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Summary
Tourism is currently one of the biggest global industries, and within the tourism industry operate many
different actors and branches across non-linear value chains. Tourism influences and is influenced by
various developments, such as culture. In the case of many South American countries, developments
of culture are often related to processes around indigeneity because of the pre-Hispanic origins of
many South American countries. Combining these different developments raises questions about how
indigeneity becomes manifest and commodified in (cultural) tourism destinations. In trying to find
answers to these questions, this thesis looked into the case of Cuenca, Ecuador, as an example of a
cultural tourism destination where these different developments could be analysed. In particular, the
aim of this research was to explore what the tourism value chain of Cuenca looks like, and how
indigeneity is commodified by different actors in this tourism value chain.
Qualitative data was gathered with several data collection methods, including semi-structured and
unstructured interviews, participant observation, artefact analysis, and desk research. Semi-structured
interviewing was the primary method which provided most relevant information regarding different
aspects of the tourism value chain in Cuenca. All the collected data was transcribed and analysed
through the use of coding.
The results of this study showed that the tourism value chain of Cuenca, Ecuador, is a network
comprised of many different supply chain members that interact with each other. Among them, a
hierarchy exists in which power relations affect the members’ business links, and the benefits each
actor gains from tourism. Very few indigenous people work in the Cuenca tourism sector, and if they
do then it is usually at the lower end of the value chain, where the majority of dependencies occur.
This means that indigenous people are not the ones with the most influence and power in the
organization of tourism in the area, but on the contrary have little power or are not included at all. In
general, mestizo people hold the most influential positions where decisions are made and some form
of power is exercised. On the other hand, elements of indigenous culture become manifest in various
aspects of the city, in for instance its history and the artesania (crafts) that are sold. Images and
representations of indigenous people, culture and history which do not reflect daily reality are
sometimes used in tourism products and in cultural events, showing that commodification of
indigeneity is performed by different actors inside and outside the tourism sector.
Different actors within the value chain are involved in the commodification of indigeneity and
indigenous culture in tourism by including aesthetically appealing aspects of indigenous culture into
tourism products, creating a staged ‘back region’; a place which is staged to look like the ‘authentic’
local experience that tourists are looking for. Commodification of indigenous culture also occurs
outside tourism in daily life events and celebrations by actors outside the tourism value chain.
Underlying power dimensions in the value chain cause issues and tensions among different actors
which shape both the efficiency of the chain and also the commodification of indigenous culture.
Economically this mainly benefits the actors operating in the higher end of the value chain, such as the
travel agencies, while it excludes actors in the lower end of the value chain, such as artesanos and
taller owners.
Key words: Cultural tourism, tourism value chain, indigeneity in tourism, commodification
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1. Introduction
Tourism is one of the biggest global industries and the biggest worldwide employer, contributing
significantly to countries’ gross domestic product (Lenzen et.al, 2018). Tourism comprises many
subsectors, such as adventure tourism, educational tourism and cultural tourism. Cultural tourism is
one of the subsectors that plays a major role in tourism today. This raises questions about how
different kinds of destinations organize such cultural tourism and how they are affected by it both
positively and negatively. Also in South America, cultural tourism plays an important role, which is
often related to indigenous cultures that exist or existed in the region. With almost all countries in
South America having a pre-Hispanic history, indigeneity is an important topic in several South
American countries. This also raises certain questions, such as how tourism affects indigenous peoples
and what the relation is between indigeneity and commodification in tourism in South America.
Ecuador is such a country with pre-Hispanic history, and several pre-Hispanic cultures still exist today
in different parts of the country. Ecuador is a country with large varieties in landscapes, climates and
biodiversity, and its ethnic groups also vary a lot per region. The country received almost 1.5 million
foreign visitors in 2018 which contributed to 2.2% of the country’s national GDP (Ministerio de
Turismo, 2020). The question can be asked how ethnic groups in Ecuador are affected by these
amounts of visitors and how indigeneity is commodified in tourism in the country. The purpose of this
research is to combine the developments of cultural tourism and indigeneity, and use the questions
that this raises to provide insight into the commodification of indigeneity in (cultural) tourism. It does
so by analysing the organisation and operation of the tourism value chain of a cultural tourism
destination, in this case Cuenca, Ecuador.

1.1 Context
1.1.1. Indigenous people in Ecuador
Ecuador is currently home to an indigenous population of about 1.1 million people, which consists of
14 different indigenous nationalities (Andersen, 2018). Of all the inhabitants in Ecuador, 7% autoidentified as being indigenous in the latest national census survey from 2010. Looking more closely at
a regional level, it can be seen that the people who auto-identify as being indigenous live mostly in the
Andean regions and the Eastern lowland regions comprised of rainforest (INEC, 2010). These are also
the regions where the majority of tourism in the country takes place.
A study by De la Torre (1997) showed that racism towards indigenous people as a legacy of colonial
dominance and the institutional ‘hacienda’ system was still present in Ecuadorian society throughout
the 1990s, when indigenous people were excluded from professional jobs by mestizo people and had
to perform manual labour on the countryside. They were considered by mestizos as an inferior “Indian
Other” who had to be adapted to become more like mestizos and whose culture had to be eradicated.
Indigenous revolts took place in 1990 and 1994, which questioned the ‘mestizo’ character of the
national identity and symbolise a transformation in the ethnic domination around the hacienda
system. After this, the Ecuadorian state showed a renewed interest in indigenous people through
education and development. Despite the difficulties that indigenous people have experienced, an
indigenous middle class has emerged and mestizo acceptance towards indigenous people and their
demands has grown (De la Torre, 1997).
In the following years, dominant groups of white and mestizo people continued to have better
opportunities than minority groups such as the indigenous people who remained socially excluded,
poor and marginalized compared to the rest of the population (Hall & Patrinos, 2004). Since the 1980s,
during the years of neoliberal policies, inequality and poverty increased, but with the new government
of Rafael Correa in 2007 a new movement arose which was based on values such as equality, solidarity
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and restitution of dignity to indigenous peoples; the Revolucion Ciudadana. This caused high
expectations among indigenous people for change and improvement in their social, political and
economic conditions. Furthermore, because the new constitution included the protection of native
languages, promotion of intercultural and bilingual education and the recognizing of indigenous
nationalities, this increased the influence and participation of indigenous people in political scenarios
and decision making (Masala & Monni, 2017). The Revolucion Ciudadana indeed brought improvement
to all sectors in terms of poverty alleviation and access to resources. Poverty was significantly reduced,
access to health and education was increased and quality of life in general was also improved (World
Bank, 2015). Nevertheless, a significant gap between urban and rural development still exists, and
poverty levels among indigenous people and Afro-Ecuadorians are also higher than the rest of the
population. The same goes for implemented education policies which do not reach the whole
population equally, and for numbers on malnutrition which show that the malnutrition rate among
indigenous people is almost double the rate of the rest of the population. This shows that despite the
improvements, indigenous people continue to be disadvantaged compared to non-indigenous people
in Ecuador, and this is due to linguistic, cultural and economic barriers which make it difficult for
indigenous people to benefit fully from inclusive policies (Masala & Monni, 2017).

1.1.2. The city of Cuenca
Fieldwork during this study took place in the city of Cuenca. Cuenca (full name: Santa Ana de los Ríos
de Cuenca) is a town which is located in an Andean valley of Ecuador. It is the third city of Ecuador and
is located in the Ecuadorian Andes. It is the capital city of the Azuay province, and it consists of 15
urban and 21 rural parishes. The city lies at an altitude of 2,538 meters above sea level, and has about
580,000 inhabitants in the urban areas. One of the main characteristics of the city is the four rivers
that cross it.
Cuenca is a city with a lot of pre-Hispanic and pre-colonial history. Throughout history, several different
cultures have lived in Cuenca and its surroundings, of which the most important ones are the Cañari
culture and the Inca culture. Cuenca has known different names throughout the different historical
periods, but on the 12th of April, 1557, the city of Cuenca as it is known today was founded by the
Spanish conquerors. The city gained independence in 1820, and a few decades later started its
industrialization and opening up to the rest of the world (Turismo Cuenca, 2018a). The city has a lot of
colonial architectural and cultural sites, mostly in the city centre, which is why Cuenca was declared a
World Heritage City by UNESCO in 1999 (Turismo Cuenca, 2018b). From the 2010 census data it can be
seen that in the Azuay province where Cuenca is located, 2,5% of inhabitants auto-identify as
indigenous. However, in the neighbouring province of Cañar in which the archaeological site Ingapirca
is located (one of the main tourist attractions in the country), 15,2% of people auto-identify as being
indigenous (INEC, 2010).
Cuenca also has a developed tourism sector, with many tourists visiting each year. In 2018, a total of
985.360 visitors were estimated to visit Cuenca, of which 253.024 were international visitors (GIER,
2019). In a study on tourists’ motivations for going to Cuenca it was found that the majority of
international tourists visited Cuenca for the purpose of recreation (58,2%), followed by visiting friends
and relatives (15%) and business (13%). Tourists chose Cuenca as a destination mostly for its climate
(36%), its culture (26%) and its attractions (18%). For national tourists, the majority visited Cuenca to
visit friends and relatives (33,5%), followed by business (23,6%) and recreation (20,2%) (GIER, 2016).
However, the study does not specify what is involved in the recreation category. On average, tourists
who visit Cuenca for the purpose of recreation stay in the city for 3 days, those who visit to visit friends
and relatives stay for 7 days, and those who visit for the purpose of doing business stay for 3 days (Gier,
2019). According to TripAdvisor, the five best attractions to visit in Cuenca are the Cajas National Park,
2

the New cathedral, Plaza Abdon Calderon, Amaru Bioparque Cuenca zoo, and the Tomebamba river
(TripAdvisor, 2019).
Because of this combination of pre-colonial history and a developed tourism sector in Cuenca, this city
is a relevant location to study the relations between indigeneity, tourism and commodification.

1.1.3. Theoretical debate
The questions that are raised about the relations between indigeneity and commodification in cultural
tourism can be embedded in theoretical debates around these topics. The concept of cultural tourism
will be analysed as a type of special interest tourism which covers a diverse range of activities and
interests related to the culture of a destination that tourists wish to experience. The concept of
commodification will be analysed as a process through which culture is turned into products and
practices that are sold for money, which often occurs in tourism and which can have both positive and
negative effects on the local people living that culture. To find out how these processes of cultural
tourism and commodification are organised, the concept of tourism value chains is analysed as a
network of different tourism organisations and businesses who are responsible for the final tourism
product at a destination. Finally, the topic of indigeneity in tourism analyses how indigenous people
and indigenous culture become part of (cultural) tourism. Chapter 2 further elaborates on these
concepts.

1.2. Problem Formulation
To examine the relations between indigeneity, cultural tourism and commodification in the tourism
value chain of Cuenca, Ecuador, the following central research question has been formulated:
How is indigeneity commodified by different actors in the tourism value chain of Cuenca, Ecuador?
This central research question addresses the way in which different actors who are involved in various
aspects of the tourism sector present and sell indigeneity in numerous tourism products. Indigeneity
is a dynamic concept with various meanings that are dependent on the subject, and through this
question is analysed what meaning is given to indigeneity in the Cuenca tourism sector. The city of
Cuenca is analysed as a cultural tourism destination through aspects of supply and demand. It also
looks into the tourism value chain of Cuenca as a cultural tourism destination, and what this value
chain looks like.
Four sub questions have been formulated that correspond to the central research question:
The first sub question analyses what the Cuenca tourism sector looks like. To examine the
commodification of indigeneity in the Cuenca tourism sector, and the tourism value chain of Cuenca,
it is important to know what Cuenca as a tourism destination looks like and what kind of visitors it
attracts. This gives a general overview of tourism in Cuenca which is essential in the analysis of the
Cuenca tourism value chain.
The second sub question analyses how the tourism value chain of Cuenca is organized. To understand
the role of different actors in the Cuenca tourism value chain and their contribution to the
commodification of indigeneity, it is important to know how the Cuenca tourism sector is organized.
In this way it becomes clear which actors are involved, the tasks that each actor has and what kind of
products or services they offer.
The third sub question analyses how indigenous culture becomes manifest in the city’s daily life. To
analyse the commodification of indigeneity by various actors in Cuenca, it is important to know how
indigenous culture becomes visible in the city’s daily life. By studying the existence and representation
of indigenous people in the city in various ways it can be analysed whether the local indigenous culture
is commodified, in what way and by whom.
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The fourth sub question analyses how indigenous culture is commodified in tourism in Cuenca and its
surroundings. This sub question helps to distinguish the visibility of indigenous culture in tourism from
its visibility in the city’s daily life. Therefore, it contributes specifically to the analysis of how indigeneity
is commodified in the tourism value chain of Cuenca, by various actors involved in the chain.

1.2.1. Thesis outline
This thesis is organized into seven chapters. To embed this research into an academic and theoretical
context and explain some of the theoretical debates around the concepts that this thesis uses to
interpret the fieldwork findings, the thesis first continues with a theoretical framework. Theoretical
concepts that are included in the theoretical framework are cultural tourism, commodification and
staged authenticity, tourism value chain, and indigeneity in tourism. Next, the methodology explains
about the research methods which were used in this research for data gathering, namely interviews,
participant observation, artefact analysis and desk research. The section also explains how the data
was analysed through the use of coding, and how the researcher identity and ethics affected this study.
The results that came out of the research are explained in detail in chapters 4 to 6. Chapter 4 gives an
overview of the tourism sector in Cuenca, Ecuador, to provide more insight in the links that exist
between the various actors in the value chain of this cultural tourism destination and to show what
the role of indigeneity is in the organization of tourism in Cuenca. Chapter 5 continues by elaborating
how indigeneity is commodified in Cuenca by analysing how indigeneity becomes manifest in the city’s
daily life and its tourism sector. Chapter 6 then shows how several tensions and frictions arise among
various actors’ business links in the tourism value chain of Cuenca and what causes them. These results
are followed by a discussion and conclusion chapter in which an answer is provided to the main
research question and the results of the research are briefly reflected to academic discussions. This
section also includes suggestions for further research.
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2. Theoretical approaches to tourism and indigeneity
To analyse the commodification of indigeneity in the tourism value chain of Cuenca, Ecuador, a
scientific analysis of concepts that will be used to analyse the results of the fieldwork related to this
theme is required. The first concept that will be discussed in this literature review is (cultural) tourism.
This concept is relevant because of the context in which the research took place; the city of Cuenca,
Ecuador; which can be considered a cultural tourism destination. The second concept that will be
discussed is the tourism value chain. Understanding the theory around this concept can be applied to
the context of this research and help understand how the tourism value chain of Cuenca looks like.
The final concept discussed here is indigeneity, and specifically indigeneity in tourism. The discussion
of this concept will reveal what indigeneity entails, and how it is included in tourism which is of use to
analyse the way indigeneity is commodified in the Cuenca tourism sector.

2.1. Tourism as global and local influencer
Statistical research done by the United Nations World Tourism Organization (UN-WTO) and the World
Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC) shows that tourism is one of the fastest growing industries in the
world (UNWTO, 2016). In 2017, international tourist arrivals grew by 7% to 1323 million, generating
US$1.6 trillion in export earnings (Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019). In 2015, the tourism sector on a
global scale generated 9.8% of global GDP. It is estimated by the WTTC that this value will increase to
10.8% of the world GDP by 2026 (WTTC, 2016). While it can be argued that the tourism industry
contributes significantly to development, the centrality of the industry’s growth agenda also has
considerable impacts on efforts that try to secure long-term sustainable development goals (HigginsDesbiolles et al., 2019).

2.1.1. Defining tourism
Scholars have taken different approaches to define tourism, in which often the terms ‘travel’ and
‘tourism’ were used interchangeably (Page, 2007). Tourism is often seen purely as a business sector or
“industry”, but it can also be defined through a mobility approach (Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019). Hall
(2008) argues that tourism can be understood as “an expression of lifestyle identified either through
voluntary travel or a voluntary temporary short-term change of residence” (p.7). Such a mobility
approach shows how complex contemporary tourism can be, including possible overlap with everyday
leisure, diasporic travel, emigration, business travel, travel to second homes, and medical travel
(Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019). The UN-WTO, the international organization responsible for tourism,
maintains a similar mobility definition to tourism: ‘The activities of persons travelling to and staying in
places outside their usual environment for not more than one consecutive year for leisure, business
and other purposes’ (WTO and UNSTAT, 1994). This definition reveals the essential nature of tourism
which emerges out of a movement of people towards various places or destinations, and their stay in
these destinations which takes place outside the usual place of residence (Christou, 2005). This
movement to destinations is temporary and short-term in character, implying that destinations are
visited for purposes other than taking up employment or permanent residence in the destinations that
are visited. Travels have to meet certain requirements before they count as tourism rather than other
forms of travel. These requirements include a minimum length of stay of one night and a maximum
length of stay of one year, strict purpose of visit categories which include leisure, business and common
interest, and sometimes a distance consideration recommended at 160 kilometres which makes it
possible to determine the traveller’s ‘usual environment’ (Cooper, 2012).
Tourism is a highly service driven industry, with unique characteristics that distinguish it from other
industries. Unlike other industries, tourism contains multiple products or services which require the
co-operation of several suppliers. Each of the individual supplying businesses involved contribute to
developing a tourism product, but it is often not possible for one individual business to provide the
5

whole product on its own. The tourism industry is therefore a heterogeneous sector that consists of
different product fields which are somehow linked (Christou, 2005). According to Yilmaz & Bititci
(2006), three characteristics that are relevant to tourism and which also distinguish tourism from other
industries are ‘inseparability’, ‘perishability’ and ‘intangibility’. Inseparability means that tourism is
consumed where it is produced, since visitors have to be physically present at a destination in order to
experience tourism. Perishability relates to the service that tourism offers, which is lost if it is not
consumed at the time and place it exists. The availability of beds in hotels, seats in restaurants or
attraction tickets can’t be stored during the off-season to sell again in the peak. Intangibility also relates
to the services that are offered in tourism, which can often not be seen as tangible products (Cooper,
2012).

2.1.2. Developments regarding cultural tourism
The culture of a destination has been an important attraction for visitors ever since the Grand Tour of
Europe that took place in the eighteenth century (Cooper, 2012). Whereas in the eighteenth century,
culture was something that was only consumed by the elite, nowadays culture is an object of mass
consumption which comprises around 40% of global tourism (Richards, 2018). Cultural tourism as a
social phenomenon and object of academic study emerged in the post-World War 2 period when
leisure travel started to grow. In Europe, travel helped to increase cultural understanding and rebuild
economies. Incomes continued to rise in the 1960s and 1970s, and so did international travel and the
consumption of culture. So much so that by the 1980s the amount of international tourists that visited
major sites and attractions attracted enough attention to attach the label ‘cultural tourism’ to this
emerging niche market (Richards, 2018).
Cultural tourism is considered a field without a theoretical home. Cultural tourism is not a single
market, and is therefore difficult to define (Schouten, 2007). One conceptual definition of cultural
tourism is ‘The movement of persons to cultural attractions away from their normal place of residence,
with the intention to gather new information and experiences to satisfy their cultural needs’ (Richards,
1996). Cultural tourism is a type of special interest tourism that is based on the search for and
participation in new and deep cultural experiences, which can be either aesthetic, emotional,
intellectual or psychological (Stebbins, 1996). Cultural tourism is often considered as an entity, but in
practice it covers a very diverse range of activities. The interchangeable use of terms such as cultural
tourism, heritage tourism, ethnic tourism and art tourism for similar activities makes the matter even
more complicated (Hughes, 2002). The growth in education and travel as a result of rising living
standards in the developed world are basic drivers of cultural consumption within tourism (World
Tourism Organization, 2018). Also, long-haul travel has become easier and cheaper lately, the tourism
market has matured and more and more regions of the world are entering the tourism industry.
Tourists increasingly gain global points of cultural reference, with many cultural sites and historic
buildings becoming ‘must see’ sights and the reason to visit a destination (Hughes, 2002), and are now
seeking differentiation by looking for unique sights and experiences (Higgins-Desbiolles et al., 2019).
While many tourist sites and events are being marketed on a global scale and have gained global
significance for example through the list of UNESCO World Heritage sites, the mature tourist market
increasingly seeks more specialised, niche tourist experiences to remote locations and unique cultures
(Macleod, 2006). What is missing is an understanding of how visitors define a heritage site and what a
visit to such a site means to them (Christou, 2005).
In cultural tourism the visitor’s essential motivation is to experience, learn, discover and consume the
tangible and intangible cultural attractions and products in a tourism destination (Richards, 2018).
Tangible cultural attractions are, among others, national and world heritage sites, historic places and
buildings, monuments and cultural routes. Intangible cultural attractions are a destination’s
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gastronomy, crafts, traditional festivals, music, religious/spiritual tourism, oral traditions, etcetera
(World Tourism Organization, 2018). This shows that contemporary cultural tourism has a broad
nature, not only related to sites and monuments but also to ways of life, creativity and ‘everyday
culture’ (Richards, 2018). Culture as a tourism attraction can be further divided into three subcategories; material culture, normal daily life, and animated forms of culture. Material culture
comprises architecture, buildings, monuments, as well as souvenirs, crafts, paintings and literature.
Normal daily life includes the everyday life in the destination and the lifestyle of the local people,
including things like local cuisine. Among animated forms of culture are theatres, festivals and events,
of which some may be staged or re-enacted specifically for the tourists (Cooper, 2012).
Tourism poses both advantages and disadvantages for local cultures. On the one hand tourism can
provide economic and social benefits (Yang, 2011), enhancing the social, cultural and place identity of
local people and conserving cultural landscapes (Carr et al., 2016). This includes for example the
possibility for a revival of local crafts, traditions, dances and music and it is seen by residents as a way
to learn about, share, and preserve their local culture (Schouten, 2007; Besculides et al., 2002). When
tourists show interest in a certain culture and generate demand for products which reflect that culture,
this can generate positive value to this culture for local people (Medina, 2003). On the other hand exist
concerns regarding erosion of these same phenomena and the possibility that aspects of culture are
moulded, changed and staged into profit-driven products purely for tourists which may manipulate
cultural customs and traditions (Schouten, 2007; Dyer et al., 2003). In this way tourism can also
negatively impact the culture and sense of identity of ethnic groups (Yang, 2011).
Tourists who are interested in culture often look for exposure to local traditions and behaviours, and
different ways of life (Christou, 2005). They often travel with the purpose of experiencing a different
culture, in the widest possible sense which includes the language, arts, crafts, traditions, religion, food
and dress, in other words ‘wide’ cultural tourism. The term ‘cultural tourism’ is often used in this sense.
In other cases, culture is just an incidental reason to visit a destination (Hughes, 2002). The same is
noticed by the UNWTO who measured the size of the cultural tourism market, and witnessed that
there is a core market that primarily travels for culture, and a larger market of visitors who are
interested in undertaking cultural activities, though it is not their primary reason to travel. Currently,
in almost all types of holiday some form of culture is consumed, and it has become an integral part of
many tourist experiences. This makes it increasingly difficult to distinguish between culture and
tourism, because the culture that is consumed by tourists is increasingly integrated into the everyday
life of the places they visit (World Tourism Organization, 2018). As cultural tourism has grown, tourists
not only search for the exceptional but also look for the everyday, where they increasingly search to
‘live like a local’, and the ‘local’ is often seen as a new criterion for ‘authenticity’ (Richards, 2018). On
top of that, heritage or cultural tourism products are often not measurable goods, but rather
experiences. Tourists spend money, time and other resources on their visit, but there is no tangible
return on their investment. What they receive from their investment is an experience which mainly
provides psychological benefits. This is why the experience that tourists receive from interacting with
the tourism service is such an important factor in the heritage and cultural tourism business (Christou,
2005).
Tourists are not a homogeneous group, because they have various different personalities, interests,
experiences, and levels of involvement (Schouten, 2007; Cooper, 2012). During their research on
different types of cultural tourists in Hong Kong, McKercher and Du Cros (2002) identified five different
types of cultural tourists (also illustrated in figure 1):
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The purposeful cultural tourist (high centrality/deep experience), for these visitors learning
about, and experiencing other cultures is the major reason for choosing a destination.
The sightseeing cultural tourist (high centrality/shallow experience) is less concerned with
experiencing the other culture and more interested in visiting the cultural highlights.
The casual cultural tourist (modest centrality/shallow experience) for this group culture plays
a less dominant role in the decision making process for the destination, and being there the
tourist does not get deeply involved.
The incidental cultural tourist (low centrality/shallow experience) does not choose a
destination based upon culture, and once there will only superficially be involved.
The serendipitous cultural tourist (low centrality/deep experience) did not seek cultural
involvement in the choice of the destination, but whilst there gets really involved and has a
deep experience.

Figure 1: Types of cultural tourists (Source: McKercher & Du Cros, 2002: 32)

2.1.3. Commodification and Staged Authenticity in tourism
Tourism as an economic activity has been held responsible for the commodification of cultures. Objects
and performances that were once created for local consumption are adapted towards the tourism
market and are said to be trivialised, debased and exploited (Macleod, 2006). Everything, including
‘culture’, can potentially be a commodity (Shepherd, 2002). According to Cohen: ““Commoditization”
is a process by which things (and activities) come to be evaluated primarily in terms of their exchange
value, in a context of trade, thereby becoming goods (and services); developed exchange systems in
which the exchange value of things (and activities) is stated in terms of prices form a market” (Cohen,
1988: p380). Touristic commoditization refers to the “offering of cultural products and practices for
money” (Medina, 2003, p. 354). According to Greenwood (1977), who was one of the first scholars to
study the commodification of culture through tourism, the commodified cultural products often lose
their meaning and significance to local people, who in turn lose their motivation for producing them
(Greenwood, 1977). These commodified cultural products also tend to become more oriented towards
8

an ‘external public’ and adopted to the tastes of tourists. For instance, art and craft products could be
changed in materials, form or colour. On the other hand, tourist-oriented products often gain new
meanings for local people, because they can become a distinctive mark of their ethnic or cultural
identity, and a way of self-representation before an external public. Still, old meanings do not
necessarily disappear in this process, but they remain important at a different level, for an internal
public. In this way, commodification does not necessarily destroy the meanings of cultural products,
but it may alter them or add new meanings to old ones. At a certain point these cultural products
become recognized as authentic again, and this process is what Cohen calls ‘emergent authenticity’
(Cohen, 1988). ‘Colourful’ local costumes and customs, folk and ethnic arts, rituals and feasts that
become commodities or touristic services which are only performed for touristic consumption are clear
examples of commodification of local culture in tourism (Cohen, 1988).
Commodified cultural products and practices in tourism are often ‘staged’ to look ‘authentic’. The
concept of ‘staged authenticity’ was introduced by MacCannell (1973) in the context of ethnic tourism.
Its basic principle is that tourees (hosts) sell their culture (including themselves) in order to create an
appealing tourism package. When this package changes the nature of the product, the authenticity
that is sought by the tourist becomes ‘staged authenticity’ provided by the host (MacCannell, 1973).
According to Goffman, a distinction can be made between a front stage and a back stage in tourism.
The front stage is the meeting place of hosts and guests, and the back stage is the place where hosts
retreat to relax and prepare for performances and where tourists are not allowed entry. Tourists try
to enter back stages of the places they visit, because these are associated with ‘authentic’ experiences
and intimate relations. An example of a front stage is a reception office, and an example of a back
stage is a kitchen or a washroom. Performers or hosts can appear in both the front and the back stage,
while the tourists only appear in the front stage. MacCannell argues that what is shown to tourists for
example through guided tours is not the back stage as described by Goffman, but rather a staged back
region. Tourists may believe that they are entering a back stage, while in reality it is a front stage which
has been set up to look like a back stage for tourist visitation (MacCannell, 1973). This front region that
is staged to look like an ‘authentic’ back region is what MacCannell calls ‘staged authenticity’. Similarly,
localities may be staged as being remote, or ‘non-touristic’, in order to give tourists the feeling they
are discovering them. Here, native inhabitants of such ‘exotic’ localities are expected to ‘play the
native’ to provide an ‘authentic’ appearance to the tourists (MacCannell, 1973; Cohen, 1988). Cohen
argues that the need to present tourists with ever more spectacular and exotic attractions is growing,
and therefore cultural products are increasingly staged to look authentic (Cohen, 1988). After decades
of staged cultural products, Macleod (2006) argues that nowadays the very act of being a tourist means
consuming commodified and inauthentic products, and considering contemporary tourism as harmful
to the concept of authenticity equals romanticizing the notion of tourism itself.
Cultural tourism needs to be studied not just as a specific form of tourism or a coherent tourism
market, but rather as a collection of cultural practices that are engaged in by a wide range of actors in
the destination and by tourists themselves (Richards, 2018). The concept of tourism value chains can
contribute to this study.

