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ARTICLE

Tourism in indigenous territories: the impact of public
policies and tourism value of indigenous culture
Francisca de la Maza

Campus Villarrica, Pontificia Universidad Católica de Chile, Villarrica, Chile

ABSTRACT
The article addresses tourism development in three indigenous
territories in Chile, characterized not only by their natural and
cultural attractions but because indigenous culture is considered
a tourism asset. It discusses and compares the role of public
policies in the promotion and ‘touristification’ of these territories,
and the tensions generated when culture is considered from an
objectivized perspective to have tourism value. Mapuche tourism
in the Araucanía Region is discussed in depth and compared with
tourism in San Pedro de Atacama and Easter Island, where this
activity has a longer history and is more developed. In contexts
marked by neoliberalism and the weak recognition of indigenous
peoples such as Chile, analysis of the role of tourism from a
comparative, contextualized perspective of state construction of
the value of indigenous culture reveals the contradictions and
synergies that the commercialization of culture produces among
state agents, indigenous individuals and other actors present in
indigenous territories.

KEYWORDS
Chile; indigenous peoples;
indigenous culture; public
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Introduction

This article contributes to discussion on the relationship between the state and indi-
genous peoples in Chile, based on comparative analysis of tourism development in three
indigenous territories. Although characterized by different political processes, demands
and ways of practicing tourism, taken together, the cases reveal the implications of weak
forms of political recognition as seen in neoliberal public policies that promote the value
of indigenous culture through tourism but do not consider structural and political
transformation of relations between indigenous peoples and the state. Nevertheless,
in certain contexts, we do observe processes of greater indigenous territorial control
associated with tourism.

Despite the widespread rise of multicultural policies throughout Latin America over
the past two decades, Chile is one of the few countries in the region in which there is
still no constitutional recognition of indigenous peoples. The law currently in force is the
Indigenous Law 19.253 of 1993, which recognizes the existence of the country’s ‘ethnic
groups’. Chile was one of the last signatories of the International Labor Organization
Convention 169 in 2008. Under the Indigenous Law, Chile recognizes nine different
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indigenous groups in various parts of the country, accounting for approximately nine
per cent of the total population in 2013 (CASEN 2016).1

Since the 1990s, a number of programs have been introduced to help in the devel-
opment of the indigenous peoples; the most noteworthy was the Programa Orígenes, or
Origins Program, a Multiphase Program for the Integrated Development of Indigenous
Peoples, which ran from 2001 to 2012 and was financed by the Inter-American
Development Bank and the Chilean government. The program was directed toward
different areas such as institutional strengthening, productive development, and inter-
cultural health and education. Such state actions were intended to improve the material
and social conditions of indigenous communities that, subject to colonial processes of
displacement or dispossession of their original territories, have historically faced political,
economic and cultural inequality compared to the dominant society.

In 2003, the Origins Program published a document that promoted tourism as a
development option for indigenous communities to address such inequality, stressing
that it presented an opportunity for indigenous communities to strengthen manage-
ment and leadership within their local organizations (Castro Paillalef 2003). The docu-
ment drew from notions of sustainable development based on private initiatives of
indigenous tourism strengthened in the 1990s.

At the same time, tourism was becoming an important economic activity in Chile
as a whole. This was evident in the increase in tourism and by the government’s
plans and projections to increase the role of tourism in the country’s development.
For example, one of the strategic aims of the National Tourism Plan of 2012–2020 was
to double the direct contribution of tourism to the gross domestic product from
3.2 per cent in 2011 to 6 per cent by 2020 (SERNATUR 2012). Special interests tourism
is one of Chile’s strong points, as the country offers places of unique cultural and
natural interest. Like other Latin American governments, the Chilean government
considers tourism to be coherent with its neoliberal economic development agenda
(Baud and Ypeij 2009).

This article mainly focuses on tourism in the Araucanía Region. We also present two
other comparative cases in the well-consolidated international tourist destinations of
San Pedro de Atacama and Easter Island. Each region has indigenous territories in which
a variety of actors – indigenous individuals, state agents and private entrepreneurs –
promote indigenous culture as a value that forms part of the tourist attraction. The
prevailing neoliberal economic system in Chile, imposed by force during the military
dictatorship (1973–1990) and perfected by the various democratic governments of the
last few decades, forms part of the ‘touristification,’ or tourism development of indigen-
ous territories. Yet, the modus operandi of the Chilean state has also had an impact on
the difficulties faced by indigenous peoples in obtaining political and constitutional
recognition and in the implementation of ILO 169. Due this context, it is necesary to
advances toward international standards of consultation and participation to protect
indigenous peoples’ rights. Touristification is complemented by – and at times conflicts
with – other economic activities, many of which are extractive in character or are mega-
development projects that have an impact on the cultural and natural characteristics of
the mutiple spaces promoted as tourist attractions. Such has been the case with mining
in northern Chile and forestry and hydroelectric projects in the south of the country,
under the Chilean neoliberal economic model. Regarding tourism, their impacts not only
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entail tensions over the way in which authentic indigenous elements are appropriated
and marketed for tourism, but also on the political and economic control of the territory.

