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ABSTRACT 

Asian tourism hot spots, like destinations elsewhere in the world, constantly have 

to adapt themselves to rapidly changing tourist populations and consumer 

patterns. This involves actively (re)creating a distinctive local identity, attractive 

for the targeted markets, and ensuring that the goods and services provided 

meet the standards set by the global tourism industrial-complex. Local tour 

guides are key players in mediating the tensions between these concurrent 

processes of localization and globalization. Drawing on ongoing fieldwork in 

Yogyakarta, Indonesia, this paper explores how Indonesian guides adapt their 

narratives and practices to serve and please Asian clients. By way of an in-depth 

ethnographic study of Yogyakarta’s tourism sector in general and the local 

guiding scene in particular, I examine how the recent surge in tourists of Asian 

origin redefines the roles commonly assigned to guides in the literature (which is 

mainly based on research of Western tourists). Preliminary findings seem to 

suggest that the different ways guides deal with Western and Asian tourists 

should not be explained only culturally. Structural characteristics of the way 

Asian tourism is currently organized have to be taken into account as well. The 

empirical data illustrate that, while the Indonesian guides are fine-tuning their 

narratives and practices to accommodate Asian cultural sensibilities and interests, 

broader power dynamics of the global tourism-industrial complex frame the 

encounter. As such, this case study reaffirms that tourism of Asian origin is both 
shaping and being shaped by the currently dominant models of global tourism. 

KEY WORDS: ethnography, anthropology of tourism, local tour guiding, Asian 
tourists, Indonesia 

Setting the ethnographic scene 

If we accept the commonly heard prediction that tourism and travel will be one of 

the most important economic sectors of the 21st century, the Asian continent will 

play a dominant role in this development. The market share of Asia in global tourism 

has dramatically increased over the last few decades, reflecting a remarkable overall 

economic growth (WTO 2005). The emergence of a rising Asian middle class who can 

afford international travel is quickly turning the region into one of the most attractive 

tourist markets. As a result, Asian tourism hot spots, like destinations elsewhere in 

the world, are competing to obtain their piece of the Asian tourist pie. Singapore, 

Hong Kong, and Thailand are already strongly positioned, China is the fastest rising 

star, and competition is high in countries like Malaysia, Indochina (Vietnam, 

Cambodia, and Laos), South Korea, the Philippines, and Indonesia. By way of an 

ethnographic case study, this paper examines how tourism in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, 

has been opening up to Asian tourists and how local tour guides have adapted their 

narratives and practices to fit the interests and expectations of these clients. 

Yogyakarta is the name of both a Javanese province and its capital, a middle-sized 

town with a population reaching half a million. At the beginning of the new 

millennium, ‘Jogja’ was introduced as a brand name to market Yogyakarta since the 

letter ‘Y’ was believed to be a more difficult alphabetical start for international 

audiences. The contraction also appears in “Jogja, never ending Asia”, the 



‘Of Asian Origin’ 

Rethinking Tourism in Contemporary Asia 
An International Conference organized by Asia Research Institute, NUS 

7 – 9 September 2006 

 

Draft Copy – Not to be Quoted Without Permission from the Author 

 
3 

catchphrase used by both the provincial government and private sector to lure 

investors, traders, and tourists to the region. The city of Jogja, with its Kraton – an 

eighteenth-century walled palace where the Sultan resides – cherishes its Javanese 

roots, attracting a large number of painters, dancers, and writers. It is famous for 

crafts like batik (textile design), silverware, pottery, clothing, woodcarving, and 

wayang (puppets). This cradle of Javanese culture was the Republic of Indonesia’s 

first revolutionary capital. Nowadays, many Indonesians see Jogja as a quiet 

provincial town, economically marked by small-scale enterprises, cottage industries, 

and self-employed individuals. People instead look up to a place like Singapore as 

the perfect Asian example of a modern cosmopolitan city and shopper’s paradise.1 

Despite the fact that the Kraton and its revered inhabitants still symbolize the power 

of traditional Javanese life, Jogja shows obvious signs of rapid globalization: 

transnational supermarket chains, global brand name department stores, luxurious 

shopping malls, international restaurants, transnational fast-food eateries, star-rated 

chain hotels, etc. 

Although processes of globalization are unmistakably present in many domains of 

daily life in Jogja, the current tourism discourse – as uttered by the local 

government, by travel agencies, and by tour guides – is all about the region’s 

cultural heritage sites and traditional arts and crafts performed or produced in the 

city itself or in its vicinity. While marketers continuously depict Jogja as the centre of 

timeless tradition, in reality it is also the Indonesian pacesetter for the progressive 

and the populist. It is home, for example, to the Institut Seni Indonesia (Indonesian 

Institute of Fine Arts) and one of the most active contemporary art scenes in the 

country. The city is also a major national centre of higher education, with over thirty 

universities and more than seventy institutes of higher learning, and an estimated 

transient student population of around 200,000. This young – both temporary and 

contemporary – population is heavily influencing Jogja’s cityscape and facilitating the 
inflow of global popular culture and new technologies. 

