary as well as they seemed quite reluctant 

to foreigners and we heard many loud bangs which seemed to be gunshots. But it was a unique experience 

and I want to return one day. I hope that with the help of skilled guides they can keep their ancient 

traditions alive and that we will be able to offer these tours for many years to come.” 

Quote interview Celine Neep, Holland International, March 12, 2009 

 

Due to a growing environmental and cultural consciousness of organizations and the general public, travel 

organizations are increasingly involved in sustainable tourism (Fennell 2003; Hall 2000). They express 

their concerns about the environment and ethnic tourism in their brochures, on the internet and in 

interviews and sometimes state that they try to minimize the impact on, or want to help preserve, local 

culture and environment. Nevertheless they offer tours to “remote, untouched” areas or regions where 

tourists can meet the “exotic other” to satisfy tourists’ demands, but some try to do this in a conscientious 

way. Some organizations promote their vision only through statements in their own brochures or on the 

internet, while others make theirs more known through promotional campaigns in the media. They express 

the importance of a responsible, durable form of tourism to so-called developing countries and state that 

they are aware of the fact that tourism can generate many advantages, but that not all effect is positive. 

Although only five representatives granted me an interview, I found a lot of information even without 

talking to the organizations. Some supply chains like TUI, where many travel organizations and hotels take 

part in, have special departments which focus on sustainable tourism. They support local participation, 

increasing awareness of natural and cultural assets and development in coordination with local sustainable 

experts and authorities (Sigala 2008). Most travel organizations I investigated are members of the ANVR, 

the ‘Algemene Nederlandse Vereniging van Reisorganisaties’ (general Dutch association of travel 

organizations), which has strict rules about its membership, about sustainable tourism
8
 and the association 

enhances the quality of travels, as well as the information about travels. 

In brochures and on the internet statements about sustainable ethnic tourism are less critical than the 

persons I contacted and more about travelling ‘fair’ and about ‘respect for local communities’. However, 

most of the travel organizations say something about the responsibilities of tourists and highlight the fact 

that they would like their clients to respect local communities, culture and nature. The five representatives I 

spoke to express the concerns their organizations have about the influence tourism can have on culture and 

nature, how their organizations try to minimize the negative effects of tourism and emphasize the general 

feeling that the local population has to profit from tourism. Martine Heijmen (Vámonos), Celine Neep 

(Holland International), Judith Nouwens (Pagona) and Simone Zomerdijk (Outsight) expressed the idea 

that ethnic tourism can be a good idea if the local population profits from it, but only if they can maintain 

                                                 
8 http://www.anvr.travel/uploads/opreis/Verantwoord_en_veilig_reizen/Beleid%20ANVR%20en%20DTO.doc 
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their own traditions and that the tourists respect the local people, customs and traditions. Three of them 

were afraid that this is often not the case and thought that traditions and rituals might turn out to become ‘a 

play’, a performance just for tourists (Cohen 1988, Goffman 1959, MacCannell 1973) or that the visit turns 

out to be “aapjes kijken” (lit: looking at monkeys). Celine Neep (Holland International) visited the 

indigenous communities around San Cristóbal in 2004. She highly valued the visit and did not have this 

impression, but she is afraid that this might change. Celine hopes that tourists are aware of the uniqueness 

of the locations and that tour operators can help to maintain the traditions by using capable and committed 

guides for a respectful approach of the indigenas.  

Many organizations try to protect the local culture and tell their tourists that they are guests in 

another country and have to respect local customs. They tell them, for instance, that in certain areas, like 

Chiapas, people do not want to be photographed, or that they always have to ask people if they mind being 

photographed. Several organizations emphasize the importance of a positive encounter between tourists and 

the local population as a core item in sustainable tourism. They look critically to the people and local 

agents they work with and say that they will inform their clients as much as possible about local habits and 

customs. They usually let tourists stay in small local accommodations, which promotes local involvement, 

interaction between locals and tourists and benefits the local community. However, tourists in this region 

are generally accommodated in San Cristóbal de Las Casas and not in the indigenous communities, because 

of the absence of possibilities. Other organizations have statements about the fact that they have made 

arrangements with their local agents about salaries and working conditions. Just as said in the Quebéc 

Ecotourism Summit about ecotourism, where one of the approaches was to make sure that more benefits 

are made available to poor people.
9
 Many organizations specialized in ‘round trips’, tours across one 

country or in a couple of countries, see the importance of sustainable ethnic tourism, where the local 

population, local tour guides and hotel owners profit from the arrival of tourists. Some specifically 

highlight the fact that they support local activities and projects. This increased involvement of local 

communities and the profit they can have is what makes ethnic tourism special (Fennell 2003; Page 2002; 

West and Carrier 2004).  

The influence Dutch travel organizations can have on local benefits in San Juan Chamula and Zinacantán is 

limited. One of the problems is that there are no travel organizations really staying in places like San Juan 

Chamula or Zinacantán as there are no hotels in the towns. According to one of my mestizo informants a 

hostel opened recently in Zinacantán, but no one has ever heard of anyone staying there and when I tried to 

find the place none of the indigenas I asked in Zinacantán could tell me where it was located. Chamula is 

the strictest community and here it is even forbidden for mestizos or foreigners to stay overnight. Therefore 

tourists have to stay in San Cristóbal, where most of the hotels are owned by mestizos and foreigners 

(Berghe 1992: 239). Hence, it is not possible for the organizations to help the local communities in this way. 

The only thing travel organizations can do in this area is making special arrangements with local agencies, 

tour guides and hotels. For instance by accommodating their clients in hotels that are ‘indigena- friendly’ 

by employing them or letting them sell their souvenirs or choosing dedicated tour guides who support the 

                                                 
9 Quebéc Declaration on Ecotourism, 2002:1-2 
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indigenas and value their traditions. Another fact is that the excursions tour operators offer are guided by 

mestizos or foreigners. The local indigenous communities only benefit from the entrance fee that is asked 

for the church in Chamula, 20 pesos (€ 1,11) for each tourist, or to enter the town of Zinacantán, 15 pesos 

(€ 0,84). However, the fact that most travel organizations offer tours to these villages helps the local 

community a lot as there are more visitors than someone might think. There are days that around 400 to 

500 tourists visit Chamula and Zinacantán and most of them pay the entrance fees. The indigenas also 

benefit from the selling of souvenirs and some tour guides explicitly recommend the tourists to buy at the 

Chamula market or at the house of the weaving family in Zinacantán. This is of great importance for their 

income and has enhanced their wellbeing considerably. Therefore, the choice tour operators make for 

certain local guides can help to improve the lives of the indigenas. 

 

3.2 Promotion of the presence of indigenas in San Cristóbal de Las Casas 

“There are still living Mayas in Mexico. You can meet them in beautiful, colonial San Cristóbal de las 

Casas, where Indian rituals are quite common in the churches and Indians sell the most beautiful souvenirs 

on the market”. Brochure Baobab 

 

Travel organization draw attention to the contact tourists can have with indigenous communities in the 

region of San Cristóbal de Las Casas, Chiapas, by expressing the fact that this region is famous because of 

the presence of many indigenous communities with their own rituals, customs and costumes. Like West and 

Carrier already stated “in the tourists’ view the indigenous people, their customs and looks, seem exotic 

and attractive” (2004: 483). Dutch travel organizations use this view to attract tourists to the San Cristóbal 

area by using eye-catching words and images in their communication. Illustrating their tours travel 

organizations show pictures of the indigenous people, most of the time women, in their traditional colorful 

outfits and give vivid descriptions of the region. As travel organizations often combine Mexico with 

Guatemala, they frequently use photos of women in Guatemalan traje as these are very colorful. Not every 

organization is actually accurate in their promotion. Some say that you can still witness indigenas perform 

rituals in the churches in San Cristóbal, but this is no longer the case. Another distinguishes “Chamula-

Indians” and “Tzotzil-Indians”, while in both villages the indigenas belong to the Tzotzil. Other 

organizations talk about the color of the traditional clothing trajes, but these have changed over time and 

some of this information is outdated. 

San Cristóbal de Las Casas is the place where most tourists stay and it is often described as a 

‘colonial town, a magical and unique place where you can find authentic Indians’. According to one 

organization “San Cristóbal has a unique magical atmosphere, caused by the smell of the wood fires, the 

brightness of the light and the Indians in their bright colored huipil” (INTI). Others explain that ‘San 

Cristóbal has a regional function for the in the surroundings living Tzeltal and Tzotzil Indians, descendants 

form the Mayas’ or write that ‘there are still living Mayas in Mexico’. Various organizations highlight the 

fact that in the surroundings of San Cristóbal you can find ‘traditional villages’, where you will find 

‘traditionally dressed Indians’, ‘contemporary Mayas’, or even ‘authentic Indians’, which ‘you should not 



 21 

miss’. There are a couple of organizations who also talk about the possibility to visit some local projects 

which benefit the ‘Indians’, like San Jolobil, a cooperation where Indian women weave and sell traditional 

textiles, or the house of Na Bolom, saying that it is a ‘retreat’ for the Lacandón Indians (INTI) or explaining 

that it is a research center about Maya culture (Djoser). People can also visit Sergio Castro’s museum 

(Baobab, INTI, Summum), where he shows over one hundred indigenous costumes with their accessories 

and the entrance fees and donations are used to help indigenas. 

The organizations offer the possibility to visit nearby indigenous communities by recommending guided 

tours especially to San Juan Chamula and Zinacantán as they are easy to reach. They are talking about the 

‘rustic, traditional, Indian’ villages you can visit by mini-van or on horseback. In some of the tours the 

excursion is a standard item, in others the people can chose what to do: ‘stay a day in characteristic San 

Cristóbal where you can see the colorful Indians of the region or join a tour to the Indian villages’. There 

are travel organizations that highlight the fact that in this region Catholicism is interwoven with the 

indigenous beliefs, while most emphasize the rituals going on in the Chamula church. Some only state that 

this is ‘one of the most remarkable churches in Mexico’. Others emphasize the particularities of the church 

using phrases like ‘a church where the ‘Indians moan or chant on a church floor covered in pine needles’, 

‘here you see people perform their own rituals offering coca cola and chicken to the statues of the saints’, 

or ‘where shamans predict the future using chicken and coca cola’ and ‘the old Indian women drink Coca 

Cola to burp, which causes the evil spirits to disappear from the body’. Others are less explicit and say that 

‘the local church of San Juan Chamula is a phenomenon, where the Tzotzil Indians have their own rituals 

up until today’, and ‘the Tzotzil Indians are not bothered by your visit and that they are completely taken 

by their ceremonies’. One organization even talks about ‘pagan rituals’ (Vámonos). The organizations 

provide the tourists with an image of mystery in the church and stress that ‘it is an amazing, unbelievable 

experience’. Travel organizations do not say much about the inhabitants of the indigenous villages 

themselves, only, for instance, that in Zinacantán the inhabitants wear beautiful and very colorful clothes 

embroidered with flowers. One organization is more specific and writes that in Zinacantán, traditionally, 

the unmarried men walk in pink ponchos decorated with fringes and stitched with flower patterns (Holland 

International). Others state that you can see people who still live ‘in the traditional lifestyle of the Mayas’, 

as they still ‘live according to the traditions of their people’ or, more general, that you can visit the Tzotzil 

Indians. Some say that you can see clear differences between the two villages due to their trajes, as ‘every 

Indian group has their own clothes’.  

