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“From an ethnographic perspective the anxiety about tourism is 

especially acute, given that bad ethnography is labelled as touristic, 

that travel writing is central to the early history of anthropology, and 

that tourism performs outmoded ethnography. Anthropology as a 

scientific discipline is dependent upon its being distinguished from 

tourism.” (Bruner 2005:7) 

 

Introduction 

Tourism, the multifaceted global phenomenon of travel-for-leisure, offers many 
fascinating research topics across the disciplines. Within anthropology, the 
foundations of tourism studies were laid in the 1970s (Nash 2005; Smith 1977). 
Before that time, anthropologists and tourists were traditionally depicted as not 
being the best of friends. Over half a century ago, the French structural 
anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss (1978 [1955]) nicely captured the ambivalent 
attitude of anthropologists towards other types of off-the-beaten-track travellers. He 
opened his book Tristes tropiques with the words “Travel and travellers are two 
things I loathe – and yet here I am, all set to tell the story of my expeditions”. Many 
other ethnographers have had similar feelings, often disregarding the presence of 
tourists in ‘the(ir) field’, or commenting on them separately from their own presence. 
Countless encounters between anthropologists and tourists have been kept silent, 
barely being mentioned in the myriad monographs published since the beginning of 
the discipline. Despite this neglect, anthropologists and tourists are increasingly 
ending up in the same places and are often perceived by local people as similar 
‘outsiders’. 
 
Tourism-related ethnographic research has come a long way, from ethnographers 
ignoring tourists during their fieldwork and disregarding the seriousness of tourism 
research to anthropologists taking active roles in tourism planning and development. 
There is an increasing recognition among scholars that, despite the playfulness 
surrounding it, tourism is a complex phenomenon that is worth studying because it is 
a salient marker of the era in which we currently live. Tourism is commonly seen by 
contemporary anthropologists as one of the exemplary manifestations of global flows 
that blur traditional territorial, social, and cultural boundaries, and create hybrid 
forms (Clifford 1997). Destinations worldwide are adapting themselves to rapidly 
changing global trends and markets while trying to maintain, or even increase, their 
local distinctiveness. This competitive struggle to obtain a piece of the tourism pie 
becomes a question of how ‘the local’ is (re)produced through the practices of 
touristified representations. On the one hand, global marketing companies and 
national as well as local authorities play a crucial role in manufacturing and selling 
images and imaginaries of destinations. On the other hand, tourism stimulates 
‘localization’, the resurgence of local (ethnic) identities and competing discourses of 
heritage.1 

                                                 
1 Localization or local differentiation in this context stands for a dynamic process characterized 
by the rise of localized, socio-culturally defined identities, sometimes within, sometimes 
transcending, the boundaries of a state. It has been described as “capitalizing on the 
cultural, economic, social, and physical resources of particular places, coupled with local 
organization and networking” (Cawley, et al. 2002:63). 
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At present, I am a fifth year graduate student in anthropology at the University of 
Pennsylvania. My dissertation project focuses on the intricate relation between 
‘global tourism imaginaries’ and the discourses and practices of local tour guides in 
two different socio-cultural contexts (Salazar 2005, 2006).2 By way of a multi-sited 
ethnography, I am comparing tour guides in Yogyakarta, Indonesia, and Arusha, 
Tanzania, some of whom are transnationally networked with one another. This paper 
deals exclusively with the Asian part of my research, although I could make a similar 
analysis for the African part as well. I start by describing what I understand under 
‘glocal ethnography’, how it is distinct from other ethnographic methodologies 
studying process of globalization and localization, and why it is so useful when 
researching the tourism-industrial complex.3 I then check my methodological theory-
in-progress against the practice of my ongoing fieldwork in Yogyakarta. I end by 
reflecting on the use of glocal ethnography as an appropriate methodology to 
capture the global-local nexus, in the context of tourism studies and more generally. 

 

Glocal ethnography: What is in a name? 