2.2. Tourism analysis through Tourism Value Chains
The organization and production of products is realized through supply chain management (SCM), and
tourism is no exception. It is in the supply chain where the commodification of (cultural) tourism
products becomes visible. Ho et al. (2002: p4422) define SCM as “a philosophy of management that
involves the management and integration of a set of selected key business processes from end user
through original suppliers, that provides products, services, and information that add value for
customers and other stakeholders through the collaborative efforts of supply chain members”. The
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basic principle of sustainable SCM relates to collaboration between companies and their suppliers, and
their willingness to connect their aims and essential operational processes to create unique,
international resources that satisfy the market and their customers, and help gain competitive
advantage (Font et al., 2008).
The analysis of a supply chain and supply chain management can be used to analyse tourism, because
the product, service or experience that is consumed by tourists is assembled and comprises many
different suppliers (Page, 2007). The tourism industry is comprised of many different players, who
interact with each other to work out their diverse business objectives across different operating
systems (Zhang et al., 2009), and who jointly make an effort to meet tourism demand. The tourism
sector includes different branches which make it difficult to comprehend the entire supply chain.
Different components that are consumed in tourism include restaurants, the use of bars, food,
handicrafts, infrastructure and related services (Page, 2007). Some branches are highly concentrated
and act as global players, such as airlines, hotel chains and car rental agencies. However, small and
medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) still make up the majority of the tourism industry (Costa & Carvalho,
2011).
The tourism industry has modernized and evolved considerably during the last three decades, and the
highly competitive environment of the industry has forced tourism businesses to look for ways to
increase their competitive advantage. One way of doing this is by adopting effective tourism supply
chain management (Zhang et al., 2009). A tourism supply chain (TSC) is defined by Zhang et al. (2009:
p347) as “a network of tourism organizations engaged in different activities ranging from the supply
of different components of tourism products/services such as flights and accommodation to the
distribution and marketing of the final tourism product at a specific tourism destination, and involves
a wide range of participants in both the private and public sectors”. The main differences between the
supply chain of a tourism product and that of other products lies in the fact that the customer travels
to the place where the product is consumed, and that the product is mostly composed of services
which means that there is an important role for the people who provide these services (Slusarczyk et
al., 2016). The main goal of a TSC is tourist satisfaction, which entails the degree to which tourists are
satisfied with the tourism products and services they received (Zhang et al., 2009). Since this research
looks into the tourism value chain of Cuenca, Ecuador, it is important to know what a TSC theoretically
comprises.
While analysing the TSC structure it is important to not only identify the different TSC members, but
also consider issues such as power relations and business links among these members (Zhang et al.,
2009). Because currently in the field of cultural tourism the focus lies more on experience consumption
rather than production, power relations affecting the representation of culture in tourism value chains
are not sufficiently analysed. Questions of power are often overshadowed by a continuing focus on
individual cultural consumers instead of different social groups and the dynamics between them
(Richards, 2018). To analyse power relations in the tourism value chain of Cuenca, this study uses the
definition of ‘power’ as explained by Hall (1994), who mentions that power governs the interactions
between actors, influencing the formulation of tourism policies and the way they are implemented.
This relates therefore to power between actors and the decisions they (can) make regarding their
business links in the value chain.
The growth of the world tourism sector in the past two or three decades did not only bring important
benefits to the actors involved in tourism value chains, but it also increased conflicts between the
different stakeholders who are sometimes willing to jeopardize the image of other businesses in order
to maximize their own profits (Song et al., 2013). The interactions between different stakeholders from
the public and private sector, as well as the civil society form a tourism value chain in which various
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different actors compete and cooperate. This multi-sectoral characteristic of a tourism value chain
often results in power imbalances where each actor tries to gain more power to obtain a larger share
of value. These different stakeholder interactions and power relations may affect the viability of the
tourism value chain, and reduce the potential of tourism to contribute to regional and local
development (Adiyia et al., 2015). In developing countries, nature-based tourism and ecotourism are
often dominant, but through the establishment of linkages that are based on cultural activities and
handicrafts local communities can be more involved and participate in the value chain. Linking labour,
services and products of local communities in developing countries to the tourism sector can
contribute to sustainable regional development (Adiyia et al., 2015).

2.3. Indigeneity in Tourism
In their quest for cultural experiences, tourists today show a strong interest in what they consider the
traditional lifestyle of indigenous people, regarding them as icons of the past and people who are notyet-modern. The contradiction of tourists who are enforcing modernity but also expect to see
“authentic” indigenous people creates a product of a commoditized “Indigenous brand”, which is
important in attracting tourists and creating revenue to those people who are part of the brand (Koot,
2016). The tourists’ quest for authenticity is often satisfied by the staged performance of this
Indigenous brand (Xie, 2003). In this way, the authentic image becomes a tool of capitalism in the form
of this branded product. The only way in which indigenous people who are part of this brand can profit
is to uphold this commoditized brand and remain “traditional”, since it is an essential part of
indigenous tourism (Koot, 2016).
One of the key concepts in sustainable tourism to address the needs of host communities is the
preservation of traditional cultures (Xie, 2003), and the enhancement of social, cultural and place
identity of indigenous people, as well as their economic wellbeing. One way to enhance social, cultural
and economic wellbeing of indigenous people, is by introducing indigenous or ethnic tourism, which
was done by many countries (Carr et al., 2016). This type of tourism is a way for ethnic minorities to
show their culture and keep their traditions alive. Just like the Indigenous brand that was described
before, this is often related to the concept of ‘staged authenticity’ since their culture and traditions
are often made into a product especially targeted to what tourists want to see. Ethnic tourism can
have positive impacts such as economic and social benefits, but it can also have negative impacts on
the culture and identity of ethnic groups. In ethnic tourism, the way in which minority cultures are
represented by different powerful stakeholders is an essential component. This representation of
ethnicity should be seen as a political process which can reinforce power relations in a society (Yang,
2011).
The consumption of ethnic culture is driven by market needs and depends on changes in political and
cultural climates. In many cases, ethnic minorities are under-represented in tourism management,
which makes it difficult for them to control the content and interpretation of cultural exhibitions. Nonindigenous people are usually the people who control the operation of ethnic attractions, while they
might not fully understand the culture and traditions that are displayed. Because the most powerful
stakeholders in the tourism value chain are the ones who determine the presentation of ethnic culture,
these representations are linked to broader social, political and economic contexts in which cultural
images are always produced and consumed (Yang, 2011). Therefore, the assumed poverty alleviation
in indigenous tourism does not always reach those who need it most because of a system in which
non-indigenous people are in control and indigenous people are often still marginalised (Koot, 2016).
On top of that, indigenous tourism is still often based on the needs and priorities of non-indigenous
people (Richards, 2018). This implies that power relationships exist in the way in which indigenous
tourism is organised, and that the most powerful actors in these systems are rarely the indigenous
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people themselves. Because of this, what constitutes an ethnic culture is usually decided by outside
actors instead of by indigenous people themselves. This makes it difficult for indigenous people to take
control and gain a more powerful position. Hence it is a way in which indigenous people remain in a
marginalised position and the non-indigenous actors remain the most powerful actors. The way in
which ethnic minorities are represented in tourism is dependent on historical, cultural and political
discourses, constructed to meet the needs of tourists and the demands of internal domestic politics
(Yang, 2011).

2.3.1. Indigenous peoples
The previous section has shown that indigenous people are of interest in the tourism sector around
the world, and that indigenous tourism is introduced in several regions with the aim of benefitting
indigenous people. To understand which people are meant when talking about indigenous people in
tourism, this section briefly explains what the term ‘indigenous people’ entails.
The global indigenous population varies from a total of 200 million to 370 million people, living in every
region of the world. The vast majority of 70% lives in Asia, while Latin America holds around 50 million
indigenous people, making up 11% of the region’s total population in 2013 (Sarivaara et al., 2013). The
etymology of the term indigenous people refers to the native or original inhabitants of an area or a
country, and indigenous peoples are often seen as being the first inhabitants of a certain territory,
having occupied it before settlers arrived (Gausset et al., 2011; Merlan et al., 2009). In the Americas,
the term indigenous peoples has been used for centuries to refer to peoples with a pre-Columbian
ancestry, though this description is questionable because of cultural change, intermarriage, population
movements, refusals to identify as indigenous, etcetera (Marschke et al., 2008). The indigenous subject
is produced through performativity and materialization, meaning that several repeated acts can signify
an individual as indigenous, such as the consumption of particular foods, verbal and body language,
and clothing, something which also occurs frequently in (cultural) tourism. However, this production
is not uncontested because when acts are changed or performed in a different way, they can disrupt
the norms that define the ‘ideal Indian’ and disturb the meanings that are associated with ‘indigenous’
difference (Valdivia, 2009). Crucial to indigenous peoples’ sense of identity is self-identification as
indigenous individual cultural identity and the acceptance as such by the indigenous group.
Nevertheless, this self-identification can also lead to conflicts of not being accepted as indigenous
members (Sarivaara et al., 2013).

2.3.2. The Construction of Indigeneity
In its broadest sense, the concept of indigeneity analyses the way in which social, economic, cultural,
institutional and political processes construct the meaning of being indigenous in a particular time and
place. This makes the question of who counts as ‘indigenous’ a fundamentally political question
(Postero, 2013). Tourism is one of these processes in which the meaning of being indigenous is (re)constructed through commodification and staged authenticity. One way of defining indigeneity
according to Radcliffe (2017) is the socio-spatial processes and practices in which indigenous people
and places are determined as distinct to dominant universals in ontology, epistemology, culture,
sovereignty, etcetera. Analysing subjects through the lens of indigeneity aims to identify and theorize
the position of what is (known to be) “indigenous”, depending on history and geography. Indigeneity
is a form of positioning and producing of difference and subjectivity which is always embedded in
power differences on various scales and can only originate from power-inflected, contested,
geographically- and temporally-fixing processes (Radcliffe, 2017). Possibly this also occurs within
tourism value chains, something which this study is trying to find out. Since indigeneity is deemed a
social construct and a historically contingent formulation it is subject to redefinition over time and
space (Valdivia, 2009; Postero, 2013). Martinez Cobo (1986, 5, par. 379) defined indigenous
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communities, peoples and nations at a group level for the United Nations as “those which have a
historical continuity with pre-invasion and precolonial societies that developed on their territories,
consider themselves as distinct from other sectors of societies now prevailing in those territories . . .
and are determined to preserve and transmit to future generations their ancestral territories, and their
ethnic identity, as the basis of their continued existence as peoples”.
Contrary to this definition, indigenousness is also described as being the outcome of governmental
policies that are imposed from above and from the outside (Merlan et al., 2009). Therefore,
authenticity and ‘prior presence’ are less relevant than the forms of power and economy which
continuously produce indigeneity in relation to nonindigenous subjects, environment, sovereignty,
policy, and the academy (Radcliffe, 2017). The concept of ‘indigeneity’ is mostly applied to regions in
the Americas, and its applicability on other regions is often disputed. Lasting structures of inequality
that were once created by colonialism and are reinforced by racism, cultural logics, and political and
economic institutions immerse indigenous people in broad power relations. Indigeneity is constantly
redefined according to the power relations that are at play in certain moments, and it can take
different meanings in different political landscapes (Postero, 2013). Indigeneity is often represented
both by the state and by local peoples as being contrary to capitalism, while in fact indigenous people
often have very diverse relations to capitalism in which some benefit from it and some are being
harmed by it (Postero, 2013). This study will further examine existing structures in tourism which
immerse indigenous people in power relations to find out in what way indigeneity is produced in
tourism and what the relations of indigenous people are to this form of capitalism in terms of benefits
or harm. In other words, how existing structures lead to the exclusion and marginalisation of
indigenous people in the tourism value chain.
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3. Methodology
In this research, I travelled to Cuenca, Ecuador and conducted ethnographic fieldwork during a period
of two months. This fieldwork took place in January and February of 2019. During the fieldwork I used
several qualitative research methods for data gathering. This section elaborates on those research
methods, the sampling methods that were used to target research participants, and the analysis of the
findings. Besides that, it also includes changes in research focus that occurred during the research, an
explanation of how the researcher identity may have influenced the research, and the ethics of this
research.

3.1. Research focus
Prior to the fieldwork I made an assumption based on desk research that indigenous tourism in Cuenca
was potentially a significant part of the local tourism sector. Therefore, the initial research focus lied
on indigenous tourism experiences being presented and experienced as ‘authentic’ tourist
experiences. After arrival in Cuenca this research focus slightly changed, because I noted that
indigenous tourism was not obviously offered and promoted in the city. Nevertheless, I observed
aspects of indigenous culture in the city in various ways. Therefore, instead of analysing how
indigenous tourism is experienced and commodified as ‘authentic’ tourist experience, the research
focus shifted to analysing how indigeneity is commodified in Cuenca in the first place. This included a
broader analysis of the Cuenca tourism sector as a whole.

3.2. Research Methods
During this research, different qualitative research methods were used. Those were semi-structured
and unstructured interviews, participant observation, artifact analysis and desk research. These
methods and their application in this research will be explained below, including the sampling methods
used to reach the research participants.

3.2.1. Research Participants
A tourism value chain comprises many different actors. Therefore, several different groups of research
participants were included in this study to acquire enough information from different actors in the
tourism value chain of Cuenca, Ecuador, to answer the general research question. Those research
participants included national and international tourists, tour guides, representative(s) of the Ministry
of Tourism, owners and employees of local tourism businesses such as local travel agencies, souvenir
shops and talleres, representative(s) of the local tourism information office, and local citizens of
Cuenca who do not operate in the tourism sector. This variation in research participants was necessary
to acquire a profound understanding of the tourism sector in Cuenca from different perspectives.

3.2.2. Sampling
The majority of research participants in this study were selected through purposive sampling.
Purposive sampling is a nonprobability sampling method that includes selecting elements based on the
researcher’s judgement about which elements can facilitate his or her research (Adler & Clark, 2011).
Because Cuenca has quite a well-developed tourism sector, this sampling method was chosen to
narrow down the possible research participants in the city and only select those that are relevant for
the topic of this research. When it comes to the travel agencies included in this research, I first analysed
what kind of tourist products they offer, and based on that I selected which ones to include in the
research. Some employees of these travel agencies also worked as tour guide, so by coincidence some
tour guides were also found through purposive sampling. Other tourism businesses such as souvenir
shops were analysed in the same way before including them in the research. When it comes to the
tourists included in this research, I tried to select a diverse group of research participants from different
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age groups, nationalities, travel parties and gender, to get a representative sample of tourists in
Cuenca.
In some cases, a snowball sampling method was used, in which members of the group of interest can
identify other members of the group (Adler & Clark, 2011). This means that during interviews and
conversations some respondents identified other respondents which could then be found and
interviewed by the researcher. This sampling method was used because in some cases this was the
only way to find the research participants that were needed for the research. This was the case for
people working in tourism businesses such as talleres that were less accessible in towns surrounding
Cuenca. Also some of the tour guides were found through snowball sampling, because the guides
included in this research were hired by travel agencies to perform guided tours, which were also
analysed in this research.

3.2.3. Interviews
An in-person interview is a conversation between people in which one person has the role of
researcher (Gray, 2004). This is a method which is convenient in the case of questions which involve
complicated reports of behaviour, when respondent groups are difficult to reach by phone, when the
interviews are long, and when it is necessary to get high response rates (Adler & Clark, 2011). It is also
a useful method to combine with other research methods. Instead of purely socializing which is the
main goal of regular conversations, in interviews the researcher is looking for particular information
which can be acquired through asking focused questions and guiding the conversation (Rubin & Rubin,
2005). When this is done correctly, conducting interviews is a good way to explore the knowledge,
thoughts, ideas and opinions of research participants in depth. Participants can use their own words
to provide information and explain their views. A lot of freedom exists in conducting interviews, which
means that interviews can be used to uncover unexpected aspects of a certain topic. Interviews can
be held in a structured, semi-structured or unstructured format, and both verbal and non-verbal
elements such as body language of the interviewee should be noted by the researcher (Gray, 2004).
I held both semi-structured and unstructured interviews in this research, meaning that in some cases,
the interview partly consisted of questions which I had denoted beforehand. Whether an interview
was semi-structured or unstructured was dependent on the situation and with whom the interview
was held. The interviews varied in length, and were held with a variety of different actors that are part
of the tourism sector in Cuenca. This will be specified below for both interview styles.
The results of these interviews were used to (partially) answer all research questions to a greater or
lesser extent. This was therefore the most important research method that was used to acquire the
majority of information during the fieldwork.
Semi-structured
Semi-structured interviews can be held to acquire specific information from a certain participant, in
the form of an in-depth interview. Before the interview, some questions were denoted in an interview
guide which were adapted specifically to the actor that was going to be interviewed and the
information that was expected from this actor. During the interview it was intended to answer these
denoted questions, and add to them by asking follow-up questions responding to the answers given
by the participant. Questions that were asked were mostly open questions, which allowed respondents
to answer in their own words (Adler & Clark, 2011) and made it possible to acquire as much information
as possible. With the permission of the participant, the interviews were recorded and transcribed
afterwards by the researcher. Information obtained from the interview will remain confidential, and
this was also communicated to the respondents. Not all the actors who were interviewed could be
identified at the start of this research, some of them were identified during the fieldwork. Semi15

structured interviews were held with key actors in the Cuenca tourism sector, such as people working
for different travel agencies, representatives of the Ministry of tourism and the municipal tourism
office, tourists, guides, and people working in tourism businesses such as souvenir shops. Themes that
were discussed during these in-depth interviews included the promotion of the city and its various
attractions, how the tourism sector is organized including who is responsible for what, the importance
of indigenous culture in the city and in tourism, and the benefits from tourism for different actors
involved. A total of 42 semi-structured interviews were conducted in this research in order to gain
sufficient information responding to the formulated research questions.
Unstructured
Unstructured interviews were also held in this research, but instead of asking previously prepared
questions, these took place in the form of informal conversations. The only thing which the researcher
had in mind was a general sense of which kind of information was needed, and questions were
formulated accordingly while the conversation was going (Adler & Clark, 2011). This interview style
can be used as a way to gain the trust of research participants by taking part in their daily conversations
and experiences, because by participating in informal conversations the role of researcher becomes
less visible and less imminent for the research participants. Notes were taken from the relevant topics
that were discussed in these conversations. Unstructured interviews were held mainly with guides who
work in the Cuenca tourism sector, tourists, souvenir vendors, and local inhabitants of the city. During
these conversations, themes that were discussed related mostly to indigenous people in the area and
whether the indigenous culture in the area can be seen as a tourist attraction, but also on general
tourism attractions in the area, the history of the region, and other topics that were currently popular.
These unstructured interviews were combined with participant observation, which will be explained
in the next section.

3.2.4. Participant observation
Participant observation is a tool to study the activities of people in their natural surroundings by
observing them and by participating in those activities (Kawulich, 2005). It consists of two parts:
observation and participation. Where in observation a researcher only needs the right tools, a vantage
point and a method to record data, in participation it is necessary to become involved in or associated
with a group, event or practice (Laurier, 2016). Participant observation is a good way to get an
unfiltered view of human behaviour, especially in a situation where not much is known about the
research participants (Adler & Clark, 2011). For the researcher it is important to blend into the
surroundings so that the research participants act naturally. In this way the researcher can gather data
about what is going on, which can be analysed after the researcher has left the research setting. It is
important to remain open minded and not fixed on expected outcomes (Kawulich, 2005). Here,
participant observation relates to unstructured interviews, since it is in these natural surroundings and
during daily activities that unstructured interviews take place.
The type of observations that are done can change over the course of time. At the start of the
fieldwork, observations are usually descriptive in order to get a good overview of the situation and the
things that are happening there. After the descriptive data are gathered and analysed, observations
can be narrowed to make focused observations on certain aspects that stood out during the initial
phase. Once these focused observations are performed and analysed, the investigation can be
narrowed even further to make selective observations. While focusing the observations more and
more, the descriptive observations will continued to be made throughout the fieldwork (Spradley,
2016).
The researcher can take different roles during observation which determines the level of
unobtrusiveness in the situation. In the role of complete participant, the researcher is or pretends to
16

genuinely be part of the situation that is observed. The role of participant-as-observer entails being a
participant but also openly admitting the observer status. The observer-as-participant role is similar in
that it is primarily about observing, and occasionally participating in the situation. Finally there is the
role of complete observer in which the researcher only observes and does not take part in the situation
(Adler & Clark, 2011).
Participant observation in this study
Participant observation in this study was performed in different settings. One of those settings was the
streets of Cuenca, Ecuador. This included mostly the city centre, because this is where the majority of
tourists were located, and also where the majority of tourism businesses operate. Observations were
not only made in the streets, but also in squares, markets, businesses and tourist attractions in the
city. In the initial stage, observations were mainly informal and descriptive without structured plans of
what would be focused on and to get a good overview of what the current situation was like in Cuenca.
After these descriptive observations were done, observations became more focused on certain topics
that were relevant to this study and which could be used to answer the research questions. This focus
was mainly about indigeneity in the city and in tourism. Therefore, I looked at how aspects of
indigenous culture became manifest in the city through art, events and daily activities, how indigenous
culture is presented in tourism products and its promotion, and the behaviour of both local people and
tourists around indigenous people. This included mainly observation rather than participation.
Another setting in which observations took place were tours which I participated in. These were tours
which were offered and sold in Cuenca, but which could take place both inside the city and in its
surroundings. Tours that were participated in were selected on the basis of what they offer. Since this
research focuses on the commodification of indigeneity, tours were selected which included visits
related to indigenous culture, history, or people. Those were tours to towns outside Cuenca where
artesania are made, and to the archaeological site of Ingapirca. I chose these tours because they had
the biggest relation to indigeneity, not only through their advertisement by travel agencies which
included pictures and descriptions of indigenous people and culture, but also in their content related
to indigenous culture and history. Through observations and unstructured interviews that I performed
during these tours, I gained information about how indigenous people, culture and history are included
in organized tourism from Cuenca. These tours also revealed new sites of interest to the research,
namely the places where artesania were made. These were later re-visited for in-depth interviews. On
top of that, observations were made during my daily experiences that were relevant for the research.
I took various roles in this study in different situations of observation. During guided tours, I took the
role of participant-as-observer. In other situations the roles of participant-as-observer and observeras-participant were taken to observe daily activities while living in the city during the time of the
fieldwork, and while performing interviews. Detailed field notes, pictures and audio fragments were
collected of all the observations in the different settings. In the field the notes were written down in a
notebook and on a mobile phone, pictures and audio fragments were also collected on a mobile phone.
Afterwards, this was transcribed in a digital Word file.
With the observations and the corresponding field notes that were taken and transcribed, it was
intended to find answers to all sub questions.

3.2.5. Artifact analysis
Apart from analysing only written or spoken word and observable events, it is also important to take
into account the meanings that are embedded in certain documents and objects called artifacts.
Artifacts are useful in qualitative and ethnographic research because they display the cultural
meanings that people give to the things they make, their clothing, toys, surroundings and even natural
17

objects that were given cultural meaning (LeCompte & Ludwig, 2007). Artifacts are things that are
made, used and given meaning by human beings, and which are normally displayed in public. Artifacts
can gain a cultural meaning when they relate to the history, behaviour, practices and values and beliefs
of the people who make and use them. By analysing these artifacts it can be found what are those
things that people value, and therefore it can be a useful source of information on people and their
culture. Material objects become “artifacts” when they are defined as such by the researcher in the
process of gathering data, and these artifacts can contribute to explore and understand the studied
phenomenon more deeply. Objects can have multiple meanings for different groups who look at it or
use it and depends on the background and motives of the user. Usually, artifacts are small objects such
as clothing, books, artworks which can be carried and used. (LeCompte & Ludwig, 2007; LeCompte &
Ludwig, 2013).
Three kinds of artifacts can be distinguished, and these are text-based artifacts, semi-text based
artifacts and physical objects. Text-based artifacts consist of written texts such as newspapers, books,
letters, journals, etcetera. In these texts is usually stated directly what the people who wrote them
think or believe, and how they identify themselves. Semi-text based artifacts are mostly on paper but
do not consist of text. Examples of this kind of artifact are photographs, posters and maps in which a
lot of information is disclosed, but its meaning often has to be interpreted by the researchers or
explained by participants. Physical objects can also be artifacts, they include almost any items that are
not on paper, such as toys, clothing, religious objects, artwork, etcetera. In most cases, artifacts consist
of souvenirs and clothing which was collected by researchers (Lecompte & Ludwig, 2007).
Artifacts in this study
The artifact analysis that was performed in this study focussed mostly on marketing materials that are
used to promote tourism in Cuenca. These materials include tourism brochures, posters, travel
itineraries, websites and advertisements. This means that the majority of artifacts that were analysed
are text-based or semi-text based. The researcher collected these marketing materials when possible
by entering the offices of tour operators, tourism businesses and tourism information centres. When
it was not possible to collect the physical materials, pictures were taken of the materials which could
be analysed later. Apart from these (semi-)text based marketing materials, physical objects were also
studied in this research, such as handicrafts and artworks that are sold in shops, markets or during
tours, clothing sold or worn by people involved in the tours, and other souvenirs. The researcher
determined them as artifacts and tried to interpret their meaning.
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Figure 2: Examples of artifacts analysed in this research

To be able to analyse the collected artifacts, they had to be transformed or transcribed by the
researcher into readable texts about what the artifacts mean. They had to be identified and then
categorized. Interviewing or observing research participants regarding the artifacts they use and what
they mean to them helped to create such texts that are suitable for analysis, because more information
can be gathered from the people who made the artifacts. It is important to realize that what is actually
studied is not the artifact itself but the text that was written about the artifact (LeCompte & Ludwig,
2007). With this analysis, the aim was to look at how indigeneity is presented and commodified
through marketing materials. Ultimately, the artifact analysis also contributed to the general analysis
of the Cuenca tourism sector and the tourism products offered. Therefore, this method contributed to
answering sub questions 1, 2 and 4.