My research shows that most travel organizations use the presence of indigenous communities to 

promote the tours coming to Chiapas. In general the travel organizations highlight the fact that someone 

can experience something different, meet the exotic, just as West and Carrier (2004) said that the 

indigenous people are in the view of the tourists. This can be seen as promoting ethnic tourism as Van den 

Berghe defined ethnic tourism as something which exists where the tourist actively searches for ‘ethnic 

exoticism’, or as ‘the quest for the Other’ (1994: 8). The most used terms are ‘traditional’, ‘Indian’, 

‘descendants’ of ‘ancient Mayas’, ‘colorful’, and ‘authentic’. Not every travel organization is accurate in 

their information. Some use outdated information about trajes, some are wrong about the rituals that are no 
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longer being performed in the churches of San Cristóbal, while others are not correct about the ethnic group 

the indigenas in San Juan Chamula or Zinacantán belong to. In general the tour operators highlight the 

presence of ‘authentic indigenas’ in this region, and some give a very elaborate extensive description of 

San Cristóbal and the surrounding indigenous villages. My research shows that most of these descriptions 

are correct. 

According to Wang (1999) this type of authenticity can be called a constructive authenticity, as it refers to 

‘authenticity projected onto toured objects by tourists or tourism producers in terms of their imagery, 

expectations, preferences, beliefs, powers etc.” and is not objectively measurable (1999: 351-352). It is a 

projection of tourists’ own beliefs, expectations, preferences, stereotyped images and consciousness (1999: 

355). To convince tourists about the presence of authentic indigenous communities travel organizations use 

a variety of tools, vibrant pictures and descriptions, which can be seen as authentication of the indigenas. In 

addition to what is mentioned in brochures or on the internet most of my informants expressed specifically 

their concerns for the future of the ancient traditions and rituals. They hoped that, with the use of competent 

guides, the indigenous people will be able to continue to perform their rituals and traditions and that it will 

not become a ‘staged authenticity’ (MacCannell 1973; Cohen 1988).  
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4. Ethnic tourism: encounters between indigenas and tourists 

 

4.1 San Cristóbal de Las Casas and tourism 

I decided on doing my research in a small colonial town, San Cristóbal de Las Casas, in the most southern 

state of Mexico which borders Guatemala, Chiapas. Most tourists visiting San Cristóbal come to visit the 

neighboring indigenous villages. Most Dutch tourists arrive here on package tours travelling two to four 

weeks through Mexico to ‘see the Indians’, sometimes in combination with other countries like Guatemala, 

Honduras and Belize. It is unknown how many Dutch tourists actually visit the state of Chiapas and San 

Cristóbal. The principal indigenous people in Chiapas are the Tzeltal (over 33%), Tzotzil (over 33%), 

Ch’ol, Zoque and Tojolabal. The percentage of indigenous people here is extensively higher than in Mexico 

as a whole, 22.3% versus around 6%. Chiapas is also the state with the greatest inequality in income and 

the highest illiteracy rate among the indigenous population and about 25 percent of the indigenous 

communities still lack running water, while almost 6 percent lack electricity.
10
 One of the states’ main 

problems has to do with forced displacement, caused by many factors including agrarian conflicts, the 

Zapatista Revolt in 1994, and religious intolerance, as many people are expelled from their indigenous 

communities when they are converted to Protestantism and do not want to participate any more in the 

customs of the local community (Berghe 1994: 43).   

Tourism is known in San Cristóbal since the Swiss widow of a Danish anthropologist, Trudy Blom, 

started expeditions by mule to the Lacandón forest and the almost inaccessible ruins of Bonampak in the 

1950s: she already ‘marketed’ the isolated Lacandon Indians as the purest descendants of the Mayas” 

(Berghe 1995: 576). The idea of seeing living descendants of the authentic Maya culture appealed very 

much to the tourists in their search for authenticity. Until the 1970s not many tourists visited the region, 

although some scholars took a professional interest in Chiapas and San Cristóbal. It turned out to be a very 

well studied region because of the foreign interest in the indigenous population and one of the long-lasting 

projects was the Harvard Chiapas Project (Berghe 1995: 577, Vogt 1994), an investigation of the old Maya 

sites, but also of the indigenous communities in the region. In the 1960s Harvard undergraduate Carter 

Wilson was allowed to stay in the indigenous village of San Juan Chamula, being one of the few foreigners 

ever to actually live there for a couple of months. He describes in his novel, Crazy February, how life was 

in Chamula in 1963. Wilson describes how he observed ‘a traditional peasant society which seemed 

extremely vulnerable to modernizing influences’, but in the introduction of a 1974 version of the book he 

sees that things have changed, but not as drastically as some people thought (1974: 6). 

From the 1970s onwards San Cristóbal was being ‘discovered’ mostly by ‘alternative’ tourists and 

backpackers, who found the city interesting, but above all cheap and pleasant. This early tourism coincided 

with various attempts by the government, but also some private organizations, to organize the promotion, 

production and also distribution of indigenous crafts, particularly weaving and pottery. Cooperatives were 

established and more and more indigenous people began to settle in San Cristóbal. This was partly due to 

the construction of new roads which made it possible to travel more rapidly to town with more merchandise, 

                                                 
10 www.sipaz.org/data/chis_en_02.htm consulted Dec. 6, 2008 
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but also because of the fact that many converted indigenous people moved to town since they were expelled 

from their communities as they did not want to participate any more in the indigenous traditions, the usos y 

costumbres of the community. This increased presence of indigenous people attracted more and more 

tourists to San Cristóbal (Berghe 1995: 577-578). During the last two to three decades not only backpackers 

visit the town, but also well-off tourists pass by, mostly on ‘comfortable’ bus tours through Mexico.  

 

4.2 Santo Domingo Market in San Cristóbal de Las Casas 

“It is early morning in San Cristóbal, the morning fog is still hanging around the streets, it is chilly and it 

is impossible to see the surrounding mountains. Near the Santo Domingo market small trucks and 

colectivos are unloading people and their merchandise coming from the surrounding villages, most women 

are wearing the traditional traje so you can see where they come from. The grounds around the Church are 

still almost empty and I get a good view on the decorations of the yellowish-pink Santo Domingo. The 

women selling food put their pots and pans on the walls and some indigenas are drinking their morning 

coffee, chatting and eating tortillas. Cargadores run around pushing their pushcarts loaded with large 

white bags full of stuff on the cobblestone streets. Some vendors start collecting the wooden shelves and 

stands at the side of the church to put their stalls. A start of a new day at the market.” field notes April 5, 2009 

 

The Santo Domingo Church and souvenir market in San Cristóbal is the place where virtually every tourist 

turns up during their stay in San Cristóbal to meet the indigenas and buy some souvenirs. I started my 

participant observation here, because of the things going on at the market: the interaction between tourists 

and indigenas and the interaction between indigenas themselves. I changed my position at the market a few 

times a day, sometimes sitting near the main entrance of the Church, sometimes on a bench near Rosa’s or 

Lupita’s stall, or at the pavilion, as this gave me different views of the market. It was very easy to get in 

contact with tourists, but with the vendors it was quite difficult as many of them only spoke limited Spanish 

and they did not understand why I was there and what I was doing. Later my interaction with some 

indigenas changed, as I got to learn some Tzotzil phrases and always greeted them and asked them how 

they were doing. Later they became more curious and quite often came to greet me, talk to me and look 

curiously at my small notebooks as they thought it was very strange to write ‘so much in such small letters’ 

every day again, as many are illiterate. Most vendors at the market are indigenous women with their 

children and they use a stand made of timber and metal to put their goods. These have to be rebuild every 

day as it is not allowed to leave the stalls put at the grounds of the Church during the night. The market is 

not just for every vendor that shows up and most of the stalls are occupied by the same people every day. 

Many indigenas like to sell here as they know that virtually every tourist comes to visit the church and the 

crafts market.  

Most of the tourists come to San Cristóbal to ‘meet the indigenous people’ or ‘see the Indians’. 

They are looking for ‘the exotic Other’ as Van den Berghe explained it (1994: 8), and here they meet them. 

The tourists visit the Santo Domingo market generally in the afternoon, usually after their tours to the 

villages of San Juan Chamula and Zinacantán in the morning. Here the indigenas sell their commodities 
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which are sometimes handmade in the region. The vendors do adapt their commodities due to tourist 

demands. When they learned that foreign tourists mostly buy small items they started to make smaller 

objects, like the Zapatista or subcomandante Marcos dolls, the clay Chamula dolls, textile wallets, 

macramé bracelets and belts. . The newest items the indigenas are making are small stuffed animals made 

out of a soft fabric. This material is something they did not use before, but now you can find many women 

at the market sowing the material together and making the animals, just like they are weaving the macramé 

belts and bracelets waiting for tourists to turn up. They also are commoditizing their traditional clothing,  

trajes, as tourists are looking for ‘original’ souvenirs (Wethey 2005: 2-3) and like the items made out of 

these fabrics. A couple of years ago the indigenas found out that cheap items from different countries sold 

well and some decided to add these to their merchandise. Now you can find bags and purses from 

Guatemala, shawls from China or woolen children’s jackets from Peru on the market, but not every tourist 

likes this as they see these as less ‘authentic’ souvenirs. The indigenas are also not always honest in telling 

the tourists that some things are not coming from this region or are not handmade by themselves.  

When people are buying souvenirs directly from the indigenous people their stay does benefit the local 

community (West and Carrier 2004: 484) and this can make a huge difference in the lives of the indigenas. 

I have met a few tourists who did not buy a thing, but most can not resist the indigenas and their children 

and do at least buy some of the bracelets, shawls or belts. This is not always because they really wanted the 

items, but sometimes because they just felt they had to buy something to help the indigenas. Kathleen from 

Amsterdam said: “Have you seen her feet, she is walking barefoot and she has lesions all over! I told her to 

buy some shoes with this money.” Especially the little children help the indigenous family to an income, as 

they look at the tourists with their ‘big black eyes and dirty faces’ and offer their knitted macramé bracelets 

at ‘cuatro por diez’, 4 for 10 pesos (€ 0,56) or the small clay animals from Amatenango at a few pesos a 

piece. One tourist, Marian from Utrecht, told me:  

 

“I feel sorry for the children and wish I could take them home, give them a bath  

and something to eat. Look how cute this one is with those big sad eyes! I just  

had to buy something as I know it is not a good idea to just give him something,  

so I bought some bracelets, but now I do not know if that’s a good idea as his 

parents will never let him go to school if he earns a lot.”  

 

Most tourists do not feel that the indigenas dress up in their trajes especially for the tourists. These are 

often reluctant to buy something from someone who does not wear traditional clothing, as they think that 

this person is ‘less authentic’. Some do feel that the indigenas are acting more miserably as they are 

begging, “un peso para mi tortilla”, or wanting to sell something walking in the streets, but most tourists do 

believe that the indigenas are really poor. The tourists value the souvenirs sold at the market more than the 

ones sold in the streets as there is more variety, but they also buy the small items from the women walking 

around town. Many tourists ask if items are handmade by the indigenas themselves, as they like to buy 

‘original’, ‘authentic’ souvenirs. In their opinion ‘authentic souvenirs’ are souvenirs that are locally 
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produced, handmade by indigenas, often using ‘old’ techniques. The things most tourists like to buy are 

tablecloths or placemats coming from Zinacantán, but also handmade shawls, leather bags, and the clay 

puppets dressed in the traje from Chamula or the Zapatista dolls. Other items that are frequently sold are 

the embroidered white blouses, the macramé belts and bracelets, but also the (often second hand) ponchos 

and capes from Zinacantán, as many people like the blue capes embroidered with flowers. 