Jogja has been receiving international tourists for almost thirty years. It became a 

mass destination in the mid-1980s and, according to statistics of international 

arrivals, it is currently the third most visited destination in Indonesia, after Bali and 

Jakarta. 2  Under General Suharto’s “New Order” regime (1967-1998), Jogja was 

promoted as “the cultural heart of Java” (or even Indonesia) and an ideal destination 

for both domestic and international visitors (Dahles 2001). Apart from the historical 

city centre around the Kraton, the most important regional attractions include the 

                                                 
1  Singaporeans themselves look up to New York and Paris as the most successful global 

examples of cosmopolitan cities. Singapore therefore brands itself as “The New York of the 

East” or the “Paris of Asia”. While for most Indonesians New York or Paris are too far and too 

expensive to visit, nearby Singapore and Kuala Lumpur function as worthy Southeast-Asian 

substitutes. Weekly flights from Jogja’s Adisucipto International Airport to these regional 

hubs facilitate the constant flow of global commodities, ideas, and people to and from the 

city. 
2 International arrival statistics, collected at airports and other ports of entry, do not only 

comprise tourists, but all people using tourist visas. They include a proportion, which 

probably differs with space and time, of people who travel for reasons other than tourism. In 

the case of Indonesia, international flight connections force many visitors to land in Jakarta. 

However, most tourists who do not need to be in the capital for any particular reason leave 

the metropolis as soon as they can. I would therefore argue that Jogja is actually the 

country’s second most important tourist destination. 
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eighth century Buddhist stupa of Borobudur and the ninth century Hindu-Buddhist 

temple complex in Prambanan (both recognized as World Heritage by UNESCO in 

1991). Because of the absence of any substantial industrial infrastructure, many 

believe that Jogja’s prosperity greatly depends on its ability to capitalize on this 

cultural heritage (Wall 1997). Foreign visitors mainly come from Europe (the 

Netherlands, France, and Germany) and Japan. However, there are potential Asian 
markets developing in Singapore, Malaysia, China, and South Korea. 

The growing presence of Asian tourists poses many challenges for Jogja’s local tour 

guides, many of whom were originally trained to serve Western clients. 3  The 

research described in this paper is part of a larger multi-sited study of guiding 

discourses and practices (Salazar 2005, 2006). The methodology used involves 

extensive ethnographic fieldwork, including participant observation and in-depth 

interviewing of tour guides. Additional short semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with other service providers, key players in the local tourism sector, and 

tourists. All primary qualitative data – field notes, interviews, and audio recordings of 

the guiding narratives – were coded and interpreted with the help of Atlas.ti, a 

popular software package for visual qualitative data analysis. Background literature 

research was undertaken in the libraries of Gadjah Mada University (Centre for 

Tourism Studies), Sanata Dharma University (Centre for Tourism Training and 

Development), and the Stuppa Indonesia Foundation for Tourism Research and 

Development. In addition, I regularly consulted local media sources like Indonesian 

newspapers (Kedaulatan Rakyat, Kompas, and The Jakarta Post), magazines 
(Kabare, Tempo, and Inside Indonesia), and websites.  

Because of space restrictions, I have to limit my analysis to a general description of 

the interaction between local tour guides and non-domestic Asian tourists in Jogja. 

Since Japanese are by far the largest group of tourists of Asian origin, I focus on 

their encounters with guides as an example. However, before doing so, I briefly 

review and problematize the existing literature on tour guide roles. 

Theorizing tour guide roles 

Based on a dramaturgical metaphor, the term role refers to a collection of culturally 

defined attributes and expectations associated with social positions that guide and 

direct a person’s behaviour in a given setting.4 In the context of tourism studies, the 

role concept is related to those approaches that conceptualize tourism as 

performance, a mutually negotiated relationship between producers and consumers 

(Coleman and Crang 2002). The performance of roles becomes palpable in the 

encounter between tourists and service providers.5 Phil Crang (1997), for example, 

                                                 
3 Interestingly, this is not because tourism of Asian origin is a newer phenomenon. Actually, 

Asian tourists (especially Japanese) arrived as early in Jogja as Western visitors did. 