3.2.6. Desk research
To learn about the tourism sector in the case of Cuenca, Ecuador, an extensive desk research was also
performed. This contributed to getting an overview of the tourism sector and the types of tourism that
it includes. It also gave a better picture of the amount of tourists that visit Cuenca, which tourist
attractions are the most popular and which tourism activities are offered. Therefore, desk research
served as a good preparation before arriving to Cuenca and to gain some background information on
the research setting, but it also contributed to answering the research questions. Desk research was
not only done before departure, but also in the field when websites were analysed as part of the
artifact analysis. Another thing that was examined through desk research was the experience that
tourists had in the city, through reviews on websites such as TripAdvisor or Facebook. Not only tourism
in Cuenca was researched through desk research, but this research method also contributed to finding
more information on indigenous cultures in Ecuador and more specifically in Cuenca. Therefore, desk
research partly contributed to answering all sub questions.
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3.3. Analysis
All transcriptions that were made of the interviews, observations and artifacts were joined together.
They were then analysed through the use of coding. Different types of coding exist. If coding is used
purely to keep facts straight, it is called descriptive coding. During initial or analytic coding it is then
tried to discover and define things in the data. Once these are formulated, the initial codes give way
to focused coding, in which the initial codes become the subject of the coding exercise and some useful
codes are selected while others are rejected that are less useful (Adler & Clark, 2011).
Through coding, the retrieved data of this research was assigned to categories. Words or labels were
associated to the field notes and transcriptions, and afterwards the sections that were similarly
labelled could be collected into files. In this way it was possible to create categories which could then
be used to organize information about different topics (Adler & Clark, 2011). A total of 5 main codes
were identified, which were then further divided into several sub-codes. The 5 main codes were
“Indigenous”, “Attraction of Cuenca”, “Tourism organisation”, “Issues in Cuenca tourism sector”, and
“Tourist demand”.

3.4. Researcher identity
During social research it has to be taken into account that fieldwork is personal and emotional, and
both in the field and after fieldwork the construction and production of self and identity occurs (Coffey,
1999). Therefore, the research on the whole is influenced by my own values, interpretations and
memories. On the other hand, my researcher identity may also have influenced the data acquired
during the fieldwork in this study. Being a young female researcher with European appearance and
background, studying indigeneity in tourism in an Ecuadorean city, may have influenced the people I
spoke to both in the selection of the research participants but also in the answers they gave me. This
is related to cultural differences and personal backgrounds. It was helpful that I had already spent time
in the research area for personal reasons prior to this research, because to some extent this increased
my awareness of the local culture, customs, norms and values. Besides that, my ability to speak Spanish
fluently allowed me to interview certain research participants without the use of a translator, which
can benefit the analysis of the responses because of a lower risk of misinterpretation through
translation.

3.5. Ethics
Ethical behaviour helps protect individuals, communities and environments, and offers the potential
to increase the sum of good in the world (Israel & Hay, 2006: p2). As in every research, this study also
had to deal with several ethical issues. First of all, ethical concerns were taken into account while
gathering data by explaining the purpose of the research and asking permission to the research
participants to conduct interviews. Besides asking permission to conduct the interview, permission
was also asked to record the interview. If a research participant did not give permission to take part in
an interview or to record it then this decision was respected. Research participants were assured that
the information that was gathered through data collection would remain confidential and would only
be used for this research. Also, in the case that some research participants shared delicate or revealing
information, their names remain confidential in this research to avoid any issues among research
participants caused by this research.
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4. Tourism in Cuenca, Ecuador
This chapter gives an overview of the tourism sector in Cuenca, Ecuador. By looking into how this is
organized, the city is analysed as an example of a cultural tourism destination. Throughout the chapter,
attention will be paid to the positions of different stakeholders in the tourism sector, to find out how
power is distributed among them. Eventually this will give more insight in the distribution of power
relations in the value chain of a cultural tourism destination, and how this affects the commodification
of indigeneity within such a tourism destination. It starts by providing the context around indigenous
peoples in the city and some historical processes that are relevant to indigenous peoples living in the
area, such as emigration. The chapter then continues by showing what the attraction of the city is by
giving a general picture of its highlights and what it is that tourists experience on their visit to the city,
to demonstrate how Cuenca can be perceived a cultural tourism destination. After this, the chapter
will explain how the tourism sector is organized to analyse what the tourism value chain of Cuenca
looks like. In particular it looks at several guided tours that are organized by travel agencies in the city,
and how they include other actors such as guides and talleres (places where handicrafts, called
artesania, are made by local craftsmen- and women), to show what the requirements are for these
actors to be included in tours. Finally, the chapter explains what the role of the Ministry of Tourism is
in the Cuenca tourism sector, looking at how they are organized within the region, and what their tasks
and responsibilities are.

4.1 Cuenca as a Tourism Destination
To analyse Cuenca as a cultural tourism destination, this section will introduce a general picture of the
tourism sector in Cuenca and what it looks like. This includes an explanation of the different indigenous
groups that live in- and around the city, including a short history reflecting on developments related
to the indigenous people in the area, as well as a description and explanation of the city’s main
attractions. After that, it will focus on the tourist perspective and explain what it is that tourists like
most in the city, and things that stood out to them. To get a better picture and understanding of these
tourists, an explanation will be given of who those tourists are; including where they are from, their
age, their motivations of traveling and in particular of coming to Cuenca, and their way of travelling
(with a guide, in a group or on their own). In this way the movement of people (tourists) to cultural
attractions away from their place of residence with the intention of gathering new information and
experiences to satisfy their cultural needs will be analysed in the case of Cuenca. Getting this overview
of Cuenca as a cultural tourism destination will help to position any existing power relations in the
city’s tourism value chain.

4.1.1. Indigenous groups in the city
Indigeneity is interwoven with the city of Cuenca and its history. Walking through the city, this becomes
visible in several different aspects of the city’s past and present. This section will first briefly explain
what indigeneity means in the case of Cuenca and what this looks like by analysing different indigenous
peoples in Cuenca, in particular analysing the Chola Cuencana, and analysing emigration that took
place in the 20th century and which had a lot of influence on indigeneity in the region. After this, the
section looks at the present situation and explains how indigeneity becomes manifest and
commodified in the city’s events and daily life. An existing trend is that the visibility of the indigenous
culture becomes smaller. This sub-theme will explain several reasons why this happens. It will also
explain how local (non-indigenous) residents think about this trend and about the indigenous culture
and indigenous people in general.
Indigenous peoples in Cuenca
As a first part of analysing indigeneity in Cuenca, this section first explains which indigenous groups
exist in- and around the city. Ethnicity in Ecuador is usually a matter of self-identification. The majority
21

of the Ecuadorian population identifies as ethnically ‘mestizo’ (72% in 2010). The ‘mestizo’ ethnicity
implies a mixture of Amerindian and European heritage, which is a result of the Spanish conquests that
happened in the 16th century across Latin America (Brown & Schenck, 2002). Besides the mestizo
majority exist several Amerindian ethnic minorities which have a strong social and political impact in
the country, and make up 14,5% of the country’s population in 2010 (INEC, 2010). While some changes
have occurred in the last three decades where cultural patterns of racism and elitism have been
challenged (Collins, 2014), indigenous Ecuadorians continue to be among the most economically and
politically marginalised citizens in the country who are materially poor compared to the rest of the
population (Bowen, 2011). Rural social conditions lag behind those in urban centres, and social
achievements have been insufficient to overcome poverty and inequity (Larrea & Greene, 2018).
Amerindian ethnic groups are often referred to as indigenous peoples by the mestizo population.
People with mixed Amerindian and European descent are categorized mestizo or ‘cholo’ (mestizoIndian) (Roitman & Oviedo, 2017). Other people only speak Spanish but still consider themselves
indigenous, and some still practice several indigenous customs such as ritual cleansings. Several
different ethnic groups are present in Cuenca. Each ethnic group is characterized by a different
traditional clothing style composed of ancestral costumes or ‘vestimenta’.
The indigenous people that is most present in the Ecuadorian Andes, and thus also in Cuenca, are the
Quechua people (Clark & Becker, 2007). This ethnic group has its origins in the pre-Hispanic history of
the country, since they historically descend from the Inca empire that reigned the area when the
Spanish arrived. Their native language Quichua (a dialect of Quechua) remains one of the official
languages in Ecuador (Mejeant, 2001). The Quechua people generally dedicate themselves to
agricultural activities such as growing maize and potatoes, and small-scale livestock farming. Some
communities have specialised in the elaboration of textile or artesania of high quality (Stark, 2011).
More specifically focused on the region around Cuenca, the province adjacent to Azuay; Cañar, is home
to an indigenous Quichua-speaking community called the Cañaris, who live and work in the highlands.
Most people in this community work as farmers, producing food crops such as quinoa and potatoes.
Cañari people are present in Cuenca, where they sell their agricultural products on the markets and in
the streets. The indigenous group called the Saraguros live in the province of Loja, south of Cuenca,
and also speak Quichua. They are also primarily dedicated to agricultural activities, farming crops like
maize, potatoes and grains as well as cattle production on large ranches (Clark & Becker, 2007).
Another indigenous group is called the Otavalos, who originate from the area of Otavalo that is located
north of the capital Quito. They also speak Quichua, and have their own traditional style of dress.
Handmade products and artesania are the specialty of this ethnic group and their main dedication, and
they are known nationally and internationally for the elaboration of textile products, especially
weaving (Clark & Becker, 2007). In Cuenca I observed people from Otavalo mainly selling products on
the artesania markets and in artesania shops, and sometimes selling fruit on the streets.
This shows that several different indigenous peoples live in- and around the city and have several
different economic activities, mainly related to agriculture and artesania, occupying positions at the
bottom of society (Collins, 2014). There is one typical figure that stands out in the culture and identity
of the city. This is the Chola Cuencana, who will be elaborated on in the next section.
Chola Cuencana
In Ecuador, just like in other parts of Latin America, the term ‘cholo’ (‘chola’ in the feminine form)
refers to a racial category describing a person of both Spanish and indigenous heritage. This suggests
that the meaning of ‘cholo’ is synonymous with that of ‘mestizo’. However, the meaning of cholo is
very context-specific and spatially informed, depending on the subject position of both the defined
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‘cholo’ and the people who are doing the defining. It can therefore include many different meanings,
ranging from an insulting term for highland migrants on the coast, to charming qualities related to
cultural practices in the highlands such as the Azuay province. The term is also gendered, and when it
is applied to women in Peru, Bolivia, and the Ecuadorian Andes it usually refers to mestiza market
traders who are not only located in the ‘real world’ selling agricultural and artisanal products, but also
appear in various regional narratives such as folklore, literature, commodified souvenirs and tourist
brochures (Domingos et al., 2013).
In the case of Cuenca, the mixed-race female market trader known as the Chola Cuencana is celebrated
as an iconic cultural symbol which characterizes the region (Domingos et al., 2013). This is confirmed
by a representative of the municipal Tourism Office, who mentions that the Chola Cuencana has
become an icon of the city, so much so that when you talk to any Ecuadorian about Cuenca they already
know it connects to the Chola Cuencana. He notes that it is therefore also incorporated in the essential
culture of the country (Interview Tourism Office, January 31, 2019). The feminised image of the Chola
Cuencana is dressed in traditional costume or vestimenta of a pollera (colourful skirt with artistically
elaborated embroidery), panama hat, macana and braids in her hair, producing and selling rural and
artisanal products. This includes the elaboration of the panama hats. Where the Cañari women wear
their hair in a single braid, the Chola Cuencana women wear their hair in two braids which, according
to a local tour guide, represent their mixed heritage of Spanish and indigenous origin (observations
Free Walking tour, February 26, 2019). It is almost impossible to walk around the city and not come
across the women with their traditional vestimenta. The Tourism Office representative further explains
that whereas in other cities and other countries the traditional culture is disappearing, the Chola
Cuencana still wears this vestimenta with pride, and each item in her outfit in itself has also become
iconic in the image of the city (Interview Tourism Office, January 31, 2019). Each year during the
celebrations of Cuenca’s independence, a beauty contest is held by the municipality in which the Chola
Cuencana is chosen, serving as driver and representative for several social projects in the rural
communities around Cuenca (Metro Ecuador, 2016).
While the Chola Cuencana officially represents a woman with mixed racial heritage, many local
Cuencanos refer to the Chola as being indigenous and see her that way. This became clear in interviews
with several different stakeholders both in the tourism sector and outside the tourism sector who
immediately mention the Chola Cuencana when they are asked about the indigenous culture in the
city. The role of the Chola Cuencana and indigeneity in the city will be further analysed in this chapter.
Influence of emigration on indigeneity in the region
While many Ecuadorians may have indigenous ancestry, economic development, sociodemographic
change, education, expanding job opportunities and migration are transforming indigenous reality and
perhaps affecting indigenous identity (Collins, 2014). Especially emigration is applicable to the case of
Cuenca, where several emigration waves took place. This section shortly explains about these
emigration waves which can serve as background information to understand how indigeneity has
changed in the last decades.
Ecuador has known a lot of emigration during the second half of the 20 th century. So much so, that the
Ecuadorians make up for one of the biggest migratory groups in New York and Spain. 10 to 15 percent
of Ecuadorians left their country and settled in countries like Spain, the United States, Italy, Venezuela
and Chile. When the trade of Panama hats, one of the biggest sources of income for families in the
south of Ecuador, fell between 1950 and 1960, many young men used the connection opened by the
trade of Panama hats to migrate to New York and start working there. During the 1970s migration
continued steadily, but this changed in the 1980s when the petroleum prices collapsed and the country
entered in a severe economic crisis in which the inflation increased and salaries decreased. This crisis
23

was felt mostly by agricultural producers, and accordingly they were the ones who emigrated in this
period. The provinces Azuay and Cañar, with Cuenca as the third biggest city in the country, were the
biggest Ecuadorian emigration zones between 1960 and 1980 (Jokisch, 2007; Altamirano, 2006). A
study performed by IDIS (Instituto de Investigación Social) concluded that in the decade of the 1980s,
between 80.000 to 100.000 people emigrated from the south of Ecuador (Altamirano, 2004). In the
late 1990s another economic crisis was caused by low petroleum prices and floods which affected
export crops, besides the instable political and financial systems that existed in the country. The
national currency, the Sucre, lost its value, unemployment rose with 15% and poverty indicators got
up to 56%. This crisis lead to a second emigration wave in which half a million Ecuadorians left the
country between 1998 and 2004. This time the migrants came from all provinces, and compared to the
first emigration wave this time the migrants were more urbanized and higher educated. Among the
migrants were also several people from ethnic groups such as the indigenous people from Saraguro
and Otavalo (Jokisch, 2007; Altamirano, 2004; Altamirano, 2006).
Several Cuencanos that I talked to during the fieldwork relate the declining “indigenous appearance”
of the city to these emigration waves. A local shop owner explains that there aren’t many indigenous
people around anymore like there used to. He mentions that the area around Cuenca used to be the
area with major agricultural production, and since the emigration that happened in the 1970s the
indigenous people that lived in the countryside now live in the United States (Conversation mr.
Guerrero, February 1, 2019). A young employee of Casa de la Macana in Gualaceo also sees this
migration as a way in which foreign customs come into the country with migrants who return to
Ecuador, and feels that the real culture of the area is disappearing because of it (Interview Casa de la
Macana, February 20, 2019).

4.1.2. Cultural tourism in Cuenca
Cuenca is a city located at 2.560 meters above sea level in the southern Ecuadorian Andes, and it is the
third city of the country. The city is most well-known for its material culture and cultural heritage in
the city centre, which is the reason why it was included in the UNESCO list of world heritage sites in
1999. Walking through the city this is clearly visible in the city’s colonial architecture with a mixture of
houses made of adobe mud brick, and buildings with clear European influences such as Spanish
religious artefacts, French neoclassical style balconies and parks, and ceramic blue tiles from Czech
Republic on the domes of the city’s biggest cathedral. This colonial heritage and architecture attract
tourists from around the world and from within the country itself. Cuenca is also known for the four
rivers that cross the city and that are called Tomebamba, Tarqui, Yanuncay and Machángara.
Tomebamba river is located just south of the city centre, and divides the old colonial part of the city
from the more modern part of the city (UNESCO, 2020).
The Cuenca tourism office which operates under the municipality considers the historic city centre to
be the city’s main attraction, with its characteristic buildings, museums, theatres, parks, viewpoints
and artisanal centres as most appealing tangible features (Interview Tourism office Cuenca, January
31, 2019). Two examples of characteristic architectural highlights are the Old and the New Cathedral
as they are popularly called, that are located one on either side of the Calderon park in the middle of
the city centre. The Old Cathedral, officially named the Church of the Shrine, stands out because of its
white adobe mud brick walls and baroque style interior. Today it serves as the city’s Museum for
Religious Art. On the opposite side of the Calderon park stands the biggest cathedral of the city; the
New Cathedral, officially named the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception. This building makes an
impression because of its different architectural styles, high brick walls and its three notable domes on
the roof that are covered with blue and white ceramic tiles and which have become the icon of the
city. Its interior is decorated with Italian pink marble on the floor and the pillars, and it fits up to 9,000
24

people inside. The most important museums in the city centre are the Pumapungo museum showing
the history and ethnography of the country and its indigenous peoples, and the Panama hat museum
which shows the process of how the city’s most famous product, a Panama hat, is made. This type of
hat is popular among both tourists and locals, and is also often worn by indigenous people in the area.
The city has several parks, of which some smaller parks such as the Calderon park, San Blas park and
San Sebastián park are located within the city centre and mostly serve as a short resting place and a
meeting place both for locals and tourists. Several bigger parks are located just outside the city centre
such as the Parque de la Madre, Paraiso park and La Libertad park. These parks serve more as a place
where local people practice sports, go for walks and enjoy family time. La Libertad park is a fairly new
park which includes a tower that serves as one of the city’s viewpoints. However, the city’s most wellknown viewpoint is located at Turi, a parish with a Quichua name that has been inhabited since precolonial times, located on a hill at the south-side of the city. It can be spotted and recognized easily
from the city because of the white church that’s located high on the hill overlooking the city.
Cuenca has several artisanal centres where artesania are made and sold. Artesanias are handmade
products or crafts that are sold in many different shops throughout the city and serve as excellent
souvenirs for tourists. These are examples of intangible cultural attractions of the city. They are often
made (partly) by indigenous people, or made according to techniques that were developed and used
by indigenous people in the past. Many different types of artesanias are sold in the city, ranging from
textile products, dolls and keychains to ceramics, jewellery and Panama hats. The two most wellknown artisanal centres in Cuenca are the Casa de la Mujer and San Francisco Square. Casa de la Mujer
resembles a small shopping centre consisting of several small shops, in which the artesanos (people
who make the artesania) sell their products and in some cases also elaborate them. San Francisco
Square is mostly known for its merchants from Otavalo, a city in the north of Ecuador, who sell multicoloured textile items made of cotton and alpaca wool that are made in Otavalo.
Located in the outskirts of Cuenca, the national park Cajas with its unique biodiversity is a major
attraction for the city. This is acknowledged both by tourists who mention they have visited the
national park, and by tourism agencies who explain that the guided tours to Cajas national park are
the most popular tours they offer and the ones that are booked most frequently.
Generally speaking it can be witnessed that Cuenca is a destination that likes to be known mostly for
its cultural appeal, since the majority of the sites and touristic highlights that are presented by the
city’s municipal tourism office as its main attractions have either tangible or intangible cultural aspects
such as museums, churches, colonial heritage and architecture, parks and artesania options. At first
glance, the indigenous people and culture in the city do not seem to be a big part of the touristic appeal
of the city, because this is not mentioned by the people responsible for the city brand as being one of
the city’s main attractions.

4.1.3. Tourist perspective of the city
As the city presents itself as a cultural destination with the previously mentioned sites regarded as
main attractions, it is interesting to compare this to the way tourists experience the city during their
visit, to analyse to what degree their experiences match the city’s destination branding.
The main reason why tourists visit Cuenca is because they are looking for culture and history in the
places they visit on their travels, which is a clear example of cultural and heritage tourism according to
the definition of Richards (1996) where people travel to cultural attractions away from their normal
place of residence, looking for new cultural experiences. The beautiful architecture and its UNESCO
recognition are mentioned most as reasons why they decided to visit the city. However, when talking
to tourists in the city it becomes clear that the things that stand out about the attraction of Cuenca as
25

a tourism destination are not necessarily the tangible attractions and sites within the city itself, but
more the intangible attractions such as the city’s atmosphere and feeling in general. What tourists like
most about Cuenca and what really stands out to them is the friendliness of the people. Even though
a language barrier exists in many cases, tourists feel very comfortable among the local people who, in
their experience, are always friendly and willing to help them. This is illustrated by a family from the
USA of a senior couple and their adult son who have been travelling in the country for nearly a month,
who mention “we talk to the people in English, we are kind of working out, translator on our phone.
But they’re all very accommodating and help us. People take us by the hand and take us where we
need to go. I have never met so many nice people” (Interview family USA, February 28, 2019).
Tourists often compare the city to Quito, Ecuador’s capital. Even though they are both cities located in
the mountains and both have a colonial city centre which is listed on the UNESCO list of world heritage
sites, Cuenca is experienced more positively than Quito in several aspects mainly related to intangible
or ‘everyday’ culture. For instance, tourists from France and the United States who visited both Quito
and Cuenca on their trip to Ecuador noticed that Cuenca is a very clean city, where the air quality is
better than in Quito and where there is less trash in the streets (Interview French tourists, February
22, 2019; Interview USA girls, February 6, 2019). Tourists also experience Cuenca as a very organized
city, for example regarding public transportation, but they still consider it to be more easy-going and
peaceful than Quito where people seem to be more in a rush. Furthermore, tourists mention that they
feel very safe in this city, in some cases this was something they had not expected beforehand, as was
the case for a group of Canadian tourists who mention that “contrary to a lot of things that we heard
we felt very safe all the time we were here” (Interview Canadian tourists, February 6, 2019).
Within the city centre’s old town tourists mostly visit the churches, including the cathedrals at the main
square but also several other churches of the over a dozen churches that are situated in the city centre,
the main square Parque Calderon, the (food) market 10 de Agosto, and the Pumapungo museum.
Tourists enjoy walking around freely in the city centre and discovering beautiful spots that are not
necessarily promoted by the municipal Tourism Office. The 10 de Agosto (food) market is an example
of this, since almost all tourists mention they have visited this market during their visit. They enjoy this
as a place where local people buy their fresh, locally produced groceries such as fruits, vegetables and
meat, and where the typical local dishes can be tried at a cheap price in a non-luxurious setting. This
is an example of a place where ‘everyday culture’ can be experienced. Another example that is given
by two young German tourists, as well as several other tourists, is that they enjoyed walking along the
greenery of the Tomebamba river, enjoying this piece of nature in the city (Interview Girls Germany,
February 28, 2019). Talking to tourists I got the impression that they really like this relaxed atmosphere
of the city and the liberty to explore the city by themselves, which gives them the feeling that they are
discovering the nice places themselves.
This shows that tourists engage both in the cultural highlights that are presented as the city’s main
attractions such as the architecture and UNESCO colonial heritage recognition, but find other aspects
of the city that are not promoted just as appealing. Overall, the experience of tourists seems to match
the destination branding that is done by the city and even goes beyond that. The experiences that
tourists have in the city make it possible to categorize them according to the typology by McKercher
and Du Cros (2002). The majority of tourists visiting Cuenca could be called “sightseeing cultural
tourists” who are mostly interested in visiting the cultural highlights and less concerned with deeply
experiencing the other culture. Some of the tourists visiting Cuenca could be called “purposeful
cultural tourists” who mainly chose to visit this destination to learn about and experience its culture.
For both these types of cultural tourists, culture is very important in their decision to visit a destination,
showing that culture is an important attraction of Cuenca.
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Who are the tourists visiting Cuenca
Now that it has become clear what it is that tourists enjoy most in their visit to the city, it is important
to elaborate on who those tourists are, where they are from and in what way they prefer to travel to
better understand their personalities, experiences and level of involvement. This can influence the way
they experience their visit to the city.
Tourists come to Cuenca from many different parts of the world, but mostly from Europe, North
America and South America. Ages of tourists vary between 18 and 70 years old, and travelling parties
consist of individual backpackers as well as families, couples and friend groups. The level of Spanish of
tourists from outside Latin America was very limited in most cases, but the tourists that I spoke to in
this research encountered little to no issues related to this language barrier. The majority of tourists
that I interviewed in this study prefer to travel on their own, without a tour guide. Reasons that they
gave for this are the feeling of having more freedom and independence while travelling without the
fixed travel itinerary of a guided tour, and that this way of travelling is cheaper. On the other hand,
there were also quite some tourists who preferred to travel with a guide. Reasons for these tourists to
travel with a guide are that this gives them the opportunity to learn more about the country and the
places they visit which they feel they wouldn’t have been able to learn on their own, and that it makes
travelling easier, giving them the opportunity to make the most of the time that is available. For
example, a middle-aged couple from Costa Rica, who are city-hopping in the country and looking for
guided experiences in each place they visit, explains that they prefer to travel with a guide because
they are not sure where to find all the interesting information and knowledge about certain
destinations or attractions, while a guide can explain about every sight, such as every church in the city
centre, or every family that is visited on a tour (Interview Costa Rica couple, February 27, 2019).
Another example was given by a tourist from Chile, who says that guides are very helpful in specific
locations such as the Cajas National Park, because the guide has a lot more knowledge about the
walking trails in the park and the flora and fauna that can be observed in the area (Interview tourist
Chile, February 28, 2019). Most tourists that I have spoken to during this research were staying in the
city for only a few days, which was also confirmed in interviews with several tourism agencies in the
city who notice that in general tourists tend to stay in the city for about three days (Interview
Expediciones Apullacta, February 19, 2019; Interview Polylepis Tours agency, February 18, 2019). In
the exceptional case that tourists stay for more than a week, they combine tourist activities with a
family visit to relatives living in Cuenca. This corresponds to the tourism data retrieved by GIER (2019)
where on average, recreational tourists stay in the city for 3 days and tourists visiting friends and
relatives stay for 7 days.
This section shows that a big variety exists in tourists’ characteristics such as their age and nationality,
and even in the way they like to travel. The main thing that tourists have in common is that their stay
in the city is generally quite short, which can influence the way they visit the city through the things
they choose to do and attractions they decide to visit.