Some women at the market stalls highlight the fact that tourists can be very ‘cheap’ as they are seen as rich 

and only want to pay the lowest price possible or get angry and hostile if a vendor does not want to lower 

her price. It also happens that tourists have no idea of the real costs of items, and just think that the vendors 

always ask too much, even when this is not the case. It happens quite a lot that people negotiate prices 

down by 5 or 10 pesos, around € 0,28 or € 0,56, ‘just for fun’. For them this is not an enormous amount, but 

it makes a huge difference for the indigenas as their earnings are often only a few pesos. They seem to 

think that everything ‘has to be cheap’ and that indigenas will not sell if the price is not right, forgetting 

that this is often the only income the indigenas have.  

Sometimes the interaction between tourists and indigenas is limited due to the language barrier. The ability 

of the indigenas to speak Spanish is often limited because of the fact that many have had no or little 

schooling and the combination with tourists who do not manage the language at all, or only very little, 

makes conversations difficult. The indigenas most of the time do not know where foreigners come from 

and have often the idea that ‘we’ come from a different planet. Tomasita, a young Chamula girl and one of 

my key informants, explained that they often have no idea what the earth looks like because of lack of 

education. They know that outside Chiapas there exists ‘a Mexico’, and that Guatemala is not very far away 

and sometimes they know that the United States are at the other end of the country, but their knowledge of 

the rest of the world is very limited. They only know that gringos or alemán (see Gossen 1999: 11), which 

in their opinion stand for ‘foreigner’, must have a lot of money as they are travelling ‘just for fun’ to 

Mexico. In a way the tourists are also ‘the other’ for the indigenous people, but they are not travelling 

around the world to find this ‘other’. It is clear that at the market both tourists and indigenas are looking for 

the ‘other’. Indigenas are focused on every ‘other’, every tourist they see walking by. They immediately 

ask them to buy something, using the same phrases all over Latin America, ‘cómpreme algo’ or ‘hay cosas 

bonitas, hechas a mano’ (see also Little 2004). Just like tourists are focused on meeting, and often 

photographing, the ‘exotic other’ as Van den Berghe explained (1994). 

For my research participant observation on the Santo Domingo market taught me how the 

indigenas approach tourists and how they interact. Almost all contact between indigenas and tourists here 

is economical: tourists want ‘authentic Indian’ souvenirs and indigenas want to earn some money. Both are 

looking for ‘the other’ to do business. Most tourists want to buy a remembrance of their holiday to take 

home and go to this market because of the concentration of indigenas who sell their commodities. Some of 

them are concerned about ‘the authenticity’ of a souvenir, as they want to buy something ‘authentic’, that is 

handmade in the region by ‘real’ indigenas, preferably wearing traje and using ancient techniques (see also 

Little 2004; Wang 1999). These are the tourists that buy weavings made on a backstrap loom, handmade or 

embroidered items, trajes and goods made out of old trajes. Others just want to buy a souvenir they like 
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and do not mind where it is from (see also Harkin 1995; Little 2004). Tourists often do not know anything 

about prices or how much work it was to make an item and only look for bargains. They have the opinion 

that ‘no one is prepared to lower the price if they can’t afford it’. 

 
4.3 Tourism in San Juan Chamula 

“This is strange. I really do not know what to think of this town. The people in the  

church seemed to ignore us, but I still felt like I was intruding something very private. Walking 

around the market I saw the harsh faces of the people, they did not seem  

to be very friendly and gave the impression that they do not want us here, especially 

if you don’t buy anything. The children asking for money were very annoying.”  

Quote of an interview with Mieke Bot, during a tour with Cesar Trejo to San Juan Chamula and Zinacantán April 15, 2009 

 

Most of the tourists coming to San Cristóbal de Las Casas go on a tour to visit the surrounding indigenous 

villages and meet the ‘Indians’. In San Cristóbal there are many possibilities to book a tour and two of the 

most famous ones are the one guided by local tour guide Alberto, which you can book around 9 o’clock 

every morning with the lady with the striped umbrella, Mercedes, on the central square, and the other one 

you can book looking for Raúl and Cesar in front of the cathedral. Both are mentioned in international 

travel guides, like Lonely Planet and Frommer. Most of the organizations are not owned by indigenas, 

although some guides are of mixed race. For Dutch tourists it is also possible that the excursion is included 

in the package provided by their travel organization and these tours are often guided by Belgian tour guide 

Christine or mestizo Alex. Dutch tourists, in general, have high expectations of what they are going to see, 

caused by the information provided by their travel organizations or books, but they are also a bit hesitant as 

they expect it to be ‘staged’ (see MacCannell 1976). Tomasita, one of my key informants and originally a 

Chamula indigena, frequently joins Dutch tourists on these excursions to the indigenous villages. She joins 

the groups dressed in her traje and almost makes a commodity of herself as she allows the tourists to ask 

anything about her dress and language, but also about the way the Chamulas live and perform their rituals. 

Tomasita is highly appreciated by tourists as she has learned some Dutch words and laughs a lot while 

explaining things and selling her unusual souvenirs that not many indigenas sell, like embroidered pens and 

water bottle bags. 

Almost every tour visits San Juan Chamula and hundreds of tourists arrive daily during high 

season. For the town tourism forms a great part of its income as tourists have to pay an entrance fee to visit 

its main attraction, the church. In Chamula the normal routine is to walk a little around town, visit the 

house of a religious leader, the church and have some spare time at the market. Before starting the tour 

around town most guides explain something about the history of Chamula, as it is a closed community, 

famous for its rebellious character and the people are extremely proud of their culture. They are not fond of 

changes (Guide San Juan Chamula, 2). The town lays about twenty minutes by car from San Cristóbal de 

Las Casas. It has a population of around 80.000 indigenas of which a small part resides in the hectic town 

center, while almost 90 percent live in 96 small parajes, hamlets, in the surrounding mountains. Those 

people only come to town on special occasions or if they have something to sell and this is the reason why 
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there are still many Chamulas that have had little or no contact with foreigners. Nowadays most of the old 

adobe houses in the center are replaced by cement ones and the village has grown from a small ceremonial 

center in the 1960s (Wilson 1974: 3) to a town where about 10.000 inhabitants live in the center. Chamula 

is the most populated indigenous municipality in the region and the coldest, as it lies on the highest part of 

the mountain range at about 2.200 meters above sea level. Ricardo Pozas Arciniega wrote an extensive 

work about Chamula for the INI, the Instituto Nacional Indigenista (1977), about the lives, customs, 

struggles and traditions of the Chamulas. He states:  

 

“Chamula is one of the Indian villages in the highland of San Cristóbal that has  

kept its traditions as a defence against feudal exploitation; the village has been  

the most rebellious, has always been resistant, the village is not convinced of the  

benefits that civilization has brought and never has felt defeated” (1977: 31) 

 

Even nowadays Chamula is still more or less independent from the rest of Mexico and the federal 

government has hardly any influence. It is a highly autonomous community with its own municipal 

government, traditional and religious leaders and police force. It has its own taxes and laws and authorities 

hold court every week. Here everyone can come and discuss all kind of problems in public. The Chamulas 

want to keep their community as ‘pure’ as possible and their authentic rituals and traditions alive as these 

are rooted in their lifestyle (Guide San Juan Chamula; Pozas Arciniega 1977; Wilson 1974, orig. 1965). In 

Chamula communal service is still very important and there are many traditional and religious posts, 

cargos in Spanish or abtel in Tzotzil, a man can fulfill. To earn respect men are more or less obliged to 

perform some kind of community service.  

Chamula is very strict in its rules about people living there and even nowadays it is almost impossible for 

outsiders to live in San Juan Chamula. Not many strangers are allowed to live in Chamula and as far as I 

know only a couple of foreigners got permission to stay here during the past decades. Among them some 

(under)graduates from Harvard University, like Carter Wilson in 1963 (1974; orig. 1965) and Gary Gossen, 

five times between 1965 and 1985 (1999). They were allowed to live there thanks to their connections with 

the Harvard Chiapas Project, a long-lasting field research project initiated by Evon Z. Vogt in 1957 (Vogt 

1994). Both tried to investigate the usos y costumbres, the way of life and traditions of the Chamulas, but 

their stay was not always unproblematic as the Chamulas were unaccustomed to foreigners. During my stay 

in Chiapas I also tried to stay for a couple of nights in Chamula, but the local authorities refused permission 

and commented I should commute between San Cristóbal and Chamula, which I did.  

Pozas Arciniega (1977) sees the closed attitude towards strangers and authentic traditions as one of 

the main characteristics of the Chamulas. Their longing for ‘purity’ also shows in the fact that people are 

expelled from town if they are converted to Protestantism, and no longer want to perform community 

services or pay for all the festivities, as is the custom. This attitude is completely different from other 

indigenous villages in the region, but still exists in this millennium. Their yearning for tradition shows 

furthermore in the local information leaflet:  



 29 

  

“… At first sight you will realize that our way of living is very different from yours.  

The main reason is because “our Ceremonial Center” is considered the “Navel of 

the World” through a life followed by “Rituals and Ceremonies”. We are fully  

connected with “Mother Earth” and “The Cosmos”.”  

 

“…Through intimate and narrow links we have been able to preserve some old  

customs and traditions, some of them (are) originated from the Mayas therefore we  

are extremely proud of our culture.”  citations Guide San Juan Chamula Chiapas, 2 

 

This longing for preservation of customs and traditions does not mean that Chamulas are completely 

reluctant to modern times. They all use cell phones and even have internet facilities in town, but they feel 

they can use modern technologies to improve their lives, maintaining the old traditions and customs. They 

tiled the floor of the church a couple of years ago and installed electric light, but they told me they 

continued to perform their ancient rituals just like they have done for centuries. The people also preserve 

their traditional costumes, trajes. The women wear a heavy skirt woven from the wool of six black sheep 

and satin short sleeve blouses, and the men a white or black woolen Chuj, poncho. Their trousers can be 

traditionally white short pants, or western long trousers. The leaders wear a white scarf on their head and a 

leather belt, while policemen wear a white cowboy-hat and most carry a gun, although some only have a 

stick. These are former criminals, who after being imprisoned are forced to carry out community service. 

These men are trained to impress the tourists. Tourism is important for the town, but most Chamulas feel 

that they have little influence on its traditions as they make sure that tourists obey the rules. For instance, 

photographing of ceremonies and leaders is strictly forbidden and the policemen ensure that tourists do not 

take pictures and follow the rules. Tourists are usually warned by the guides and these mention the fact that 

if they do not obey this rule and authorities see someone taking pictures, the police will come and destroy 

the camera or memory card. This is not just a mere remark and during Eastern festivities I saw a Dutch 

tourist, Jan, being chased after by almost forty policemen, because of one picture he took of a group of 

leaders in front of the church. He was lucky he only had to erase the photo he took of ceremonies going on, 

but it left him shaking for a while as “they looked really hostile and aggressive”. This is also a remark in 

many of the travel guides tourists bring on their trip to México and sometimes this influences their opinion 

of the Chamulas in a negative way. The strict regulation has to do with the longing for the Chamulas to 

keep their traditions alive and not being exploited by ‘others’.  