However, in the past tourism consultants from Western-dominated international 

organizations like the World Bank, ICOMOS, and UNESCO have tended to focus exclusively 

on the development of Western markets. 
4  While a role (or social persona) is the typical behaviour and attitude of a person in a 

particular position, one can usually expect some discrepancy between the typical and the 

actual behaviour. 
5 Solomon et al. (1985) defined the service encounter as the dyadic interaction between a 

customer and a service provider, suggesting that these encounters are typical role 
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examined how tourist products are performed by tourism workers. These people are 

trained to enact roles that fit in with their institutional setting, express attributes 

such as deference, eagerness to please, and friendliness, and wear outfits and 

expressions that harmonize with themed environments. Although it might seem a 

playful allegory, tourism performance is socio-culturally regulated to varying extents 
(Edensor 2001).6 

Since tour guides are often the only local people at an attraction or destination with 

whom tourists interact during a considerable amount of time, it is imperative to 

study and understand which role(s) they play. A tour guide (sometimes also called 

tourist guide) can be defined as a person who guides groups or individual visitors on 

a tour around natural and cultural heritage sites or other attractions, and who 

interprets these places, in the language of the visitor’s choice, often in an inspiring 

and entertaining manner (adapted from EFTGA 1998).7 The diverse roles played by 

guides in tourism have been widely acknowledged and systematically investigated 

(Adams 1997; Ap and Wong 2001; Bras 2000; Bras and Dahles 1999; Cohen 1982; 

Cohen, et al. 2002; Dahles 2002; Fine and Speer 1985; Gurung, et al. 1996; Haig 

and McIntyre 2002; Howard, et al. 2001; Katz 1985; Leclerc and Martin 2004; 

Mancini 2001; McDonnell 2001; McKean 1976; Pearce 1984; Ryan and Dewar 1995; 

Weiler and Davis 1993). A number of scholars have identified the roles and functions 

of guides in more general studies of guided tours (Gronroos 1978; Holloway 1981; 

Nettekoven 1979; Pearce 1982; Schmidt 1979; Schuchat 1883; Van den Berghe 

1980). Others have elucidated the important roles guides can play in positively 

influencing the tourists’ experience (Cohen 1985; Geva and Goldman 1991; Pond 

1993; Weiler and Ham 2001). 

Erik Cohen’s (1985) four-quadrant model is often cited as a basis for examining tour 

guide roles (see Table 1)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                 
performances, in which both customers and providers have roles to enact. For both provider 

and consumer, the successful enactment of even the most basic service scenario involves 

the mastery of a wide range of behaviours. 
6  In this context, it is worth mentioning that during the “New Order” regime, a National 

Tourism Awareness Campaign taught Indonesians how to play the role of a good ‘host’. 

Through brochures, newspapers, and television advertisements, the Ministry of Tourism, 

Post, and Telecommunications diffused the “Seven Charms” (Sapta Pesona) to please 

tourists: security, orderliness, cleanliness, comfort, beauty, hospitality, and thoughtfulness. 
7 Other terms with slightly different connotations and attributed role characteristics are “tour 

manager”, “tour escort”, or “tour leader” (Pond 1993:17). 
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Table 1: Tour guide roles (adapted from Cohen (1985) and Weiler & Davis 
(1993)) 

 OUTER-DIRECTED INNER-DIRECTED 

TOUR MANAGEMENT  

(focus on the group) 

 

Leader  

   (Holloway 1981) 

 

 

“ORGANIZING” 

(INSTRUMENTAL) 

 

Disciplinarian  

   (Holloway 1981) 

Organizer  

   (Pearce 1982) 

Pathfinder  

   (Cohen 1985) 

Caretaker  

   (Fine and Speer 1985) 

Concierge, Manager  

   (Ap and Wong 2001) 

Director  

   (Edensor 2001) 

“SOCIALIZING” 

(SOCIAL) 

 

Animator, Entertainer 

   (Holloway 1981) 

Host  

   (Pond 1993) 
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EXPERIENCE MANAGEMENT  

(focus on the individual) 

 

Mediator  

   (Nettekoven 1979) 

Intermediary  

   (Schmidt 1979) 

Middleman  

   (Van den Berghe 1980) 

Public relations representative,  

Facilitator 

   (Pond 1993) 

Introducer  

   (Amato 2002) 

“SELLING” 

(INTERACTIONAL) 

 

Courier  

   (Smith and Turner 

1973) 

Culture broker  

   (McKean 1976) 

Buffer  

   (Schmidt 1979) 

Ambassador, Interpreter  

   (Holloway 1981) 

Translator  

   (Katz 1985) 

Conduit  

   (Pond 1993) 

“TELLING” 

(COMMUNICATIVE) 

 

Instructor, Teacher,  

Information-giver 

   (Holloway 1981) 

Mentor  

   (Cohen 1985) 

Communication link 

    (Leclerc and Martin 

2004) 

 

This typology of the dynamics of guiding is based on two historical types: the 

pathfinder and the mentor. The first “provides privileged access to an otherwise non-

public territory,” while the second is concerned with “edifying his party as in social 

mediation and culture brokerage” (Cohen 1985:10). Cohen characterized the role of 

the contemporary guide by two principal concepts, the leader and the mediator, 

which combine and expand elements from the earlier roles of pathfinder and mentor. 

He argued that the role of the guide is evolving and shifting from the logistical aspect 

to the facilitation of experience, from the pathfinder to the mentor role, away from 

leadership towards mediating and away from outer towards the inner-directed 

sphere, with the communicative component becoming the centre of the professional 
role. 