4.2 Tourism Organisation in Cuenca
The Cuenca tourism sector comprises many different actors. This section explains who these actors are
and what their role is in the Cuenca tourism sector. It also explains which tourism products are offered
by whom, and how they are executed. In this way it is aimed to provide a better understanding about
the organizational aspect of the Cuenca tourism sector and its different stakeholders, which is a first
step to understanding the tourism value chain that can also give a better insight into any power
dimensions that exist in the sector.
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4.2.1. Organisation of Cuenca tourism sector
Cuenca is a city with many individual tourism businesses. Many travel agencies are located in the city
centre and the majority of them operate individually. However, some of them have joined forces and
have formed a ‘pool’ in which they operate together. This pool currently consists of four travel agencies
who cooperate in selling the same products (tours) at the same price: Expediciones Apullacta,
Hualambari tours, South Land Touring (SLT), and Terradiversa. These agencies are located in different
parts of the city centre in parts where many tourists pass by. Most of them have their entrance directly
connecting to the street, except for Apullacta that is located on the first floor of a colonial building.
The same building houses the main office of the CEDEI Foundation which is a centre for inter-American
studies that offers English and international programs. Because Apullacta is located within this
building, its visibility is smaller than that of other agencies despite the advertisements that hang
besides the main entrance of the building.
The products that are offered by the pool of agencies are a Citytour; a tour to Cajas national park; a
visit to the towns Gualaceo, Chordeleg and San Bartolomé; a tour to the Nariz del Diablo train ride in
combination with a visit to Ingapirca’s Inca ruins; a tour to Ingapirca’s Inca ruins combined with a visit
to Gualaceo and Chordeleg; and a one-day Inca Trail trekking tour. These tours are offered either daily
or multiple times a week and because of this fixed schedule they are referred to by the agencies and
the guides as “punctual” tours. The majority of these tours have a cultural focus, so this is what
agencies and guides want to present to tourists. By organizing the tours in the punctual way they want
to give tourists the freedom to do a tour whenever they choose, and which fits best with their own
schedule during their (short) stay in the city.
Besides the tours that are offered by all agencies in the pool, each agency also has their own offer and
specialties. Some agencies offer more cultural and adventure tours, while others prefer to focus more
on the sale of international trips and flight tickets. Expediciones Apullacta is a travel agency and tour
operator focusing both on organizing the trips for inbound tourists to various parts of the country
including the Galapagos islands, and selling packages for outbound tourism to regions such as North
America and Europe. This includes personalized private tours for individual and group travellers. Since
this agency shares the same building as the CEDEI Foundation, they work together in organizing the
travels of CEDEI’s foreign students. Similar to this, Hualambari tours is a travel agency that also focuses
both on inbound and outbound tourism. The shared products in the pool are the only national products
they offer, and besides that their focus is on selling international tours to destinations such as Miami,
Mexico, Buenos Aires or Spain. They assist in booking plane tickets and arranging travel visas. Travel
agency SLT’s main focus is on cultural, sports and ecotourism within the country, including the
Galapagos islands. They offer their products mostly to international clients, either in the form of tour
packages or as tailor-made products. Terra Diversa also provides tours throughout Ecuador and
packages abroad, with a main focus on adventure travel and cultural activities. They have a high variety
of products on offer, including activities such as biking, bird-watching, horse riding and cruises. By
offering these varieties of products each agency promotes their products as being unique experiences
that fit perfectly to your personal interests.
The size of the agencies varies both in space and in amount of employees. Hualambari has the smallest
office which includes two desks in a very small office, the Apullacta and SLT office are of similar size
with up to seven desks in a bigger space. The majority of employees working at the desks of these
agencies are women, and all employees seem to be between 20 and 50 years old. If any indigenous
people work in these travel agencies, then this is not visible from the outside. The possibility exists that
some of the employees identify as indigenous, but this could not be clearly distinguished.
Nevertheless, since the travel agency employees did not incorporate any indigenous feature in their
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appearance it was assumed that they were all mestizo. The managers of the agencies are not always
present, they have a few regular days and moments on which they work from the office. The managers
also have a separate office in the back of the agencies’ office where they can retreat. All agencies are
decorated on the inside and outside with a lot of promotional material in the form of posters that show
the services and products they offer.
Content of guided tours
As mentioned previously, the four agencies in the pool offer the same six tours at the same price. This
section will elaborate on the content of each of those tours to get a better understanding of what kind
of activities and sites are included in tours in- and around the city, and especially what the role of
indigeneity is within those tours. In general, the tours mostly include activities and sites that relate to
cultural and natural heritage. The role of indigeneity becomes manifest mostly in the cultural heritage
and history of the places that are visited on these guided tours.
Firstly, promotional material of Expediciones Apullacta travel agency explains that the City tour
provides the opportunity to visit a city with what they call “Cañari, Inca and Spanish roots”. Similarly,
Hualambari Tour agency’s promotional material describes the opportunity to enjoy a visit to the
“beautiful city of Cuenca, declared a World Cultural Heritage site by Unesco”. In practice, the City tour
is a tour through the colonial centre of the city. Among its highlights are the main churches and
squares, the cobblestone streets, the river canyon called “El Barranco” that separates the city centre
from the Tomebamba river, and a visit to the Panama Hat Factory and Museum to learn about how
the Panama hats are woven by artisans. The main focus of this tour lies on the culture of the city, but
not specifically on indigenous culture. This tour has a price of $25, and includes an English speaking
tour guide and private transportation.
The same promotional flyers provide information on the tour to Cajas national park. This tour visits
the national park that is located North-West from the city. It starts at the lake called “Llaviuco”, that is
located in the lower part of the park at 30 minutes driving from the city. A one-hour hike will be done
here at an easy level, after which the tour continues to the point called “Tres Cruces” that forms the
Continental Divide between the Atlantic and Pacific Ocean. Some free time is given to walk and observe
this area, and after this the tour will descend and continue with its main three-hour hike at an altitude
of 3.900 metres above sea level. On this main hike a primary forest is visited and the unique flora and
fauna of the park will be observed. This tour includes a bilingual guide, private transportation and
lunch, at a price of $50,-. The promotional material focusses only on the nature as the park’s main
attraction, which is described as “impressive cloud forests”, “marvellous lakeside trails” and “endemic
plant and bird species”. The only hint that may relate to indigenous culture or history in this tour is the
option offered by Expediciones Apullacta agency to take a 1-day Inca Trail hiking tour in the national
park. However, no further information is given about this hiking tour.
According to the same promotional flyers, the tour to Nariz del Diablo train ride & Ingapirca first
travels to the railroad station that is located in the town Alausí, at 160 kilometres north of Cuenca. On
the way there is the opportunity to observe what Hualambari Tours calls the “unforgettable Andean
landscapes”. Once arrived at Alausí, the tour continues with the 1,5-hour train ride down the “Devil’s
Nose” mountain. This railroad was acknowledged as one of the world’s greatest engineering
achievements of the 20th century, and is also called the “Heritage Train” by Expediciones Apullacta
agency. After the train ride the tour returns to Cuenca and on the way it stops at Ecuador’s most
important archaeological site; the ruins of the biggest Inca- and predecessor Cañari settlement called
Ingapirca. The tour takes about 12 hours, and it includes a box lunch to be eaten on the way, as well
as a bilingual guide and private transportation. The price of the tour is $84,- at Expediciones Apullacta,
and $87,- at Hualambari Tours. The main attraction of this tour which is promoted by the different
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travel agencies is the mountainous train ride. Indigenous history is not directly mentioned in the
promotion of this tour, the only way in which it may be indirectly included is through the short visit to
the Ingapirca ruins that this tour offers.
The promotional flyers also inform about the One-day Inca Trail trekking & Ingapirca that is offered.
This tour starts early in the morning and leaves to the “Culebrillas” lagoon where a one-hour hike leads
to the Inca ruins of “Paredones” that are located at the highest part of the lagoon. After this, the tour
follows the most preserved and defined part of the Inca Trail in Ecuador, with a three-hour hike to a
small town in the Cañar region that is called San Jose. Next, the tour includes a box lunch to be eaten
on the way in the form of a picknick, and after lunch the tour continues to visit the ruins of Ingapirca.
After this visit the tour returns to Cuenca. Apart from the box lunch this tour includes private
transportation and a bilingual guide, at a price of $90,-. Hualambari Tours agency describes this tour
in their promotional brochure as “Walking along the Ingañán, or Inca Trail, is a walk through the past
of the Indian cultures”. All the visits in the tour are related to indigenous culture and history, and
therefore this has an important role in this tour.
During this research I have actively participated in two tours, and those were the tour to Ingapirca +
Gualaceo & Chordeleg, and the one to Gualaceo, Chordeleg & San Bartolomé. The first one to
Ingapirca + Gualaceo & Chordeleg is supposed to lead first to the Inca ruins of Ingapirca. However, on
the way there we noted from the road that there was a livestock market going on down the road. I
asked the guide if it was possible to go and have a look, which the guide accepted. When we arrived
there, we first passed some food stalls where fruit and vegetables were sold, then a food court where
meat was sold and various soups and other plates were prepared and sold. The smell of animals already
greeted us here. After this we arrived at the pig section. Pigs were sold in various sizes, held on a rope
by the vendor and when they were sold they were put in a bag while struggling (if they were not too
big). Many men, and women in indigenous vestimenta were on the market selling and buying animals.
We talked to one female vendor about what one big pig costs ($1400) and how many people can eat
from it (300). Several pigs were screaming, no food or water seemed to be provided. After the pig
section we arrived at the sheep section. We talked a bit with the vendor to ask what a sheep costs.
After that we continued to the cow section, which was also large, maybe a bit bigger than the pig
section. Both adult and baby cows were sold here, sometimes together. Some cows were very small,
they seemed like they had just been born. There were also some indigenous people here. Here we also
asked what a cow costs and how much milk one adult cow gives in a day (20 litres). The guide usually
asked the questions, and he mentioned that he had not visited this market himself before this visit.
There were no other tourists at the market at the time we were there. This made it seem like we had
experienced an ‘authentic’ local back stage as explained by Goffman, where tourists usually don’t
enter.
After this visit we continued our tour on an alternative route; we took an unpaved road through the
countryside to Ingapirca, where we had to pay an extra entrance fee of $2 per person that was not
included in the price of the tour. After we entered the site, our guide explained about the ruins, how
a part stems from Cañari culture and another part from Inca culture, and what each room was used
for. After this visit the tour continued to the town of Gualaceo where we visited a Macana taller. The
taller charged an entrance fee of $1 per person. Once we got inside, we witnessed a demonstration
that was given by the owner of the taller who showed us all the different steps that are taken in the
production process of making a Macana; a traditional shawl used by the indigenous women of the
area. We also had the possibility to buy a finished Macana at this site. These two visits are small
examples that contribute to showing how the commodification of indigeneity in Cuenca takes place in
guided tours.
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After this visit the tour continued to a restaurant to have lunch. After we had lunch we visited the town
Chordeleg, which is known for its filigree jewellery and in particular an earring called the ‘Candonga’,
which our guide explained is worn by indigenous women. Filigree is a delicate technique in jewellery
metalwork which uses very thin, handcrafted twisted threads and small beads. In the case of Chordeleg
the majority of filigree jewellery (including the Candonga earring) is made from silver, and a smaller
amount is made from gold, copper or steel. The guide gave us free time in the centre of the town to
explore the different stores and optionally buy something. So we looked at some shops, both jewellery
and souvenir shops. After this the trip returned to Cuenca on a different route that led past the river
banks of Gualaceo and passed a very narrow one-way bridge, but first the guide gave us the option of
trying a traditional drink in Gualaceo that is called Rosero, which we accepted. This tour included
private transportation, a bilingual guide and lunch at a price of $60,- booked at South Land Touring
agency.
The second tour I joined to Gualaceo, Chordeleg & San Bartolomé is known as the tour of the ‘craft
villages’ because of each village’s craft and folk art specialties. The tour started at the town of San
Bartolomé which is known for its handmade acoustic guitars. On the way, guide Luis explained a lot
about the history of the country and its people. For instance, he explained how the Cañari were a very
strong people which couldn’t be dominated by the Inca nor by the Spanish and that the Inca had to
use a different tactic to conquer the area: by intermarrying them. The guide said that he himself was
74% Cañari and that he originates from the countryside (his parents are from Ingapirca), he also speaks
some Quichua. After making a stop at a viewpoint over San Bartolomé, a drive through the town and
a stop at the central square, we visited a taller where the 77-year old owner (who looked like he’s 65)
gave us a demonstration in Spanish of how the guitars are made, from carving the wood to making the
decorations by hand. The guide translated his story to English. The man did not play guitar himself, he
only makes them just as his father did and his grandfather as well. According to the guide his main
income is still agriculture, and the guitars are a side business. After this, we continued the tour to the
town of Chordeleg where we first visited a miniature ceramics taller. We were received by a woman
called Rosa who took us inside to where her husband Fernando and son were already working on some
miniature ceramics of mostly indigenous people. Rosa explained the process of making the miniatures
and making pottery with clay, she also showed us how to make a miniature face by pressing a small
ball of clay in a handmade mold of a face, and we could try it ourselves. The son was painting small
miniatures, everything was done by hand. In the back of the house, behind a low wall, grandmother
was weaving a Panama hat, but we didn’t get closer to her. We also had the opportunity to buy some
of their work which mostly consisted of magnets and figures of traditional cultural scenes.
After this our tour continued to the centre of the town where the guide gave us free time to explore
the different jewellery stores where the filigree jewellery is sold. There were no explanations about
the filigree process of how it is made, but the guide did say that it is made by hand. After the visit to
Chordeleg the tour continued to the town of Gualaceo, and on the way there we make an optional
stop at an orchid shop, a flower of which Ecuador has several thousands of different species. In
Gualaceo the first thing that we visited was the central market where Luis guides us past the meat
section, food court with hornado (fried whole pig) and seafood, the fruit section and a section outside
where guinea pigs and chickens are being roasted above a charcoal fire. Then we went a bit further
into the village towards the main square and on the way Luis talked about some indigenous women
on the street, explaining that these are the native women of Ecuador and that the colours of their
skirts are based on the earth and the air. Gualaceo is also known for its leather shoes, so the guide also
gave us some free time to explore the different shoe stores in town. The guide also provided us with
more information about the history of the town and its people. After this the tour continued to a
restaurant where we had lunch. The last stop of the tour is the Macana taller in Gualaceo, the same
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taller that was visited on the tour to Ingapirca, Gualaceo & Chordeleg. The same man provides the
demonstration and explanation of the various steps of making a macana, but this time with more
enthusiasm than during the other tour I participated in, and with more interaction. This was the last
part of the tour, so after this we returned to Cuenca. This tour also included private transportation, a
bilingual guide and lunch, at a price of $55,-. The visits to the different talleres in this tour contributed
to the delineation of the tourism value chain of organized tourism in Cuenca. The tour also included
several examples of how indigeneity is commodified in different tourism products such as artesania
and in the guided tour itself.
All these tours besides the one to the Cajas national park have the main focus on cultural and historical
sites, of which indigenous culture is often a vital part but it is not presented as being the main interest
of these sites. Because of this relatively broad focus in sites and the diverse activities, these tours serve
as examples of how organized guided tours from Cuenca can be classified as cultural tourism rather
than interchangeable terms such as heritage tourism or ethnic tourism as explained by Hughes (2002).
Organization and Benefits of Tourism Agencies’ ‘Pool’-System
In a previous section it was mentioned that four agencies have come up with a pool system which
makes it beneficial for them and for the tourists to work together. In this section this system will be
further explained to clarify the benefits of this system for tour agencies and tourists, and how it works.
The main idea of this system consists of combining clients of different agencies and placing them
together in the same tour. This means that if a tour is booked by two people for instance at Apullacta
agency, two more people book the same tour at Terradiversa and another person books at South Land
Touring, they will be joined together in a group of five people to do the tour together with one guide
and in the same car, instead of executing three times the same tour which would require more guides
and cars. This is beneficial for the agencies who only have their distribution costs once and are able to
offer more daily tours, and beneficial for the tourists who are able to choose from this bigger offer and
who in this way don’t have run into other groups of tourists at the various destinations which can
enhance their experience by having the site ‘to themselves’. On booking a tour, the travel agency
communicates with the tourists to ask them where they are accommodated and to let them know at
what time they have to be ready. The agency then also lets the guide know where the tourists are
staying, so that on the morning of the tour the guide can pass by each hotel or hostel where the tourists
are staying to pick them up from their doorstep. For instance, when I booked the tour to Gualaceo,
Chordeleg & San Bartolomé, the travel agency where I booked the tour asked me where I was staying
so that the guide could pick me up there. Since I was staying outside the city centre, we agreed to meet
on a location in the city centre which resulted easier to find for the guide and more convenient with
the pickup locations of the other participants of the tour. The day of the tour I was picked up in front
of Hotel Victoria in the city centre. One tourist was already in the car at that moment because she had
been picked up at her hotel, and afterwards we drove to another hotel to pick up another tourist. The
owner of Polylepis Tours agency explains that this pick up service is seen as a form of service to the
client who can start the tour right from their doorstep (Interview Polylepis Tours agency, February 18,
2019). For the tourists this is convenient because they do not have to go to a central gathering point
which they may find hard to find.
Another aspect of the pool system is a rotation scheme to determine which agency is responsible for
the organization of the tours, rotating weekly. This means that when it is Hualambari’s turn to organise,
they are the ones responsible for arranging the guides, transportation and lunch for all the tours that
are booked and combined at the four agencies in the pool. The other three agencies are only concerned
with selling the tours and communicating with that week’s organising agency how many passengers
they have to add. For the agencies in the pool this is convenient, because they only have to spend their
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time and effort in the organization of the tours one week out of four. In this way they save time during
the three weeks they don’t organize, which they can spend on their own specializations or other
products. The money the tourists pay at the agency where they book the tour stays there for the most
part, but each agency has to transfer distribution costs and a certain commission to the agency that is
organising the tours that week. The exact economic system was confidential and could therefore not
be disclosed by the agencies. When selling the tours, tourists are informed that these tours are shared
and that they will be in a group with other tourists. The travel agencies also inform tourists through
their brochures and while reserving at their office about the fact that tours are only executed when a
minimum of two passengers is reached. In some cases the tour can continue with only one passenger,
but then it is considered a private tour and the price will double. All in all, the main advantage of the
pool system is its efficiency in terms of available guides, the possibility to offer multiple tours on the
same day, and giving tourists the option to do a tour on a day of their choice which is useful because
of the short amount of time that tourists spend in the city on average. Besides that, the agencies in
the pool have the advantage of sharing operation costs (Interview Expediciones Apullacta, February
19, 2019).
Position of Guides in the Tourism Value Chain
In the next point in the tourism value chain we find the tour guides. Each organized tour is led by a
tour guide. Guides can have a big influence on the experience of tourists, so it would be interesting to
know a bit more about who these guides are and how they are involved with the agencies and the
different tours to determine their position in the tourism value chain.
In organising the tours, all the agencies in the pool work with the same guides and the same
transportation business. Guides are usually men aged between 25 and 50 years old, who live in the
area of Cuenca and its surroundings. The majority of guides are mestizo, but some of them have
indigenous roots and may still identify as indigenous. They work as independent freelancers and are
therefore not under contract of the agencies. They use their own car in the guided tours, unless the
tour is booked by more than 4 people. In that case the tour agency has to arrange a separate
transportation service. Each guide has their own specialty in cultural or natural tourism, and affinity of
working with youngsters or with elderly tourists, which allows the agency to hire the guide that fits
with the itinerary for a specific group of tourists (Interview Expediciones Apullacta, February 19, 2019).
Some of these guides have gained experience abroad, such as Luis (age 31) who has his roots in the
town of Ingapirca, but was introduced to the job while living in the United States. Others had already
worked in the tourism business for a long time before specializing as a guide, such as Wilson who had
always worked in the hotel business before becoming a tour guide. At least 90% of guides is bilingual
in Spanish and English, some also speak other languages such as French or Italian (Interview Polylepis
Tours, February 18, 2019).
In conversations with two guides it becomes clear that guides are usually very proud of their city and
their country with all it has to offer, because they mention several times how special it is that a country
as small as Ecuador is so diverse and unique in its variety of landscapes, climates, cultures and species.
It motivates them to be able to show this to tourists and teach them about it through their job as guide
(Interview Guide Wilson, February 28, 2019; Interview Guide Luis, March 1, 2019). The spokesperson
of Apullacta agency explains that it is the aim of the agencies to hire local guides as much as possible,
because local guides are assumed to be more knowledgeable about the area’s attractions and history
than non-local guides. Apart from that the agency also intends to give jobs to local guides so that they
can economically benefit from tourism (Interview Expediciones Apullacta, February 19, 2019).
Guides are supposed to follow the itinerary that is provided by the travel agency that hires them to do
a guided tour. The itinerary comes with a time schedule, which the guides have to stick to, but which
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leaves some room for flexibility. Therefore, while performing the tour the guides can decide to include
small detours, visit other sites that are on the route of the itinerary or take a different road to include
different scenery and points of interest along the road. Whether or not this is done and which places
are visited besides the itinerary is dependent on the guide’s willingness and knowledge. This shows
that to a limited extent guides have the freedom to follow their own plans and have a say in the
organisation of the guided tour. While their position in the value chain remains dependent on the
travel agencies that hire them, it does grant them some level of power in the chain.
Travel agencies operating outside the pool
Where the agencies that are involved in the pool only mention positive aspects about the pool system,
other agencies in the city that once formed part of the pool did experience some negative aspects as
well. The pool used to have more members, but some agencies have stepped out because they felt the
benefits did not outweigh the costs and therefore they felt they were better off on their own. Arutam
Ecotours agency is such an agency that used to be part of the pool but that has stepped out. The owner
of Arutam Ecotours agency explains that the operating costs of the pool were very high for him, due
to the time he has to spend in his office talking to the tourists to convince them to book a tour and
then follow the pool procedure to call the operating agency and book the tour. In the end he would
earn 5 dollars from such a procedure which he felt did not match the time and effort that was needed
to close the deal. He feels that only in the week that his own agency is responsible for the organization
of the tours there is the opportunity to earn enough money (Interview Arutam Ecotours, February 19,
2019).
Polylepis Tours is another agency that left the pool, the owner of the agency explains that the reason
for leaving was that the operation was very time-consuming and complicated, which even caused some
confusion and issues among agencies. He feels that operating outside the pool gives him the possibility
to operate in his own way and avoid problems because he is not dependent on anyone else. In this
way, the money that is generated in his business stays in his business (Interview Polylepis Tours,
February 18, 2019). Three agencies have even started their own operation which is similar to the pool
but which leaves them with higher profits because the operation costs are lower. The details of these
tariffs could not be disclosed by the owner of Arutam Ecotours. The basic principle is similar to that of
the pool, in that the agencies involved call each other to combine tourists on tours to make sure each
tourist can do the tour they like with them. The main objective for these agencies is to not lose the
clients, to make sure that they can present their country to the tourist by visiting the places they like,
but also to avoid the tourists from booking a tour at another agency.
The majority of agencies in the city operate outside the pool, and their organisation is similar yet
slightly different. Agencies that are not included in the pool such as Polylepis Tours and Arutam
Ecotours are free to design their own tourism products, but in most cases the majority of their products
are highly similar to the products offered in the pool, and in addition they offer some products and
tours to other places such as Saraguro or the Oriente region. What is less similar is the way these offices
work compared to the offices that are included in the pool. Whereas these offices are also located in
the city centre and are also decorated with promotional material, the main difference can be found in
the employees of the offices not included in the pool. These offices tend to have less employees, and
in some cases are family businesses. The employees of these agencies have various roles: they are the
ones present in the agency’s office to sell the tours, as well as the owner of the agency (in case of a
family business) and the tour guide. Arutam Ecotours Agency is an example of a family business tour
agency where the owner is also the tour guide. The owner is specialized in the Oriente region where
he comes from, and he enjoys showing this region to tourists. Whenever he is away on a trip with
tourists, his pregnant wife looks over the business and attends the clients coming in, while their other
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infant son is playing on the first floor of the office. A difficulty is that her level of English is not very
high which makes it hard to communicate with foreign tourists. Presumably this is the only option for
this family business. For the tours in the region that are similar to those of the pool this agency also
hires one of the freelance guides who are more specialized in these sites.
The 6 products offered by the agencies both in the pool and outside the pool are the most popular
tours that are purchased most by tourists. Other products that are offered are not as popular and
therefore not that often executed. According to the spokespersons of several travel agencies there are
various reasons why other products are less popular (Polylepis Tours, February 18, 2019; South Land
Touring, February 4, 2019; Expediciones Apullacta, February 19, 2019). One reason is that these tours
are not offered on a daily basis but only when there is sufficient interest. Since tourists usually only
spend a few days in the city they often don’t have the opportunity to participate in these tours, because
several of these tours go to places that are located further away from Cuenca and therefore require
more time to visit. This is time that the tourists often don’t have due to their short visits to the city.
Another reason is that these tours are often more exclusive and involve more personnel and local
experts to make it possible, which also makes the tours more expensive. Instead of paying only one
guide on a tour, the tourist would have to pay for their guide from Cuenca plus one or two local experts
at the destination they visit. And another reason is that these other products are promoted a lot less
than the 6 products offered by all agencies and are therefore less visible and not as well-known. This
can be observed from the promotional material that is provided by all the different agencies and the
information which always includes information about the 6 attractions that are offered by all agencies
and hardly any information on other products and tours. In the end, the travel agencies all base these
choices on what it is that the market demands.
Conclusion ‘Organisation of Cuenca tourism sector’
Two of the biggest actors in the tourism value chain of Cuenca that are responsible for the organisation
and execution of tourism products and services in Cuenca are the travel agencies and tour guides. A
pool system is implemented by several travel agencies in the city in which they are able to collaborate
and operate together. The sector provides jobs to many local people, since all employees of the travel
agencies and the guides are from Cuenca or its outskirts. These employees are assumed to be mostly
mestizo, and some of them identify as indigenous, such as guide Luis who has Cañari roots. What
stands out in the organisation of the Cuenca tourism sector is that all agencies in Cuenca, whether they
operate in the pool or not, run a very similar offer of tourist products. Whereas potentially each agency
outside the pool is free to design their own tourism products, they decide to offer the same products
that every other travel agency has because market based research shows that this is what is most
demanded, and apart from that they specialize in their own area of expertise. This shows that some of
the most powerful actors in the tourism value chain, the travel agencies, do not compete with each
other through their offer of products and services, but rather through their organisation and ways of
operating. Interestingly, none of the tourists I interviewed during this research have mentioned they
participated in any of the tours, nor planned to do so, besides the tour to the Cajas national park. This
counts both for the tourism products that are offered by all agencies, as well as for other tourism
products that vary per agency. Some tourists mentioned they participated in an organized tour to the
jungle region of the country, but this was not booked or organized in Cuenca. Because of the minimum
number of two passengers that were required per tour, it was not always easy to book a tour as a
single traveller, since there were little other tourists who booked the tours during the time the
research took place.
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4.2.2. Selection of talleres
In the previous section it could be seen that several talleres are visited on the different tours offered
by agencies. This section explains what a taller entails and how different talleres are included in the
different tours, to clarify the influences and requirements that decide who will be included in a tourism
product and who won’t. Elaborating on who makes such decisions can show how power relations in
the sector are put into practice.
A taller is a business where crafts are made and sold by local mestizo or indigenous craftsmen- and
women. It includes a space where the crafts are made, which are then displayed sometimes in a
separate room, and sometimes in the same space as where they are made. Often these talleres are
located within the homes of the craftsmen. Crafts are continuously made in these talleres, and are sold
to shops in Cuenca or other parts of the country, or to anybody who has issued a request of crafts to
be made for them. A visit to a taller entails a demonstration by the craftsman of how the products are
made, and the opportunity for visitors to buy products and interact with the craftsman. In some
talleres it is possible for visitors to perform certain steps in the production process of a craft
(sometimes in return for payment), but these options are usually only offered when they are
specifically asked for by the visitors. For example, at Casa de la Macana it is possible for tourists to dye
a hank of wool, which they can take home afterwards. This would cost the tourists $5,- extra and if
they want to take part in this activity the Casa de la Macana has to be informed about this by the guide
or agency one day in advance so they can prepare the activity (Interview Casa de la Macana, February
20, 2019). Another example is a taller where filigree jewellery is made and demonstrations are given
to tourists about the elaboration process. The owner of the taller, who is also the artisan, generally
shows the steps in the elaboration process himself, but if tourists ask him if they can try a certain
activity he allows them to try it and helps them with this (Interview Artesano jewellery, February 20,
2019). The general principles and functions of the taller within an organized tour are to demonstrate,
teach, and possibly sell their products.
The particular talleres that are currently visited are selected directly either by the tourism agencies or
by the guides, or a combination of the two. Agencies and guides have the power to decide on which
talleres they select based on certain selection criteria they maintain. Some agencies are convinced that
the talleres they include in their tours are the only ones that still exist, such as Hualambari Tours who
mention that since less and less people are dedicated to these traditional activities there is not a lot of
variety in talleres they can choose from. The owner of Arutam Ecotours explained how he did not select
the talleres himself, but a guide presented him to one where he talked to the people and saw what it
was like (Interview Arutam Ecotours agency, February 19, 2019). He liked the place because he saw it
as something very original, where people really work in the same way they have done for decades, and
who do not wish that their business is seen by tourists from the outside. By doing this he tries to show
tourists an ‘authentic’, unchanged image of these businesses and their way of working. For him to
regard a business as original it is important that the talleres do not put up a show, something he says
can be recognized when an entrance fee is asked. Since the talleres he visits in his eyes remain original
businesses which have worked in the same way for generations without putting up a show, he does
not like to change them in his itineraries because he experienced that it makes tourists happy to see
how these people truly live. This agency owner says that these businesses working in the original way
is an important selection criteria for including them in his tours. He mentions that he wants to remain
honest and therefore prefers not taking tourists anywhere over having to take them to a show
(Interview Arutam Ecotours agency, February 19, 2019).
The agencies that collaborate in the pool have a pool coordinator, who is responsible for the decision
making regarding selection of talleres to be included in the tours offered in the pool. One of the pool
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coordinator’s responsibilities is to revise how their organisation is working, together with the feedback
received by the guides about the experiences that tourists had (through the feedback form) and about
practicalities encountered during the tour. Guides inform the coordinator for instance about practical
issues of talleres that were closed when they visited, or talleres that no longer want to work. In these
cases the agency will search a different taller and change the itinerary so that it remains up-to-date
with talleres that are willing to work and who offer the most added value to a tour in the agency’s
perspective. By doing this, the agencies are able to provide the best possible service and experience
to the tourists, and it can also contribute to gaining a competitive advantage over other tourism
businesses in the city. A tour guide explained that the agency puts together an itinerary, but sometimes
the guide has a different experience with other talleres which he would like to share with the tourists,
and in this case he could make a slight change in the itinerary and visit a different taller. This shows
that besides the travel agencies, guides also have some power to influence who is included in a tour
visit. Nevertheless, the guide admits that officially he is supposed to follow the agency’s itinerary
(Interview Guide Wilson, February 28, 2019).
Tours are composed by the agencies after studying what it is that the market demands, and the
products on offer are based on this demand. This demand slightly varies per nationality and age group,
but in general what is most demanded are cultural attractions and national highlights such as Cajas
National Park and Ingapirca ruins. This market demand study is complemented with investigative visits
from the agencies’ owners or coordinators to the areas they want to visit to find out exactly which
sites are interesting to visit and where it is possible to have lunch. Therefore, the agencies are the
actors with the most influence and power in deciding which taller will be included in a tour. This is not
only based on the market demand but also on practicalities such as the small variety of existing talleres
and their willingness to work, and on agency owners’ personal selection criteria such as talleres
working in the ‘original’ way, where original refers to the same way in which talleres have worked for
decades and that has remained unchanged. Besides that, guides also influence the itinerary by advising
agencies on talleres they think are interesting to visit and on which agencies are willing to work with
them, but also by making small changes while on a tour with tourists. This makes that in order to be
included in guided tours, the talleres rely on these guides with whom they have the most direct
contact, and on the agencies’ owners or coordinators. They are not able to make decisions on their
own to be included in a tour, making them the least powerful actor in this chain.