The Araucanía Region, which we will discuss in greater depth, contains a total of 32
comunas (municipalities)2 and is part of the historical territory of the Mapuche indigen-
ous people. Today, 32 per cent of the region’s population is indigenous, mostly
Mapuche (CASEN 2016). The Mapuche constitute the largest ethnic population in Chile
and have been the focus of ethnic conflict in the country, with tensions and outbreaks of
violence associated with territorial and political claims. At the same time, an image of
nature-based tourism has been promoted within the region in recent years since it
contains a variety of scenery, national parks, lakes set in the Andes, a coastal lake,
volcanoes, hot springs, native forest and rivers as well as a pleasant summer climate. Ski
resorts have been developed on some of the volcanoes for winter tourism. Together
with these natural attractions, Mapuche culture has been incorporated as a tourist
attraction and a source of development. In particular, indigenous tourism has been
promoted by public institutions as a development strategy in various comunas in the
Araucanía Region, many of which have high levels of poverty. In such initiatives, visible
Mapuche cultural practices are associated with natural landscapes that have strong
potential as tourist attractions.

The Araucanía Region will then be compared with tourism in an indigenous territory
in San Pedro de Atacama. This is a comuna located in the Atacama Desert in northern
Chile, the historical home of the Atacameño or Likan Antay people. Its interest for
tourism is based both on a main town that contains Andean architecture and on the
cultural and natural attractions of the surrounding area. The area maintains a strong
tourist demand year round and is consolidated in the national and international tourism
markets. Based on 2002 census data, the Sistema Nacional de Información Municipal
estimated the population of the comuna in 2016 to be 7626, 60.9 per cent of which were
indigenous.The region boasts more than 80 tourist attractions that include highland
lakes, archeological sites, hot springs, volcanoes, geysers and villages with traditional
Andean architecture (SERNATUR ANTOFAGASTA 2014). Large tourism companies have
become established there, which offer a full range of services.

Araucanía and San Pedro will then be compared with a third territory, Easter Island
(Rapa Nui), which lies in the middle of the Pacific Ocean, 3700 km from South America.
Easter Island is inhabited by the Rapa Nui, indigenous peoples of Polynesian origin. The
estimated population of the island in 2016 was 6600, 60.7 per cent of which are Rapa
Nui. Easter Island is both a comuna and a province – the only case in Chile where these
two administrative units coincide. It is one of Chile’s greatest tourist attractions, with
cultural heritage, scenery and natural resources that draw international visitors (Ramírez
2004). The island is largely known for the moais, or ancient monolithic human figures
carved by the Rapa Nui, followed by performances of Polynesian dance and culture such
as the Tapati celebration (Acuña 2012). Sixty-six per cent of the island’s attractions are of
ethnic-cultural origin (CODESSER 2014).

This study forms part of a wider research project started in March 2013 to examine
the implementation of public policy in intercultural and indigenous contexts in five
territories across the country and also specific research about tourism and indigenous
people. It involves an ethnographic study of the progress of public policies in the
territories, including those on tourism, based on in-depth interviews, participant
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observation of state practices and participation in local events connected with state
practice. An interdisciplinary team of social science researchers carried out the investiga-
tion. The project revealed various forms of state construction associated with indigenous
peoples, identifying differences such as the importance of state and private agents in
each territory, intercultural relations, forms of containment, indigenous claims, etc.
Although there is no space in this article to go into these aspects in depth, we can
say that the behavior of the state and the indigenous peoples differed in each context,
and that these differences are evident in an analysis of the development of tourism in
the three territories.

Tourism, indigenous culture and the state in indigenous contexts

We understand tourism to be a complex phenomenon that has a range of implica-
tions in the local space and which forms part of a wider process occurring in
indigenous territories. It is not seen as the only or even the most important driver
of change; however, it involves multiple relations between the local and the global
and requires the active participation of the communities (Pereiro 2013). Indigenous
tourism is conceived as a type of tourism that explicitly involves the presence of
indigenous communities, either in controlling tourism activities or because their
culture forms the essence of the attraction (Grünewald 2006; Notzke 2006; Pereiro
2013, 2015). Various authors have explicitly incorporated the dimension of power in
studies of tourism, emphasizing its role in shaping tourist encounters and contribut-
ing to the construction of ethnic cultures and identities (Babb 2011; Macleod and
Carrier 2010; Van der Berghe 1994; Wood 1998). Pereiro (2015) highlights the relation-
ship between indigenous tourism and ethnicity, since the latter is reconstructed for
tourists, who consume indigenous culture under a mercantilist vision, transferring
indigenous identities and places to the global tourism market. This may give rise to
various processes of exploitation and subordination, but it may also generate new
economic conditions and territorial control that would have been unthinkable with-
out the arrival of tourism.

Consideration of the relation between the state and indigenous peoples in tourism
initiatives is therefore relevant to understanding the various expressions of weak forms
of political recognition given to these peoples within the neoliberal economy in the
Chilean context. This relationship can be observed in the particular histories of different
indigenous peoples in Chile, manifest in aspects such as the agency of indigenous
peoples, state actions and specific developmentalist and/or extractivist demands. We
take an anthropological approach to tourism, considering both public policies and the
processes by which indigenous culture becomes a tourism value, articulating elements
of authenticity, indigenous identity and territorial control. We propose that, from a
perception of the state as a cultural construct, we can analyze the ways in which this
occurs through focus on state actions and the promotion of economic development
through touristificatin, to which indigenous peoples relate in different ways – based on
their particular cultural and historical forms – but nevertheless participate in and con-
front in their territories. Indigenous tourism thus forms part of a neoliberal economic
model that transcends the local and is played out according to particular histories and
local conditions. Tourism as a public and private action, in which indigenous agents also
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play a leading role, thus allows us to distinguish the modes of containment and political
projects of indigenous peoples related to their own spaces of action.