Most of the tours I joined started at the old cemetery, near the ruins of the San Sebastian’s Church. 

At the graveyard tourists can take pictures overlooking town, as there are usually only a few indigenas 

around, grazing their sheep, or walking with the group to sell souvenirs. Many tourists take pictures of the 

sheep walking between the graves as this is something they can not imagine happening in their own country. 

Walking downwards to the center they can see the difference between the old adobe houses and the new 

cement ones. At the edges of town the tourists walk by some new large cement houses, which are being 
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built by Chamulas returning from working in the United States. Here the changes in building material and 

progress of modern times are obvious, and some tourists even notice the large satellite dishes on top of 

many houses. Some comment that this is not the ‘authentic Indian’ village they were hoping to find (see 

also Harkin 1995; Jafari 2000; Little 2004; Yeoman 2007). 

In general, after the cemetery the group walks to the house of a religious leader and they are allowed to 

enter for a small fee. They actually enter a special room designed to honor the saint this leader is taking 

care of for a year and not the real house. In the house of the religious leader the tourists get an idea of the 

importance of a religious cargo for the Chamulas, the rituals and the costs. The religious leader burns some 

copal (incense) and many tourists immediately feel the urge to leave the building, as this gives a lot of 

smoke in a relatively small room. Most are very impressed by the costs of this cargo, as the leader has to 

leave his own property behind during the year he is taking care of the saint and buy all the necessities for 

the festivities and celebrations, like copal, candles, flowers and pine needles, sodas and a liquor called posh, 

and reward his helpers and musicians. As Frank, one of the tourists on a tour on May 8, 2009, said: “I 

really wouldn’t want to do this as this takes up all your money, only to get some status within the 

community! I’d rather live without status!”  

After the house of the religious leader the tourists walk to the church with the frantic market in front of it. 

People are shouting, children begging and everyone wants to sell something. The church in San Juan 

Chamula is said to ‘combine Catholic and traditional indigenous rituals’, but the Catholic priest is not 

performing mass anymore and only comes to town to baptize the children and the indigenas pray to their 

Mayan gods (Pozas Arciniega 1977). There are no benches inside the church, the floor is covered in pine 

needles and there are rows of candles burning on the floor. Shamans are performing rituals with soft drinks, 

a local alcohol called posh, eggs and chicken and indigenas are chanting their prayers. Many tourists 

visiting the Chamula church are ‘completely overwhelmed’ by the ceremonies inside and mention the smell 

of the pine and the copal burning, the people chanting, the candles and the soda bottles on the floor. They 

specifically notice that live chicken are being killed when shamans perform their healing rituals, but this is 

also one of the things told by the guides. Many ideas about ‘authentic traditions and rituals’ tourists have 

come from previous experiences, or come from the information they get by their travel organization, books 

or tour guides. Wang (1999) calls this “a constructive authenticity, something which is not objectively 

measurable, but based on expectations, imagery, beliefs etc.” 

It is true that some things inside the church have changed since my previous visit nine years ago as they 

had tiled the floor and placed electric lights inside the church, but not many tourists noticed these modern 

technologies. The ones that did notice them did not feel that this changed the ‘magical’ feelings they had 

about the church and said that this did not influence their experience of ‘authentic ceremonies’. I have 

interviewed four persons on their second visit but only Melinda noticed that things had changed since her 

visit in 2000. She said she still felt the mystical atmosphere of the church, although it did not feel as strange 

as the first time (see also Harkin 1995). She thought that the rituals had not changed much, though she did 

not remember seeing chicken killed the first time. She agreed with most tourists that they felt they 

experienced the ‘real life’ of the indigenas (see also Cohen 1988; Goffman 1959; MacCannell 1973), 
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although most felt they were only spectators and had no ‘real contact’ with the indigenas. Most indigenas I 

spoke to do not feel that visiting tourists will influence their usos y costumbres, their rituals and traditions, 

in or outside the church, saying: 

  

“they come and go and only stay a couple of hours. What kind of influence do you 

think they have? We just continue to perform our rituals as usual”. Field notes April/May 2009 

 

After the church the tourists have some time off to walk around the market place and buy souvenirs if they 

want. Some have the idea that it is better to buy things here, instead of in San Cristóbal, ‘as this benefits the 

local people more’. What they buy depends on the explanation of their guides as some tell specific what is 

‘authentic’ or ‘traditionally’ from Chamula, while others do not tell anything about the commodities sold. 

People that see how people here traditionally weave the black sheep wool are generally more willing to buy 

‘original’ weavings. Chamulas commoditize the weaving tradition by showing parts of it to tourists and 

convert the traditional weavings they formerly only used for their own skirts and ponchos into bags and 

puppets (see also Little 2004; Wethey 2005). Although the Chamulas are very proud of their trajes, and it is 

not easily assumed that their weaving tradition will die out soon, I agree with Cohen when he states that it 

is possible that tourism facilitates the preservation of the weaving tradition (1988: 381-382). At the market 

tourists can also buy postcards and puppets of traditional leaders and rituals. Some tourists do not like this 

visit to the market as they often are only interested in taking pictures, which is normally refused by the 

vendors. The interaction is sometimes difficult as Chamulas are often seen as reluctant with their strict rules 

and harsh faces and tourists frequently felt unwelcome and watched by the policemen.  

To conclude this paragraph I have to remark that the visit to Chamula satisfied almost all the 

tourists’ longing for an ‘authentic experience’ as Jafari described (2000), although they also felt they had 

not made ‘real contact’ with the indigenas. Chamula is, just like Yeoman (et al; 2007) described, ‘a town 

founded on authenticity’. The town is branded by travel organizations, books, local guides and authorities 

as being authentic which, obviously, is supported by the local community with their ancient traditions, 

rituals and costumes. Of course this is a constructive authenticity as it depends also on the opinion of the 

tourists. Tourists experienced the rituals inside the church as ‘the most authentic’. Almost everyone felt that 

they saw, but also intruded something ‘very old’ or ‘really authentic’, although not many thought that the 

indigenas were disturbed by them. The information provided by local guides, travel organizations and 

books have great influence on how tourists experience the visit and they were often impressed by the strict 

rules of the Chamula authorities. Goffman (1959) suggests that people always give a performance in social 

settings, but none of the tourists felt that had experienced something ‘performed’ for tourists. Of course, I 

am not completely sure if, a part of, the Chamulas do not keep their rituals alive for tourists, as the tourists 

provide the town with a substantial income through the payment of the entrance fees for the church and the 

souvenirs they buy. However, my research shows that both tourists and indigenas feel that the indigenas 

keep on performing their rituals as ‘usual’. Generally, the Chamulas value their ancient rituals and 

traditions and want to continue their traditional lifestyle (Gossen 1999; Pozas Arciniega 1977; Vogt 1994). 
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They do commoditize their way of living by charging entrance fees, selling postcards or puppets of their 

rituals or traditional leaders, or turning their weavings into souvenirs. I found that tourism, in general, is 

just a way to increase income and improve their lifestyle and not many indigenas believe that tourists have 

any influence on their usos y costumbres, their traditions and rituals. The contact is mostly only economical. 

 
4.4 Tourism in Zinacantán 

“Because of the fact that one of the local guides afraid is of the swine flu and rejects to guide a tour, one of 

my key informers and tour guide Christine has an unexpected extra tour to San Juan Chamula and 

Zinacantán and I can join her. As it is impossible to get in touch with weaver Lorenza, Christine asks me to 

run to her house after our arrival in Zinacantán and warn the family that we are coming with a group of 

tourists. It is still early and the family is busy doing their household, Lorenza is washing her hair and the 

children are playing and feeding the animals. As I tell her that Christine is coming, everyone starts 

arranging the courtyard, hanging the tablecloths and shawls in front of the private rooms and putting the 

placemats on stools and tables. Lorenza relights the wood fire for the tortillas they will prepare for the 

tourists and they prepare the table with the weavings for Christine to show the tourists.” Field notes of a tour to 

San Juan Chamula and Zinacantán, May 1, 2009 

 

Zinacantán is famous for its weavings and the Zinacantecos wear one of the most colorful trajes of the 

region (Rincón García 2007: 86-94). This weaving culture is even shown regularly on television in the 

promotion campaign of Chiapas by the Mexican government. To profit from tourism the town charges an 

entrance fee for every visit. In Zinacantán most tours only visit the house of a weaving family and, rarely, 

the local church. Entering Zinacantán, people notice immediately the difference with Chamula as 

Zinacantán is a relaxed, quiet town, much smaller than San Juan Chamula. It has a total of a little over 

30.000 inhabitants, of which the majority also live in parajes. Usually only a couple of men, women or 

children are sitting around the church square or near the town hall. Here the traditional leaders hold court 

every Friday. In Zinacantán too they have a cargo system, but the religious cargos and shamans are less 

visible around town as many of the ceremonies are held in the privacy of someone’s home, in caves or in 

springs in the mountains. There are less traditional leaders as well, as Zinacantán has fewer inhabitants. 

During the past decade many of the roads were paved and many houses were transformed from adobe to 

cement with the ‘help’ of politicians who needed votes during their campaigns. It is a more prosperous 

town and the men usually work in the flower industry or transportation. You can find many greenhouses 

and the flowers that are grown here you can find all over the region or beyond. Here it is still rare to find 

children begging or asking money for photos, like they do in San Juan Chamula. In Zinacantán the guides 

tell the people that they do not want the tourists to ‘spoil’ the indigenous people here by giving money to 

people begging or paying for pictures and ask them only to take pictures at the house of the family they are 

visiting and not around town. 

Tour buses stop near the town square and the tourists will walk to the house of a weaving family or 

visit the church. Some guides go to private houses, for instance the home of Lorenza or her neighbor, while 

others visit cooperatives, like the ones of Juana or Pascuala. The weavers want to build special 
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relationships with the guides as there is a lot of competition between the families and cooperatives (see also 

Little 2004). Everyone wants to improve their way of life by selling their textiles and most of their income 

depends on the groups of tourists the guides bring to their places. This is big business as most tourists come 

on tours and during high season these can be daily visits (Rincón García 2007: 90). Even I got many phone 

numbers, business cards or promotional postcards from weavers telling me: “in case you got a group of 

tourists and come without a guide”. At the house of the weaving family it depends on the explanation of the 

guide how the tourists experience the visit. It helps if they explain what kind of family they are going to 

visit. Lorenza and her neighbor only sell locally produced items and this is why many guides like to visit 

them. She has a courtyard where she hangs her merchandise when a group of tourists arrives. Here is a 

separate part where she has different weavings for the guides to show to the tourists. These are items like a 

traditional white brides huipile, a brides dress with interwoven feathers, a religious leader’s hat and a pair 

of men’s sandals, that resemble the Mayan sandals people can see on old engravings on the temples of 

Palenque and Bonampak and that nowadays only the leaders are allowed to wear. Here she shows the 

people the traditional weaving techniques, using the backstrap loom. Tourists are also shown the difference 

between the hand-embroidered items and the ones that are machine-embroidered, the ‘traditional’ colors, 

like red and pink, and the ‘new’ colors, the blues and purple, of the capes and the ponchos and sometimes 

the guides tell the tourists about the changes in the embroideries on the tablecloths. These used to be 

embroidered with flowers, while nowadays you can also find animals or cartoon-figures. For most weavers, 

like Lorenza and her family, the selling of weavings has led to a significant improvement of the family’s 

income and life, although they often hide modern equipment like televisions for tourists as this ‘might spoil 

their authentic experience’ (see also Little 2004; Wethey 2005). 