4.2.3. Benefits from tours for different actors involved
As explained in previous sections, the guided tours involve several different actors. In order to find out
more about which of these actors have the most power in decision making and influencing business
links, it is also important to know how each actor benefits from the tours. Benefits from tours for the
different actors vary in the kind of benefits each actor receives, and also in amount of benefits they
receive. The majority of actors that are involved in the organized tours in Cuenca receive purely
economic benefits, but in some cases there are some other gains or advantages that can be considered
benefits from tours.
The freelance guides get paid through cheques every 15 days by the agencies they have worked for in
that period. After every completed tour the guides give the agencies an invoice that the agencies use
to pay the guides. According to guide Luis, the agencies included in the pool provide more work for the
guides, and they also pay them more compared to agencies that operate outside the pool (Interview
Guide Luis, March 1, 2019). In some places that are visited during the tours the guides can receive
commissions. This is the case for instance in the jewellery business in Chordeleg. Another option for
guides to earn a bit of extra money is if they make sure that the tourists on his tour participate in
another tour. In this case the guide sells the next tour to the tourists, and the agency that provides this
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next tour gives the guide a commission for making this sale possible. There are also personal benefits
for guides, as guide Wilson explains, in the fulfilment they get after putting in a lot of effort in a tour
and leaving the tourists satisfied (Interview Guide Wilson, February 28, 2019). For the guides that were
interviewed for this research, their job is also their hobby and in this way they benefit from being able
to enjoy visiting many new places in the country and learn new things themselves as well.
The artesanos working at the different talleres that are visited during organized tours also have
economic benefits from being included in tours. However, in most cases they only receive these
economic benefits in case the tourists decide to buy some of their products. This is because most
talleres do not ask for an entrance fee, and most agencies do not pay the artesanos for their time of
showing their business and crafts to tourists. Only a few agencies such as Expediciones Apullacta
explain that they pay the artesanos directly for their service on the tour, and apart from that they
advise the artesanos to make smaller products which the tourists are able to take home with them
since it is difficult for tourists to take big or fragile objects with them in their luggage. In this way the
agency tries to help the artesanos in selling more products and gaining more benefits (Interview
Apullacta agency, February 19, 2019). Apart from these economic benefits, the artesanos making
ceramics in Gualaceo also see benefits in the recognition they get through these tours, and the
possibility to share their knowledge and skills through their crafts (Interview Artesano ceramic,
February 20, 2019). This helps them to secure the existence and maintenance of their businesses and
the ancient techniques they use to make their crafts. If they weren’t included in guided tours, this
would be more difficult because then it would be much harder for them to connect with tourists and
other interested people, since they are often located in quite isolated places where they are not visible.
Tourists that are interested in buying artesania can benefit on these tours as well, since buying
artesania directly at the taller is cheaper than buying the same artesania in a shop in Cuenca. Apart
from that they have the benefit of learning about all the things that are shown and visited during the
tours.
For the tourism agencies the only benefit that could be identified were the economic benefits of the
money they receive by selling their tourism products.
This shows that for nearly all actors involved, the main benefits were the economic benefits of
receiving money from the tours. The difference between actors included in the organisation and
execution of tours is that some actors are sure to receive these benefits from each tour that is sold,
and for other actors this depends. Actors that are sure to earn money from tours are the travel
agencies and the guides, but the actor who depends on others to earn money are the artesanos
included in guided tour visits who usually only earn money if the tourists decide to buy their products..
The recognition that artesanos receive from showing their crafts in tours is beneficial for their own
sense of pride and motivation and serves as a way to maintain the existence of the crafts, but it does
not directly help their business economically. This dependency shows that the position of artesanos in
the tourism value chain is more insecure compared to other actors in the chain. It also shows that the
actors in the value chain with higher levels of power, who are able to make decisions and influence
business links, are also the ones that earn the most economic benefits from tours.

4.3 Role of the Ministry of Tourism in Cuenca tourism sector
The Ministry of Tourism is an important stakeholder in any tourism sector, and therefore it is also
important to analyse its role in the Cuenca tourism value chain. This section explains how the Ministry
of Tourism is organized within the country and at a more regional level, in this case the Cuenca region.
It explains what the tasks are of the regional Ministry’s office and how they are related to the tourism

38

agencies and guides. By understanding the role of the Ministry it also becomes possible to analyse the
power and influence it has on other stakeholders in the sector.

4.3.1. Regional Organisation of the Ministry of Tourism
This Ministry of Tourism in Ecuador is organized across different levels. This section explains the way
in which the Ministry is organized at a regional level to understand its functions in the Cuenca tourism
sector.
The Ministry of Tourism in Ecuador has its main office in Quito, the capital of the country. Working
below this main office are several regional offices which are referred to as ‘zonal’ coordination offices.
Cuenca belongs to Zonal 6 which comprises the provinces Azuay (of which Cuenca is the capital), Cañar
and Morona Santiago. Within the zonal offices exist several departments that are responsible for
promotion, registration and control, investment development, tourism development and finance.
Nevertheless, the Ministry does not operate on its own within the regions. The Autonomous
Decentralized Governments (ADG), or municipalities, have control over the different events that take
place within the destination and the city, and are also responsible for the promotion of the destination
itself. The zonal office functions as a mediator between the national Ministry and these local ADGs,
transferring the national campaigns onto the local municipalities for them to implement in their
promotion and events. In practice this means that the zonal office is responsible for general campaigns
to promote Cuenca with its nature, artesania, gastronomy etcetera, but the promotion and
organization of specific events or concerts is left with the local ADGs. Since the Zonal offices are
connected to the national Ministry, the policies and campaigns are very dependent on the government
and the politics of the current Minister of Tourism and may vary a lot with each change in Minister.
Another task of the Ministry of Tourism is the registration of all tourism operating businesses and
providing them with the necessary documents that allow them to function and realize their activities.
The Ministry also offers the tourism businesses trainings and helps them to present themselves at
international fairs that the Ministry participates in, representing the destination of Cuenca and
promoting their business. Without operating tourism businesses, the Ministry has nothing to promote,
because those businesses are the ones who can make the commercialization of products happen and
not the Ministry itself. In promoting the destination of Cuenca, indigenous culture plays a minor role.
This will be further explained in chapter 5.
In relation with the local municipality of Cuenca, the representative of the Ministry’s zonal office
explains that they are in direct contact with the municipality’s tourism offices. They provide them with
promotional material such as flyers which can be easily dispersed here to tourists. The municipality in
return provides the Ministry with information on the type of tourists that are visiting the city. For
example, information on their age and the reasons for their visit (Interview Ministry of Tourism,
February 22, 2019). The Ministry can then use this information to target their promotional campaigns
better.
So within the region of Cuenca, the Ministry of Tourism performs several tasks of which some are in
close collaboration with the local municipality. The main tasks of the regional Ministry are the
promotion of the region as a tourism destination, and the registration and regulation of tourism
businesses. This last point will be elaborated further in the next section.

4.3.2. Influence of Ministry of Tourism on Tourism Agencies
To get a clearer view on how much influence and control the Ministry exercises through their task of
registration and regulation of tourism businesses, it is important to have a more detailed look on how
this works with travel agencies in the city.
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The Ministry does not interfere in the content of tourism products that are offered by the different
businesses in the sector. Tourism agencies are free to design the packages, products and information
that they want to offer tourists. A representative of the local Ministry of Tourism explains that the
Ministry does make suggestions to the agencies for destinations and attractions they think are ready
to be included in tourism or form an interesting destination. An example of this is the “French route”
that is set up in the city and passes by all the different sites in the city which have French influences in
some way. Tourism operators are informed about this route so they can include it in their offer, but
they are not obligated to. The only way where the Ministry can interfere in any agency’s offer is when
they offer any activities that are not registered or that are considered informal activities that are
officially not allowed. In this way the Ministry does control and check what it is that the agencies offer
and whether it is all legal and allowed (Interview Ministry of Tourism, February 22, 2019).
Apart from that, the Ministry is also involved in the safety regulations of the agencies and the products
they offer. For instance, the interviewee at Polylepis Tours agency explains that the Ministry sets
certain standards for the transportation in the tour to be in good condition, and that a first-aid kit
should be brought on each tour. Within the agency itself, the Ministry demands certain safety
regulations such as a sign indicating the emergency exit, and sanitary facilities like a toilet with liquid
soap. The Ministry also requires the agency offices to be of a certain minimum dimension to avoid
small offices being set up on the street. The Ministry leaves the agencies with a form in which all the
requirements for their agency offices are explained, after which they give the agencies some time to
comply with the requirements and come back after some time to check on the progress and approve
of the business. If this is not in order the agency is not allowed to operate. The Ministry of Tourism
also regulates all the businesses that offer extreme sports such as rafting and bungee jumping, and
makes sure that these businesses are operating legally and with all the necessary documents in place.
In this way the agencies that book an activity from these adventure businesses are secure that each
actor can be held responsible in case something happens and everything is in order (Interview Polylepis
Tours, February 18, 2019). Therefore, in the end it is the Ministry that is responsible for deciding which
business is able to operate and under what circumstances.
Therefore, the Ministry does not play an important role in the content of tourism products, but they
are an important influence in terms of control and regulations which determine how the tourism
agencies operate. Travel agencies depend on the Ministry’s approval in terms of legal control of their
offer and safety regulations to be able to run their business.

4.3.3. Ministry’s responsibilities for guides
In the previous sections it became clear that the Ministry of Tourism does have some influence and
control over travel agencies, who are one of the most important stakeholders in the tourism sector of
Cuenca, and especially in organized tours. Another very important stakeholder are tour guides, so it is
interesting to see whether the level of influence and power over guides compares to that of travel
agencies, or if it differs and in what way.
An important task of the Ministry related to guides is the delivery of licenses to guide. Since a few years
the Ministry has implemented two different types of licenses for guides, and each has its specific area
of expertise in which they are permitted to operate. The types are those of Local guide and National
guide. Every guide needs either one or the other of these licenses, depending on the area they want
to guide in, which permits them to guide there. Besides that, a separate license is needed for guides
who want to guide tourists in the Cajas national park. Local guides are usually people who live and
grew up at a certain location and therefore have a lot of knowledge about the area. Despite the
knowledge they acquired by growing up in the area, they still need an official license to be allowed to
guide people in their area. Besides that, it is a requirement which officially permits them to work as a
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guide, such a license does not provide any further guarantees to the guides. It does serve as a security
measure for the travel agencies that hire guides, making sure that in case something happens the guide
was qualified and responsibility can be taken. It also serves as a control measure for the Ministry of
Tourism which can use the licenses to regulate the guides that are active in the sector and to
discourage illegal guiding.
With the license of Local guide, guides are only allowed to guide tourists in the specific area they are
assigned to. The license of National guide permits guides to guide in several locations throughout the
country without any specific assignation to a certain area. To acquire the license of National tour guide,
many future guides study the 2-year program of ‘tour guide’ at the American College in Cuenca. This
can be done either in the morning timetable or in the evening, and after successfully finishing this 2year program the students will receive their license of National guide. This program includes classes
on cultural & natural heritage, English language, geography and history of Ecuador, anthropology,
tourism in protected areas, administration of tourism businesses, first aid, and more (American
College, 2020). Not all the guides I spoke to during this research completed the 2-year program at the
American College to acquire the National guide license, some of them only had the Local guide license.
After these 2 years, students have to approach the Ministry of Tourism to take part in a theoretical
exam which can grant them their license to be National guide if they successfully pass this exam.
Another option for working professionals who want to acquire a license is to study and prepare at
home for this exam. To acquire the extra license to be able to guide in the Cajas national park, guides
have to follow a course on the ecology, biology, flora and fauna of the national park (Interview
Polylepis tours, February 18, 2019). Once the guides obtain their license they can start working, and in
some cases they can follow trainings to improve their work in practice and to assure that the
information they give to tourists about the area they guide in is correct. For example Expediciones
Apullacta offer trainings to recently graduated guides in which they can assist on a tour with tourists
and learn from this experience (Interview Apullacta, February 19, 2019). The interviewee at Polylepis
Tours who is both working in the agency and also as a guide explains that not everything can be learned
in the 2-year program at the American College, and that it is important to keep learning in the field to
develop a certain guiding style that comes through experience, and certain facts and information that
is exchanged among guides who are in touch with each other (Interview Polylepis tours, February 18,
2019).
Guide Luis explains that the licenses have to be renewed every so often. The license of Local Guides
has to be renewed every 2 years, and the license of National Guide has to be renewed every 4 years.
In practice this means that each time that the license has to be renewed, the guide has to take an exam
at the Ministry on Tourism, on knowledge and training to stay up-to-date on touristic information in
the country and also on the policies and directions of the Ministry (Interview Guide Luis, March 1,
2019). Since guides are legally obliged to work with an official license, not passing such an exam could
have consequences for their ability to work, although the guides I interviewed in this research have
not mentioned the possibility of not passing an exam. Therefore I assume that the requirement of
renewing the licenses does not lead to exclusion of certain guides, but it does serve as a re-evaluation
moment for guides every 2-4 years to think about whether they want to keep investing their time,
effort and money to perform their profession. Besides the time that it takes guides to take these exams
and renew the licenses, it also implies transaction costs of $20 dollars to renew the license. Whether
it also costs money to participate in the exams could not be identified.
This shows that guides depend on the Ministry to be able to legally work, since they need to acquire
and renew their licenses to guide which are granted by the Ministry of Tourism. The Ministry is
therefore able to influence this business link in the tourism value chain and responsible for the
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implementation of certain tourism policies related to guides’ licenses, which gives them a high level of
power in the chain. What is not related to the Ministry of Tourism are the several artesania and
souvenir shops that exist in the city, so a direct business link between them does not exist in the
tourism value chain.

4.4. Conclusion chapter 4
This chapter has analysed the tourism sector of Cuenca to find out what it is that makes this city a
cultural tourism destination, and more importantly how power is distributed among different actors
operating in such a cultural tourism destination.
The chapter has shown that there is quite a clear hierarchy and some clear dependencies among
different stakeholders in the Cuenca tourism value chain, which influence the way these stakeholders
operate and the benefits they gain from tourism. This creates a tourism sector in which some actors
have a stronger competitive position over others. On top of the hierarchy is the Ministry of Tourism,
while they have a distant position when it comes to the execution of tourism activities, they have the
responsibility to make sure the tourism sector in Cuenca operates legally by formulating and
implementing tourism policies. This gives them power over several tourism businesses and guides
through registration, regulation and control. Second in the hierarchy are travel agencies who form the
tourism products and therefore have the power to decide on what and who will be included in these
tourism products, influencing business links between several actors in the value chain. Tour guides are
not far below, since they also have quite some freedom and influence to decide on the content of the
tours. On the other hand, they work freelance and depend on travel agencies to get hired and do their
job. At the bottom of this hierarchy are the artesanos and owners of talleres in the towns around
Cuenca. They are often on their own, without connections to other stakeholders in the tourism sector
they depend on guides and agencies in order to be included in tours. This makes their position in the
value chain much more insecure compared to other actors in the sector.
This chapter also showed that the role of indigeneity in the organization of the Cuenca tourism sector
is very limited. Very few indigenous people work in the Cuenca tourism sector, and if they do then it is
usually at the lower end of the value chain, where the majority of dependencies occur. This means that
indigenous people are not the ones with the most influence and power in the organization of tourism
in the area, but on the contrary have little power or are not included at all. In general, mestizo people
hold the most influential positions where decisions are made and some form of power is exercised. On
the other hand, elements of indigenous culture become manifest in various aspects of the city, in for
instance its history and the artesania that are sold. The next chapter will elaborate further on how
indigeneity becomes manifest in the city and in various tourism products.
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5. Indigenous people & representation in tourism
This chapter aims to show how indigeneity is commodified in Cuenca, by analysing the process of
commodification explained by Cohen (1988) by which things and activities come to be evaluated
primarily in terms of their exchange value, becoming goods and services. This is done by examining
indigeneity in the city’s daily life and more specifically in its tourism sector. A distinction is made
between specific events that take place in the city, and daily life beyond those events which will be
analysed separately to examine the role of indigeneity. The chapter then continues by focusing more
specifically on the role of indigeneity in the Cuenca tourism sector, analysing in what way indigeneity
is included in different tourism products: tours, artesania and other tourist sites in the city. The tourist
perspective on indigeneity in the city will also be included in the analysis of indigeneity in the Cuenca
tourism sector.

5.1. Representations of Indigenous Culture in Events
Throughout the year, cultural events take place of which many include several aspects of indigenous
cultures, such as clothing and appearance, dances and cultural symbols. At the time this research took
place, two events were held that serve as an example to describe how indigeneity is visible and how it
is commodified in events and celebrations that are held in Cuenca. Those were the inauguration of a
square which had been renovated, and the yearly celebration of Carnival. Since both these events are
organized by the municipality, it shows how the local municipality, which consists of mestizo
employees and officials, incorporate indigeneity in public cultural celebrations in the city.
The first event that I attended was the inauguration of San Francisco square, which had been renovated
over the last year. A big open tent was placed at the square, with a stage at the front and many chairs
where the crowd could be seated. I noticed that there were two people wearing giant costumes of the
Chola Cuencana with the traditional red pollera, white blouse, Panama hat and braided hair. These
people walked and danced around the stage and the tent, serving as the city’s mascot. The
inauguration ceremony started with several speeches of the mayor of the city and the director of the
Ecuadorian Development Bank (BDE). After this, the inauguration continued with cultural activities,
starting with a dance performance by the group called “Yawarkanchik”. The Quichua name of this
dance group means “We are blood” in English. This is a folkloric group linked to Unesco, that transmits
ancestral dances with the aim of safeguarding the country’s cultural heritage. The group incorporates
the festive memory of the different ethnicities in the country in their dances, showing how the
different ethnic groups celebrate festivities through their music and language. In this way the dance
itself is not traditional, but it uses traditional elements of the different ethnicities’ cultures as examples
on which the choreography is based.
The indigenous cultures that are represented by Yawarkanchik are several Andean indigenous groups
from the regions in and around Cuenca: Azuay, Saraguro, Cañar, but also regions more to the north of
the country such as Chimborazo, Imbabura and Pichincha. Apart from that, several indigenous groups
from the Amazon region are also represented, such as the Shuar indigenous group from the Southern
Amazon. I noticed how the young male and female dancers changed their outfits in each dance
according to the vestimenta of the ethnicity they were representing. The outfits consisted of, among
other things, traditional styled polleras, ponchos, blouses, macanas and hats that are elaborated
together with indigenous artesanos (Diario Correo, 2017). Besides representing the different
indigenous groups, I noticed that some dances also represented the indigenous Andean culture with
two dancing figures dressed as Aya Uma: a character of a spiritual leader that is surrounded by
symbolism. This symbolism was clearly visible in the dual-faced colourful mask that the character wore,
which represents the duality of the Andean world; the past and the present, day and night, north and
south, good and bad, and in its rainbow colours represent the indigenous flag and all the struggles the
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indigenous peoples have had to endure. The traditional function of Aya Uma is to reunite good energies
by dancing, and be the connection between the cosmos and the life on Earth (el Tiempo, 2019). After
these performances, the inauguration continued with concerts of national artists.
What stands out is that in this case the indigenous culture is used as a form of entertainment, through
the different aspects of indigenous culture that are incorporated and shown in the dances by
Yawarkanchik. Since only certain aspects of the indigenous culture are highlighted in such a
performance to represent each indigenous group, and because the dance group earns money with this
performance, it can be argued that this is a form of staged authenticity. However, because it is clearly
presented as a performance by a dance group, I would argue that there is no ‘back region’ being staged
as an authentic ‘front region’ in this case. The fact that the municipality asked this group to perform at
such an inauguration, and the fact that the giant Chola Cuencanas were present to serve as the city’s
mascot, suggests that this indigenous culture is an essential part of the city’s and the country’s culture
that the municipality thinks should be included in official events.
An event that takes place yearly and where indigeneity also becomes manifest, is the celebration of
Carnival. Apart from the common activities of throwing water and foam at each other in the streets
which is especially popular among youngsters, the city also holds a parade that marches through the
city centre. In this parade, several families, neighbourhoods and institutions participate with parade
cars and marching groups, performing dances and playing music whilst marching in the parade. Whilst
attending this parade I witnessed that many of those groups dress in traditional indigenous vestimenta
of different indigenous groups while performing the dances. On the parade car that was driven by
members of the city’s fire department sit the Miss Cuenca and the Miss of the Neighbourhood, as well
as the Chola Cuencana that is chosen every year by the public, just like the Misses, in a beauty pageant
competition that is held before the Carnival period starts.
The carnival in Cuenca has a traditional and iconic symbol that is called “Taita Carnaval”, which is
always included in the Carnival celebrations in the city. Taita is a Quichua word which means Father.
This is visualized in a man that is dressed with a big hat with over 50 coloured ribbons hanging on it, as
well as a Catholic cross made of maize plants and corn which he holds in his hands. The symbol is a
mixture of Catholic and Indigenous culture, in the Andean mythology the cross is a symbol of the
gratitude towards God and Mother Earth for the tender fruits that grow in this time of the year. In
indigenous communities the Taita Carnaval represents power and wisdom (El Diario, 2016).
The fact that the Chola Cuencana is represented in both these events shows that it is considered an
important symbol of the city, its people and its culture. Since these events are organized by the
municipality, it shows that they place importance on the indigenous cultures of the country by
incorporating them in these different types of events. However, only certain aspects of indigeneity are
highlighted and visualized in these events, like the appearance in the form of traditional clothing, as
well as dances and mythology. They serve mainly as entertainment for the inhabitants of Cuenca which
mostly consist of mestizo people, which is a sign of ‘staged authenticity’. Still, some mestizo people or
people with indigenous ancestors see these manifestations as ways to conserve the indigenous culture,
so this could be an indicator of ‘emergent authenticity’ where these cultural expressions acquire new
meanings. Other aspects of indigeneity become visible in the daily life of the city, which will be analysed
next.