In this context, indigenous territories are not exempted from the expansion of tourism,
which is often strengthened by the value and difference given not only by a landscape but
also by a so-called indigenous culture. It is important to note that, although we understand
indigenous territories to be the space in which traditional habits, customs, memory, rituals
and different forms of social organization have been inscribed over time (Barabas 2010),
more recently, such elements have been fragmented by historical processes of occupation
and movement. Territorial limits are diffuse: they are reconstructed and deconstructed on
the basis of historical sources and memory; recreated and claimed through discourses
promoted by the indigenous people themselves, state actions and other actors.
Furthermore, indigenous territories are not inhabited exclusively by indigenous peoples
but are home to people of a variety of cultural origins as a result of colonization,
boundaries imposed by nation states and various kinds of mobility. For this reason, these
spaces are not exempt from conflicts and problems associated with political recognition,
identity and power struggles among various agents operating within the territory in the
context of neoliberal development. It must also be stressed that much of what is con-
sidered and presented today as indigenous is part of dynamic processes of change and
transformation; however, even as they are contemporary in the context of tourism, they are
often considered to be vestiges of the past (Baud and Ypeij 2009).

The touristification of these historically indigenous spaces generates a range of
transformations and disputes among those who are traditionally associated with safe-
guarding indigenous heritage, as it produces local economic and demographic changes,
contamination and land use pressures. In such contexts, a concept of indigenous culture
emerges that distinguishes indigenous peoples from the rest of society according to
objective, external notions of ‘Otherness’.

Although these elements are subjectively constructed by individuals, in the context of
tourism development they tend to be objectivized when converted into a marketable
good, tourist attraction or oriented toward outsiders (Cole 2007). This economic
exchange creates value that is contained in the goods traded (Appadurai 1986; Anta
2007). This is particularly the case when aspects of everyday life – food, clothing, family
histories, dances and medicine – are adapted or re-invented for the tourist market. Such
processes of commercialization are more than a simple economic exchange, actively
involving various actors and allowing cultural forms to be appropriated by those who
develop and participate in the tourism business, not just indigenous individuals (Zúñiga
2014). In this view, the concept of authenticity is fundamental to the value of indigenous
tourism, as many scholars have discussed (Banks 2013; Cohen 1988; Theodossopoulos
2013; Wang 1999). Authenticity is typically a modern value defined by notions of
pristine, natural or untouched culture sought out by tourists (Cohen 1988). Thus, tourists
view elements as authentic not because they are real or original, but because they are
perceived as signs or symbols of authenticity. In this sense, tourism may be a factor in
the reification, standardization and objectification of culture, which may in turn shape
processes of cultural revival (Condevaux 2011).

Analysis of the state and public policy is also fundamental for understanding the
implications of tourism based on indigenous culture as a value, as we shall see in these
Chilean ethnographic cases. The state is a political project and a historically situated
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cultural construct (Corrigan and Sayer 2007; Hansen and Stepputat 2001; Mitchell 2006).
The various forms that the state takes show that the limits between state and society are
not clear or defined; it is a heterogeneous and ambiguous institution and its institutional
and structural aspects need to be analyzed in depth (Ferguson and Gupta 2002; Mitchell
2006; Mussetta 2009). Hence, the concept of governmentality (Foucault 1991) is impor-
tant for analyzing the state’s role in the construction of the cultural value of tourism (see
also Li 2007; Mussetta 2009). Public policies, as an expression of the state, are produc-
tive, performative and contested, and affect how people navigate their daily lives (Shore
and Wright 2011). Thus, state actions cannot be separated from people’s everyday lives
or from development processes promoted or supported by the state itself, as occurs
under the Chilean neoliberal economic model.

State actions in indigenous territories

In Chile, there are a number of institutions that promote tourism and play an important part
in its development. They include the National Corporation for Indigenous Development
(CONADI), which works on programs directly linked with indigenous peoples and has
funded or supported some indigenous tourism initiatives; the National Council for Culture
and the Arts, which is independently funded and supports culture and heritage initiatives;
the Agricultural Development Institute (INDAP), which supports productive development,
particularly small-scale farming with a focus on indigenous individuals and the role of
tourism in promote farming-related activities; the National Tourism Service (SERNATUR),
which works directly to develop national and regional tourism policies; the Economic
Development Corporation (CORFO), which is one of the main sources of funding for
economic development projects like tourism; the National Forestry Corporation (CONAF),
which is responsible for state protected areas; and the Ministry of National Assets which
administers state-owned land. These institutions act at the national and regional levels,
entering the local space through another key actor, the town hall or municipality.

As the organ of local government, the municipal government generally implements
policies dictated by each of these institutions, but it can also generate its own actions locally.
In the case of tourism, this may be done through a municipal tourism office or a tourism
officer who has a number of functions that may include preparing and applying a Tourism
Development Plan, organizing tourism-related activities, developing an image for the
comuna, encouraging local initiatives, coordination with other offices in the municipality, etc.