Even if the global tourism-industrial complex exerts a great amount of control over 

its workers, none of the roles of service providers are as rigid as they may seem 
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(Edensor 2001).8 As with most typologies, the above categorization of tour guide 

roles is not all encompassing. Trying to fit the ephemeral professional activities of 

guides into a narrow essentializing framework does not do justice to what actually 

happens during the dynamic guide-tourist encounter. 9  While Cohen’s theoretical 

frame offers a good starting point to analyze the narratives and practices of guides, 

one of its major drawbacks is that it is tourist-oriented. That is to say, it mainly 

includes roles expected by tourists and, by extension, the tourism-industrial 

complex. However, guiding is not just about organizing a tour, socializing with the 

tourists, and interpreting what they see and experience in a language they 

understand. Guides are not necessarily altruistic mediators by vocation, nor can they 

be expected to submit blindly to government or travel agency rules and regulations 

exacting them to tell pre-fabricated stories (Bras 2000). Other roles, which 

acknowledge their agency and are more self-oriented, include the following: 

“salesperson” (Gronroos 1978), “receiver of tips” (Holloway 1981), “entrepreneur”, 

“friend”, and even “gigolo” (Bras and Dahles 1999). Importantly, guides do not serve 

a neutral role. Even if limited, they often have some power to intervene and 

constrain tourism activities. As Edensor noted, “‘appropriate’ behaviour and 

performative procedures are regulated by guides, who by synthesizing meaning and 

action reinforce a common-sense praxis and re-encode enactive norms” (2001:69). 

During their interaction with clients, guides might use “hidden transcripts” (Scott 

1990) to contest in disguise the roles they are expected to play (Salazar 2005, 

2006). 

The most successful guides are those who know the tricks of the trade and have 

found a healthy equilibrium between their own interests, those of their clients, their 

employer, and the locals they interact with during the tours. This implies 

continuously shifting between roles, for example between one deemed appropriate 

when dealing with tourists, and another that conforms better to local norms. Through 

their narratives and practices, guides subtly enhance the experience of the visitors, 

in a way that demonstrates cultural proximity. They play a Janus-faced role, in the 

sense that guides are supposed not only to know well the heritage and culture they 

interpret, but also to understand the tourists visiting from other cultural 

backgrounds. The latter is something they learn not from books but from practice, 

often through trial and error. In order to make this challenging task easier, many 

guides perceive and classify tourists according to their nationality (Pizam 1999; 

Pizam, et al. 1997; Pizam and Jeong 1996; Pizam and Reichel 1996; Pizam and 

Sussmann 1995). It is no wonder, then, that guides in Jogja see Asian tourists as 

different from Western visitors. In what follows, I analyze what this perceived 

difference means for the roles local guides in Jogjakarta commonly enact.  

                                                 
8 I use the term tourism-industrial complex in analogy with the military-industrial complex to 

stress the political economy aspect of tourism and the involvement of national and 

supranational governmental organizations as well as private corporations. This highly 

decentralized apparatus of power spreads its own cultural representations and social 

structures, hereby creating a highly stratified division of labour, and de-territorializing and 

re-territorializing land, cultures and peoples. 
9 The local context in which guides work also greatly shapes their roles. In Indonesia, for 

example, there are three types of guide: (1) tour leaders, who can accompany tourists 

throughout and even outside the country; (2) general guides, who are confined to guiding 

within the limits of one province; and (3) site-specific guides, who are only allowed to work 

at one site or attraction. Driver guides and adventure guides exist as well but are rare. 
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Seeing and selling Jogja through Asian eyes 

The new focus of Jogja on Asian markets reflects larger geo-political developments. 

Over the last ten years, international tourism to the region has been hit hard, often 

by events that did not occur in Jogja itself but affected the province in indirect ways. 

There was Indonesia’s 1997 economic crisis (krismon) and political turmoil in 1998, 

the Bali bomb blasts of 2002 and 2005, the 2003 Marriott Hotel bomb and 2004 

Australian Embassy bomb in Jakarta, the Asian outbreak of SARS (Severe Acute 

Respiratory Syndrome) in 2003, and the tsunami of 2004 in Aceh and 2006 in 

Pangandaran, West Java. There were also social disturbances in Jakarta and outer 

Indonesian islands (e.g. Aceh, Maluku, Sulawesi, and Papua) at various points in 

time. All of this led countries like the USA, the UK, and Australia to issue repeated 

travel warnings against travelling to Indonesia as a whole. The global “War on 

Terror”, which started after 9/11 and intensified during the war in Iraq, only adds to 

the negative image because Western tourists perceive Indonesia, the country with 

the world’s largest Muslim population, as dangerous and to be avoided. On top of all 

this, there is the pending danger of a bird flu pandemic. The repeated eruptions of 

the nearby Merapi volcano and the 2006 earthquake – severely damaging the 

Prambanan complex and other minor heritage sites – have made the circle of 
negativity surrounding Jogja complete. 

