
Examiner’s commentary

This excellent essay presents an in-depth study with a sharply focused research question, within 
a broad understanding of the topic in the context of the discipline of social and cultural 
anthropology. The essay discusses an interesting question within a growing anthropological 
area, the study of tourism. Contextualized within the tensions of the global arena and supported 
by relevant conceptual and theoretical frames – the Marxist concept of commodification and 
constructivist approaches to culture – the student puts forward a strong argument. This 
anthropological essay challenges cultural assumptions about the notion of culture understood 
as authentic and the dynamics of cultural contexts, and challenges current ethnocentric views, 
questioning the exoticism of media portrayal and the tourism industry. In this well-informed 
discussion and analysis of primitivism, the essay shows the case of an egalitarian culture – the 
Korowai – which transforms its practices and values as it is incorporated into the Western 
capitalist economic system. A well-organized essay, with some critical evaluation of methods 
and a selection of sources that show evidence of a nuanced and sensitive approach to this 
contemporary world issue. 
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"Corn.modification occurs when individuals lose control over the process of determining 

how value is assigned to the activities and things that they produce, when functional 

values are overridden by commensurable exchange-values." 8

In his example, because Irish musicians in sessions still have nearly complete control over the 

music they play, they have not lost agency or control, and by extension have not been 

commodified. 

Tourism and Authenticity 

Inherently tied to the discussion of corn.modification is authenticity. Dean Mac Cannell, 

one of the first to venture into the study of tourism through the lens of anthropology, posits that 

the modem tourist is motivated by a search for the authentic.9 According to MacCannell, 

"modern man has been condemned to look elsewhere, everywhere, for his authenticity, to see if 

he can catch a glimpse of it reflected in the simplicity, poverty, chastity, or purity of others." 10

MacCannell borrows Goffman's theory of"front" and "back" by creating levels to authenticity. 

When authenticity is far too obviously staged, tourists feel they only receive a front for 

authenticity. Tourists continually search for the "back," where culture is truly authentic and they 

can see "life as it was." For tourists, authenticity is the key to experiencing a spiritual rebirth. 11

8 Kaul, Adam R. "The Limits of Commodification in Traditional Irish Music Sessions." The Journal of the Royal 
Anthropological Institute, vol. 13, no. 3, l Sept. 2007, pp. 200 
9 Kontogeorgopoulos, N. (2004). Ecotourism and mass tomisrn in Southern Thailand: Spatial interdependence, 
structural connections, and staged authenticity. Geo.Journal, 61(1), pp. 6 
10 Maccannell, Dean. "Staged Authenticity: Arrangements of Social Space in Tourist Settings." American Journal of 
Sociology, vol. 79, no. 3, 1973, University of California Press, pp. 589-603., doi:10.1086/225585. 
11 Maccannell, Dean. "Staged Authenticity: Arrangements of Social Space in Tourist Settings." American Journal of 
Sociology, vol. 79, no. 3, 1973, University of California Press, pp. 589-603., doi: 10.1086/225585. 
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In Andrew Alan Johnson's study of the Chiang Mai in Thailand, 12 Johnson notes a 

particularly telling advertisement aired by the Tourist Authority of Thailand (TAT): a robot is 

dancing awkwardly in a nightclub, visiting a Buddhist temple, and steering a canoe. Eventually, 

the robot puts its hands together and bows its head in a traditional Thai greeting, and the robot is 

transformed into a white man with a content expression. The screen cuts to black with only the 

words "Amazing Thailand." 13 The ad reinforces the belief that only tourists with authentic 

engagement with cultures can truly understand what it means to be human, and that "touristic 

shame is not based on being a tourist but on not being tourist enough ... on a failure to see 

everything the way it ought to be seen." 14 Johnson observes: 

"The white tourist, alienated from his human identity back at home ... escapes the other 

automatons and discovers a hidden world whose inhabitants are human and help him to 

become truly human ... The tourist must find authenticity and respond appropriately." 15 

Thus, the obligation falls on the culture visited to present a face of authenticity, even though one 

might not truly exist. However, the tourist's quest for authenticity can never truly be realized and 

what they consume instead is a 'staged authenticity.' 16 

12 Johnson, A. (2007). Authenticity, Tourism, and Self-discovery in Tbailand: Self-creation and the Discerning Gaze 
of Trekkers and Old Hands. Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia, 22(2), pp.153 
13 Jobnson, A. (2007). Authenticity, Tourism, and Self-discovery in Thailand: Self-creation and the Discerning 
Gaze of Trekkers and Old Hands. Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia, 22(2), pp.154 
14 Maccannell, Dean. "Staged Authenticity: Arrangements of Social Space in Tourist Settings." American Journal 

of Sociology, vol. 79, no. 3, 1973, University of California Press, pp. 589-603., doi:10.1086/225585. 
15 Johnson, A. (2007). Authenticity, Tourism, and Self-discovery in Thailand: Self-creation and the Discerning 
Gaze of Trekkers and Old Hands. Journal of Social Issues in Southeast Asia, 22(2), pp.156 
16 Kontogeorgopoulos, N. (2004). Ecotourism and mass tourism in Southern Thailand: Spatial interdependence, 
structural connections, and staged authenticity. GeoJournal, 61 (I), pp. 9 
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come from a land where they never have to work, and food is just there (xondup) .21 They refer to 

tourists with epithets including "du-mux-man-anop" (people with money) and "misafi-man­

anop'' (people with articles).22 These encounters "agitate participants' relation to their own 

normativity. "23 In response to these images of apparent wealth and fortune, Stasch argues that the 