We have found a variety of institutions involved in different aspects of tourism, which
does not necessarily mean that their actions are coordinated or that they present a
homogeneous vision of tourism in indigenous territories (de la Maza 2016). Depending
on the place, its history and situation, some institutions will be more or less effective;
however, they commonly share a role in generating, strengthening and promoting an
image of tourism in each of the territories based on the cultural, ethnic and natural
attractions that it has to offer.

Mapuche tourism in the araucanía region

Tourism in the Araucanía Region has been developed mostly in connection with
protected natural areas, many of which incorporate elements of Mapuche culture in
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their names, iconography and gastronomy, without necessarily involving the partici-
pation of indigenous individuals. Yet, tourism development with the explicit partici-
pation of the Mapuche population and organizations has been observed since the
1990s, with the support of many non-governmental organizations. As mentioned,
various state institutions have increasingly promoted tourism in a Mapuche context
as a means of development. Since 2007, CONADI and SERNATUR have worked
together to define a development strategy for tourism in the Mapuche context,
identifying local possibilities and barriers to development in the region. One of the
benefits of the project has been a redefinition this kind of tourism as Mapuche
tourism, rather than in more general terms as ethnic tourism, ethno-tourism or
indigenous tourism. In recent years, touristification has occured in rural zones with
a predominant Mapuche population, the result of public institutions promoting
Mapuche culture as one of the principal symbolic attractions.

Mapuche tourism is distinguished from other entrepreneurial activities by an
emphasis on Mapuche community participation and culture (SERNATUR 2011). The
principal point of reference of Mapuche tourism is the ruka, or traditional Mapuche
house with a rounded shape and hearth at the center that makes it an ideal space for
intercultural encounters. Today, rukas constructed for tourism and cultural purposes
are found in various parts of the region. Since early 2015, there has been a coordi-
nated effort between the offices of various Regional Ministerial Secretaries (ministry
representatives at regional level) and public institutions to promote the construction
of ruka.These and other institutions consider certain aspects of Mapuche tourism to
be of key importance, particularly the value of indigenous culture, spaces for cultural
encounters, and the status of culture as complementary economic activity (de la Maza
2016).

The Araucanía as a region has the lowest socio-economic levels in the country, which
largely coincides with a large proportion of rural and Mapuche communities that reside
within its comunas (MDS 2016). Since the end of the nineteenth century, Mapuche
communities have been distributed throughout the region through the differentiated
allocation of land, which left a concentration of land in the hands of foreign or Chilean
colonists and their descendants, and large areas of state-owned land being auctioned
off to private buyers or converted into national parks. Mapuche communities, in com-
parison, were left with small, communal properties that were later subdivided into small-
holdings, many of which have shrunk further or disappeared. It is the descendants of
these families who remained in the communities that today are the beneficiaries of state
programs that encourage rural development and indigenous tourism. Such processes
have made economic development – and particularly tourism activities – difficult for the
Mapuche in the Araucanía Region. Although many of them live in unique scenery,
particularly in the Coastal Range and along the coast, the material conditions of such
places hamper development. These conditions include shortage of land and water and
the proximity to mega-projects such as hydroelectric power plants, high voltage power
lines, municipal dumps, fish farms and monoculture forest plantations. Thus, while the
state has played a key role in promoting a discourse of Mapuche tourism as a possible
sustainable alternative for indigenous communities, with both municipal employees and
users adopting the programs, in practice such programs runs in contraction to other
economic development policies.
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One part of the Region where the development of Mapuche tourism has been
focused is in the coastal zone, due to the presence of Mapuche cultural practices and
the natural landscape. Cultural practices are associated with Mapuche ways of life,
particularly their language, religion, health, medicine and food practices, and artisanal
and farm products, which are distinguished from non-indigenous Chilean culture. The
landscape is marked by native flora and fauna, which overlooks the ocean and coastal
lake. The difficulties of developing Mapuche tourism are apparent in one of the comunas
located in the región, Saavedra, which it has a population of approximately to 13,000
inhabitants, 47.14 per cent of whom live in poverty (according to the latest CASEN
survey of 2015) and 64.3 per cent are Mapuche (according to the 2002 CENSUS). Since
the early 1990s, indigenous tourism has been promoted as a means to address local
poverty and promote rural development, particularly by institutions such as INDAP.
These programs have sought to strengthen the productivity of small-scale farmers by
supporting local economies with technical assistance – especially tourism as an eco-
nomic supplement. While implementation of these programs has been slow, no doubt
they have broadened appreciation of Mapuche culture and the natural setting, possibly
generating a source of additional income. Local promotion of Mapuche tourism is
consistent with actions at the regional level as stated in the Regional Tourism
Strategy, which seek to promote and diversify tourism experiences beyond the tradi-
tional beaches and lakes by emphasizing the region’s historic-cultural heritage.

However, local populations often find it difficult to meet the necessary state regula-
tions and market demands to fully carryout such projects. Tourism initiatives must
comply with certain health requirements to be registered in the SERNATUR. Under the
Tourism Law No. 20.243 of 2010, this largely implies having services such as drinking
water and sewage, electricity, trash collection, etc. The shortage of economic resources,
complex bureaucratic procedures and rigid health measures have meant that the few
communities that are able to obtain formal approval of a tourist initiative are only able
to do so following a long and expensive process. Moreover, local communities are often
pressed to adapt their cultural practices to meet such regulations. The ruka, the principal
icon of Mapuche tourism, for example, generally has an earth floor where the family (or
tourists) gather round the hearth and share food cooked there over the fire. This
practice, which is a Mapuche custom, is a barrier to sanitary certification. Yet, some
initiatives have worked around it by building a kitchen beside the ruka, almost hidden,
which complies with regulation standards.