While Asians are as afraid of epidemics and natural disasters as Westerners are, they 

do not have to deal with the questionable practice of travel advisories and seem less 

susceptible to the Western-led anti-terrorist rhetoric.10 On the contrary, many Asian 

tourists are rather nervous of travelling to Western countries where security 

measures have dramatically increased and new visa constraints have been 

implemented. This situation has facilitated the promotion of shorter haul trips to less 

expensive destinations within Asia itself. 11  One of the reasons tourism in Bali 

recovered faster than expected after the 2002 bombings, for example, was the 

relaxed reaction by visitors from Japan and Taiwan who greedily accepted the heavily 

discounted flights and hotel room rates. These developments, together with the fact 

that there is a growing population of Asians who can afford to travel abroad, have 

prompted the Indonesian authorities to consider boosting tourism promotion within 

Asia. 

The focus on Asian markets makes sense for Jogja because the region has long-

standing cultural and religious ties with many parts of the continent. It has 

assimilated Hindu, Buddhist, Confucian, Islamic, as well as Christian influences into a 

hybrid Javanese culture. While the eyes of many local tourism service providers are 

still turned to the West, others entrepreneurs are increasingly turning towards Asia. 

However, shifting target markets is difficult because the needs and interests of 

international tourists are multiple and determined culturally. According to Larry 

Samovar et al. (2005), the biggest cultural differences are to be found between 

                                                 
10  China, Japan, South Korea, and the ASEAN countries have actually urged other 

governments to avoid the use of travel bans. 
11 The latest development in this respect is the 2006 ASEAN Framework Agreement on Visa 

Exemption, allowing ASEAN nationals to travel within the region without visa for a period of 

two weeks. This agreement is in pursuance to the ASEAN Tourism Agreement on travel 

facilitation and the 1998 Hanoi Plan of Action on the removal of travel barrier in the region 

and facilitation for border crossing. 
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Asian and Western societies.12 Extensive research by Yvette Reisinger and Lindsay 

Turner (1999; 2002a; 2002b) confirms that the needs and tastes of Western tourists 

are very different from those of Asian clients. In general, Asians are interested in 

visiting internationally renowned landmarks and modern and sophisticated 

attractions like theme parks and shopping centres. Westerners, on the other hand, 

like to experience the exotic beauty of well-conserved natural and cultural heritage 
sites. 

What do these differences imply for the marketing of Jogja as a destination for 

tourists of Asian origin? Should it be promoted as the old cultural centre of Java (as 

is done for Western markets) or is it wiser to advertise the city as the hotbed of 

youthfulness and innovation? Although there are an increasing number of exclusive 

shopping malls, high-tech theme parks and soaring skyscrapers are strikingly absent 

in Jogja. The city is characterized best as a big village, because the great majority of 

its buildings are single-storey structures and many people live in kampung, a kind of 

off-street village-like neighbourhoods. Besides, many of the malls largely cater to 

locals. Most do not sell the arts and crafts for which the region is so famous, making 

them less interesting for tourists.13 If the only attractions left for Asians to visit are 

Borobudur and Prambanan, the two regional world heritage sites, they can easily do 

that on a day-trip or as transit visitors, hereby seriously limiting the impact they 

have on the local economy.14 

Independently of how Jogja and other destinations are being marketed, Asian 

tourists currently come to Indonesia for a relatively short time. Because they travel 

mostly in organized tour groups, they have limited contact with local people. They 

develop their perceptions of Indonesians through the direct face-to-face contact with 

service providers, who are often their only local contact points. Tour guides, who 

spend a considerable amount of time with tourists, know that client satisfaction is 

best achieved when understanding the cultural background, including values and 

perceptions of the world. One would expect Indonesian guides to have little difficulty 

dealing with Asian visitors because of the cultural proximity (and shared ‘Asian 

values’). However, what might be gained by guiding for people with similar cultural 

backgrounds can get lost in communication problems. To serve Asian clients, guides 

have to learn new languages and the local foreign language schools do not possess 

the best human resources and learning materials. Besides, many guides have been 

professionally trained to work with Westerners, studying Western-produced guiding 

methods and techniques. What they have learned is not readily transposable to a 

work context with Asians. Finally, cultural proximity does not mean that there are no 
cultural or other differences at all. 

