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Cultural tourism is a popular idea now. It is popular, in particular, with government policy 

makers because it represents a way, simply through marketing and packaging, or reaping 

monetary benefits from something that already exists - namely the traditions of their peoples. 

Getting more tax revenue and creating more jobs from something that's already here seems like 

the classic win/win situation. It's non-polluting, doesn't involve any warning labels, doesn't 

require any federal approval (and isn't likely to provoke any federal meddling),  isn't a big energy 

consumer, doesn't require tooling-up, or a clean source of water, or an educated or specially 

trained workforce, and yet potentially employs a lot of people - in fact the very nature of cultural 

tourism means that the people are already employed in producing the product - the culture. So it's 

simply a way of capitalizing on a product that's already produced. And businesses and 

government can both reap the rewards. It's not surprising, then, that when policies are proposed 

that aim to increase cultural tourism@ they're popular with the general public, and with the 

business community. And there's nothing politicians like better than to introduce some initiative 

they know is already widely approved of, especially if it seems harmless.  

But this win/win situation does  have a downside. One that isn't always recognized, or  if so,  is 

often not talked about: The fact that the culture becomes a product is the downside!  The fact that 

it already exists, and through careful marketing, can be sold means that it is, then, in the interests 

of all who benefit from the profits of that marketing, to keep the product as advertised. Whenever 

the culture becomes a product, it becomes frozen in its tracks. The living culture that produced 

whatever marvelous traits that make it so appealing and interesting in the first place, must, of 

necessity, remain static. So it will cease to develop. The colorful folk traditions of the past, and 

the interesting lifestyles indigenous to certain regions will become stylized and exaggerated,  

little different from the plastic human geography sold at Disney World or countless other theme 

parks around the country.  The New Orleans French Quarter will become only a bloated, 

grotesque comical caricature of the interesting place it once was. The bayous of south Louisiana 

will become like the Riverwalk in San Antonio, or the artificially enhanced (read recreated) 

authentic, colonial towns of Williamsburg.  

 

Of course, everybody recognizes this happens whenever tourism grows. And some may say it's 

simply the price to pay for getting more geld in the coffers.  But it's more pernicious than that. 

This commercialization severs, or rather interrupts the progression of development: Alongside 

the static culture, the one being sold to tourists, rises the living culture that thrives, economically, 

from it. And this culture, although living and functioning, becomes likewise static. In a rather 

parasitic way, the present living culture, feeds off the uniqueness of the past. But of necessity, it 

must remain subjugated. For the manners, customs, practices, traditions, tastes, and expressions 

of those tastes were to become too prominent, it might interfere with the sale of the product.  

This can be observed in any region where tourism has become one of the primary sources of 

revenue flowing into the community.   

 

 

 

 



The tourism industry expands; the hotel/motel/food/beverage, hospitality industry, grows, while 

individuals employed in other productive activities, if not material to the primary industry - the 

sale of a dead culture - are less valued. So between the diminished appreciation of the only 

actual, living healthy culture remaining in such communities, and the overshadowed culture of 

those in whose interest it is to bolster the facade of the marketable@ culture, areas which develop 

cultural tourism to a high degree are relatively unrewarding places in which to live. True, seeing 

one's own past and cultural connections through the eyes of visitors helps one to fully appreciate 

these things. And there is pleasure to share things with others. But inevitably, in free, Capitalist 

societies, imitators spring up. When something proves to be profitable, when a market is created 

for something, the void will be filled. And since there is a finite amount of genuine examples of 

the cultural and historic past, cheap imitations are unavoidable. And all too often, the visitors 

won't know the difference.  

 

This creation of cultural artifacts isn't a new phenomenon. After the death of Christ, and on 

throughout the Middle Ages and even into the renaissance, countless fake religious artifacts were 

purveyed.  True, there will be those who work to identify, protect, and preserve the authentic 

material and behavioral features of the culture, so visitors will experience the real instead of the 

fake. But the economics of scale will dominate. In time, and through generations of cottage 

industry entrepreneurs, who have few options for improving their economic standing, the less 

authentic will prevail. Examples of this phenomenon are so abundant in areas where tourists 

have flocked, it's a wonder that the prospect of vastly increased tourism doesn't alarm, rather than 

enthuse. Perhaps the bottom line mentality that has become so more manifest in the last few 

decades has ever more people thinking in terms of financial profit, rather than community 

improvement. But certainly there will be a cost to pay, in return for getting tourist dollars. A cost 

in quality of life for citizens, even those, perhaps, especially those, who will benefit 

economically.  

 

A cost in diminishing the originality, vitality, and meaningfulness of our cultures to 

contemporary life. We should remember that those features of life that developed before us, 

features that we and visitors find so interesting, were the product of ingenuity applied to the 

practical aspects of contemporary life. Had our ancestors been preoccupied with exploiting that 

which came before them, rather than meeting the challenges of life with creativity, their artifacts, 

both materially, and behaviorally, would be less. 
 
 