Next to this courtyard is the kitchen, a room with a wood fire and, often hided, a ‘modern’ brick stove. In 

some places this is the kitchen the indigenas use themselves, but sometimes they build a larger room which 

they use as kitchen when tourists arrive. At Lorenza’s place the kitchen is still made of adobe, but their 

private rooms are constructed with cement bricks. The guide will show the tourists the yellow, white, red 

and black corn that grows in this area, which makes different colored tortillas. Meanwhile, Lorenza 

prepares the traditional corn tortillas above a wood fire on a metal plate, the comal, and the tourists can 

taste some, filled with salsa. Many tourists comment that they like the ‘authentic taste of the tortillas’ as 

they have ‘never tasted better tortillas’. 

Sometimes guides visit one of the many cooperatives around town, like the one of Juana or 

Pascuala. In all cases it is more obvious that the tourists enter a kind of shop, something especially prepared 

for tourists, as the front part of the house is specifically prepared to sell the weavings. It is much larger than 

the courtyard in the private homes. They usually place a sign in front of the door to tell that tourists are 

welcome to visit and see ‘traditional weaving’. The cooperatives also show the tourists how the weaving is 

done on the backstrap loom, but they sell a larger variety of goods than Lorenza or her neighbor and also 

have pieces coming from other countries like Guatemala or Peru, which they do not always tell. They have 

built a separate kitchen and even toilets to serve the tourists. In general, tourists see this as less ‘authentic’ 
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as Lorenza’s place. Here some tourists comment that they were told that they would visit a local family, but 

“this is the ‘usual’ tourist trap and only a shop”. 

Inside the homes and at the cooperatives tourists can take as many photos as they want. Many of the 

tourists take advantage of this and take lots of pictures. Some are hesitant and polite, while others are 

‘putting’ the women and children in front of their weavings to ‘get a nice picture’. There are people that do 

buy things, but, for me, it was sometimes difficult to hear the tourists bargain about 5 or 10 pesos (max. € 

0,56 at the time), knowing what they spend on a cup of coffee in town, and not considering the earnings for 

the indigenas or how long and hard they had worked on a specific item. Others are only interested in the 

nicest photos, especially if one of the babies is around; often not even asking if they are allowed to take a 

picture of the little one. After around fifteen minutes the guide will continue the tour and the people return 

to San Cristóbal or go and visit Chamula. 

Generally, tourists appreciate the relaxed atmosphere of Zinacantán as it is a very quiet town, compared to 

the more hectic Chamula, although it is not often seen as an authentic indigenous village. In Zinacantán 

tourists experience a more ‘staged authenticity’ (see also MacCannell 1973), as they enter the house of a 

weaving family which was warned before their arrival or a cooperative. Here there is a kind of division 

between ‘front- and back stage’ as Goffman (1959) and MacCannell (1973) described. Tourists are not 

shown every part of a private house, but I have not noticed that this ‘spoiled’ their ‘authentic’ experience. 

Some did see the modern equipment in the kitchen, but most agreed that this was normal as indigenas 

should also profit from progress. They did not feel that the vendors played a ‘role’ and dressed up 

especially for tourists (Goffman 1959). However, there were a couple of people that did not see the need 

“to intrude the family’s lives and enter their homes” or did see the visit to a weaving family or cooperative 

as “a tourist trap”. 

When comparing Chamula and Zinacantán I noticed that tourists do get to see the difference 

between two villages during their tours. In both towns the interaction between tourists and indigenas is 

often limited to an economic contact. Tourists stay only a limited time in both towns and therefore there is 

no time for a more profound contact with the indigenas. Language is also a problem, as both tourists and 

indigenas often speak limited Spanish and I have met no tourists speaking Tzotzil or Tzeltal. Both 

indigenas and tourists express that they have no “real” contact. My research shows that tourism has become 

a very important source of income for the inhabitants of both Zinacantán and San Juan Chamula. The towns 

are promoted by travel organizations, but also by the Mexican government and tourist board, as being 

authentic indigenous and many organizations have commoditized the villages by offering excursions to 

visit the ‘Indian villages’. However, these tours are generally not organized by indigenas, but by ‘others’, 

mestizos and foreigners. The local authorities searched for some revenue and the first profit they arranged is 

charging an entrance fee. The rest depends on tourists buying commodities. How this is done is different in 

both towns as in Zinacantán tourists generally only visit one family or cooperative and in Chamula they 

have some spare time at the market, where more people can profit from their spending. Many tourists found 

it valuable to see the differences between Zinacantán and San Juan Chamula and were satisfied in their 

‘quest for authenticity in other cultures’ (Jafari 2000) or ‘the quest for the exotic other’ (Berghe 1994).  
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4.5 Rituals and traditions 

“What an overwhelming scene inside the church. I had to cry seeing and hearing  

those people praying, almost in trance, chanting without noticing me walking there.  

The smell of the incense; the music; the shamans performing all kind of rituals, wow!  

It was almost impossible for me to leave and I wished we could stay for a couple of  

hours. It felt so real, as if they have been doing these same rituals for centuries.  

Only the coca cola was funny to see, but even this seemed almost natural.  

Did you see the religious leaders enter with the music and the incense?? 

I was so glad I was there when they arrived.”  

Interview with Kees Aalbers, Easter Sunday, April 12, 2009 

 

Rituals and traditions are still very present in the lives of the indigenous people of San Juan Chamula and 

Zinacantán. In Zinacantán the rituals are mostly performed in the mountains and kept secret for ‘others’. 

Consequently, I mainly focused my research on the rituals in the Chamula church as this is the only place 

tourists observe rituals being performed. Here indigenas and shamans perform many healing rituals and 

anyone can enter, paying an entrance fee of 20 pesos, € 1,12. These are not the only rituals the Chamulas 

perform, but other rituals are kept secret and tourists will not see them. The indigenas that do not like 

tourists to witness their ceremonies usually come in the afternoon or evening, as most tourists visit the 

church early morning.  

 

“It is quite dark inside the church of San Juan Chamula. People enter and leave, indigenas are chanting, 

on the floor you can see many rows of white, green, red, black and multi-colored candles burning, people 

enter carrying bags filled with eggs, soda bottles, posh and live chicken. Shamans and religious leaders are 

talking and sitting at the left side of the church, other shamans assist indigenas performing their rituals and 

tourists enter with their guides who explain something about the ceremonies in the back of the church. It is 

the daily routine at the Saint John’s Church.” Fieldnotes April 2009 

 

The Saint John’s Church of San Juan Chamula is a white plastered building with three bells, decorated with 

green and blue painted alcoves and lining around the doors and windows. No mass is performed inside the 

church and there is no Catholic priest around (Guide San Juan Chamula (GSJC), 20). A priest comes twice 

a month to baptize the children, but this is the only Catholic ritual that is carried out in the church. There 

are no benches inside and most statues of Saints stand in glass boxes on both sides of the church. All have 

mirrors on their chests and this is explained by tour guides as being to reflect the sun and the soul, while in 

the Chamula information guide (GSJC, 20) they say that it “symbolizes the Sacred Eye, and is to give 

clarity to the world and to see all the children working on the earth”. During many festivities the saints are 

carried around the church and church square accompanied by religious leaders and musicians. The saints 

wear clothes, which are changed every year and, as there are many saints, I witnessed a couple of these 

festivities in the church. After the change of the clothes religious leaders, Mayordomos, wash them in a 

ceremonial spring. Here ‘outsiders’ are not allowed. Inside the church the indigenas burn candles on the 
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floor in front of the Saints. These have traditional meanings: the white ones are the food for the Saints, the 

green ones are for good luck or welfare, the yellow to cure the spirit and the others are mostly used to heal 

envy. Most indigenas here believe in the fact that people are resentful and envious of other people’s good 

fortune. Therefore the envious people seek the help of certain shamans who use witchcraft to weaken the 

soul of the fortunate ones (Laughlin 1988: 7) and this has to be healed again. Shamans, who are believed to 

have supernatural vision (Laughlin 1988:7), and religious leaders are always present in the Church and they 

help the indigenas perform their healing rituals, feel pulses and clean the floor from candle stumps. Besides 

the candles they use coca cola, fanta and sprite to burp and release the bad spirits, alcohol called posh, eggs 

and live chicken during these ceremonies. The shamans still have great influence in curing illnesses. The 

indigenas have always trusted in their powers and rarely consult western doctors, although it is available to 

them (Vogt 1990: 141).  

On one of my trips to Chamula I got in touch with a Spanish speaking shaman, recommended by guide 

Alberto. The man, who wants to remain anonymous, answered to all of my questions that we gringos do 

not believe in shamans and ancient rituals: “Gringos will never understand what is going on, as these are 

ancient customs, usos y costumbres”. However, when I told him what I already knew, he was surprised and 

confirmed that I was quite right about the rituals I had witnessed. We talked a lot and, finally, he was 

willing to show me one ritual. I joined him in the Church and he explained that this ceremony was for a 

woman that suffered from pain in her head, probably caused by envy of one of her neighbors. He has told 

her to bring posh, sodas, a large live hen, six eggs and candles. He asked the family to form lines of burning 

candles in a strict pattern of colors, took the posh and spat this on the head and body of the patient. 

Hereafter he took the eggs and moved them above and around the candles and the woman, cracked them 

above a cup to read what it shows. This is done quite secretive and I am sure that none of the tourists 

walking around saw this. After this he moved the chicken around the woman and the candles and broke the 

neck of the animal. It will be taken home and eaten, while the head is to be put under the bed of the woman 

to dry and absorb the illness. According to the shaman the family had to come to the church at least three 

more times to burn candles and pray. He told me that the rituals going on in the San Juan Chamula church 

have not changed much during decades, and they already started replacing the old fermented drinks by 

sodas back in the 1940s, when Coca Cola initiated its promotion campaign in Mexico (field notes May 20, 

2009).  

Tourists are always very surprised and often ‘overwhelmed’ when they enter the Church of San Juan 

Chamula. Just like a tourist said:  

 

“I didn’t know what to do when I saw that woman crying out loud, do you think she  

was in pain? I felt so much an intruder, walking by in my modern clothes and  

watching her. And how that man killed the chicken after waving it around the woman… 

I decided to leave the church quite rapidly, although it was impressive to see such 

authentic rituals and I would have liked to stay longer if I could be invisible.  

They seemed to have done this for ages. I have never ever seen this before.”  

Interview Hans de Groot during tour April 24, 2009 
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They see the floor covered in pine needles, the indigenas chanting, and rows of burning candles on the 

floor. If they look closer, they also see the rituals being performed by shamans and indigenas using sodas, 

posh, eggs and chicken during healing ceremonies. The tourists I spoke to where all impressed by these 

images, but around 85 percent also told me that they felt intruding something private and secret. Many 

tourists say that they felt a mysterious atmosphere inside the church. Others only speak about the fact that 

they felt they had nothing to do there as it should be kept private. Here sometimes people argue as some 

state that also in the Netherlands many tourists visit churches and this does not bother them. 