                                                 
12 The main differences are found to be in cultural values; social categories such as role, 

status, class, hierarchy, attitudes, perceptions, patterns of interaction, relationships, verbal 

(language and paralanguage: intonation, laughing, crying, questioning) and nonverbal (body 

language such as facial expressions, head movements, gestures, use of space, use of 

physical distance between people); communication; and service.  
13 One of the main reasons tourists currently enter the malls in Jogja is to enjoy the air 

conditioning and to cool down from the hot and humid climate. 
14 Although most tourists visit these cultural heritage sites on tours departing from Jogja, 

Prambanan is partly, and Borobudur completely located outside the Yogyakarta province, in 

the neighbouring province of Central Java. Transit tourists and day-trippers not only bypass 

Jogja’s hotel industry, but also the restaurants because they often have their lunch nearby 

one of the two temple complexes. 
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In order to avoid cultural miscommunication with tourists of Asian origin, the guides 

of Jogja have to take into account some general Asian characteristics (Reisinger and 

Turner 2002a). As members of high context cultures, Asian people communicate in 

an indirect, implicit way by using numerous nonverbal cues such as body language, 

facial expressions, or eye gaze. This requires guides to always read in between the 

lines and be aware of non-linguistic messages. Because they are part of collectivistic 

cultures, Asians are oriented toward group interests and needs. Much of the 

purchasing of souvenirs and gifts, for example, is not by an individual for an 

individual, but may be collective group purchases for relatives, friends, and 

colleagues. Guide should keep in mind that individual activities might not be popular 

because Asians prefer to feel ‘in-group’. In addition, Asian people tend to fit every 

person they meet into a social hierarchy. An older person is a better tour guide 

choice because he or she is seen as knowledgeable and experienced. As many Asians 

travelling abroad belong to the rapidly growing class of ‘nouveau riches’, the mere 

fact of visiting a famous site, and taking pictures or shooting video as proof for those 

who stayed at home, is deemed more important than learning about the history of 

the place. This does not imply less work for the tour guides. While Asian clients 

might need less interpretative information, they do expect constant attention and 

entertainment. Guides still offer explanatory narratives but sensibly invite those 

visitors not interested to hear the stories to roam around the visited sites and take 

pictures instead. Understanding that Asians are usually less willing to engage in 

physical efforts than Western tourists are, guides also have to adapt tour itineraries 
accordingly.  

This is only a rudimentary psychosocial sketch of Asian tourists in general. Because 

there is no space to elaborate on the specifics of various national and cultural 

subgroups, the next section focuses on the encounter between Jogja’s guides and 

Japanese visitors as an example. 

“They left as quickly as they came”: Jogja à la Japanese 

Indonesia attracts Japanese visitors for a number of reasons (Yamashita 2003). As is 

the case for Westerners, the majority of Japanese end up in Bali. Matsuda (1989:43-

45) suggested that Japanese tourism to Bali should be analyzed not only from the 

perspective of exoticism, but also of nostalgia. The Balinese barong dance is 

reminiscent of the Japanese lion dance, the Hindu temples remind people of those in 

Kyoto and Nara, and rice terraces are quite normal in Japanese rural areas. In order 

words, Bali reminds nostalgic Japanese of landscapes and cultural roots that have 

vanished in present-day urban Japan. This might explain why experiential tourism 

activities such as learning how to cultivate rice are extremely popular among 
Japanese tourists. Matsuda’s analysis could very well apply to Jogja as well. 

Jogja started receiving significant numbers of Japanese in the 1980s.15 Except for a 

small number of FIT (Free and Independent Travellers), most come as one-day 

transit visitors from Bali.16 Package tourists usually arrive around six o’clock in the 

                                                 
15 The Borobudur exhibition held in Japan in 1981 made Jogja more popular as a possible 

cultural tourism destination. Since 1985, the Province of Yogyakarta has a sister city 

partnership with the Kyoto Prefecture. 
16 The reason why Jogja’s inbound tourism is dependent on Bali is a structural one. In contrast 

with Bali’s Ngurah Rai International Airport, Jogja’s Adisucipto International Airport has no 



‘Of Asian Origin’ 

Rethinking Tourism in Contemporary Asia 
An International Conference organized by Asia Research Institute, NUS 

7 – 9 September 2006 

 

Draft Copy – Not to be Quoted Without Permission from the Author 

 
12 

morning at Jogja’s airport. If a Balinese tour leader does not accompany them, one 

of Jogja’s guides picks them up. Because there is no time to waste, the groups 

immediately leave for Borobudur and have breakfast somewhere on the way. In 

order to give tourists a glimpse of traditional Javanese village life, the bus or minivan 

might make a little detour left or right. After the visit to Borobudur, which seldom 

lasts more than one hour and a half, it is time for lunch. A quick stopover at the 

Kraton is next on the program. When the tour is still on schedule, there is an 

opportunity to shop for souvenirs around Malioboro, the city’s major commercial 

area. A one-hour visit to Prambanan, nearby the airport, ends the day trip. The 

guide, who is usually in charge of the tour, has to keep a tight timetable otherwise 
their clients risk missing the flight back to Bali. 