From a methodological perspective, the holistic mixed-methods contribution of socio-
cultural anthropology  is widely acknowledged by tourism scholars (Graburn 2002; 
Nash 2000; Palmer 2001; Sandiford and Ap 1998; Smith and Brent 2001; Wallace 
2005). The interpretive approach characterizing this discipline is ethnography, a 
methodology that has been applied successfully to the study of tourism (e.g. Adams 
2006; Adams 1996; Bruner 2005; Ness 2003; Strain 2003). Ethnography has 
become widespread and popular in other disciplines as well. As such, it has acquired 
global currency, and it has different meanings in the diverse contexts it is being 
used. In the strict etymological sense of the term, ethnography refers to something 
that is written about a particular group of people. The basis for this descriptive 
writing is an extended period of ethnographic fieldwork, which traditionally involves 
participant observation, but very often includes other methods like interviews, 
surveys, and questionnaires. 4  More broadly, the term ethnography is used to 
describe a kind of research methodology, which characteristics include: sharing in 

                                                 
2  I define global tourism imaginaries as projective touristified representations of imagined 
worlds that are different from the actual world, and often linked to projects to change the 
world in particular directions. These widespread imaginaries are linked to much larger (often 
Western) systems and histories of thought. Although language is probably the most 
important channel of expression, imaginaries may take a variety of forms – oral, written, 
pictorial, symbolic, or graphic – and include both linguistic and non-linguistic ways of 
producing meaning. 

3 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. As the tourism industrial complex grows, 
tourism already being one of the most significant global economic sectors in terms of labour 
and investments, its imaginaries of local life increasingly become the codified and authorized 
versions of local culture and knowledge. 

4  Although the orientation of ethnographic fieldwork is predominantly qualitative, most 
ethnographies use mixed methods. Often quantitative data are produced in order to support 
the qualitative data (Bernard 2002). 
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the lives of those under study, gaining an emic understanding of things, a holistic 
approach, and the observation of everyday life. The typical model for ethnographic 
research is based on what David Fetterman (1998:5) called a “phenomenologically-
oriented paradigm,” because it accepts multiple realities in its approach to 
understanding complex socio-cultural issues. Conventional ethnography has been the 
subject of considerable theoretical debate and the validity of the whole ethnographic 
project has been challenged by postmodernists on both ethical and scientific grounds 
(Clifford 1988; Clifford and Marcus 1986; Marcus and Fischer 1986). Because theory 
has tended to lag behind mere ethnographic description, academics now stress the 
need to link fieldwork with theoretical development (Snow, et al. 2003). 
 
Twenty years after the so-called crisis of representation, much of which was centred 
on the question of “ethnographic authority” (Kaspin 1997), ethnography as a 
research methodology is facing a new challenge: What do detailed studies of the 
local tell us about the global and globalization – the complex process of growing 
worldwide interdependence and convergence? Critics have pointed out that much 
ethnographic writing invokes notions of the global or globalization, rather than 
empirically analyzing them. The result is ethnography situated within an imagined, if 
not imaginary, global context or studies of globalized processes that lack 
ethnographic detail. Underpinning such criticisms is a perfectly understandable 
intellectual tension. On the one hand, there is the persistent question whether 
ethnographic research of the global is possible. On the other hand, there is a clear 
recognition that this question does not make much sense since it is not feasible to 
fully separate the local from the global (Marcus 1998). Scholars still have a long way 
to go in understanding exactly how the local and the global are connected, 
disconnected, and reconnected. The fact that such linkages exist is indisputable, the 
major problem is how to theorize and operationalize them. 
 