Korowai purposefully place themselves in a lower position as a facet of their egalitarian 

society.24

According to Stasch, the Korowai self-identify as primitive, and are able to use that label 

to their advantage. By painting themselves as weak and inferior, they hope to provoke pity and 

compassion from visitors, who will then bestow them with gifts such as money, tools, and 

food.25 One Korowai woman said to Stasch: "He will see that these people live without money 

and he'll divide it out," referring to government officials who visit.26 When visiting the Korowai, 

Bambang Darmono, a retired army Lieutenant General, stated: 'I am so truly sad I am almost 

crying, that this nation has existed for almost seventy years and it turns out there are people who 

still live naked."27 As a result of this pity, travelers give Korowai goods in order to help usher 

them into modernity: "[The old men] went to Merauke in just leaf penis foreskin wrappers, and 

21 Stasch, Rupert. "Primitivist Tourism and Romantic Individualism: On the Values in Exotic Stereotypy about 
Cultural Others." Anthropological Theo1y, vol. 14, no. 2, 2014, pp. 204., doi:10.l 177/1463499614534114. 
22 Stasch, Rupert. "Dramas of Otherness." HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theo,y, vol. 6, no. 3, 2016, pp. 18., 
doi: I0.143 l 8/hau6.3.003. 
23 Stasch, Rupert. "Dramas of Otherness." HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory, vol. 6, no. 3, 2016, pp. 10., 
doi: I0.14318/hau6.3.003. 
24 Stasch, Rupert. "How an Egalitarian Polity Structures Tourism and Restructures Itself Around It." Ethnos, vol. 
80, no. 4, 2014, pp. 527., doi:I0.1080/00141844.2014.942226. 
25 Stasch, Rupert. "From Primitive Other to Papuan Self: Korowai Engagement with Ideologies of Unequal Human 
Worth in Encounters with Tourists, State Officials and Education." From 'Stone-Age' to 'Real-Time': Exploring 
Papuan Temporalities, Mobilities and Religiosities, 2015, doi: 10.22459/fsart.04.2015.03. pp.62 
26 Stasch, Rupert. "From Primitive Other to Papuan Self: Korowai Engagement with Ideologies of Unequal Human 
W011h in Encounters with Tourists, State Officials and Education." From 'Stone-Age' to 'Real-Time': Exploring 
Papuan Temporalities, Mobilities and Religiosities, 2015, doi: I 0.22459/fsart.04.2015.03. pp.73 
27 Stasch, Rupert. «Primitivist Tourism and Romantic Individualism: On the Values in Exotic Stereotypy about
Cultural Others." Anthropological Theo1y, vol. 14, no. 2, 2014, pp. 203., doi: I O. l l 77/1463499614534 l I 4. 
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[the Bupati] was wracked by longing/sympathy and gave them two outboards."28 The image of 

'primitivism' is purposefully propagated in order to manipulate outsiders into giving them 

money and goods. In fact, Korowai hurry to strip their clothes and hide away factory-made 

clothing and imported manufactured goods when visitors an-ive. Knauft desc1ibes this 

paradoxical situation as 'recessive agency,' where groups "seek to bring about desired socio­

cultural transformations by occupying positions of passivity relative to others."29 In line with 

egalitarian principles, the Korowai see an uneven distribution of wealth, and merely act modestly 

in order to cause a flow of goods that will result in a more even distribution. Stasch argues that 

the Korowai maintain control by "meeting others on their own transactional terms", suggesting 

that the Korowai culture has not been commodified. 30 He also believes that tourism does not lead 

to the deterioration of Korowai egalitarianism, but rather strengthens and reaffirms the doctrine. 

However, the Korowai tribe has indeed become commodified, because the meaning of 

their rituals have changed, and the emphasis has shifted to making money and performance for 

tourists. Their extension of stereotypical behaviors and engineered rituals are indications of 

commodification. And as a result of commodification, I will argue that the Korowai have begun 

to forgo egalitarian values in favor of western practices. 

ANALYSIS 

Extending Stereotypical Behaviors 

28 Stasch, Rupert. "From Primitive Other to Papuan Self: Korowai Engagement with Ideologies of Unequal Human 
Worth in Encounters with Tourists, State Officials and Education." From 'Stone-Age' to 'Real-Time': Exploring 

Papuan Tempora/ities, Mobilities and Religiosities, 2015, doi: I 0.22459/fsart.04.2015.03. pp.74 
29 Stasch, Rupert. "Dramas of Otherness." HAU: Journal of Ethnographic Theory, vol. 6, no. 3, 2016, pp. 15., 
doi: I 0.14318/hau6.3.003. 
30 Stasch, Rupert. "From Primitive Other to Papuan Self: Korowai Engagement with Ideologies of Unequal Human 
Worth in Encounters with Tourists, State Officials and Education." From 'Stone-Age' to 'Real-Time': Exploring 

Papuan Temporalities, Mobilities and Religiosities, 20 I 5, doi: I 0.22459/fsart.04.2015.03. pp.70 
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