Besides the religious traditions the tourists can observe inside the church, the traditional and religious 

leaders are also notably visible around town. The traditional authorities are of great influence in the daily 

life of Chamulas and the leaders are consulted for every issue going on in town, being public or private. 

Leadership is based on community service, the cargo system, and there are around 92 authorities in power 

in Chamula, 80 traditional and 12 constitutional (GSJC, 4-5). The traditional authorities are chosen for 

three (constitutional) or one (traditional) year and have functions like chief magistrate, the Presidente 

municipal, Mayor, Town council, syndic mayor, or policeman (Gossen 1999: 58; GSJC, 4-5). In addition to 

traditional cargos there are many religious cargos as every saint needs his own religious leader, who takes 

care of this saint for one year. It is quite easy to distinguish the leaders from the other Chamulas. They are 

dressed in black or white woolen ponchos and a leather belt. During ceremonies the leaders wear a pointed 

hat with colorful ribbons, red, green and yellow. The combination of the colors shows where the leader 

comes from, as there are three districts forming San Juan Chamula. They also carry a baton which 

represents power to control and ‘gives justice and understanding to all men and women’ (GSJC, 5). 

Tourists are usually quite curious about all the different leaders they see walking around town, as in the 

Netherlands it is usually not possible to distinguish authorities from ‘ordinary’ people. Many ask questions 

and appreciate the explanation tour guides give about the different functions and trajes. Tourists that went 

without a guide stated that they had missed valuable information and would like to return with a guide.  

Every man can occupy a religious position. To become a religious leader someone has to put his name on a 

waiting list for the saint he wants to serve. For important saints waiting time can take up to 30 years. This 

cargo is an expensive one, as the religious leader has to take care of every celebration regarding this saint. 

He pays for the flowers, incense, pine needles on the floor, music, soda and posh. There are many different 

cargos which can be traced back to the time of the Spanish colonization, although the rituals and religious 

practices derive in part from pre-Columbian forms (Gossen 1999: 58). Being a religious leader, for instance, 

can mean being a steward, Martoma (Tzotzil) or Mayordomo (Spanish), standard bearer, Alperes (Tz.) or 

Alférez (Sp.). Some have specific tasks as musicians, called Mash (Tz.) or Mono (Sp.), monkey, or 

Pasiones, which are the people organizing the Carnival, the most traditional celebration in Chamula based 

on the old Maya Calendar. Tourists who had the privilege to see some Mash were very surprised when they 

saw the colorful outfits of the musicians.   
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My research period included Easter and during Semana Santa, the Holy Week, the religious leaders 

perform rituals every three hours. There are processions held near the church, near the Mayan crosses 

around town, involving a lot of fireworks and posh, and leaving the majority of the men drunk. The 

religious leaders are fully dressed and wear their Maya sandals, a palm hat and a collar with coins and 

ribbons. Some of the Saints get new clothes and, before the changing ceremony, these clothes are carried 

around town in a wooden box, accompanied by the religious leader, his helpers and typically dressed 

musicians. These Mash wear a cone hat that is traditionally made of monkey skin with ribbons at the top, a 

black coat lined with red, orange trousers and sandals. They play a variety of instruments and most wear 

sunglasses. The leaders gather around the green Maya crosses, light fireworks, and there are people 

specially assigned to (re)fill everyone’s glass with posh. All of the tourists I have interviewed during Easter 

time felt privileged to have seen such ‘authentic traditional’ ceremonies as they called them. They said they 

had “never seen anything like this before” or found “these rituals really old and authentic”. However, many 

also did feel quite intrusive to just be there and see the rituals and ceremonies as visitors and “walking and 

standing in places where someone is doing his personal thing”. They commented the loud bangs of the 

fireworks, the men getting drunk, the ‘original’ ceremonial clothes, and the absence of women in the 

ceremonies, until they saw the line-up of kneeling women at the church square. Here the women of the 

leaders performed their own ceremonies, dressed in the traditional woolen skirts and capes. The tourists 

commented that they had experienced something special as Easter here was celebrated very different from 

home. Many would have liked to stay longer to witness more of the ceremonies to discover what was really 

going on as they only saw a small part. Two tourists remarked that they considered the ceremonies to be 

pagan and thought that these festivities ought to be forbidden inside a Catholic church. I later learned that 

many of the Protestant missionaries coming to this region had the same opinion and wanted this ‘paganism’ 

to be destroyed.  

I went to Zinacantán as well on Easter Sunday with a group of tourists and here we also could witness some 

traditional ceremonies. Most Zinacantecos are attending mass inside the church, but a group of religious 

leaders is dancing and chanting in front of the church. During Easter it is absolutely impossible to enter the 

church, but we are lucky to see these religious leaders and got quite close to the ceremony as there were 

only a few other people watching. The leaders are fully dressed with the pointed palm hats on their heads 

and they are wearing Mayan sandals. Musicians play a monotone song and the leaders chant softly, dancing 

in circles and they almost seem to get in trance. One Zinacanteco is filming everything, as there is a project 

going on preserving ancient rituals. The traditional leaders are sitting aside. They wear also woolen 
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ponchos, but on top of these they wear the colorful embroidered ponchos all the men wear in Zinacantán. A 

couple of tourists get quite annoyed when they see someone photographing as they also want to take 

pictures. Tour guide Christine explains that some of the guides do not clarify the rules and that the man is 

quite lucky his camera is not taken or that he is not prosecuted as sometimes happens. Just having said this, 

an official starts talking to the man and he has to leave.  

Another ancient tradition is the way of dressing of the indigenas. In both Zinacantán and Chamula 

the people wear traditional clothing, the traje. This traje is different for every indigenous village and 

therefore shows where the indigena comes from. In both towns the trajes have changed over time, but this 

has not much to do with tourism and more with changing ideas in fashion or comfort. Colors and 

embroidery changed in Zinacantán (see also Greenfield 2004) and the warm and expensive cape, huipile, of 

the Chamula women was replaced by an embroidered satin blouse (GSJC). Tourists, in general, like the 

traditional clothing and are able to distinguish both different trajes after the explanation of the guides. They 

do not believe that the indigenas wear their traje especially for tourists, as they have seen them walking 

alongside the roads or working the land wearing the same outfits.  

My research shows that in both Zinacantán and San Juan Chamula, rituals and traditions are 

noticeable in daily life and some are visible for tourists, like the local authorities and rituals being 

performed in the church. Anthropologist Michael Harkin argued that tourist attractions are no longer 

completely authentic, as they are “already framed and often over-determined” (1995: 662), just as the tours 

to the ‘authentic Indian’ villages San Juan Chamula and Zincantán are already known for many years. 

However, tourists in general express that they experienced something ‘really authentic’. According to 

Cohen it is even not the question whether the individual tourist does or does not ‘really’ have an authentic 

experience, but rather what his experience with authenticity means in his own opinion (1988: 378). It might 

be possible that the experience is staged or set up for visiting tourists (MacCannell 1973: 597), but this does 

not mean that the tourist does not ‘feel’ that it is real. Most tourists think that especially the rituals in the 

church in Chamula are worthwhile and seem very ‘authentic and old’ and not influenced by tourism. 

Around 85 percent felt that they intruded the ‘Indians’ in performing their rituals, but did not feel that this 

bothered them. They thought that the indigenas, the religious and traditional leaders would continue their 

daily routines, tourists or no tourists. In other words, these tourists felt that they experienced the ‘real life of 

the Indians’, although they are only allowed to watch. I can conclude that, in the opinion of the tourists and 

the indigenas, the indigenas have not changed the way they perform their rituals due to increasing tourism 

and continue to live according to their traditions. In San Juan Chamula the authorities established strict 

rules to which the tourists must obey and they published an information guide explaining about their wishes 

to maintain their traditions and how they still perform ancient Maya rituals. Tourists are allowed to see a 

part of the rituals they perform and, in general, highly value their experience. There is no real interaction 

between indigenas and tourists regarding rituals as tourists take no part in these. Tourists are tolerated by 

the Chamulas, as long as they do not bother them and obey their rules about photographing, which most do. 
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4.6 Commoditization of the indigenas and their traditions and rituals 

“I have Chamula puppets, look, with child! Very nice, three for twenty, look! Mummy with child.”  

“Very nice ponchos, beautiful colors, from Zinacantán made by me” 

“Subcomandante Marcos!! You like? Only fifteen pesos, very cheap. Look with horse! But more expensive” 

Field notes Santo Domingo Market, April&May, 2009 
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Commoditization became important for the indigenas of both Chamula and Zinacantán when tourism 

increased and they started to rely on tourism for, at least a part, of their income. They decided to turn their 

attractiveness to tourists in search for ‘authentic experiences’ into a commodity (see also Berghe 1994; 

Gossen 1999; Harkin 1995; Jafari  2000). Tourism, thus, has led to commoditization of the indigenas, their 

rituals and traditions. The towns began to ask entrance fees to benefit from tourism. According to Gary 

Gossen the indigenous communities in Chiapas remained culturally isolated from the rest of Mexico, with 

“their own languages, colorful traditional clothing, a particular variant of a civil-religious hierarchy of 

ritual officials, and a particular cycle of public ritual observances in honor of saints” (1999: 82). This 

uniqueness attracts tourism and, therefore, turns out to be a marketable commodity. Not only for the 

mestizos who arrange a variety of tours to the indigenous villages, but also for the indigenas themselves. 

They try to make money out of their ‘Indianness’, their background as being ‘authentic Indian’, but also of 

more recent events like the Zapatista uprisings in 1994. Commoditization shows in many ways and 

remembrances from all over Chiapas are sold in the markets, shops and cooperatives. In souvenirs tourists 

are generally looking for something that is real ‘Indian’ and unique and preferably made by ‘real Indians’ 

(Little 2004: 61). 

A noticeable commoditization has to do with the traditional weavings and trajes. The Chamulas do not only 

weave their woolen skirts for themselves or their family, they also sell them at the market for other 

Chamulas or tourists to buy. Or they weave bags and purses from the same wool especially for tourists. 

Women from Zinacantán also commoditize their trajes, as they sell their skirts, their embroidered capes or 

their husbands’ old ponchos from their homes or at the market. They make new items out of worn trajes, as 

they turn them in small purses or bags to sell to tourists. The indigenas think it is very funny that 

sometimes tourists want to buy the huipile or blouse the vendor is wearing herself, but it happens that they 

do sell them. In cooperatives, like Sna Jolobil or J’pas Joloviletik, you can buy weavings from every 

community in Chiapas. They sell huipiles, skirts and blouses, but also puppets in all sizes wearing 

traditional trajes. During Easter even some puppets appeared in Sna Jolobil wearing the traditional trajes of 

the mash, the musicians, during festivities. At the markets the women sell small clay dolls wearing the 
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traditional Chamula dress or puppets dressed as Zapatistas or subcomandante Marcos, the leader of the 

Zapatista uprisings in 1994. The indigenas assume that every tourist knows who subcomandante Marcos is, 

but this depends on their background as not everyone knows Mexico’s history. I have been asked many 

times why the indigenas sold armed dolls. 