The guides in Jogja dealing with Japanese clients are relatively well prepared. In fact, 

the Japanese language guides have become the largest subgroup within the local 

tour guide association, Himpunan Pramuwisata Indonesia (HPI). They studied the 

language (and some of the culture) at one of the city’s universities or other 

institution of higher education. There are some locally produced learning materials 

that specifically address the characteristics and needs of Japanese tourists (Desky 

1999). While most guides have not had the opportunity to travel to Japan, they 

instead read Japanese books and magazines or use the Internet to obtain extra 

information about the country and its people. Those with access to cable television 

can watch the Nippon Hoso Kyokai (Japanese Broadcasting Corporation) station. The 

three major heritage sites (Borobudur, Prambanan, and the Kraton) all have at least 

one site-specific guide who speaks some basic Japanese. This leaves plenty of work 

during the high season for the general guides who master Japanese much better.  

Reisinger and Turner (1999) identified some important Japanese cultural 

characteristics that influence the tourist-guide interaction. Fortunately, the guides in 

Jogja are already familiar with many of these points through their own Javanese 

culture. According to Japanese, a helpful guide is punctual, informative, trustworthy, 

respectful, and polite. Punctuality is regarded as a measure of professionalism and 

competence, the latter being dependent on personal qualities such as being self-

controlled, logical, obedient, and self-respectful. Although guides learn during their 

professional training that ‘time is money’, this remains a difficult point for 

Indonesians who live in a culture of jam karet – flexible time or the continuous 

uncertainty of scheduled time arrangements. When Japanese receive information, 

they expect it to be precise and accurate. This is not dissimilar from the expectations 

Westerners have.  Japanese people need a long time to get to know people well and 

to develop an atmosphere of trust. This is difficult for local guides who only have a 

couple of hours to establish a relationship with their clients. In Japan, respect is 

shown through fulfilling work obligations and complying with the rules of social 

etiquette. Social etiquette is extremely important in Java as well, work obligations 

much less. Nevertheless, the guides know that customer satisfaction is dependent on 

their delivery of proper service quality. Very similar to Javanese culture, politeness is 

an expression of social etiquette rather than a feeling of kindness or regard. Rules of 

proper greeting, such as the proper addressing of people, are important in both 

cultures. Another characteristic Indonesian guides are familiar with is tourists 

purchasing oleh-oleh (gifts and souvenirs) for those who stayed at home. 

                                                                                                                                                 
direct flights to and from Japan. Another important factor is that there are quite a number of 

Japanese-run tourism services on Bali (including hotels, restaurants, and travel agencies). 
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The senior guides in Jogja are experienced enough to know the intricacies of 

Japanese culture and society. Still, it seems not all easy to please Japanese guests 

(Sugiantoro 2000:69-72). My ongoing research suggests this difficulty stems less 

from cultural differences than from the way Japanese tourism to Jogja is currently 

structured. As mentioned before, most Japanese come as transit visitors from Bali. 

They have left their Balinese hotel in the middle of the night and are already tired 

upon their arrival in Jogja. The guides accompanying them on the way to the various 

sites have all kinds of nice stories and jokes to entertain the clients, but many prefer 

to use the moments in between visits to rest a little. When Japanese tourism boomed 

– from the mid-1980s until the mid-1990s – guides received extra commissions by 

bringing Japanese to souvenir shops. This compensated for the fact that Japanese do 

not have the custom to leave tips.17 Nowadays, there is often not enough time for 

shopping and, when there is, the clients are not interested in buying anything.18 

Because most Japanese come for such a short period, it reinforces the common 

stereotype that they are not all that interested and always seem in a hurry, only 
having time to take snapshots.  

Most guides prefer older Japanese as clients because they are usually fascinated by 

stories about rural life around Jogja – the nostalgic element Matsuda (1989) referred 

to in his discussion of Bali. Unfortunately, there is virtually no time to show those 

tourists any of the village life and agricultural practices around the attractions (and 

many have already taken such a tour on Bali). The younger Japanese visitors usually 

come in smaller groups. They lead a hectic life back home and want to use their 

short holidays, usually not more than a week, to relax and enjoy the scenery and 

attractions. They would be mesmerized by the experience of some of Jogja’s vibrant 

youthscape or a taste of the contemporary art scene in which young artists 

experiment with both visual expressions and interpretations of current events. 

Unfortunately, guides only rarely have a chance to show any of this to their Japanese 
clients. 

Discussion 

Typologies of tour guides as well as other key players in tourism performances can 

identify regularities, but should be conceived as describing different styles rather 

than essentialized types of people, as roles adopted rather than social categories 

made manifest. Guides have to engage in a complex negotiation of roles between 

themselves and tourists, other service providers, travel agents, and locals, and the 

socio-cultural power expressed by each in contexts of interaction. All these roles 

have different time and space dimensions. The case study of Asian tourists in Jogja, 