Contemporary anthropological theorizing acknowledges that ‘the local’ refers not 
solely to a spatially limited locality (Gupta and Ferguson 1997); it is, above all, a 
socio-cultural metaphor for a collectively imagined space inhabited by people who 
have a particular sense of place, a specific shared way of life, and a certain ethos 
and worldview. It is the site where global processes and flows fragment and are 
‘localized’ – transformed into something place-bound and peculiar (Wilson and 
Dissanayake 1996). ‘The local’ is constructed in contradictory ways and has always 
been, at least in part, the product of outside influences (Appadurai 1996:178-199). 
The global and local need not, nor should not, be treated as binary oppositions. The 
global-local dichotomy is artificial and arose as a “heuristic necessity” (Lewellen 
2002:190) to meet the shortcomings of a model that tied group and socio-cultural 
characteristics to territory and simply saw the global as a metaphor for all that the 
model could not account for. Globalization theories too easily encourage the equation 
of an abstract global with capital and change versus a concrete local (or national) 
with labour and tradition (Prazniak and Dirlik 2001). In reality, processes of 
globalization and localization assume numerous forms connected by highly unequal 
power relations (Kearney 2004; Ong and Collier 2004; Rees and Smart 2001). It is, 
therefore, more accurate to employ a relational understanding to globalization than a 
territorial one. Globalization always takes place in some locality, while the local is 
(re)produced in the global circulation of products, discourses, and imaginaries. In 
other words, ‘the local’ does not oppose but constitutes ‘the global’, and vice versa 
(Tsing 2000; 2005). The processes of all place making and force making are both 
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local and global, that is, both socially and culturally particular and productive of 
widely circulating interactions. 
 
Because globalizing processes operate across time and space, traditional 
ethnographic methods, which tend to be place-bound, must be supplemented with 
information linking the particular research moment to the broader historical context, 
and the research site(s) to the broader translocal forces, connections, and 
imaginations that constitute the global (Gille 2001; Robbins and Bamford 1997). 
Using the extended case study method, sociologist Michael Burawoy (2000) 
described a set of strategies for combining abstract, theoretical insights about 
globalization with concrete, historically contextualized, geographically situated 
practices – an approach he and his team of researchers termed “global 
ethnography”. Anthropologist George Marcus (1998) suggested scholars should 
create “multi-sited ethnographies” – works based on research conducted in several 
geographic locations – as a tool for capturing complex supralocal interdependencies. 
Such a research strategy maintains the local focus of ethnography while at the same 
time complexifying the definition and construction of the larger system. Sociologist 
Roland Robertson (1995) developed the notion “glocalization” to better grasp the 
many interconnections between ‘the global’ and ‘the local’. He argued against the 
tendency to perceive globalization as involving only large-scale macro-sociological 
processes, neglecting the way in which globalization is always localized. In other 
words, the local contains much that is global, while the global is increasingly 
penetrated and re-shaped by many locals. The term glocalization captures the 
dynamic, contingent, and two-way dialectic between the two realms.5 
 
Building on Robertson’s conceptual framework, I propose the term ‘glocal 
ethnography’ to describe my own research in Yogyakarta, Indonesia. I tentatively 
define glocal ethnography as a fieldwork methodology to describe and interpret the 
complex connections, disconnections, and reconnections between local and global 
phenomena and processes. This is achieved by firmly embedding and historically 
situating the in-depth study of a particular socio-cultural group, organization, or 
setting within a larger (and, ultimately, global) context.6 Contrary to Burawoy’s 
(2000) global ethnography approach, the stress is not on the global but on the 
intricate ways the local and the global are linked. In contrast with Marcus’s (1998) 
multi-sited ethnography, glocal ethnography does not necessarily involve on-site 
research in more than one geographical location. The methodology’s essential 
features are summarized below (see 

                                                 
5  The glocalization concept is modelled on the Japanese notion dochakuka (“becoming 
autochthonous”), derived from dochaku (“aboriginal, living on one’s own land”). This 
originally referred to the agricultural principle of adapting general farming techniques to 
local conditions. In the 1980s, Japanese business people adopted the term to express global 
localization or a global outlook adapted to local conditions. The concept rapidly spread 
around the globe and is now used in the most diverse contexts. 

6 This happens figuratively by putting the g of global in front of the concept local: g-local. This 
implies that the stress is still on the local, but that local is now embedded in a larger (and, 
ultimately, global) context.  
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Table 1). 
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Table 1: General characteristics of glocal ethnography 

 
Aim Describe and interpret the characteristics, structures, and interactions of a 

particular socio-cultural group or organization in a naturally occurring setting, 
with all its diversity and multiplicity of voices and situated within a larger 
(and, ultimately, global) framework. Find the local in the global and vice 
versa, by revealing local as well as global meaning and thus glocal 
complexity. 