Mapuche inhabitants who work in tourism noted that the lack of economic recourses
was one of the greatest hindrances to the development of tourism in their territory.
Liberal discourses of health and ‘hygiene’ – reproduced in this context through the
implementation of state policy in favor of indigenous tourism – shaped how some
Mapuche entrepreneurs framed such limitations. As one Mapuche woman involved in
the tourism initiative explained,

Well firstly I am not prepared because of the lack of hygiene; that is essential for a tourist
who comes in and asks ‘Where is the toilet?’ – you can’t say ‘No, I haven’t got a toilet.’ Then
if he stays he asks ‘Where is the shower?’ I haven’t got a toilet or a shower, I have a chemical
toilet, so I need to improve .…(personal communication, 21 January 2016)
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Despite these difficulties, Mapuche tourism has generated some benefits for
Mapuche individuals and families, thanks to a value added to cultural difference
and strengthening of cultural practices by the Mapuche themselves, public institu-
tions and tourists.

Tourism in indigenous territories of San Pedro de Atacama and Easter Island

The touristification of Mapuche territory is very different from that of San Pedro de Atacama
and Easter Island. In San Pedro de Atacama, tourism is a consolidated industry that
continues to expand alongside mining. Tourism businesses in the town have benefited
from relatively low tax burden and rudimentary tourism policy (Bolados 2014b). As has been
stated in various reports, there is no clear policy on tourism control and planning. The
municipality has only recently taken an interest, introducing byelaws to regulate areas like
construction and signposting. In 2013, the municipal government established the
Production Promotion Program, which created an institutional framework to help organize,
plan and execute tourism activities in the town. The main objective of the program was to
strengthen cooperation between public and business sectors and indigenous communities,
and improve the town’s capacity to receive tourists.

Municipal employees noted that an initial problem was the private sector that, largely
driven by economic interest, took little responsibility for social development or strengthen-
ing local community institutions. Furthermore, property laws have allowed hotels and other
external agents to purchase certain indigenous lands that were not regularized under the
Indigenous Law of 1993. As a result, the invasion of indigenous territories by tourist
companies as been largely unchecked, displacing a large portion of the local population.

As mentioned, indigenous communities also face the effects of mining activities in
their territories, which also competes with demands for land, water and other resources
associated with tourism (Yáñez and Molina 2008). This has led to unstable relations
between local organizations and mining companies (Bolados 2014a, 2014b; Bustos 2005;
Yeckting and Ramírez 2012). In addition, mining has various effects on the lives of
communities and their natural attractions and scenery, shaping local working conditions,
immigration flows and social relations. Companies position themselves in the territory in
a variety of ways. Particularly in the Likan Antay communities that are native to the
Atacama region, companies hire special employees to charged with overseeing relations
with the community and the municipality through the financing of socially oriented
micro-projects that support community initiatives and infrastructure development and
education. In reference to tourism, one mining executive noted,

We have a training program for tourism services that teaches tour guides about our
operations. Obviously our operations are not what brings tourists here, but if you take a
tour, one of the tours to a lagoon in the altiplano, you can see that there is something there,
down below you … because there is no information [on the mine], as a result the
information given is wrong, biased, or bears no relation to reality. (personal communication,
26 September 2013)

The mining executive’s comments highlight another aspect of the coexistence of mining
and tourism (Bolados 2014b), where the corporate image of the mining company in the
context of tourism development shapes the relationship between the two industries.
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Despite the various factors affecting tourism in indigenous territories, some Likan
Antay communities have taken the lead in running and managing natural and heritage
tourist initiatives in the region. One of such cases was the result of an associative model
developed in the Los Flamencos National Reserve, where tourism was administered by
the CONAF in cooperation with the CONADI. One of these areas is the Valley of the
Moon that is located nearby the town of San Pedro, which is administered by an
association of six communities that were formed in 2004 to protect and conserve the
site. One Likan Antay leader noted,

We do not demand the territory to “make money.” We do it because it is a natural sanctuary
with a great historical legacy. It is an energy point for certain dates in the indigenous
calendar. We have guardian hills and energy points … we saw that all this was being
massively destroyed by tourism … tourism arrived and it was only then that planning
began. (personal communication, 24 September 2013)

Indigenous communities’ control over areas considered tourist attractions has resulted
in greater restrictions for tourism companies, which now have to adapt to the demands
of local communities to develop tourism in certain places. For example, the well-known
Cejar lagoon, a salt-water lagoon that attracts tourist attraction for its beauty and the
experience of floating in the highly saline water, is now administered by an Atacameño
community, which has placed restrictions on where bathing is permitted and the
number of visitors who can enter free of charge.

While the municipal government has recently become involved in tourism develop-
ment in the region, other state bodies have largely shifted the role of managing tourist
attractions to Atacameño communities. Without doubt, this has led to greater indigen-
ous control of tourism. Yet this kind of control and management of tourist attractions
requires a certain degree of social cohesion that can be difficult in the context of the
demands and benefits of the tourist market. As scholars have observed in other parts of
Latin America, tourism in indigenous territories can generate new contradictions and
confrontations both among community members and between them and other inter-
ested parties (see Vargas and Brenner 2013).