5.2. Indigenous Culture in Daily Life
Besides events and celebrations that take place on certain days of the year, indigenous people live and
work in- and around Cuenca every day. Through their daily activities, indigenous culture becomes
visible in the city in a different way than what is shown in the events like the ones described in the
44

previous section. This section elaborates on the daily life and daily activities of indigenous people in
the city, to show how indigeneity becomes manifest in the city’s daily life. The daily life of indigenous
people in and around Cuenca takes place mostly on the countryside and outskirts of the city, which is
where the majority of the indigenous population lives. They occupy themselves mostly with
agricultural activities, which is their main source of income in most cases. Within the city different
indigenous groups are visible in different areas, and with different business activities. Out of all the
different indigenous groups that live in the area, the indigenous group that is mostly visible in the city
are the indigenous people from Otavalo, and also the Chola Cuencana holds a big place in the city’s
daily life. This section elaborates mostly on these two groups and their daily activities in the city.
Indigenous people who originate from Otavalo and who live and work in Cuenca are mainly visible in
the city centre rather than in other parts of the city and its outskirts. They are known and specialized
as merchants, and therefore their main occupation is selling products, in this case artesania that are
made in the town Otavalo that is located in the north of Ecuador. These artesania consist mostly of
textile items such as ponchos, blankets, sweaters and scarfs that are made mainly of alpaca wool. In
some cases the merchants from Otavalo have their own artesania shop in the city centre, but the place
where they mostly operate in the town is the San Francisco square. This place is designed not just for
locals and tourists to take a rest, but also as a fixed market space where besides artesania also other
products are sold, such as shoes, clothing, and kitchen utensils. The majority of the booths that are
placed on the square are occupied by the Otavalo merchants who sell their products, and these booths
are also visited the most, mainly by tourists. The merchants open their booth from Monday to
Saturday, and therefore they can always be encountered here.
Walking through the city, one might encounter the Chola Cuencana women in different parts of the
city. Their main occupation in the city is selling fruits and vegetables. They do this in several different
locations. Throughout the week, from Monday to Saturday, many Chola Cuencana women are working
at the fixed food-market spaces that exist in the city. Two of those exist in the city centre; the 10 de
Agosto market and the 9 de Octubre market. Not only Chola Cuencana women are present at this
market, but also people from other indigenous groups from regions around Cuenca such as Cañar and
Saraguro can be found here buying and selling their products, as well as people from indigenous groups
from regions further north, such as Alausí. Another fixed market, called Plaza Rotary, is located in the
northern part of the city centre, close to the 9 de Octubre market. Plaza Rotary is not a food market
but a very diverse market where many different types of products are sold; from wooden furniture to
artesania and equipment needed on the farm such as machetes and horse halters. The Chola Cuencana
women are often present here, not only selling their products in the shops they own, but also buying
the products and groceries that they need.
Besides these daily market activities of buying and selling products, Chola Cuencana women might also
be encountered while performing other traditional activities. Two times a week, on Tuesday- and
Friday morning, so-called “limpias” are performed at the 10 de Agosto market and Plaza Rotary. This
is a cleansing ritual, in which fresh branches of herbs and plants are used to cure bad energies and
frightfulness, raw eggs to analyse the diagnosis, and sometimes guinea pigs to cure diseases. It is
performed by elderly women, usually Chola Cuencana. During one of the limpias I observed how the
client, or patient, that undergoes the limpia was sat down on a stool, after which the cleansing lady
started whipping him on the body and head with the plants and herbs. The next step in the cleansing
was done with a spraying of alcohol, which the lady took in her mouth and then sprayed it over the
client’s face and body. After this, she rubbed the raw egg in its shell over the client’s body, after which
she broke it and poured it into a transparent cup or plastic bag. From the way the egg looks, the
cleansing lady can read the client’s diagnosis and tell him what is troubling him. Many local people
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believe in the effect of these cleansings, so these sessions are always crowded and people even line
up to participate in them. At both the 10 de Agosto market and Plaza Rotary, about 10 to 15 ladies are
performing the limpias. This shows how such an indigenous custom is widely accepted and integrated
in the local culture of the city.
The Chola Cuencana women are not only present in the city centre. They also attend other fixed
markets outside the city centre, such as the Arenal (also known as Feria Libre) for both buying and
selling products. Apart from that, in different parts of the city (outside the city centre) a weekly market
is held on Saturday or Sunday. Market stands are set up here by the municipality, and producers from
the countryside around Cuenca come to these places very early in the morning to sell their fresh
produce and freshly cooked meals. Since these markets are situated outside the city centre, they are
mostly visited by locals. The vendors at these markets are often indigenous, with the women dressed
in the recognizable Chola Cuencana vestimenta.
Because of the different sites in the city where indigenous people do their business, it is not strange
that they can be witnessed generally on the streets as well, both in the city centre and in the rest of
the city. Selling products on the various markets is not their only occupation. In some cases, indigenous
Chola Cuencana women also work as “empleada” in the housekeeping of higher middle-class families,
cleaning the house and taking care of the children. The Chola Cuencana women as well as women from
northern indigenous groups from the region of Alausí are also present in the streets working informal
jobs, which usually means walking around the city centre selling fruits from a wheelbarrow or basket.
In some cases they do this while carrying their small children on their back because they have no other
place to leave them, trying to earn some money for the family to survive.
This section shows that in the daily life, indigenous people in the city are mostly encountered while
working on the markets and in the streets. Indigeneity therefore becomes manifest here mainly
through daily working life. Especially the Chola Cuencana women are usually elderly women, who dress
in pollera and wear a Panama hat and wear their hair in braids, but are not as elegantly dressed as the
people representing the Chola Cuencana in events. This working life in the city is another aspect of
indigeneity which was not shown in the staged cultural performances that took place during events.
This shows that besides the pretty aspects of the indigenous culture and appearance, there is also a
flipside which includes a lot of hard work to provide for the family, and sometimes poverty. These
aspects of indigenous culture that relate to the marginalised position in which they can often be found
are usually not the culture and traditions that tourists want to see, and are therefore not included in
the staged ‘Indigenous brand’.

5.2.1. Changes in indigenous culture & local perspective
Over the past years and decades, indigeneity has become less manifest in the city for several reasons.
One of the factors that influences this is the emigration which took place in the area since the 1970s,
in which also many indigenous peoples moved to other countries, mainly the United States. However,
emigration is not the only reason why indigenous people change some of their traditions and why the
“indigenous appearance” of the city is declining. Other reasons relate to prices and comfort of
traditional clothing, and a changing sense of pride of the indigenous culture.
The Chola Cuencana women that still live in the area also become less visible. Not necessarily because
they change their identity, but they change their appearance. In this way they may still identify as being
Chola Cuencana, but this is no longer clearly visible in their appearance. The number of women that
still use a pollera and macana is going down, and Ms Orellana who makes macanas in Gualaceo explains
that this is partly because the polleras and macanas are expensive. Nowadays many women dress in
pants, and prefer to buy cheaper clothes that are made in China (Interview Ms Orellana, February 20,
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2019). Besides that the polleras are expensive, they don’t provide enough protection to keep warm
during the cold mornings and evenings in this mountainous area.
Habitants of Cuenca believe that the visibility of indigenous culture is declining, because they witness
that there are not as many people dressing in traditional vestimenta now as there were before and the
people who still do live mostly in the countryside. Two mestizo locals explain that in their view,
contrary to indigenous people from Otavalo who are proud of their identity, the younger generations
of indigenous people in Cuenca are losing their pride. For example, the younger generations don’t want
to look different to their peers in school. Nevertheless, these locals also see the indigenous culture of
the Chola Cuencana as an important part of the city’s history and identity (Conversation Leandro &
Johanna, February 5, 2019). Another local acknowledges that “the Cuencanos are not worried about
the declining culture until it has all disappeared” (Conversation David, January 31, 2019).

5.3 Indigeneity in Cuenca tourism
The previous chapter showed that different aspects of indigeneity are visible in the city in various ways,
and also play an important role in the city’s identity. This chapter adds to that by analysing how
indigeneity becomes manifest within the Cuenca tourism sector. This section looks at how indigeneity
is included and commodified in different tourism products that are offered by different actors, such as
tours organized by travel agencies, artesania made by artesanos in the city and its outskirts, and other
sites that can be visited in the city. It will also analyse how tourists witness and experience indigeneity
in the city to find out whether or not the ‘indigenous brand’ as explained by Koot (2016) is something
they search in their travels. In this way the commodification of indigeneity will be examined in different
aspects of the tourism value chain.

5.3.1. Indigeneity in different aspects of tourism value chain
Aspects of indigeneity are included in several tourism products by travel agencies, guides and
artesanos, but in different ways. This section analyses both the presentation or promotion of the
different tourism products, as well as its content and elaboration, to show in what ways indigeneity
becomes manifest and commodified in different aspects of the tourism supply chain, and who benefits
from it. The different tourism products that will be analysed are guided tours, artesania and other
tourism sites in the city.
Indigeneity in Guided Tours
A few guided tours are offered in Cuenca and its surroundings that manifest indigeneity in some way.
This could be in the form of visiting a local indigenous community, or by visiting sites with historical
and cultural value related to indigenous people. As seen in the previous chapters, the tours that are
offered in the pool are the most popular and most frequently booked tours in the city and its
surroundings. Of these tours, some don’t include any aspects of indigenous culture at all, and some do
incorporate it either in the presentation of the tour or in the content of the tour, or both. This section
makes a distinction between the presentation and promotion of a tour which is done by the travel
agencies, and the content of a tour which is put together by travel agencies and guides, but also
involves other actors. By analysing both the way a tour is presented and promoted, and the content of
the tour, this section shows the various ways in which aspects of indigeneity are commodified in the
organisation of guided tours. The view of travel agency employees and guides on indigenous culture is
also analysed to understand their choices on whether or not to include aspects of indigeneity in their
tourism products.
Presentation
The first thing that will be analysed is the presentation of guided tours in promotional materials that
are used by the travel agencies which offer the tours that are included in the pool system. By analysing
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promotional materials such as brochures and websites of tours that are offered by the travel agencies
in Cuenca, it becomes visible how the agencies present their various tours and how they commodify
indigeneity in this presentation. Explanations that are given about the tours at the travel agencies that
offer them also contribute to this analysis.
Looking purely at the presentation of the tours in the pool, the tours that can be considered to include
aspects of indigeneity in some way are the tours to the craft villages Gualaceo, Chordeleg & San
Bartolomé; and to Ingapirca + Gualaceo and Chordeleg. Nevertheless, the presentation of these tours
as being indigenous is limited. The clearest example is a brochure of Hualambari Tour agency, shown
in the pictures below. In this agency’s explanation of the tour to Gualaceo, Chordeleg & San Bartolomé,
they mention that the indigenous market of Gualaceo is visited which is one of the biggest and most
important in the region. Two of the four pictures that accompany the information on this tour include
indigenous women, dressed in their traditional vestimenta. In the first picture these women are
weaving Panama hats, and in the other picture they are selling food crops from their paja toquilla straw
baskets on what appears to be a market. The same brochure describes the tour to Ingapirca + Gualaceo
and Chordeleg in its title as being a tour to Ingapirca and Indigenous Communities. The description of
the tour does not mention indigenous communities, but it mentions that the towns Gualaceo and
Chordeleg are known for its various crafts like macanas, pottery and extraordinary goldsmiths. The
picture accompanying the presentation of this tour is of the Ingapirca ruins.

Figure 3: Promotional brochure Hualambari tour agency
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Expediciones Apullacta agency has decorated its promotional brochure on one side with a colonial
building in Cuenca, and on the other side with the embroidered part of a traditional pollera. They do
not mention any of the previously mentioned tours as being indigenous. The picture they include in
the presentation of the tour to Gualaceo, Chordeleg & San Bartolomé is of the miniature ceramics in
the form of indigenous men, dressed in indigenous vestimenta, playing musical instruments.

Figure 4: Promotional brochure Expediciones Apullacta travel agency

Content
While elements of indigenous culture are sometimes portrayed in the presentation of tours in
promotional materials, when it comes to the content of the tours offered in the pool, indigenous
culture or indigenous communities are not the main focus or attraction. Tour agencies have different
opinions on the indigenous culture as being interesting for their tourism products or not. Nevertheless,
according to several guides it is inevitable to talk about the indigenous culture in the tours. To take
these different perspectives into account, this section analyses the content of the two tours offered in
the pool that relate to indigeneity in some way, to compare between the way the tours are presented
and their actual content and analyse how this coincides or differs.
Ingapirca is a site with big historic importance in the Inca and Cañari culture, and therefore it is
historically connected to the indigenous culture of the area. Tours to this site are offered by all the
travel agencies in Cuenca, both inside and outside the pool. This is an important archaeological
complex not only for the region but for the whole country, and therefore it is a touristic site that is well
cared after with several facilities that tourists can use. These facilities include an information desk, a
small museum, toilets and several souvenir shops where souvenirs and artesania are sold. During my
visit to the site on one of the guided tours I witnessed a llama standing at the entrance of the site,
dressed up with what looked like a red scarf, and a saddle. For a few dollars it is possible to take
pictures with this llama. At the exit of the complex I observed two old women dressed in indigenous
vestimenta, in their hand they hold a stick with alpaca wool at the tip. One of the women has no teeth.
After a group of tourists takes pictures of them, the women hold up their hand and ask the tourists for
a tip. These women seemed to be using and therefore commodifying certain aspects of indigenous
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culture, namely their appearance, to earn some money. The llama at the entrance can also be seen as
an example of commodified indigenous culture.
In Gualaceo the indigenous culture is included mostly in the visit to the market that is included in some
guided tours. This is mostly because many indigenous people sell their products here, even more than
can be seen in Cuenca. The attraction here is not specifically the indigenous people, but the variety in
products and colours that can be found in the market. The same goes for the towns Chordeleg and San
Bartolomé where indigenous people are present, but they are not specifically included in a visit during
the tour. The spontaneous stop at the livestock market in Biblian that was done during one of the
guided tours I participated in during this research did include indigenous people a bit more. The
majority of people selling their livestock at this market was indigenous and dressed in the traditional
indigenous vestimenta. The presence of indigenous people here is why it could be considered a visit
to an indigenous site. However, this visit was originally not included in the itinerary of the tour, and
the guide had also never visited it before. Therefore, during this visit we were all spectators, including
the guide, and we did not dive deeper into the culture or the practices that could be seen, there was
no extra information available besides the conversations that could be held with the participants of
the market. Also, since it was not included in the original itinerary of the tour as composed by the
travel agency, this visit cannot be considered a commodified experience.
Therefore, the content of the tours in the pool and the things that could be seen and experienced that
are related to various elements of indigenous culture largely coincide with the presentation of the
tours that is done by the travel agencies. Nevertheless, the presentation of some tours provided more
images related to indigeneity than were experienced during the actual tour. This includes pictures on
the weaving of Panama hats that were shown in one of the brochures but were not actually visited
during the guided tour. In this case the commodification of indigeneity is mainly used for promotion
purposes. On the other hand, Ingapirca is not specifically presented or commodified in brochures as
an indigenous site, though during the tour its historical relevance to indigeneity became clear.
Other tourism products outside the pool
Since every agency is also free to design their own tourism products besides the ones offered in the
pool, the agencies do have some other tours that include aspects of indigeneity. For example, in their
promotional brochure Expediciones Apullacta includes a full-day tour to Saraguro, a region south of
Cuenca. This tour includes lodging with local indigenous families, as well as different activities and visits
related to archaeology, artesania and adventure. The picture that accompanies the presentation of
this tour in the brochure is of three people dressed in Saraguro indigenous vestimenta, holding baskets
filled with bread. There is also an opportunity to take an extended tour to Saraguro of either two days
and one night, or three days and two nights. The description does not include an itinerary for these
extended tours. Besides this, the agency also offers tours to other regions of the country, such as the
Amazon where they also offer a stay with indigenous groups. This option is highlighted with several
exclamation marks and capital letters. The brochure does not include more information on these tours.
Other agencies that operate outside the pool also offer some tourism products that relate to
indigeneity. For example Polylepis Tours agency also offers a one-day cultural tour to Saraguro, in
which they visit a medicinal garden, witness typical dances, try local food and witness the elaboration
of hats (Interview Polylepis Tours agency, February 18, 2019). This tour is presented through a
promotion poster which includes people dressed in the indigenous Saraguro vestimenta. Arutam
Ecotours agency is specialized in the Southern Amazon region of the country and also offers the option
of visiting indigenous Shuar communities in the area. Apart from that, the owner of the agency explains
that his tour to Ingapirca is slightly different from the one offered by the agencies that operate in the
pool. His tour also includes a visit to a Cañari family, so the tourists can see how these families live
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traditionally with their cattle and animals, and dressed in the traditional Cañari indigenous vestimenta.
According to the feedback the owner received from one of his guides, this part of the tour is what
made the biggest impression on the tourists, more than the Ingapirca ruins, because it is something
they haven’t seen and experienced before and it therefore surprised them, whereas in many cases
they already had some previous knowledge on the Inca history (Interview Arutam Ecotours agency,
February 19, 2019). Therefore it seems that several products outside the pool include more
commodified aspects of indigenous culture than products in the pool.
Agencies’ and Guides’ view on indigenous culture
Besides the composing and executing of guided tours, agencies’ employees and tour guides also have
their own personal view on indigeneity. Where for some it is an important aspect of the local culture
which should also be included in tourism, for others it is not a topic of interest. Since travel agencies
and guides are the ones who decide on the itinerary of guided tours, their personal view on indigenous
people and indigenous culture can be an important factor that may decide whether or not to reflect
and commodify this into the tours’ itinerary.
Several of the employees working at the travel agencies in Cuenca don’t see the indigenous culture as
something special. In their eyes it is normal because it is local and they grew up with it. This can be a
reason for some agencies not to include indigenous culture in their tourism products, because it is not
perceived as an interesting topic to be included in tourism. Another explanation is given by a
representative from Hualambari Tours, who points out that the presence of indigenous people and the
Chola Cuencana is very limited in the area, which is a reason that they are not included more in tourism
products. She mentions that the indigenous people that are still around are not yet prepared to receive
tourists since they are usually over 50 years old and have lived all their life in the countryside, meaning
that they are accustomed to their way of life in the countryside and the agricultural activities that this
involves, rather than being able to take part in tourism. This agency does not regard the indigenous
culture as a major interest, and therefore focuses more on the selling of air tickets besides the products
offered in the pool (Interview Hualambari Tours agency, February 22, 2019).
On the other hand, other travel agency employees and guides do think that the history and culture of
indigenous people is an important topic to include in their tours. For instance an employee of
Expediciones Apullacta who mentions that despite seeing the indigenous culture as something normal
that she has grown up with, her agency does include it in their tours and they pay extra attention to it
when they are with foreign tourists (Interview Expediciones Apullacta, February 19, 2019). Both the
owner and guide of Polylepis Tours agency and guide Luis think it is inevitable to include the indigenous
culture while guiding tourists in the city, because in their eyes it is an inseparable part of the city’s
history and architecture. Luis feels that the indigenous culture “gives life to the country and to the
tours” because of the inevitable link to the country’s current culture and also his personal Cañari roots
(Interview Guide Luis, March 1, 2019).
Whereas in the past “el indio” was often despised and looked down upon, the owner of Polylepis Tours
agency realizes that it is part of their roots and culture, though he regrets that much of it has gone lost
over the years, such as the Quichua language which hasn’t been taught to the Mestizo generations. In
his view and experience, tourists show a lot of interest in the indigenous culture and the large varieties
of cultures and ethnicities that exist in the country. He believes that the indigenous culture can be
found anywhere, and he is the only one who mentions that it can be found even in the Cajas national
park, through the ancient pathways that run through the park that were used by Cañari and Inca people
in the past. Nevertheless, he acknowledges that the indigenous culture in Cuenca is mainly visible in
the history, and that in the current city life its presence is limited, but in the countryside and
communities it can still be found (Interview Polylepis Tours agency, February 18, 2019). An example of
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how this is applied during guided tours can be found in the guided tour I participated in to Gualaceo,
Chordeleg & San Bartolomé with guide Luis. During this guided tour Luis paid attention to a couple of
indigenous women who walked by on the street, by explaining that these are the native women of
Ecuador, and that the colour of their skirts are based on the earth and the air.
This shows that indigenous culture is not seen as an important topic by all travel agency employees,
which influences its limited commodification. Those who do think that elements of indigenous culture
are inevitable to include in guided tours acknowledge that these are mainly visible in the area’s history
and the city’s outskirts, rather than its daily life. Therefore, the commodification of indigenous culture
in guided tours in the city is limited, but it is still an important topic that is mainly applicable to tours
that visit places in the outskirts of Cuenca.
Other sources of promotion
Not only travel agencies are responsible for the promotion of tourist attractions in Cuenca, but other
institutions and organizations also contribute to this. On a broader scale, the Ministry of Tourism
promotes at country-level, and the Zonal 6 department of the Ministry arranges the promotion of
Cuenca and surroundings. Also the municipality’s tourism office is responsible for some promotional
activities. This section explains the way they incorporate indigeneity in their promotional activities.
A representative of the regional Ministry of Tourism explains that in the past, images of indigenous
people were used a lot in the promotion not only of Cuenca but of the country as a whole. The country
was presented as a destination with humble, poor people of only one ethnicity. This could also be
found for example in a lot of postcards that showed the indigenous woman with her traditional
vestimenta. Nowadays the promotion of the country that is done by the Ministry includes many other
aspects, such as nature, gastronomy and artesania that represent the high variety of things that the
country has to offer. Indigenous people are still included in this promotion of the country, but to a
lesser extent than before and instead of only showing their face or their vestimenta in promotional
materials, nowadays they are represented through the activity they are doing such as making artesania
or performing a ritual cleansing (Interview Ministry of Tourism, February 22, 2019). Still, in several
cases these are static images which do not represent the daily reality of the region, nor of indigenous
people.
On social media such as Facebook, pictures of the Chola Cuencana are sometimes still used to present
the city as ‘pretty’. An example of this is an organization that falls under the municipality and that is
responsible for organizing Free walking tours in the city centre. They uploaded a picture of an elderly
Chola Cuencana woman, dressed in traditional vestimenta, walking in the street. The caption of this
picture was “Cuenca bonita”, or Pretty Cuenca.
This shows that the manifestation of indigeneity in promotional materials has changed over the past
years, but it is still being used not only by private companies but also by public institutions such as the
Ministry of Tourism and an organization related to the local municipality. Indigenous people are shown
in promotional materials mostly related to producing and selling agricultural products and artesania,
and to the traditional vestimenta they wear. Therefore, these appear to be the aspects of indigeneity
that are most important in tourism, which indigenous people themselves often don’t have any
influence over. This also contributes to the commodification of indigenous culture.
Indigeneity in Artesania
Besides the visibility in guided tours, indigeneity also becomes manifest in both the designs and the
production of different artesania that are made and sold in- and around the city. This section analyses
these different aspects of how indigeneity becomes manifest in artesania, which is relevant because
artesania are products that are sold for money and therefore good examples of commodification.
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Besides that they are also an important part of the Cuenca tourism sector. Whether visualized directly,
in an abstract manner, or indirectly, indigenous people are very important in the designs of artesania
and are often included in some way. Apart from that, indigenous people also play an important role in
the production of artesania, either because they currently produce the artesania, or because the
existing techniques are inherited from indigenous people. Therefore, when analysing the
commodification of indigeneity in the Cuenca tourism sector, it becomes clear that artesania play a
very important role and contribute significantly.
Designs
Walking around in the city and visiting any souvenir- or artesania shop, what stands out is the image
of the indigenous woman that is incorporated in almost any type of artesania. A clear example of this
is a stuffed doll of a woman, made of textile, wearing the same vestimenta as the Chola Cuencana
including a Panama hat, pollera and braided hair. Also in the miniature ceramics indigeneity is clearly
visible, since these visualize the culture and traditions of the artesanos’ ancestors. The artesanos, who
no longer identify as indigenous themselves but who have indigenous heritage through their parents
and earlier generations who dressed in vestimenta and applied other indigenous customs, think it is
important to include these ancient traditions and culture to show and teach them to younger
generations, and to make sure the memories don’t get lost (Interview Artesano ceramics, February 20,
2019). These visualizations include representations of traditional celebrations and dances, but also of
traditional household settings and activities such as the cooking of guinea pigs (a regional delicacy) and
weaving paja toquilla straw products. The people that are included in these visualizations all wear the
traditional indigenous vestimenta, both the men and women.
However, in the majority of items the indigenous woman is portrayed in a more abstract manner. This
abstract image consists of a woman seen from behind, often sat on the ground. This image of the
woman is usually accompanied by a set of filled baskets next to the woman and a background of snowcapped mountains and a flying condor, representing the Andean mountains. This image is incorporated
in several different items such as magnets, textile bags and tapestries made of alpaca wool which are
sold in shops and markets not only in Cuenca but throughout the country.
Other artesania have a more indirect link to indigenous culture and history. This is the case for
macanas, and other textile items such as sweaters and scarves. Mr. Jimenez, owner of Casa de la
Macana in Gualaceo, explained during one of the guided tours that each macana is decorated with
certain symbols. These symbols represent certain animals like birds or snakes, or natural elements like
volcanoes or rivers, which all had an important meaning or were worshipped in the ancient Inca
culture. Some artesanos decorate their products purely based on what it is that their customers like
and what is the popular trend at the moment. For example, one vendor from Otavalo is not sure why
the indigenous identity should be important in these products, and acknowledges that not all the
designs have a relation to the indigenous culture. For instance “geometric is just geometric”, he says
about one of the patterns on his products (Interview Artesania vendor 1, February 13, 2019), implying
that there is no deeper meaning to it. Other artesanos do get inspired by the ancient Inca culture and
incorporate this into their artesania designs. Another Otavalo merchant says that the main reason for
doing this is because it is what attracts tourists most, since tourists are interested in the indigenous
culture (Interview Artesania vendor 2, February 13, 2019). Another Otavalo woman selling her
artesania nearby adds to this that tourists are looking for unique products, because they can already
find mass-produced products that are made in China in their own countries. Therefore, according to
the Otavalo lady, tourists appreciate designs that attract attention through symbols like
hummingbirds, llamas, suns and landscapes, and through the bright colours that are used (Interview
Artesania vendor 6, February 15, 2019). In this way, certain images and symbols that are related to
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indigenous culture become commodified by incorporating them into the designs of artesania that are
sold to tourists.
Production
Symbols and images relating to indigenous culture that are incorporated into designs of artesania are
not the only way in which indigeneity becomes manifest in artesania, but it also has an important role
in the production of artesania. Many artesania products are made by indigenous people or according
to techniques developed by indigenous people. In this case it is not directly visible from the outside
and background knowledge is required to know how the products are made in order to find out how
indigeneity is included in the production of certain products. In many cases, artesania are made
according to ancient techniques that are passed on through generations, as is the case for macanas
and filigree jewellery. Nowadays they are often practiced by mestizo people, but the techniques
originate from indigenous people (Interview Polylepis Tours agency, February 18, 2019). Nevertheless,
a lady who owns an artesania shop in the city centre explains that nowadays, many artesania products
are still made by indigenous people in the countryside throughout the country. They are the ones who
weave and knit the various products such as ponchos, sweaters and blankets. She explains that it’s not
like she can’t knit herself, but these indigenous people are very skilled in it because they have been
doing this all their life, and the lady owning the shop doesn’t have time for this herself (Interview
Souvenir vendor 3, February 14, 2019). A lady who owns a shop within the Casa de la Mujer artisanal
centre explains that in order for her to be able to make her products such as the stuffed textile dolls
of the Chola Cuencana, she needs complementing items that she is not able to make herself, such as
the woven Paja Toquilla straw hats. In this case, the lady places her orders with the indigenous women
in villages outside Cuenca who elaborate the products she needs (Interview Souvenir vendor 8,
February 25, 2019). The fact that artesania are made by indigenous people can contribute to the
commodification of indigeneity of these items if they are presented as such.
When I asked tourists during interviews if they have witnessed the indigenous culture in any tourism
products, they mention that the indigenous image can be noticed mostly in the different artesanias
that are sold. Within Cuenca and its surroundings, most tourists have not noticed the indigenous
culture in other tourism products such as organized tours. For those tourists the indigenous culture
was not one of their main interests, and therefore not one of the reasons to come to the area.
Indigeneity in other sites in the city
So far, the chapter has examined the way indigeneity becomes manifest and commodified in guided
tours and artesania. Another thing to analyse are other touristic sites in the city, because within the
city and its outskirts also exist several touristic sites where the indigenous culture and indigenous
people become visible.
When I asked the representative of the city’s municipal Tourism Office in what way he thinks the
indigenous culture is represented in the city, he mentioned a few sites in the city centre where
indigenous people are usually present, namely the Flower Market and the several fixed market halls
(Interview Tourism Office, January 31, 2019). The Flower Market is located right behind the central
Calderon Park, next to the New Cathedral. It is a daily, open-air market, consisting of over a dozen
vendors grouped together with two or three individual vendors at each market stand. The vendors are
all women, a minority of them dress in indigenous vestimenta. They all sell fresh flowers that are
produced in the country, individually or in flower arrangements. The fixed market halls 10 de Agosto
and 9 de Octubre have been mentioned previously in the explanation of indigeneity in Cuenca’s daily
life. They are important for locals to buy and sell their fresh products, but also have an important role
in tourism. Tourists go to these markets to see, smell and taste the big variety of food products that
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are offered. These are the places where the farmers from the area come to sell their food crops and
meat products. Many of the farmers are indigenous women, and they dress in indigenous vestimenta.
Apart from these market sites, the Tourism Office representative explains that indigenous people and
culture is also present in the rural parishes of Sayausi, San Joaquin and Tarqui, which are located in the
outskirts of Cuenca and where many indigenous people live (Interview Tourism Office, January 31,
2019). These are agrarian zones dedicated to cattle raising and agriculture, producing the food for the
city which is partly sold in the fixed market halls. Tours and visits to these areas are offered by a select
number of tourism agencies, but are not popular since they are not often booked.
Through observations it becomes clear that the city has a few more cultural tourism sites or attractions
where indigenous culture becomes manifest, besides those mentioned by the municipal Tourism
Office. A clear example of this is the Pumapungo museum, the biggest museum of the city. This
museum shows the history of the country and all the different indigenous groups that exist in the
country, of which several are also present in the streets of Cuenca. The museum includes dioramas
showing the way of life of the different ethnic groups, including their appearance, their traditional
housing and the environment they live in that differs per region where they live (the coastal region,
the mountain region or the jungle region). The appearance of the ethnic groups is visualized through
the clothes and hats that differ for each group. The clothes and hats are hung in 3d style, as if they
hang on an invisible mannequin. In the gardens of the museum the visitors can wander around plants
and flowers with medicinal purposes that are traditionally used by indigenous tribes, and food crops
that are typical for the country. Also included in the gardens of the museum are ancient Inca ruins from
the time the city was an important part of the Incan empire. The information that is provided in the
different exhibitions of the museum and its gardens are only provided in Spanish. Entrance to the
museum is free, only a registration of visitors’ data is needed upon entry.
Other examples are related to the artesania business, since these are places where the artesania are
sold. One example previously mentioned in the section on Cuenca’s daily life is Plaza Rotary.
Indigenous people and culture become manifest mostly on the days that the ritual cleansings take
place, but also on other days the indigenous culture is visible in some of the artesania that are sold
here. In general, the neighbourhood around Plaza Rotary is a bit less tourism oriented, meaning that
there are a lot of small shops where locals buy and sell their products. This means that on the streets
of this neighbourhood there are also more local indigenous people present.
Located next to each other are San Francisco Square and the artisanal centre Casa de la Mujer. They
can both be considered sites where aspects of indigenous culture become manifest through artesania,
but for different reasons. San Francisco Square is mostly known for the Otavalo merchants who sell
their textile artesania products here on a daily basis. Indigeneity is manifested here mostly through
the appearance of the merchants, since almost all of them dress fully or partially in the indigenous
Otavalo vestimenta. Many of them also speak the Quichua language among each other.
At the adjacent Casa de la Mujer indigeneity becomes less manifest in the people that work there since
they do not dress in the indigenous vestimenta, but instead it is mostly visible in the type of artesania
that is sold here and the decorations that are included in the centre. Since indigeneity is often
commodified in any type of artesania and souvenir as was explained in the previous section on
artesania, Casa de la Mujer is a place where this is highly noticeable since it centres different types of
artesania and souvenir vendors together. At this artisanal centre many different types of products can
be found, from textile dolls to Panama hats, silver filigree jewellery, embroidered clothing and items
that the Chola Cuencana would traditionally wear. The centre is decorated with images and clothing
of the Chola Cuencana. At the entrance hangs a 3d visualization of a Chola Cuencana on the wall,
55