                                                 
17 While the numbers of Japanese and other tourists these days are much smaller than during 

the golden years, there is an excess of travel agencies and guides. This has created an 

economic context in which many Indonesians are accepting to be underpaid rather than to 

be completely without work. In this precarious situation, receiving tips is vital and guides 

prefer to have clients from countries with a culture of generous tipping. 
18 According to the people I interviewed in Jogja, this is because Balinese tourism service 

providers tell tourists travelling to Java they have to be careful since there are many 

pickpockets on the island and they suggest people to leave most of their money on Bali. On 

top of this, all of Jogja’s traditional handicrafts can be purchased in Bali as well (albeit more 

expensive). Besides, most tourists have no clue where the souvenirs they buy in Indonesia 

originally come from. 
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and Japanese visitors in particular, shows there are various ways to facilitate a 

quality experience for the client. Also for Asian tourists, guides are there to help fulfil 

the dream of a perfect vacation. However, the tourist expectations and imaginaries 

at work are different from those of Western clients (Salazar 2005, 2006). The 

experience of visiting famous sites – the mere factor of ‘being there’ – and taking 

snapshots or video footage to show it to those who stayed at home is already 

satisfying. Some interpretation of sites is welcomed but, in general, there is less 

need to hear extensive narratives contextualizing the places visited. Whereas 

Western tourists usually judge the quality of a guide by evaluating the quality of his 

explanatory narrative, for Asian tourists what matters most is how they are treated 

as guests. The guide is expected to be a good caretaker and entertainer (animator) 

of the group, more than an information-giver. Cohen’s (1985) argument that the role 

of the guide is shifting from the pathfinder to the mentor role does not seem to apply 

to this Asian context. This is an example of how research on tourism of Asian origin 

problematizes the universality of existing theoretical frameworks explaining 
particular aspects of tourism. 

From an anthropological point of view, it is tempting to explain the different roles 

guides play when dealing with Western and Asian tourists as cultural. As discussed in 

this paper, there are certainly cultural elements at play. However, structural 

characteristics of tourism, like the length of annual holidays and the history of 

travelling abroad, are at least as salient. In many Western industrialized countries, 

there has been a marked tendency for the minimum annual vacation period to be 

increased (Salazar n.d.). Westerners visiting Indonesia have at least two weeks of 

holidays and do not need to rush from one attraction to the other. Many of them 

have extensively travelled abroad and seen many of the world’s landmarks. They are 

therefore more and more looking for experiential types of tourism, in which the 

mentor or mediator style of guiding gains importance. Asian tourists generally 

dispose of much less time and the tradition of travelling abroad for leisure is newer. 

Since they have less travel experience and usually speak neither English (the most 

widespread language in global tourism) nor the local language, Asians are dependent 

on local guides as pathfinder who lead them safely around. In a sense, tour guiding 

for tourists of Asian origin resembles much more the work of a tour manager, escort, 

or leader. This is only one small piece of evidence that, given the historical and 

current socio-economic context, Asian tourists are developing a different “culture of 

tourism” (cf. Rojek and Urry 1997). It is the task of tourism scholars to elucidate the 
particulars of this process and its various outcomes. 

Whatever roles they play, guides are there to help tourists find meaning in what they 

see and experience. This requires extensive preparation, not only in the geography 

and history of the region where they are guiding, but also in sociological, 

psychological, and anthropological fields of expertise like group dynamics, 

motivation, and cultural background. In order to be successful, the guides in Jogja 

need to learn how to repackage their narratives about the region and its attractions 

in order to meet the preferences, desires, and aspirations of Asian clients. Because 

many guides were professionally trained to serve Western tourists, they have to 

unlearn some of their practices when dealing with Asians. For established markets 

(e.g. Japan), they can rely on specific handbooks and course materials. 

Unfortunately, there are not yet such aids for newer Asian markets, forcing the 

guides to learn on-the-job by trial and error. Thriving guides are those who 

comprehend at least a little of the broader context and power dynamics of global 
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tourism. They understand who their Asian clients are, why they travel to Indonesia, 

what they want to see and experience, and how they expect to be treated. A lack of 
these insights frequently leads to frustration and cultural or national stereotyping. 

Even for an in-depth case study of Asian tourism, as the one discussed in this paper, 

it is important to frame it within the larger historical context of the global tourism-

industrial complex. By linking the local observations to broader forces and power 

dynamics, we can start explaining why it is, for example, that the guides in Jogja 

often value their Asian clients negatively. As a legacy of the colonial era, having 

close contact with a bule (white person) is considered locally as cool and status 

enhancing. In the imaginary of many guides, Westerners acts as their gateway into a 

better world – a Promised Land they know from television programs, advertisements, 

and movies. The privileged interaction with Westerners nourishes the guides’ dreams 

of escape from the harsh local life. Asian tourists are considered as socio-cultural 

proxies, people who have (materially) made it in their lives and are able to travel 

abroad. Many Asians devotedly embrace their role of ‘nouveau riche’ by being much 

more demanding towards service personnel. The Indonesian guides, as providers of 

paid-for services, often have to work harder for these clients, usually without 

receiving tips. They have not much choice than to faithfully play their guiding role. 

However, deep inside, they feel frustrated because they realize that, to a certain 
extent, these fellow Asian tourists have realized what they are still dreaming of. ■ 

 