In comparison to San Pedro de Atacama, tourism development in Easter Island has
had a different trajectory, largely due to the national importance of this tourist destina-
tion. The state has carried out a number of projects to improve the planning of tourism
on Easter Island. Some notable projects are the CONAF Park Management Plan that
began in 1997, the Heritage Site Master Plan that began in 2013 and the 2014 Plan for
Public Use of the Park.

In addition, from 1997 to 2014, more than 16 tourism studies were published on
topics ranging from heritage elements and their conservation to load capacity, how to
formulate strategic management plans for sustainable tourism, how to capitalize on
historical, natural and heritage sites, the conservation of archeological sites and the
environmental impacts of tourism development (CODESSER 2014). In 2014, a new
tourism project financed by CORFO was carried out to as part of the Strategic Tourism
Development Plan, which aims to strengthen Easter Island’s positioning as an ethnic and
cultural destination recognized in the international and Chilean markets by the year
2020.3
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Yet, the geographical isolation of the island and the historical relationship
between the Rapa Nui people and the Chilean state has also played an important
role in defining various actors’ different roles in the tourist industry (Foerster 2015;
Foerster, Ramírez, and Moreno 2014). The Rapa Nui National Park, created in 1935
and administered by CONAF since 1973, covers 42 per cent of the island. The
Commission for the Development of Easter Island (Comisión de Desarrollo de la
Isla de Pascua), which was created by the Indigenous Law of 1993 and includes six
elected representatives from the Rapa Nui community, has served as an important
institutional platform to make various political demands, such as the recognition of
Rapa Nui’s legal rights to the national park territory, an immigration control law to
regulate visitors’ entry to and residence on the island and political autonomy from
the state. While state and Rapa Nui organizations have negotiated these demands for
several years, there has yet to be significant results. In 2007, for example, the park
was declared a special territory under a statute that allowed for certain adminis-
trative modifications but that failed to advance a regulatory framework for how they
would be implemented. Because of the slow progress, in 2015 members of Rapa Nui
Parliament, a local Rapa Nui organization, took over the national park and drove out
CONAF officers (Moreno 2015). The park was occupied for five months, and in
October 2015 a plebiscite was held on joint administration of the park and to
advance planning and management mechanisms. Only 319 people voted in the
plebiscite, yet 87 per cent of which agreed to joint administration by Rapa Nui and
CONAF4. A former employee of SERNATUR aptly framed the stakes involved in such
negotiations:

This conflict will be repeated in all national parks that indigenous territory is located on
or near, because this is the story of the creation of national parks – not just in Chile but
also all over the world. For this reason, the Tourism Department, is trying to keep other
indigenous groups in the dark so they do not realize what is happening and make similar
demands. Aside from this joint administration works, it is working, although obviously
there are problems. In San Pedro de Atacama there is joint administration of Los
Flamencos National Reserve. But the Rapa Nui do not want joint administration. They
want their own direct administration – that’s the difference. (personal communication,
11 December 2015)

As we can see, even as Easter Island has been the subject of a great deal of studies and
development initiatives, around tourism, its implications for indigenous inhabitants and
issues around their participation in the development of the industry have not been
solved. Moreover, tourism more broadly may not offer a sustainable means of develop-
ment, as there is a risk of collapse in its demand (Calderón and O’Ryan 2011).
Nonetheless, demands for administrative control over the park by the Rapa Nui is a
clear expression of their territorial and political claims to autonomy. The fact that Easter
Island is an international tourism destination gave weight to actions such as the
occupation of the park and the expulsion of park officials, providing Rapa Nui leverage
in negotiations over their demands. It also opened the way for full transfer of adminis-
trative control over the territory in the future, setting a precedent for indigenous
management of tourist activities in other protected areas linked to indigenous
territories.

LATIN AMERICAN AND CARIBBEAN ETHNIC STUDIES 11

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

R
M

IT
 U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 L
ib

ra
ry

] 
at

 0
6:

55
 0

2 
Ja

nu
ar

y 
20

18
 



Indigenous culture in the context of tourism

The three examples analyzed earlier show different ways in which public institutions
have participated in encouraging tourism in areas where indigenous culture is incorpo-
rated as a tourist attraction. This has occurred in a context shaped by ethnic claims and
demands associated with indigenous rights, territorial and economic control, and histor-
ical forms of inequality linked to various manifestations of the relationship between
indigenous peoples, the state, and national society.

In the case of the Araucanía Region, which contains severalin comunas with a
relatively large Mapuche population and high levels of poverty, the value of indigenous
culture has been promoted as a means to consolidate the local tourist industry and, in
turn, offer a source of sustainable development to improve the material conditions
facing many Mapuche communities in the region. Specifically, tourism has developed
through programs that promote the construction of ruka, traditional handicrafts, and the
recovery of certain aspects of culture that emphasize and distinguish Mapuche culture.
From the perspective of many public institutions, tourism is a potential driver of
development that complements other economic activities, but that should articulate
the value of indigenous cultural practices and identity to be more viable. Indeed, various
institutions are involved in processes to revitalize and recognize the value indigenous
culture, such as town halls and development programs. The fact that since 2002 one of
the coastal comunas referred to, the Saavedra Comuna, has had a Mapuche mayor
illustrates significant advancements as a result of such shifts.