In Zinacantán commoditization of weavings started when the Zinacantecos began selling their ‘mistakes’, 

poor quality weavings in the 1970s (Greenfield 2004: 71-74). After transportation improved, trade also 

increased. At first indigenas started to sell their own personal weavings to tourists, but later they began to 

weave and embroider especially for tourists. Since the 1990s they started using acrylic fibers instead of 

cotton and wool, which were easier to use and loved by the indigenas for their bright colors (Morris 1996: 

414), and they started to use sewing machines to embroider. This, together with looser weavings increased 

production and, thus, enhanced their income (Greenfield 2004: 118-121). They also started weaving new 

items like tablecloths and servilletas, often used as napkins, to sell to tourists. These were embroidered with 

flowers as the flower industry is very important for the town, but since a little over a year the images 

changed due to tourism as people started asking for items embroidered with animals or cartoon figures. The 

weavers took the freedom to create these, previously unknown, patterns (Morris 1996: 418), but, as Wethey 

noticed, these, frequently inexpensive, items often do not reflect the reality of the weaving tradition, they 

represent the commoditization of “ethnic art” (2005: 16-17). In Zinacantán it is still possible to see and buy 

traditional weavings like the bride’s huipile, or hand-embroidered capes and ponchos, but not many tourists 

want to pay a reasonable price for these weavings. If a family is in need, sometimes an item is reluctantly 

sold at only one fifth of the real value. Tourists often do not value the weeks or months of work needed for 

a single piece and want ‘bargains’. To enhance their income women also started cooperatives to sell their 

weavings and some even have postcards made showing them weaving for marketing purposes.  

Tourists come to Chiapas to meet ‘Indians’ and want to photograph them. They are especially 

interested in photographing the women in traje, as they, according to Little (2004:119) generally consider 

‘Indians’ as women who are dressed in traje and speak a Maya language. As it is forbidden for tourists to 

take pictures in Chamula, the Chamulas decided to earn some money and commoditize their rituals and 

traditions by the selling of postcards, some digitally modified, of religious and traditional authorities and 

festivities, like the Carnival. There even exists a postcard showing indigenous people praying in a church 

while a shaman performs a ritual with a chicken and bottles of coca cola. I was told that this was probably a 

digitally modified photo of a church in Honduras. Photos are a much wanted souvenir, a remembrance of 

the holiday and in Chamula many women also ‘commoditize’ themselves as they ask money for 

photographs. I have heard various reasons for this money asking for pictures. One of the reasons is the fact 

that there are still, mostly elderly, indigenous people that do believe that you take their spirit away when 

you take a picture. Another reason is that many people believe that tourists can sell the pictures for a lot of 

money in their own country, while the indigena did not earn anything. As their average income is very low 

they do not see that anyone else has to earn money from them or their image. They do not want to be 

exploited. 
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A part of the souvenirs sold in San Cristóbal comes from other villages or even other countries. This was 

noticed by some tourists, who had travelled around Central America, and the indigenas are not always 

honest about it. When I confronted the vendors their only remark was that they had to earn a living and 

these were also goods fabricated by indigenas, which is what tourists are looking for. When I asked them 

about the bags and shawls from India and China they looked puzzled and did not want to comment. They 

also sell souvenirs coming from neighboring villages like San Andrés Larrainzar and Amatenango. The 

pottery coming from Amatenango is quite often specially made for tourists, but it is made in Amatenango 

in a traditional way and they still use the clay they collect near the river. The people from Larrainzar weave 

their colorful tapetes, tablecloths, especially for tourists, but they still use the weaving techniques they also 

use for their own huipiles. Tourists often remarked that they did not mind that items were coming from 

elsewhere, as long as they knew it, and valued most ‘authentic indigenous items’, goods produced and sold 

by indigenas (Little 2004).  

My research shows that the interest of tourists for Chamula and Zinacantán has led to 

commoditization of the villages, their rituals and traditions and even of the people (see also Gossen 1999). 

Tourists are looking for ‘authentic traditional experiences and souvenirs’. What these are depends on the 

opinion of the individual tourist (Harkin 1995). In general they do not want to spend a lot and can only take 

a limited weight in their luggage. The indigenas started commoditizing their weavings by selling their 

‘mistakes’, but also by creating new items or patterns. They are proud of their ‘old’ weaving techniques and 

use them to make their own outfits, but also for new commodities especially made for tourists (see also 

Greenfield 2004; Little 2004; Morris 1996; Wethey 2005). To improve their income the indigenas depend 

highly on what tourists spend and they are willing to change. Due to tourists’ demands the indigenas have 

changed some of their traditional weavings and make much smaller items or use different patterns and 

colors, especially for tourists. We also see that due to tourism the Chamulas and Zinacantecos commoditize 

their rituals and traditions and increase their income by selling ‘images’ of their rituals and traditions, like 

postcards or puppets dressed in traje and asking entrance fees. This does not change the ritual or tradition 

itself. In Chamula people started commoditizing themselves by asking money for pictures. However, not 

only the indigenas earn money out of the commoditization of their traditions and rituals. Mestizos have 

commoditized the indigenous communities as they organize excursions to the villages (see also Gossen 

1999). The influence of commoditization of cultural goods is seen in different ways. Scholars like 

Greenwood (in Cohen 1988) state that commoditization of cultural goods leads to the lost of their meanings 

as they become a tourist attraction, while Cohen sees that tourism can lead to preservation of cultural 

traditions. My research shows that in Chamula and Zinacantán commoditization has not led to a change in 

the rituals and traditions, although it has led to a certain dependence of tourism because of the fact that it 

generated an increased income for the indigenas.  
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5. Conclusion 

 

In this thesis I examined the interaction between indigenas and Dutch tourists in and around San Cristóbal 

de Las Casas, as well as the influence of Dutch travel organizations on tourists’ experiences. I did this 

trying to answer my central question: ‘to which extent do Dutch travel organizations use the presence of 

local indigenous communities to promote their trips to Chiapas and in which ways do the indigenous 

people in and around San Cristóbal de Las Casas react on tourism?’ My research is divided between two 

countries, Mexico and the Netherlands, and three research populations, Dutch travel organizations, Dutch 

tourists and indigenas.  

With my first research question I examined in which ways Dutch travel organizations are concerned about 

sustainable ethnic tourism. I found that travel organizations are more and more aware of the importance of 

sustainable ethnic tourism and many state this in their information to potential clients and are member of 

the ANVR, the general Dutch association of travel organizations with rules about sustainable tourism
11
. 

Many inform their clients about the impact tourism can have on indigenous communities and ask them to 

respect local people and customs. I agree with various scholars, like Fennell (1999), Page (2004) and West 

and Carrier (2004) when they see that one of the most important things of ethnic tourism is that local 

communities can benefit from it. My research shows that there are travel organizations which highlight the 

fact that they benefit the local community by staying in small, locally owned hotels. However, in the 

indigenous villages San Juan Chamula and Zinacantán there are no hotels open for tourism and therefore 

the indigenas will not profit from this, while in San Cristóbal most hotels are owned by mestizos (Berghe 

1992). Hence, it is not possible for the organizations to help the indigenas in this way. The only thing some 

travel organizations do in this area is making special arrangements with local agencies, tour guides and 

hotels that benefit indigenas. For instance by accommodating their clients in hotels that are ‘indigena- 

friendly’ by employing them and paying a reasonable salary or letting them sell their souvenirs, but this is 

not done by all travel organizations. Many also decide to select dedicated local tour guides who support the 

indigenas, pay the entrance fees and value the indigenous traditions.  

Next I wanted to see how travel organizations draw attention to the contact tourists can have with 

indigenous communities. To answer this question I used theories on constructivist authenticity and 

authentication, which in general means showing something to be true, genuine or authentic. In 

constructivism the process of authentication can also mean ‘making’ something authentic, as Pansters 

shows when he links authenticity to the creation of an ‘authentic Mestizo’ identity (2005). I agree with 

Wang (1999) that constructivist’s ideas are the best usable relating authenticity to tourism as it refers to 

“authenticity projected onto toured objects by tourists or tourism producers in terms of their imagery, 

expectations, preferences, beliefs, powers etc.” and is not objectively measurable. Travel organizations 

know that many tourists are in search for ‘authenticity’ (Jafari 2000), ‘authentic experiences’ (MacCannell 

1973, 1976) and ‘exotic and attractive’ (West and Carrier 2004) indigenous people. They use terms like 

‘descendants of the ancient Mayas’, ‘visit traditional Indian villages’, and state that ‘you should not miss’ 

                                                 
11
 http://www.anvr.travel/uploads/opreis/Verantwoord_en_veilig_reizen/Beleid%20ANVR%20en%20DTO.doc 
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this. They create, in a process of authentication, certain expectations by branding the area as a region where 

everyone can meet Indians and see authentic traditions and rituals. They try to convince tourists, just like 

Hall (2007) sees, to visit the area and have an ‘authentic experience’. This does not have to be a problem 

and many are aware of the impact tourism can have on indigenous communities. Greenwood (cited in 

Cohen 1988: 381) is afraid that commoditization might lead to change in cultural meanings, but I feel that, 

by selecting experienced and committed guides who know much about indigenous rituals and traditions, 

travel organizations help the communities preserve their customs. These responsible guides help the 

indigenas by explaining a lot about their traditions and rituals to tourists, asking them to respect the people 

and their customs. Most guides also provide the indigenas financially by always paying the entrance fees, 

by selecting people like the Chamula girl Tomasita to join them on their tours, and by advising tourists 

about local souvenirs. 

The second part of my research dealt with tourists’ experiences as I wanted to know how they 

experienced the contact they have with the indigenous people in and around San Cristóbal de Las Casas. 

My research in Mexico shows that tourists are aware of the fact that they experience no ‘real’ contact with 

indigenas, as most contact is economical. They generally do appreciate the tours to San Juan Chamula and 

Zinacantán, although they value the excursion even more when Tomasita joins the tour and explains 

something about her traje and language. Most come to this region to ‘meet Indians’ and see ‘authentic 

rituals’ just like many scholars (Berghe 1994, 1995; Cohen 1988; Harkin 1995; Jafari 2000; MacCannell 

1973; Reisinger and Steiner 2006; Wang 1999;) agree on. Although, many ideas tourists have about 

‘authentic traditions and rituals’ come from previous experiences, or come from the information they get by 

their travel organization, books or tour guides. In the beginning Dutch tourists in general are skeptic about 

what they are going to see and most are afraid that they will have a ‘staged experience’ visiting the towns. 

During my research after their visit to the church over 90 percent of the tourists told me that they had 

experienced something ‘really authentic’ and ‘true’, in the sense of sincere. Here I agree completely with 

Cohen (1988) when he states that only counts what their experience with authenticity means in their own 

opinion. This is a constructive authenticity, just like Wang (1999) affirmed that this refers to “authenticity 

projected onto toured objects by tourists in terms of their imagery, expectations, beliefs, powers etc”. In 

Zinacantán the opinions were more divided, as some tourists did not feel that the visit to the weaving 

family was really entering the house of a family. This was seen more as a visit to something ‘staged’, 

something set up for tourists, like in the literature of MacCannell (1973). I agree with him when he states 

the possibility that ‘authentic experiences’ are often ‘set up’ for tourists and based on ‘inauthenticity’. 

However, most tourists appreciated the visit to a family more than visiting a cooperative as this was often 

seen as ‘a tourist trap’, as just entering a shop. I agree with Harkin (1995) that more experienced tourists 

often try to find more authentic experiences, but here even these tourists appreciated the presence of 

knowledgeable guides as they see the extra value of their explanations about the rituals and traditions. 