complete with braided hair, a white shawl and pink pollera. Next to it hang several Panama hats. At
another place within the centre stand two signs of the Chola Cuencana and of an indigenous man
dressed in a red poncho and pants made of brown fur, with a black hat in his hand. The heads of the
signs are missing, because these signs are meant for people to stand behind and take pictures. On
another location in the centre stands a female mannequin dressed in indigenous vestimenta; including
a macana, pollera and white embroidered blouse. Finally, the centre has two decorative mosaic art
pieces that are placed on the wall and that represent Cuenca. What is represented most in these
mosaic art pieces are the three blue-tiled domes of the New Cathedral, the rivers that flow through
the city, and mostly several indigenous women that are portrayed in colourful skirts, white Panama
hats and long braided hair, and who are illustrated from behind and with bare feet (see figure 5).

Figure 5: Indigenous decorations in artisanal centre Casa de la Mujer

Another site in the city that is perhaps debatable in its link to indigeneity, is the Paja Toquilla Hat
Museum, or Panama Hat museum. Through information signs and showcases that include machines
needed for example to prepare the straw for making the hat and tools to shape the hats, this museum
shows the different steps of the elaboration process of a Paja Toquilla straw hat, also known as Panama
hat. The museum is divided into several smaller rooms, and each shows a particular setting with tools
and equipment that is needed in each step of the elaboration process. There are also some pictures
hanging on the wall of women wearing indigenous vestimenta who are weaving the Panama hats. A
characteristic item in the vestimenta of the Chola Cuencana indigenous woman is her Paja Toquilla
straw hat, which is why this museum has an indirect link to indigeneity. At the museum itself,
indigeneity is barely visible. The museum also has a shop where many hats can be bought. The museum
and shop are not targeted on indigenous people, but mostly on tourists. The hats are not made here,
but are made by artesanos usually in the countryside. They arrive at the museum with a plain finish,
and at the museum shop they are decorated by giving them a certain colour and adding a coloured
ribbon around the base of the hat. Prices for the hats range between $50,- for a basic model up to
$300,- for an extra finely woven hat.
The general picture that comes out of this is that there are various other tourism sites in the city that
commodify indigeneity in some way, and those are usually museums and markets such as food markets
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and artesania markets. Many of these sites are also part of the city’s daily life and daily activities take
place here such as the buying and selling of groceries, utensils or decorations. These are clear examples
where indigeneity in tourism overlaps with indigeneity in the city’s daily life, and where these daily
activities can be experienced as tourism attractions. The section has also shown that indigeneity in
tourism is mainly included in the history of the city and the country through the city’s biggest museum.
Images or attributes of the Chola Cuencana are also frequently used in the decoration of these sites.

5.3.2. Tourist view on indigenous culture in the city
So far I have analysed the manifestation and commodification of indigeneity in different tourism
products and attractions that are offered by various actors in the tourism sector, and other sites that
can be visited in the city. The view of travel agency employees and tour guides on indigeneity has been
taken into account as well, but what is still missing is the perspective of tourists who visit Cuenca. This
section analyses how tourists view and experience indigenous culture in the city, to analyse how the
commodification of indigeneity in various tourism products is perceived by tourists. The majority of
tourists that were interviewed show an interest to learn more about the several different indigenous
cultures that exist in the country, whereas for other tourists this is not a topic of interest.
A diverse group of tourists varying in age, nationality and way of travelling, who can be classified as
“sightseeing cultural tourists” in the typology of McKercher and Du Cros (2002), notice the indigenous
culture on the street, mostly through the people dressed in indigenous style clothes, especially in the
market halls selling fruits and vegetables. The clothes are definitely the aspect that stands out most to
these tourists. For example a group of senior Canadian tourists travelling with a guide mention that
the presence of indigenous people is “very evident on the streets with lots of rural people, people in
the markets selling fruits and vegetables in vestimenta, mainly women” (Interview Canadian tourists,
February 6, 2019). Several of these tourists admire that the indigenous people keep their culture and
traditions alive despite the hardships that this may bring along for younger generations and the hard
work that they have to do on a daily basis. Other sightseeing cultural tourists are aware that indigenous
cultures exist in the country but haven’t come across them yet and haven’t noticed much of it during
their travels.
Other tourists and visitors who can be classified “purposeful cultural tourists” in McKercher and Du
Cros’ (2002) typology connect indigeneity to a more negative perception. For example, the first thing
that comes to mind when a 32-year-old tourist from Czech Republic travelling the continent alone by
bike thinks about ‘indigenous people’ is marginalisation. He believes that these people, who usually
live in the countryside, do not have the same access to opportunities as people in the cities, and that
they earn very little money for the hard work they do (Interview tourist Czech Republic, February 28,
2019). For him the indigenous culture in particular was not a reason to travel to this area, but his goal
while traveling is to experience local cultures. A woman from United States who is in Ecuador on a
mission trip has the same view of indigenous people living in poverty and hunger without access to
health care, which is the reason why she and her group are in Ecuador to help these people (Interview
USA woman, February 22, 2019). Foreigners who have lived in the city for longer, such as a retired
expat from the United States, also notice signs of indigenous people’s marginalised position in the city,
when he saw indigenous people for example washing their clothes in the Tomebamba river. At first he
thought this was a strange sight, but after a while he noticed many people doing this and therefore he
understood that apparently these people don’t have sufficient plumbing and facilities to do this at the
place they live (Interview USA expat, February 17, 2019). This part of these people’s daily reality is not
included in the commodification of indigenous culture for tourism purposes.
Several tourists who have visited other parts of the country before coming to Cuenca, or Ecuadorian
residents who live in other parts of the country have noticed that in this part of the country the
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indigenous people are not as visible on the streets as in other parts, such as Otavalo and Quito.
According to a Venezuelan national residing in Quito, the culture in Cuenca is more mixed with Western
influences which he thinks might be a reason why the indigenous presence is smaller (Interview
Venezuelans living in Quito, February 28, 2019). A 27-year-old tourist from Chile travelling the country
with his girlfriend agrees that compared to other parts of the country the indigenous presence in
Cuenca is smaller, and assumes that the culture may have blended in with the city. He feels that this
absence of many indigenous people makes the city seem more modern, which suggests a certain form
of development, and the people are comparable to those in his home city Santiago de Chile (Interview
tourist Chile, February 28, 2019). In other parts of the country tourists also witness more commodified
and staged activities performed by indigenous people. For example two 18-year-old girls from
Germany who combine city visits with spending periods in the countryside mention they experienced
traditional dances that were performed by indigenous people at the monument to the Equator (Mitad
del Mundo) just outside Quito, whereas in Cuenca they have not experienced those kind of
performances (Interview German girls, February 28, 2019).
For national tourists travelling within Ecuador, the indigenous culture is not always an interesting
aspect of Cuenca. For example, tourists from Guayaquil mention that they are used to it and know it
exists in different parts of the country, and therefore they see it as something normal rather than
something special to explore in tourism (Interview Tourists Guayaquil, February 7, 2019).
This section shows that different types of (cultural) tourists have different views and ideas of
indigeneity and what it looks like. Many sightseeing cultural tourists relate indigeneity to the
appearance and traditional clothing that indigenous people wear, and the activities they’re involved in
like selling fruits and vegetables, and washing clothes in the river. This matches with the aspects of
indigeneity that can be found in the city’s daily life activities. For others, like purposeful cultural
tourists, indigeneity has a more negative connotation of marginalisation, and others don’t see
indigeneity as something interesting at all, which matches with the view of several local travel
agencies. In general it becomes clear through interviews with several tourists that the majority of them
did not see the indigenous culture as one of the main reasons to visit Cuenca. Many of them were not
aware of this culture before coming to the city and it was therefore not a pull-factor. Their interest in
the culture grew after they arrived in the country and witnessed some of the indigenous presence,
though because of its limited presence in Cuenca it is not seen as one of the highlights of the city.

5.4. Conclusion chapter 5
This chapter aimed to show the commodification of indigeneity in Cuenca by analysing how different
aspects of indigeneity become manifest in the city’s daily life and in its tourism sector. It became clear
that indigenous culture is an important aspect of Cuenca, because it becomes visible in many different
forms both in daily life and in tourism. Nevertheless, the chapter also showed that the extend of this
visibility is greater in Cuenca’s daily life than in its tourism sector and it can be concluded that the
meaning of indigeneity differs between the two. Where the indigenous culture is seen by local mestizo
inhabitants as a vital part of the city’s identity, it is often not considered to be of great importance in
the various tourism products that are offered in the city (besides artesania), neither by travel agency
employees nor by tourists visiting the city.
However, in both the city’s daily life and its tourism sector a distinction can be made between
indigeneity as an attraction and indigeneity as daily reality. Indigeneity is commodified as a form of
entertainment in events and celebrations where only certain aspects of indigeneity (such as a colourful
appearances and traditional dances) are visualized by (often) mestizo people, which is sometimes a big
contrast with the daily hard-working indigenous people on the streets and in the markets of the city.
In the limited amount of tourism products that include indigenous culture in some way, such a contrast
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also exists. Aesthetically appealing aspects of indigeneity in tourism are included in artesania, and in
some way in guided tours, but its visibility becomes mostly apparent in historical cultural sites and
artefacts (such as the Ingapirca ruins and the Pumapungo museum) and through casual encounters
with indigenous people on the streets or in the markets. In other words, at the moment indigenous
people are seldom actively involved in tourism products other than elaborating or selling artesania,
and their way of life with their daily activities can be casually encountered while on a guided tour, but
is not actively included in tourism products. On the other hand, images and representations of
indigenous people, culture and history which do not reflect daily reality are sometimes used in tourism
products and in cultural events, showing that commodification of indigeneity is performed by different
actors inside and outside the tourism sector.
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6. Tensions in Cuenca tourism sector
In the previous chapter it has become clearer what the organisation of a cultural tourism destination
like Cuenca looks like, and also how the power relations are formed within the tourism value chain. As
Song et al. (2013) argued, conflicts between different actors in tourism value chains increased as
tourism has grown. The way in which the Cuenca tourism sector is currently organized and the
differences in power and influence among the different stakeholders in the value chain also leave room
for several frictions to arise in the business links between different actors. This chapter will analyse
where the conflicts and areas of tension lie in the Cuenca tourism sector and what they look like. One
of the issues that will be analysed in this chapter is that there are several artesanos in the destinations
that are visited on guided tours who are not satisfied and feel they are excluded from these tours.
Apart from that, artesanos are worried because the existence of their businesses and their skills is
under threat because of several reasons that this chapter will also explain. Furthermore, the chapter
will show that some issues also exist in the relations that different actors in the Cuenca tourism sector
have with the Ministry.

6.1 Exclusion of Talleres from Tours
The first issue in the Cuenca tourism sector is related to the talleres in the towns around Cuenca. The
selection criteria of the travel agencies and guides for the talleres that are to be included in their
tourism products leave other existing talleres as disregarded. In some cases the tourism agencies might
not even be aware of the exclusion of certain talleres, because they are not aware that these talleres
exist. In other cases some other reasons exist for the exclusion of certain businesses which influence
the area of tension around this stakeholder, which will be explained below. In particular, the cases of
the filigree jewellery in Chordeleg, and the macana talleres in Gualaceo will be analysed.

6.1.1. Filigree Chordeleg
When it comes to the filigree jewellery specialty of the town Chordeleg, I observed and experienced
that filigree talleres were not included in the two organized tours I participated in, and we only visited
jewellery shops. This does not mean that the talleres do not exist. After talking to representatives of
the tourism office in the town of Chordeleg and to a filigree artesano in the town, it became clear that
within Chordeleg there are various filigree talleres where the jewellery is made (Interview Artesano
filigree, February 20, 2019). The owner of one of this filigree talleres explained that his taller is only
included in tours that are sold at the tourism office of Chordeleg, which also serves as its museum.
They are in touch with the local artisans, not only those involved in jewellery but also ceramics, shoes
and Panama hats. The Chordeleg museum sends tourists to the various talleres in the town, and in
some cases like the one of the jewellery artisan they are not included in tours from Cuenca. When I
asked the owner for his view on why he is not included in tours from Cuenca he responded that tours
from Cuenca surely have other places to visit, whereas Chordeleg really promotes its variety of
different artisans (Interview Artesano filigree, February 20, 2019). He feels it would be a good idea for
Cuenca tourism operators to work together with Chordeleg to make it possible to include the different
filigree businesses that exist in the town. His business is an example of talleres that are not visible from
the street, and not recognizable as being a taller. Currently it can only be found by tourists if it is directly
shown to them either by a guide or by an employee of the Chordeleg museum, or in the unlikely case
of accidentally stumbling upon it. The owner of the taller hadn’t yet considered putting up a sign near
the main road to guide people towards his taller, but he liked the idea of doing so.
This shows how the taller owners often don’t know how to promote their businesses in tourism, how
to make themselves more visible and how to become more included in tourism. There is therefore a
dependency of this taller on more powerful actors in the value chain such as guides and the tourism
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office to ensure being visited by tourists, and also a sense of inferiority because the taller owner thinks
that tours from Cuenca have other more interesting places to visit.

6.1.2. Macana Gualaceo
For the macana business in Gualaceo it is a different story. Several forms of tension exist here, which
are not only related to exclusion from tours but also to friction among different macana talleres in the
area around practices of one taller that are deemed ‘unfair’ by some other talleres in the area.
A visit to a macana taller is included in the various tours from Cuenca, who all visit the same taller
called ‘Casa de la Macana’ owned by Mr Jimenez. Some agencies may believe that this is the only
macana taller that still exists (Interview Hualambari tours, February 22, 2019), or the only one that has
remained ‘original’ (Interview Arutam Ecotours, February 19, 2019). Nevertheless, on the same block
exist at least three more macana talleres, and higher up the mountain at a more remote location called
Bulzhun exist a few more. When I entered one of the talleres on the same block it was quite empty,
besides some finished macanas and scarfs hanging on display on the wall, and an old spinning wheel
sitting in the corner of the room. I called “buenas!”, and was greeted by a woman who came from a
door in the back of the taller. After I explained the purpose of my visit, the woman took me through
the door to a small room behind this showroom, where her mother and disabled sister were sitting.
The mother, an elderly woman, is the owner of the taller, and she was working on a macana in this
small room when I visited. At the same time she was watching the television in the corner next to her,
together with her daughter who sat on the couch next to her. The woman never stopped working while
I asked her some questions. She told me she does all the work by hand, but the stroke she suffered
two months ago made it hard for her to use her hand while managing the thread. This made it more
difficult to do her work. Apart from macanas she also makes ponchos, scarfs and shawls together with
her weavers. She explained that her taller is not included in guided tours from Cuenca, but that the
guides already know her so in some cases they do bring tourists to her taller. She explained that some
of the guides have tried to take advantage of her, because they claimed she should gift them some of
her work in return for the customers that the guides bring to her taller. Nevertheless, she was made
aware that she shouldn’t give away presents to the guides because they earn their own salary, but still
she is sometimes willing to give gifts to guides who always drop by her taller with customers or who
make sure that they buy many products off her.
There is a lot of competition among these macana talleres. The elderly woman explains that some
people sell their products very cheaply, which she feels does not match with the amount of work that
goes into making the products. She tries to stand out by making her product of better quality, by using
different material and more fabric. Apart from this the taller has no form of promotion, the elderly
owner of the taller said this is because it is not necessary since she is already known, but her daughter
explained that there is also no support for promotion coming from the municipality. According to her,
Mr. Jimenez, the owner of the Casa de la Macana, does receive support from the state in the promotion
of his business, for instance in the form of help in presenting his business on fairs and even abroad. He
owns a machine which can be considered semi-industrial, making it easier for him to make macanas in
larger quantities in a shorter amount of time, with the downside of only being able to produce one
type of design. The elderly woman and her family considered this unfair competition because this
machine allows Mr. Jimenez to make more macanas in a smaller time frame, because it involves less
manual labour.
Another taller on the block is owned by a lady called Carmen Orellana, who is well known in the area
for her ponchos, shawls and religious clothing for priests, and even received a UNESCO recognition for
her work. She sometimes sells internationally, and proudly told me how she made the chasuble for
pope Francis using the same technique as for making macanas. She sells her products directly from her
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taller and she also sells them to several stores in Cuenca. Some years ago her taller used to be included
in guided tours, but for a number of reasons this changed and now the guides only visit the Casa de la
Macana taller. She mentioned that one reason for this change is that the guides have asked for
commissions, which she was not able to pay them because of her small profits. Casa de la Macana does
pay the guides commissions on their sales, which Ms Orellana says is a reason why guides now prefer
to visit them instead of her. Another reason is that until 6 or 7 years ago the Casa de la Macana didn’t
exist yet, so guides used to visit other talleres before this time, including the one of Ms. Orellana. After
Mr. Jimenez (who is originally from Bulzhun) returned from the United States where he lived for a
while, he set up his business here which has now become the biggest competition for all the businesses
in the area. Ms Orellana explains that Mr Jimenez has become a merchant, meaning that anybody in
the area who is unable to sell their macanas can go to him and he will sell it for them. He pays other
people to make products for him, since he is the one who owns the most money. Because of this he is
able to have a large amount of macanas in stock, which increases the probability that tourists find a
macana they like and buy it, and therefore also increases the chance that the guides can receive their
commission. For Ms. Orellana it is not possible to have this stock because she does all the work by
herself, together with her sister, and needs to sell the products rather quickly to make a living. She is
not happy with the way the guided tours to the area are organized because it does not benefit all the
talleres in the area, and feels that Mr. Jimenez’ Casa de la Macana practices unfair competition with
the way he works, which has now also assured his place in guided tours. She wishes that the tourism
agencies and guides didn’t just send the tourists to one place but that they try to help out everybody,
instead of going where it suits them best because of the extra money they can receive (Interview
Macana ms Orellana, February 20, 2019).
As mentioned, Casa de la Macana is the taller that is usually included in guided tours from Cuenca. As
opposed to the other talleres on the block, the only product they make at Casa de la Macana are
macanas. They are very active in promoting their business in various different channels such as the
Ministry of Tourism, tourism agencies, hotels and any business related to tourism not just in Cuenca
but also in Quito where they also sell their products in galleries and hotels – though at a higher price.
A representative of Casa de la Macana explained that for them, the benefit of being included in tours
is that in this way tourists are brought to them directly. It would be more difficult for tourists to reach
them if they weren’t included because of their location on the main road outside of the village. Tourists
who travel by bus to Gualaceo without a guide may be unaware of the business’ location and therefore
don’t make a stop here. Competition is experienced by Casa de la Macana among the different families
that elaborate their products, and by another family who is able to make cheaper macanas because
they use lower quality materials. Another big competitor for Casa de la Macana is the textile industry
of Otavalo, where macanas and shawls are made with machines and synthetic materials as opposed
to the natural fibres used in Gualaceo (Interview Casa de la Macana, February 20, 2019).
The interviewee at Casa de la Macana acknowledged that people sometimes leave them a couple of
macanas and ask the taller to sell these for them, and in this case 100% of the revenue returns to the
people who made the macanas. In other cases people sell them macanas at a lower price, after which
they are sold at the normal price at Casa de la Macana and the remaining profit stays at Casa de la
Macana. Not all the products are made at the taller, but family members also work from their homes
and then leave the products at the taller to be sold (Interview Casa de la Macana, February 20, 2019).
This is the only taller in the area which asks for an entrance fee of $1,- both for tourists who join a
guided tour and who visit without a tour. The interviewee at Casa de la Macana explained that it is also
possible for tourists to dye a wool hank with natural dye which they can take home afterwards, for a
price of $5,-. In case tourists are interested in doing this the taller asks to be informed of this a day in
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advance so this can be prepared. It is depending on the guide and the tourists, but in general this is
not done in the guided tours (Interview Casa de la Macana, February 20, 2019).
This section has shown some examples of conflict and tension that occur among actors in the tourism
value chain, namely that some filigree and macana businesses in the outskirts of Cuenca are excluded
from guided tours from Cuenca. When it comes to the macana industry in Gualaceo, currently all the
economic benefits from tourism go to only one business – making it even harder for the other
businesses in the area to compete. Besides that, several macana businesses owners in Gualaceo feel
that unequal competition in the area makes it even harder for them to have a successful business, and
also contributes to their exclusion from guided tours. Guides also seem to play an important role in
this exclusion, because they rather visit the businesses where they can earn their commission. This is
an example of how guides use their level of power to make decisions on who to include in guided tours.
Some of these businesses can barely survive and others have found their own way to keep their head
above water, but it is clear that inclusion in tours and the economic benefit it would generate could
help them to maintain their business. In order to do so, the conflicts and issues in the value chain
should be tackled on different levels.

6.2 Artesania businesses under threat
The next area of tension is also related to artesanos in the outskirts of Cuenca. Artesania businesses
and talleres exist throughout the country, with different specialty products in each region. Artisans
feel that the elaboration of the different types of artesania is under threat, not just by modern
techniques and innovations that change the production process and in some cases the quality of the
products, but also because of underappreciation by tourists, the local government and municipality
for the people who make the artesania, and other external influences. This underappreciation that the
artesanos feel is not clearly visible from the outside, but it becomes noticeable when talking to the
artisans. Both tendencies have effects on the existence of artesania businesses and talleres and how
they are involved in the tourism value chain.