However, policies designed to promote the tourism value of indigenous culture can
also create new barriers for Mapuche communities. As noted earlier, program workers
often encourage the Mapuche to change and adapt their cultural practices to meet
policy regulations and market demands. Ironically, notions of cultural authenticity are
often based on Mapuche traditional practices that have been adapted to meet tourist’s
expectations. In contexts marked by structural poverty, the promotion of ‘Otherness’ as a
tourist attraction risks obscuring the very material conditions that authenticity, as a
product for consumption, seeks to address (Cole 2007). While the lack of land, water and
basic services is evident in many of the spaces frequented by tour companies, they rarely
acknowledge the precarious conditions facing contemporary Mapuche communities,
emphasizing instead the tourism value of cultural practices that represent remnants of
a past of abundance and well-being.

For Mapuche communities, promoting the value of indigenous culture in tourism
contexts can also produce internal tensions over the pragmatic value of asserting their
cultural identity, on the one hand, and the importance of defining the terms under
which it is sold or disseminated. As a municipal employee of Mapuche tourism in
Araucanía explained,

We have to teach visitors from foreign societies that this is Mapuche territory and that there
are sacred places that cannot be touched; that there are sacred places that must be
protected. Saying that this is sacred for such and such a reason, and that we should be
respected is also a form of education. The idea is to show that the Mapuche and their
culture are alive; that they are not dead. (personal communication, 18 December 2015)

Emphasis on the tourism value of culture generates dilemmas for many indigenous
community members who must mediate between their own ways of life and the
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demands of tourism. Mapuche practices are associated with an earlier way of life that
has historically been denied by state institutions but today is valued by public policy,
even as it is highly regulated by state. Thus, the terms for recovering what is conceived
of as traditional Mapuche culture are set by both state policy and market values of
authentic set by tourist’s demands. In such contexts, cultural practices are appropriated
by an array of actors involved in the touristification of the region.

In San Pedro de Atacama, tourism companies have drawn from archeological, natural
and historical elements of Atacameño or Likan Antay culture to establish the area as a
well-know tourist destination. While operating on a smaller scale, the exploitation of
archeological and cultural heritage in San Pedro resembles that of internationally
renowned destinations such as Machu Picchu in Peru (Simon 2009) and the ancient
Mayan ruins in Mexico (Kroshus 2003).5 When a territory undergoes touristification,
tourism starts to be a defining part of the culture itself (Anta 2007), revitalized and
defined by elements often external to the community (Bolados 2014b; Bushell and
Salazar 2009; Bustos 2005; Morales 2006).

In San Pedro, Atacameño communities have appropriated such elements to assert the
value of their culture in, signs, clothing and cuisine. It is also taken up by local
organizations as a strategy to negotiate with external agents such as mining and tourism
companies and state agencies for political and territorial control in the region. Thus,
discourses and symbols of cultural difference mobilized by Atacameño communities
have served as a useful tool to advance their territorial and autonomy demands in a
context of weak recognition (Fuentes and de Cea 2017) and neoliberal economic
policies.

In Easter Island, the value of Rapa Nui culture has been influenced by geographic and
cultural factors specific to the island’s isolation and the Rapa Nui’s links with Polynesian
heritage. The unique characteristics of the island with its natural and cultural-arch
eological attractions make it an extraordinary place for scientists – archeologists, anthro-
pologists, historians and geologists alike – and tourists or other visitors with a variety of
interests. As access to the island becomes easier with more frequent flights and lower
travel costs, the island becomes increasingly attractive. This attractiveness is com-
pounded by Polynesian stereotypes with dance performances and festivities, additional
intrinsic attractions exploited by tourism companies. Like San Pedro de Atacama, Easter
Island is an established tourist destination, visited all year round, which risks visitor
saturation and associated consequences for the management of heritage sites.

As an asset to tourism, Rapa Nui culture, with its iconic moais, handicrafts, dances and
food, is fundamental for the touristification of the island. However, there are other ways
in which the Rapa Nui play a role in the tourist industry, for example, as tour guides who
talk about their ancestors, social relationships, the everyday use of the Rapa Nui
language and particular ways of life that increases the attractiveness of the commercia-
lized culture offered by travel agencies. The fact that it is an island together with the
survival of Rapa Nui cultural practices which are kept alive and strengthened in a
tourism context allow the tourist to experience authentic everyday life enhanced by
performances in the form of Polynesian dances, use of the language and traditional
grastronomy, satisfying his desire for extreme otherness.

In the three indigenous territories discussed, we can identify actors at different levels
who move between the local and the global (Babb 2011). These actors generate tourism
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encounters in which both indigenous and non-indigenous inhabitants are as much the
protagonists as the visitors, shaping different notions of indigenous culture and gen-
erating new dynamics in indigenous peoples’ political demands for legal recognition
and the pursuit of economic development.