Just like Little (2004) and Wethey (2005) noticed that tourists are looking for ‘authentic Indian souvenirs’, 

most Dutch tourist also want to buy something ‘real Indian’ sold by ‘real Indians’. For Dutch tourists these 

are also often the ‘real Indians’ Little (2004) described: a woman dressed in traje who speaks a Maya 
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language. Tourists visit markets like the Santo Domingo and cooperatives like Sna Jolobil looking for 

souvenirs made in the region by indigenas, but are not always told that some souvenirs come from other 

areas or countries, like Guatemala, Peru of even China. Most Dutch tourists, though, are concerned about 

the limited weight they can carry or take on their flight home and buy mostly small items. These are often 

the commoditized, ‘adapted’ items Little (2004) and Wethey (2005) talk about. 

The indigenas were my third research population and I examined their experiences and reactions 

on tourism. I first looked at how they experience the contact they have with tourists. Here I can be short as 

most contact they have is economical. Most indigenas rely on tourism for their income, and it has improved 

their welfare considerably during the past decades. They see tourists as rich as they travel all over the world, 

just for pleasure. The vendors use tactics to attract tourists by addressing them with lines like ‘hay cosas 

bonitas, hechas a mano’, we have beautiful handmade things, or they insist on their children to sell small 

souvenirs. Many tourists feel sorry for the children and will buy something. The same tactics are described 

by Little (2004) regarding indigenas in Guatemala. Indigenas like Tomasita have a more in-depth contact 

with tourists and she wants to learn from this contact.  

Secondly I examined in which ways the indigenas deal with their traditions in an increasing touristic 

environment. I learned that they continue wearing their traditional trajes and keep on performing their 

rituals ‘as usual’. If they do not want tourists to see them performing rituals they will perform them at hours 

when there are no tourists around or on places where tourists usually do not come, like at their homes or in 

the mountains. The traditional and religious authorities are still based on communal service, just like their 

society was formed for ages. I agree with Gossen (1999) that many of their traditions and rituals still seem 

to derive from pre-Columbian times, although they have combined their ancient beliefs with Catholicism. 

Here tourism does not seem to have much influence on the traditions and rituals and has not turned them 

into commodities that lost their intrinsic meaning and value, this contrary to what Greenwood assumed 

(cited in Cohen 1988). Most local tour guides are of great value in preserving indigenous traditions and 

rituals by giving valuable information to tourists and telling what they can expect to see, without interfering 

with the rituals themselves and respecting the local customs. 

Finally I investigated in which ways the indigenas have commoditized their rituals, customs, dress or 

performance. I found that in this area the indigenas have commoditized their rituals and traditions by 

selling images of them and not by changing them due to tourists’ demand. Some indigenas changed their 

lifestyle, as they opened their homes to tourists, while others started to ask money for pictures. The two 

indigenous villages started to commoditize their communities by asking entrance fees, but there are no 

‘guaranteed shows’ being performed. Again I have to disagree with Greenwood as my research shows that 

here commoditization of rituals is done in a way that this does not change the original ritual or tradition. It 

is true, just like Morris (1987, 1996) noticed, that the indigenas have adapted some of their weavings as 

they started to weave smaller items or adapted fabrics, patterns and colors and I agree with Wethey (2005) 

that many souvenirs represent the commoditization of indigenous ‘art’ and do not reflect the reality of the 

weaving tradition. Dutch tourists are also in search for something that is ‘real Indian’ and handmade by real 

Indians, although they do not always realize that most goods are commoditized and primarily made for 
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tourists (Little 2004). Here again local tour guides are of help to the indigenas, as they can tell tourists, in a 

language they understand, about the kind of souvenir that is produced and sold locally and some encourage 

the tourists to buy at places where the indigenas benefit most. 

 At the end of this conclusion I would like to highlight the influence of travel organizations on the 

experience of both tourists and indigenas. At this moment most travel organizations only highlight the 

presence of indigenas in Chiapas in their information. However, they could do more and I can recommend 

the following: 

1. They can provide their clients with useful information about local customs and traditions and emphasize 

certain rules tourists should have to obey to, like respect for local communities and their traditions or 

telling them that it is better to have memories in your head or hearth than to offend people photographing 

them without their approval.  

2. In San Cristóbal they can decide to use committed enthusiastic local guides, preferable one who speaks 

Dutch, on their excursions to the indigenous villages. The way many dedicated guides talk about the 

indigenas and their traditions enhances the experience of the tourists.  

3. I can also recommend travel organizations to support people like Tomasita, whose presence during 

excursions improves the tourists’ experience as they get more ‘background’ information. In the meantime 

Tomasita supports her whole family and many friends by contributing to their income or ‘employing’ her 

friends by asking them to help making pens and water bottle bags. 

4. They can actively support local initiatives like Sergio Castro’s costume museum, where he ensures that 

the indigenas profit from the entrance fees and donations 

5. They can ask their clients to pay reasonable prices for their souvenirs and not bargain to much, as it is a 

myth that indigenas always highly overprice their goods  

 

These small initiatives can improve the wellbeing of indigenas in and around San Cristóbal significantly 

and of course tourists can support them too by living up to some of these recommendations. 
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8. Appendix 

8.1 Appendix 1: Interviews and informants 

Travel organizations: 

* Baobab, information day 

* Djoser, information day 

* Holland International, interview Celine Neep 

* NRV Holidays, Barbara Lems 

* Outsight travel, interview Simone Zomerdijk 

* Pagona Travel, Judith Nouwens 

* Vámonos Travels, interview Martine Heijmen 

 

Indigenous people: 

Ana María, San Juan Chamula, restaurant 

Catalina Hernández Hernández, weaver for Mujeres Tejedoras de Zinacantán, Zinacantán 

Family Lorenza Hernández Pérez, Zinacantán, weaving family 

Family Juana Pérez Hernández, weavers for Mujeres Tejedoras de Zinacantán, Zinacantán 

Guadalupe Vásquez, expelled, living in San Cristóbal but originally from San Juan Chamula 

Juliana López Pérez, expelled, living in San Cristóbal but originally from San Juan Chamula 

Lupita Gómez, vendor at the Santa Domingo Market, San Juan Chamula 

Maria and daughter from San Juan Chamula, vendors at the Santa Domingo Market 

María Meza, weaver Tenejapa 

Pascuala Pérez Gómez, weaver and vendor San Andrés Larrainzar 

Pascuala Vázquez Hernández, founder and weaver grupo Mujeres Tejedoras de Zinacantán Rosa López,  

Rosa María, San Juan Chamula, vendor at the Santa Domingo Market 

Tomasa Díaz Lopez and her mother Rosa, vendors and informants, San Cristóbal de Las Casas 

 

Local informants in San Cristóbal de Las Casas 

Alberto, local tour guide 

Alex Aranda, local tour guide 

Doña Beatriz Mijangos Zenteno, Na Bolom 

Cesar Trejo, local tour guide 

Christine Pauwels, local tour guide 

Dana, libraria La Pared 

Mercedes, local tour guide 

Raúl Garcia, local tour guide 

 

Tourists: 

Carla de Zoete 
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Claudette Wensing 

Cheryl Franken  

Dolf Steen  

Dora Verwey 

Ellen Jans 

Francisca de Vrij 

Frank de Severe 

Hanneke van Houten 

Hans de Groot 

Henk Geelhoed 

Janco van Ommen 

Janet Dijk 

Jeroen Kerklaan 

Joke van Gompel 

Jolanda de Groot 

Karen Burkland 

Karin Lange 

Kees Aalbers 

Marian Wilkes 

Melinda de Hond 

Mieke Both 

Patricia Kleine 

Ray Burkland 

Sigrid Verwey 

Simone Verwey 
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8.2 Questions 

Travel organizations 

Research questions: 

- In which ways are Dutch travel organizations concerned about sustainable ethnic tourism? 

- How do Dutch travel organizations draw attention to the contact tourists can have with indigenous 

communities in their communication with (future) clients? 

Subquestions: 

- What do you/your organization think about ethnic tourism? 

- In ethnic tourism one of the goals is that local communities benefit from tourism. Is it one of your 

goals that the local community also benefits of the contact with your clients/tourists? (Do you state 

this in your information to the tourists?) 

- Does your organization support benefit the local communities or local initiatives? If yes, which 

ones? 

- Does your organization select hotels, tour guides etc. on their commitment to and involvement 

with the indigenous communities? 

- Do you know what the influence of tourism is in the indigenous communities your clients are 

going to visit around San Cristóbal? 

- In which ways does your organization promote the contact between tourists and indigenas in the 

communication to your clients? 

- Do you know how the information you provide on the contact with indigenous people influences 

the decision of (future) travellers to go to a certain area? 

- In which ways is your organization involved in organizing excursions in San Cristóbal? 

- Are you involved in the choice of local guides? 

- In which way do you, as a Dutch organization, have influence on what kind of contact with 

indigenous people tourists are going to experience on their destination? Of course I know that in 

the end the tourists decide what to do, but what influence on the tours they get recommended do 

you have? 

- Do you know how the tourists experience their contact with indigenas? 

 

Tourists 

Research question: 

- How do Dutch tourists experience the contact they have with the indigenous people in and around 

San Cristóbal de Las Casas? 

Subquestions: 

- Why did you choose San Cristóbal as destination?  

- How did you get here?  

- Did you book an organized tour from the Netherlands, or here in Mexico, or did you come on your 

own? 
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- What kind of information did you have before arriving here?  

- Is there anything in particular you want to see around here? 

- Can you tell me something about your experiences with the indigenous people you came in contact 

with so far?  

- How do you feel about the indigenous people?  

- What do you think of the souvenirs they sell? 

- Did you buy anything? If yes, what? 

- Did you look for anything in particular? 

- What do you think about the excursion to the indigenous villages? 

- How do you feel about the visit to the church? 

- What do you think about the rituals they perform in the church? 

- How do you feel about your visit to Chamula? 

- How do you feel about the visit to the house of the weaving family? 

- How do you value your local guide? 

- What kind of effect do you think tourism has on the indigenous people? 

 

Indigenas 

Research questions:  

- How do the indigenous people in and around San Cristóbal de Las Casas experience the contact 

they have with tourists?  

- In which ways do the indigenas in this area deal with their traditions in an increasing touristic 

environment?  

- In which ways have the indigenas commoditized their rituals, customs, dress or performance? 

 

Subquestions:  

- Where are you from? 

- How do you feel about the tourists?  

- Are they nice and/or respectful to you? 

- What kind of contact do you have with tourists? 

- Are there things you do specifically to attract tourists? 

- Do you think that tourism changed your community? 

- Did tourism influence your traditions? 

- Did the contact with tourists change the way you live, the things you do or the way you dress? 

- Do you think that you perform your rituals different when tourists are around? 

- What about picture taking, do you mind if they take pictures from you?  

- Do you dress up for this? 

- Do you wear this traje especially for the market/church or do you wear this also at home?  

- Is this a dress that your grandmother also used to wear or has it changed over time? 
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- What kind of souvenirs do you sell?  

- Are they from your own village and/or is it made locally?  

- Which souvenirs sell the best? Are they only made to sell to tourists?  

- Do tourists want to know where something is from or not? 

- Do you sell souvenirs from other places or countries? 