6.2.1. How artesanos work
First of all, it is important to know in what way the artesanos currently work, what their businesses
look like and what the processes of making artesania entail. This provides a better understanding of
the businesses before different possible threats to the businesses can be further analysed.
In Cuenca there are many shops that sell artesania. Some are specialized in one type of product such
as Panama hats, and others sell many different types of artesania. Products are often not made in the
city itself, but in the outskirts of the city. The artesania businesses where these products are made are
small family businesses, that tend to stay in the background and be almost invisible in that it is
impossible to see from the outside that it is an artesania business. This was not just the case for the
filigree taller in Chordeleg as explained in the previous section, but also for some of the macana talleres
in Gualaceo and the miniature ceramics taller that I visited on one of the guided tours. These
businesses are located inside regular houses, where the families not just work but also live. The
grandparents and parents of the family work in the business, whereas the children usually go to school
and help in the business in their spare time. The different tasks in the elaboration process are usually
divided among family members. In some cases it is necessary to maintain a second job because the
gains of the taller alone are not sufficient to comply with the family’s needs. An example of this is the
case of the macana workshop in Gualaceo owned by the elderly woman who suffered a stroke, and
her family. The woman’s adult daughter explained that the business is not the family’s main source of
income, because it is not profitable enough. Therefore, instead of helping in the taller she works as a
school teacher to provide an extra source of income (Interview Taller Macana 2, February 20, 2019).
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The artesanias are made by hand and according to traditional techniques that have been passed on
from generation to generation. The materials that are used are all produced in Ecuador. After the
talleres receive these prime materials they apply all the different steps of the production process that
are needed to make the final product. For the filigree jewellery this means firstly dissolving the material
(gold or silver) which arrives granulated. After this the material has to be stretched out so it becomes
a thread as thin as a hair. This thread then has to be doubled and twisted to make it into fine filigree.
This filigree can then be formed into the desired shape. For the miniature ceramics it means shaping
small figures of clay with high levels of detail, representing the cultures and traditions of Cuenca and
Ecuador. After shaping the figures and baking them in the oven, they are hand-painted. For the
macanas this means firstly organizing the different cotton or wool threads wrapping them around two
sticks placed about a metre apart from each other. After this, knots are tied around several parts of
the threads, to define the design of the patterns and figures that will be made with colour in the shawl.
This technique of dying the material and defining its pattern before the cloth is woven is called the
‘Ikat’ technique and it is one of the renown features of the macana. The natural materials that are used
for colouring the shawls are materials such as leafs, insects, mineral stones and indigo.
For the elaboration of macanas it is important that the materials that are used are all natural materials
rather than synthetic. This does not count only for the fibres that are used, but also for the material
that is used to dye the fibres in the desired colours. This is what adds the value to the products and
enhances its quality. Once the threads are coloured, the knots are untied and it shows how they
prevented some part of the thread from colouring, resulting in a pattern or figure. After this, the
weaving process starts, practiced in a wooden weaving machine where the weaver sits on the ground
with a leather hide behind his back. The final step of making a macana is tying the threads at the
extremes of the macana into small knots which serve both as decoration and to make sure the macana
doesn’t unravel. The finished products are then sold directly at their own talleres, and sometimes also
in stores in Cuenca or Chordeleg. Each artesano can decide for him or herself what the design of the
products will look like, based on what it is that the market desires, what is popular at the moment and
also what he or she wants to display. All of them are reaching for a durable product with the highest
quality possible, also if this means that this increases the price and reduces the amount of sales.
It becomes clear through the stories and conversations with artesanos that they all have one thing in
common, and that is that they are extremely proud of what they do, what they make and the heritage
that it represents to them. This becomes clear for example in the macana talleres in Gualaceo, where
despite the hard work that is required, all taller owners mentioned that they continue working in the
traditional way by hand for the single reason that it is the heritage passed on by their ancestors. In the
case of the miniature ceramics artesanos in Chordeleg the heritage relates to the culture and traditions
of their ancestors, the history of their country and region which they depict in the ceramics; in the case
of macana artesanos it refers to the ancient Ikat technique practiced and taught by their grandparents,
great-grandparents and generations before them. It is very important to these artesanos to continue
the legacy and keep on saving these ancient techniques by continuing to work in the same way that
their grandparents did and making this known to the public, as a way of honouring their ancestors but
mostly because they want the techniques to keep existing.
Generally, artesanos work from their own homes which are usually hard to recognize as talleres from
the outside because they are not promoted or decorated as such. What is important in any artesania
business around Cuenca is that the products are made by hand, by using traditional techniques that
are passed on through generations. Preferably only natural materials are used which have an
Ecuadorian origin. This is a labour-intensive business which in some cases is very hard to maintain
profitable, but artesanos choose to continue because of the heritage and legacy it represents to them.
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This creativity and way of life that is translated into the making of artesania is a typical feature of
intangible cultural attractions in contemporary cultural tourism, where tourists are looking for ‘wide’
cultural experiences which include crafts and traditions.

6.2.2. Threats to Artesanos
While the artesanos are very proud of their products and their way of working and are happy to
continue their legacy, they also foresee possible threats for the future of their occupation and the
products they make. This could also influence their position in the tourism value chain.
First of all, the artesanos are very worried that this heritage and the techniques of making these
products are soon to be lost. This is because the new generation goes to school and refrains from
learning the traditional techniques and putting them into practice. Nowadays there are hardly any
young people who practice these techniques. This is also due to the fact that making artesania is usually
hard work which requires a lot of time and effort to elaborate and sell the products and maintain the
business. In many cases the artesania businesses are not profitable enough and therefore not
attractive for young people.
Another threat to the craft of artesania making is related to tourists. While tourists appreciate the
quality of the handmade products, they don’t seem to value the amount of work and time that goes
into making the products and therefore the products appear too expensive for them to buy. For
example the macanas made by Carmen Orellana are sold at a price of $55,- American dollars directly
at her taller. At the same price, she sells the macanas to a store in Cuenca that sells her products, but
this store then sells these same macanas at a price of $79,-. One macana takes her about 4 days to
make, and on one macana Ms. Orellana is able to make $4,- profit. Though the artisans are very grateful
when tourists buy their products, they also gain a feeling of underappreciation when tourists prefer
cheaper or inferior products over their handmade, high quality products.
Apart from that, globalization plays an important role in the decreasing practice of traditional
techniques and can therefore be seen as another threat to the existence and elaboration of artesania.
Many Ecuadorian people have migrated to the United States or Europe, and when they return to the
country they also bring back foreign customs which slowly make the Ecuadorian culture disappear. An
example how this affects the artesania business is that the amount of women who wear macanas is
decreasing with the adoption of foreign clothing customs.
Suggestions are given by some of the artesanos to deal with these threats and make sure the
knowledge and the techniques don’t get lost, such as establishing a school where the traditional
techniques are taught. However, what is needed is more support from the state and municipality. At
the moment some artesanos are asked to teach the techniques at art and design schools, but they are
not willing to pay them for their efforts. An example of this is the miniature ceramics artesano from
Chordeleg, who explained that he and his wife are very keen to share their knowledge and pass on the
legacy to new generations, but they are not willing to do this for free. Seeing how architects and
designers can get paid up to $1000,- by the municipality to teach about their specialty while they get
paid $100 or nothing at all for their teaching causes them to feel they are not appreciated by the
municipality. Nevertheless, just like the architects and designers who have studied, these artesanos
from Chordeleg feel they also deserve to be respected and valued for the knowledge they have
(Interview artesano Ceramica, February 20, 2019). This shows that artesanos do not only get a feeling
of underappreciation from tourists who don’t value the work that goes into making the artesania and
are therefore not willing to pay the prices. They also feel underappreciated by actors outside the
tourism value chain, such as local municipalities who don’t support the businesses through education
and promotion.
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Consequently, according to the artesanos, if nothing changes the possibility exists that within the next
decades a lot of the artesania knowledge and techniques will belong to the past. This is due to a variety
of factors which include a lack of interest from younger generations, high prices for products which
reduce the demand, globalization, and underappreciation from tourists due to the high prices and from
municipalities causing a lack of support. This could have big effects on the construction of the
artesanos’ livelihoods and potentially further exclude them from the tourism value chain.

6.3 Issues in various stakeholders’ relations with the Ministry
While the coordination and organisation of the Ministry of Tourism seems to be well-organized at the
regional level, other stakeholders in the sector experience issues and frictions in their relationship with
the Ministry. This is especially the case for guides and travel agencies, and for a minor part also
artesanos. This section explores these issues to analyse the areas of tension that exist in the tourism
value chain around the business links with the Ministry of Tourism in Cuenca.

6.3.1. Guides
Tour guides experience several issues in their relationship with the Ministry of Tourism. This is mainly
related to obtaining their licenses to guide, and a lack of rules and regulations that apply to their job.
Talking to local guides it becomes clear that they do not totally agree with the steps that are necessary
to acquire an official licence to guide. These steps were implemented only a few years ago, meaning
that guides who had already been operating as guide for as long as ten years, now had to study the
books not only on how to be a guide but also on the history of the country and the area. This knowledge
was then tested in an exam, which decided whether or not the license would be granted. For these
guides it was very hard to go back to studying and pass this exam, despite all the knowledge and
experience they gained from their previous years of guiding tourists. One guide explains that this might
become an issue for the tourism sector in Cuenca. Since many guides didn’t pass the exam the amount
of guides in Cuenca could fall short. Apart from that, a guide explains that there are a lot of obstacles
for guides to be able to do what they want to do. Currently a guide first needs to obtain the license to
be National guide, before they can become a guide specifically for activities such as rafting or
canyoning. For this guide it does not make sense to first become a national guide before becoming a
guide in rafting and this should be the other way around.
This is not the only issue that guides experience in the relation with the Ministry. They feel there are
not enough existing rules and regulations to safeguard them in case something happens. Officially it is
not allowed for guides to work with their own cars, but on the other hand there is no exact rule that
prohibits it either. In case something happens to the car or if it gets towed away, the guide is
responsible to pay the price to get it back. Guides like Luis feel that the Ministry should do more effort
to bring this issue to the Assembly in order to form the law or install better regulations to fall back on
(Interview Guide Luis, March 1, 2019).
Besides this, some travel agencies experience issues related to guides, which they feel should be taken
care of by the Ministry of Tourism. While all guides are supposed to have an official license to guide,
two agencies confess that in reality not all of them have one and illegality exists around this issue. The
Ministry should be the institution responsible for regulating these licenses and preventing illegal
practices from happening, but in some cases it gets out of hand and the Ministry is not able to regulate,
or the Ministry keeps an eye shut and don’t address the issue while they are aware that illegality exists
(Interview Polylepis tours, February 18, 2019; Interview Expediciones Apullacta, February 19, 2019).
The previous chapter showed that in the Cuenca tourism value chain, guides have a strong dependency
on the Ministry of Tourism because they need the official license to guide. These licences also appear
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to be a source of tension for guides who do not always agree with the steps that are necessary to
acquire such a license from the Ministry. Apart from that, they feel that the laws around guiding fall
short since they are in some cases confusing or lacking, especially around guides using their private
cars. The Ministry is the actor responsible for implementing the policies around these licenses and
tourism related laws, and the level of power of this actor therefore turns out to be a source of friction
for the less-powerful guides.

6.3.2. Travel agencies
Where tour guides experience several issues in their relationship with the Ministry of Tourism and are
not always content with the way things are organized, a similar thing occurs with the travel agencies
in the city and areas of tension also exist here. The relation between some tourism agencies and the
Ministry of Tourism is also unsatisfactory from the agencies’ point of view. This is mainly caused by
lack of support, bad representation of the country and a lack of cooperation and trust.
For example, the owner of one agency agency feels like the agencies don’t receive a lot of support or
help from the Ministry. They are sometimes invited as an agency to present themselves at international
fairs, but the problem is that they have to spend between $10.000-$15.000 themselves on flight tickets
and participation fees, to actually go to the fair. This is possible for big hotels with big profit margins,
but not for small tourism agencies like his.
Apart from that, several agencies feel like the Ministry does not represent the country well enough in
its promotional campaigns. The major regions Galapagos, the Andes and the Jungle have been
promoted for the last 25 years and a lot of information can be found on these destinations, but there
are many parts of the country which the travel agencies feel are forgotten or left out. Examples of
forgotten areas are the jungles in the east of the country. A representative of one of the agencies
explains that the only thing the Ministry does in their promotional activities is changing the names of
the same destinations to make it appear like it is a new product, for example the area that used to be
promoted as “the Andes” is now called the “Volcano Avenue”. Apart from the name there is nothing
new to be seen or done in that region, the content remains the same. What is lacking is help from the
Ministry to promote other areas more and to become more innovative in its specific destinations per
region. There is currently no possibility for the agencies to collaborate with the Ministry and share
ideas because of the public sphere that the Ministry operates in, with fixed ideas of what should be
developed and promoted. The agency feels like the Ministry should inform the agencies about new
developments in the country that the agencies can then develop a product for. The only thing the
Ministry currently has are ideas of new products that could be put in the market, but there is no
coordination with other parties to realize these products.
Whereas one of the agencies previously tried to collaborate with the Ministry in certain projects, this
never worked out and it cost the agency a lot of time and effort without seeing any results. This hasn’t
done their relation any good. Even in the field of control which the agency sees as one of the biggest
responsibilities of the Ministry they feel they cannot trust the Ministry. The agency witnesses that
there remain a lot of illegal guides without licenses, and a lot of illegal hotels in the city which the
Ministry apparently doesn’t have under control or turns a blind eye to.
The tensions that exist among travel agencies and their relationship with the Ministry of Tourism cause
the agencies to feel a lot of frustration, since they are inevitably connected to the Ministry in the
tourism value chain and need their permission to operate, but on the other hand experience several
issues with the Ministry. Rather than supporting them, the agencies feel that the Ministry is not there
for them, which becomes visible in the lack of support for small agencies and the difficulties in
collaboration. Besides the regulation of the operational business and permits of the agencies, the
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Ministry is hardly visible to the agencies who notice an inability to exercise control which leads to the
existence of illegal guides and hotels. The agencies see a need for more collaboration with the Ministry
which could potentially improve their relationship by improving their business links in the value chain,
which can also benefit tourism in the country. Similar to the tour guides, the level of power that the
Ministry has in the tourism value chain in relation to the travel agencies causes the tensions that the
agencies experience.

6.3.3. Artesanos
While the Ministry does not have any direct relations with the artesanos and their talleres, some
artesanos do feel they are lacking help from the Ministry in maintaining the crafts. They could do this
for instance by including artesania more in their promotion, making it known to a wider audience. The
artesano in ceramics, located in Chordeleg, feels that the Ministry is only focused on the promotion of
the big city and leaves out the smaller towns such as Chordeleg and what it has to offer (Interview
ceramics Chordeleg, February 20, 2019). Artesanos usually don’t have the means to travel to other
places to promote themselves, so they depend on the promotion done by their municipality or the
local Ministry.

6.4. Conclusion chapter 6
This chapter showed how the tourism value chain in Cuenca also produces several issues and tensions
in the business links between different stakeholders in the chain. In the majority of these cases this is
related to the different dimensions of power that exist in the tourism sector. Areas of tension occur
mainly at both extremes of the hierarchy. At the top of the hierarchy it is the Ministry of Tourism which
does not experience a lot of issues itself but which causes tensions among nearly all other stakeholders
in the Cuenca tourism sector. At the bottom of the hierarchy are the artesanos who experience several
issues among themselves and with several other stakeholders in the sector. In general, it can be seen
in this chapter how the different power dimensions that exist in the sector also cause inequality among
certain stakeholders that are subdue to others, such as guides and artesanos, which even leads to
exclusion of certain people and certain businesses. None of the actors in the hierarchy is completely
content with the relationship with the actors that are higher up on the hierarchy, besides the Ministry
of Tourism. They all experience certain issues, which affects the efficiency of individual businesses and
that of the tourism value chain as a whole.
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7. Discussion & Conclusion
Tourism is currently one of the biggest global industries, and within the tourism industry operate many
different actors and branches across non-linear value chains. Tourism influences and is influenced by
various developments, such as culture. In the case of many South American countries, developments
of culture are often related to processes around indigeneity because of the pre-Hispanic origins of
many South American countries. Combining these different developments raises questions about how
indigeneity becomes manifest and commodified in (cultural) tourism destinations. In trying to find
answers to these questions, this thesis looked into the case of Cuenca, Ecuador, as an example of a
cultural tourism destination where these different developments could be analysed. In particular, the
aim of this research was to explore what the tourism value chain of Cuenca looks like, and how
indigeneity is commodified by different actors in this tourism value chain.
With the aim of combining developments and processes around cultural tourism and indigeneity to
provide insight into the commodification in (cultural) tourism, this study presented what the tourism
value chain of Cuenca looks like and how it operates. Chapter 4 analysed the tourism sector of Cuenca
to find out how power relations are distributed in a cultural tourism destination like Cuenca. It showed
that a clear hierarchy exists among the actors responsible for the organisation of tourism, with
different levels of power per actor. Besides that, the chapter provided an insight into the people who
work in the Cuenca tourism sector, and their ethnic backgrounds. Chapter 5 aimed to show how
indigeneity is commodified in Cuenca by analysing aspects of indigeneity in the city’s daily life and its
tourism sector. In this chapter a distinction was made between indigeneity as a (commodified)
attraction and indigeneity as daily reality. Chapter 6 analysed the tourism value chain’s underlying
structures to reveal that certain issues and tensions are produced among different stakeholders in the
chain. These issues affect the efficiency of the businesses involved, and that of the tourism value chain
as a whole.

7.1. Dimensions of power and indigeneity throughout the tourism value chain
It was found that several power relations and different manifestations of indigeneity exist throughout
the tourism value chain of Cuenca. This study used the tourism value chain approach of Zhang et al.
(2009), who argue that a TVC is a network of actors from both the public and private sector who are
engaged in different activities, ranging from the supply of different components of tourism products
and services, to the distribution and marketing of the final tourism product at a specific destination.
The value chain will therefore be used as a guideline to explain how these dimensions relate to the
different actors involved in different parts of the chain, and the links between them. The main actors
involved in this tourism value chain are travel agencies, tour guides, artesanos and taller owners, the
Ministry of Tourism, and tourists. Travel agencies are responsible for the organisation of guided tours,
and hire local tour guides to execute these tours. Artesanos and taller owners are sometimes included
in these tours, and besides that they also sell their crafts in the city. The Ministry of Tourism has an
overarching role mainly related to regulation and control which applies to nearly all actors in the
Cuenca tourism sector.

7.1.1. Power relations in the tourism value chain
Several power differences and dependencies emerge within organized guided tours, which this study
analysed not only by identifying the different members in the tourism value chain but also consider
their business links, as explained by Zhang et al. (2009). The organisation of these tours starts with the
travel agencies who form the content of the guided tours and therefore have the power to decide on
who and what will be included in tours. Travel agencies also hire the freelance tour guides that perform
the guided tours. This means that guides depend on travel agencies to get hired and be able to work,
but on the other hand they also have quite some freedom and influence to decide on the content of
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tours. This places them in a position not far below the travel agencies when it comes to their level of
power in guided tours. Where Adiyia et al. (2015) argue that through the establishment of linkages
based on cultural activities and handicrafts local communities can be more involved in the value chain,
this study showed that this is not always the case. Actors who are clearly in a lower position of power
in guided tours are the owners of talleres and artesanos that are visited on these tours. They act on
their own, and depend on other actors like travel agencies and guides who select the particular places
to visit, in order to be included in tours. Even if talleres are included, they usually do not receive a
commission or fixed wages to be included in a tour and show their work just like guides and travel
agencies do, but they often only make money if they sell something to the tourists on a tour. This
makes their position much more insecure compared to other actors in the sector, and so this study
shows that actors at the end of the value chain occupy less powerful positions than actors at the start
of the value chain. This influences the potential contribution of tourism to sustainable regional
development.
The Ministry of Tourism as overarching entity has responsibilities across different levels of the value
chain. The Ministry has a distant position when it comes to the execution of tourism activities such as
guided tours, but they have the responsibility to make sure the tourism sector in Cuenca operates
legally. This gives them power over travel agencies and guides who depend on the Ministry to be able
to operate and who are supervised by the Ministry through registration, regulation and control. In
other words, guided tours can only be legally performed when all actors and activities involved are
authorized by the Ministry. In general, the different power dimensions that exist in the sector cause
inequality among certain stakeholders that are subdue to others, and it even leads to the exclusion of
certain people and certain businesses from organized tours. None of the actors in the hierarchy of the
tourism value chain is completely content with the relationship with the actors that are higher up on
the hierarchy, besides the Ministry of Tourism. They all experience certain issues that are often related
to or caused by power differences, which ultimately affects the efficiency of individual businesses and
that of the tourism value chain as a whole.

7.1.2. The role of indigeneity in the tourism value chain
The role of indigeneity in the organizational side of the Cuenca tourism value chain is very limited, with
hardly any indigenous people working in tourism businesses, and if they do then it is usually at the
lower end of the value chain where most dependencies occur. They are therefore not in a position to
make decisions and influence business links, which shows that they are not in a high position of power.
However, certain aspects of indigeneity do become manifest both in the city’s daily life and in its
tourism sector. In general, this manifestation is more obvious in daily life than in tourism, and while
local mestizo inhabitants of the city find indigenous culture to be a vital part of the city’s identity, in
many tourism products it does not hold a vital space. Still, a distinction can be made between
indigeneity as a commodified attraction and as a daily reality in both daily life and tourism in the city,
which sometimes form a big contrast.
The local municipality is one of the main actors that contributes to the commodification of indigeneity
in the city’s daily life, through the organisation of events and celebrations where only certain elements
of indigenous culture, such as colourful appearances and traditional dances, are visualized by (often)
people who identify as mestizo. In tourism, aesthetically appealing aspects of indigenous culture are
included in artesania and to a minor degree in guided tours. In guided tours indigeneity becomes
manifest mostly in the history of cultural sites that are visited on tours and which is explained by tour
guides. Some tour guides or artesanos visited on tours may self-identify as indigenous, but the majority
of people included in guided tours identify as mestizo. To a small extent, travel agencies use images of
indigenous people in the promotion of guided tours.
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In the Cuenca tourism sector it is the business of artesania where indigeneity becomes manifest in
different ways, through both the designs and the production of these items. Walking around in the city
and visiting any souvenir- or artesania shop, what stands out is the image of the indigenous woman
that is incorporated in almost any type of artesania. Indigenous people also have an important role in
the production of artesania. In many cases, artesania are made according to ancient techniques that
are passed on through generations. Nowadays they are often practiced by mestizo people, but the
techniques originate from indigenous people. Some types of artesania products are often made by
indigenous people. The actors that incorporate these aspects into the tourism products are the
artesanos who make artesania, the owners of travel agencies who are responsible for putting together
the itinerary of tours as well as their promotion, and tour guides who talk to tourists about indigenous
culture and indigenous people and show it to them. The majority of these actors self-identify as
mestizo, and by incorporating images and representations of indigenous people, culture and history
(which often don’t reflect daily reality) in various tourism products they contribute to the
commodification of indigeneity.

7.2. The case of Cuenca through a commodification-lens
In order to understand and interpret the fieldwork findings in this study, this research is embedded in
broader theoretical discussions on ‘cultural tourism’ and ‘tourism value chains’. I analysed the
fieldwork findings through a lens of ‘commodification’. This uncovered how indigeneity is commodified
by various actors in the tourism value chain of Cuenca.
Greenwood (1977) suggested that commodified cultural products often lose their meaning and
significance for local people, who in turn lose their motivation for producing them. This study shows
that there is also another side to commodification, namely that the commodification of indigenous
culture in various products is used as a way to maintain this culture alive and make sure it is not
forgotten by future generations. Here, the people in the tourism business and especially the artesania
business are even more motivated to keep producing these cultural products representing aspects of
indigenous culture. This coincides somewhat with what Cohen (1988) calls ‘emergent authenticity’, in
which old meanings of products do not necessarily disappear through commodification, but remain
important for an internal public of local people, perhaps with an altered meaning.
The ways that indigenous culture are commodified can be partly understood through the concept
‘staged authenticity’ that was introduced by MacCannell (1973), where hosts sell their culture in an
appealing tourism package. In many cases the way indigenous culture is commodified in tourism
products and in cultural events and celebrations does not reflect the daily reality of indigenous people.
However, these aspects of indigenous culture are represented in such a way that they do not pretend
to be ‘authentic’ experiences and activities that reflect daily reality, but rather represent and enlarge
certain aspects of this culture that are aesthetically appealing. In some tourism products like several
guided tours, ‘authentic’ experiences are sought by travel agencies and guides to include in these tours,
because this is what they believe tourists want to see. Goffman would call this the back stage that
tourists are trying to enter to encounter ‘authentic’ experiences. In some cases, ‘authenticity’ becomes
a selection criteria in the organisation of these tours. MacCannell (1973) has argued that what is shown
to tourists on guided tours is not a back stage as described by Goffman, but instead is a front region
staged to look like a back region. It is assumed that this is also the case for these guided tours in Cuenca
and its surroundings, since tourists usually only appear in the front region.

7.3. Insights from the case of Cuenca on tourism value chains and cultural tourism
This case study about cultural tourism in Cuenca demonstrates how different dimensions influence the
tourism value chain of a cultural tourism destination. It contributes to understanding how a tourism
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value chain is perceived and what is meant with cultural tourism. The concept of staged authenticity
was helpful to interpret certain things that I saw during this research, such as visits that were included
in guided tours, daily life activities, promotional material and artesania. The distinction between the
‘front stage’ and ‘back stage’ that was made by Goffman helped to recognize and analyse in what way
commodification occurs in the tourism value chain of Cuenca.
What this case study shows about tourism value chains is that in order to uncover certain dimensions
in a value chain it is important to look at the value chain as a whole rather than a specific point in the
chain. All the underlying structures and relationships between actors have to be taken into account to
understand how such a value chain works and how this affects particular actors in a chain. The reason
for this is that these structures influence each other, and if something happens in a particular part of
the chain this has an effect on other parts of the chain.
This case study also showed that cultural tourism in a particular region is deeply influenced by the
region’s history and demography, and these are important aspects to take into account besides gaining
insight into how tourism is organized in the region and the actors that are involved. Cultural tourism
comprises various different aspects of interest and a diverse range of activities. Even when tourists are
not particularly looking for cultural experiences, they almost inevitably engage in cultural experiences
in some way. What is considered culture in tourism is often decided by the most powerful actors in
the tourism value chain who are responsible for the promotion of the destination and the itineraries
of tourism products. In this sense, this study showed that culture is connected to tourism through
commodification, because culture is turned into products that can be sold and consumed in tourism.
Commodification can serve as a way to maintain certain aspects of a culture alive, while it also alters
its meaning to some people.
The main research question of this study questioned how indigeneity is commodified by different
actors in the tourism value chain of Cuenca, Ecuador. The tourism value chain of Cuenca, Ecuador, is a
network comprised of many different supply chain members that interact with each other. Among
them, a hierarchy exists in which power relations affect the members’ business links. Within this value
chain, different actors are involved in the commodification of indigeneity and indigenous culture in
tourism by including aesthetically appealing aspects of indigenous culture, which often differ from
reality, into tourism products, creating a staged ‘back region’; a place which is staged to look like the
‘authentic’ local experience that tourists are looking for. Commodification of indigenous culture also
occurs outside tourism in daily life events and celebrations by actors outside the tourism value chain.
Underlying power dimensions in the value chain shape both the efficiency of the chain and also the
commodification of indigenous culture. Economically this mainly benefits the actors operating in the
higher end of the value chain, such as the travel agencies, while it excludes actors in the lower end of
the value chain, such as artesanos and taller owners. By commodifying indigenous culture, the daily
life and daily reality of indigenous people is also excluded from tourism.

7.4 Suggestions for further research
This study raised new questions about other topics of interest which exceeded the scope of this
research. For instance, in this study images of indigenous women were often used in various aspects
of tourism products and in the city’s identity, but it remained unclear what the role of the men is in
this case. Since only women are included in the images that present Cuenca as a ‘pretty city’, and men
are hardly visible, this causes a gendered image which the women are expected to uphold. One
suggestion for a topic of further research is therefore to analyse the gender balance of indigenous
people and how this influences the way indigenous culture is included and commodified in tourism.
Since indigenous culture is not one of the main aspects of tourism in Cuenca, another suggestion for
further research is to analyse the commodification of indigeneity in the tourism value chain of a
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destination where indigenous tourism is actively promoted. This may provide new insights into the
functioning of a tourism value chain where different actors are involved and different underlying
structures may occur. This could also provide the opportunity to include the perspective of indigenous
people to a greater extent than was possible in this study.
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