Conclusion

In this article, we analyze different forms of tourism in indigenous territories in Chile. We
have focused on two aspects: first, the ways in which the state, through its institutions,
plays an active role in touristification processes, acting jointly with other agents in
different ways according to the specific context; and second, the ways in which indi-
genous culture becomes a product of tourism that is appropriated and disputed by
various actors. Our research highlights that state actions are different in each territory. In
the Araucanía Region, the main focus of this article, regional and municipal policies
implemented through social programs were fundamental in the development of
Mapuche tourism. These programs have produced a variety of effects, by contributing
financing but also by imposing regulations on how tourism should be practiced, which
were at times contradictory to the essence of Mapuche tourism. Thus, at the same time,
tourism programs generate expectations of development for actors involved in such
initiatives, they can also create barriers in their implementation, due to historical
economic inequalities that face many indigenous communities. Nonetheless, state inter-
est in developing Mapuche tourism has strengthened ethnic identity and supported a
positive view (in contrast to the much-publicized negative image of conflict) of Mapuche
culture as part of the Region’s identity.

In San Pedro de Atacama, tourism development was established rather spontaneously
and largely unregulated. While the region’s heritage and landscape have been the
source of an expanding market in the region, tourism has also developed in the context
of mining operations in the territory. Indigenous culture is largely associated with the
region’s archeological heritage and landscape and located in the past. However, con-
temporary Atacameño peoples have successfully appropriated such notions to take
control of tourism sites and impose new conditions on tourism companies. In doing
so, externally imposed value of indigenous culture can be subjectivized by indigenous
people themselves.

In Easter Island, the state has had a strong presence in planning and organizing
tourism but has yet to fully respond to Rapa Nui demands or promote sustainable,
long-term visions of tourism on the island. Tourism has become part of the Rapa
Nui way of life, and in some cases provided a means for political organizations to
further their demands and maintain greater control over the terms of marketing the
value of their culture. Joint administration of the park is a step toward reconciling
their long-standing demands with the development of tourism, in conjunction with
other laws that might regulate tourist traffic and other aspects important to Rapa
Nui life.

In San Pedro de Atacama as in Easter Island, there is a demand for appropriation and
political and economic control of tourist attractions, which are part of the archeological
and cultural heritage of the indigenous peoples. Their value is associated with continuity
with the past, transformed into objective markers of identity in support of territorial
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demands. This coincides with the development of tourism that has had a strong impact
in each of the two territories.

In the Araucanía Region, in contrast, despite the fact that political conflicts associated
with ethnic claims are more visible at the national level, territorial demands of the
Mapuche are related with the loss of land and the threats of external companies and
investments in their territory that affect their quality of life. Tourism does not fall into
this category. Demands associated with territorial control of tourism initiatives in
Mapuche territories have yet to have significant impact. Rather, claims to control tourism
thus far have tended to question the use of Mapuche names to identify tourist cites and
Mapuche peoples’ calls for respect for their sacred spaces. For the moment, tourism is
dissociated from significant political claims in coastal comunas.

Drawing from these cases, we can say that, while the promotion of indigenous
tourism by state institutions and private sector agents does recognize indigenous
culture as an asset that strengthens economic development, this does not imply political
recognition of Chile’s indigenous peoples. On the contrary, emphasis on the tourism
value of indigenous culture opens the question of authenticity to a range of interests,
resulting in its appropriation not only the indigenous peoples but by other non-
indigenous agents. This appropriation includes features like the use of names, images,
forms, land, water and ways of life in general, resulting in the progressive touristification
of indigenous territories, and often in the absence of indigenous participation.

Local and regional identities that place value on indigenous culture are heavily promoted
by external actors in the context of tourism, often with a limited role for indigenous peoples
in defining notions about their own culture or setting the terms of tourists consumption of
their spaces. However, such contradictions can produce leverage for some indigenous
organizations, evident in the different strategies of negotiation and local, regional and
national claims in each context. In the two indigenous territories with established tourist
industries, we found stronger demands and claims for territorial control associated with
tourism. This was not the case in the territory where tourism was just starting to develop.

In terms of the state’s role, contradictions were most evident in the forms of value which
the state itself assigned. The implication of such contradictions is most apparent in the
relative proportion of economic and political projects in the territory in relation to indigen-
ous peoples’ demands and strategies for negotiation in different contexts of tourism. Such a
dynamic calls attention to increasingly complex and hidden relations of domination that are
accompanied by weak forms of political recognition. Finally, we note the importance of a
comparative perspective of the touristification of indigenous territories within nation-state
boundaries, since this allows us to observe the way in which a single state and economic
model can manifest in different ways in various contexts. This shapes the states’ relations
with indigenous peoples, who in turn generate different forms of political and cultural
resistance based on their own local political contexts.

Notes

1. CASEN is the National Survey of Socioeconomic Characterization (Encuesta de Caracterización
Socioeconómica Nacional), which produces housing and population data, particularly in areas
of high poverty or inequality rates. The last survey was published in 2015. See, http://
observatorio.ministeriodesarrollosocial.gob.cl/casen/casen_obj.php.
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2. Chile is divided into 15 administrative Regions. Each of these consists of provinces broken
down into comunas (municipalities).

3. See http://bienpublicoturismorapanui.cl/origen-del-proyecto/(Accessed July, 14 2015).
4. During November of 2017, under the admisnitration of Michelle Bachelet, the government of

Chile signed a 50-year historical concession to the Rapa Nui community of the Rapa Nui National.
5. Archeological knowledge on ancient civilizations can act as a form of domination in the sense

that academic research tends to exclude the naturalize the culture of the past to the
detriment of indigenous peoples (Cárdenas 1999; Nielsen, Calcina, and Quispe 2006; Ayala
2007, 2008).
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