Research 
questions 

Why do people think and act the way they do and how are these thoughts 
and behaviours shaped by local to global influences? How are people 
positioned in local to global settings and networks, and how do they interact 
with each other, especially with significant others? What are the power 
relationships within and between those various settings and what kind of 
agency do people have to bring about change on the different levels? 

Data 
gathering 

Extensive fieldwork, characterized by observation (direct or participant) and 
various types of interviews with key informants and other significant actors. 
Sustained presence in the research site, combined with an intensive 
engagement with the everyday life of the people that form the focus of the 
study.  
Ancillary data include secondary sources, audio-visual data, news media, 
documents, archives, the Internet, etc. Given the in-depth approach, one 
study is usually limited to investigating a small number of cases. Use of 
exhaustive notes and personal diary entries to record the findings. 

Data 
analysis 

Working initially with unstructured data rather than a closed set of externally 
imposed analytic categories. Systematic coding and building patterns 
demands certain procedures but the choice and development of theoretical 
frameworks depend on the individual researcher who adds an etic (outsider) 
view to the emic (insider) perspectives of the participants. Interpretation of 
data is usually in the form of elaborate verbal descriptions rather than 
statistical analysis (but quantification is not excluded). 

End product The primary result takes the form of a coherent descriptive narrative, 
representing the multiplicity of voices and perceptions of the participants as 
well as the researcher’s own views and interpretations. The final product is a 
detailed ethnographic account – in words, spoken or written, a lecture, 
article, or monograph. Conveying the sense of ‘being there’, producing 
unexpected details and conclusions, reflecting the multiple modes of ordering 
and offering explanations wrapped in ‘thick descriptions’. 

Knowledge 
claim 

Knowledge and understanding about the complex connections, 
disconnections, and reconnections between local and global phenomena and 
processes. 

 
 
Tourism offers many possibilities for glocal ethnography, especially where 
international tourists meet local manufacturers, retailers, and service providers in 
the production and consumption of glocalized tourism goods and services (Yamashita 
2003). As Edward Bruner (2005:17) elucidated, this “touristic borderzone” is about 
the local, but what is performed there takes account of global crosscurrents. Most of 
these local-global connections in the tourism-industrial complex are marked by 
inequalities and power struggles (Alneng 2002). Without using the conceptual 
framework of glocalization, geographers studying tourism have repeatedly stressed 
the importance of the global-local nexus. T.C. Chang et al., for example, argued that 
“the global and the local should be enmeshed in any future theoretical frameworks 
that are developed to help understand the processes and outcomes of [urban 
heritage] tourism” (1996:285). Similarly, Peggy Teo and Lim Hiong Li stated that 
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“for tourism, the global and the local form a dyad acting as a dialectical process” 
(2003:302, original emphasis). In what follows, I briefly sketch how I am currently 
experimenting with glocal ethnography to study tourism-related processes of 
globalization and localization in Yogyakarta, Indonesia. 

 

A glocal study of tourism in Yogyakarta 

Yogyakarta is the name of both a province on the island of Java and its capital, a city 
with a population reaching half a million. The region has been participating in 
international tourism for almost thirty years. Since the early stages, it was promoted 
by the Indonesian government as “the cultural heart of Java” (or even Indonesia), 
and an ideal cultural heritage destination for both domestic and international 
markets. The most important attractions include the eighth century Buddhist stupa 
of Borobudur and the ninth century Hindu-Buddhist temple complex of Prambanan 
(both recognized in 1991 as UNESCO World Heritage). The city, with its Kraton – the 
eighteenth-century walled palace where the Sultan resides – cherishes its Javanese 
roots, attracting a large number of painters, dancers, and writers. Jogja, as the city 
is affectionately cold by locals, is famous for crafts such as batik (textile design), 
silverware, pottery, clothing, woodcarving, and wayang (puppets).7 Although Jogja is 
a small provincial town, its vibrant communities of artists and students ensure it is 
well connected nationally as well as internationally. 8  Interestingly, the current 
tourism discourses about Jogja – as uttered by the government, by travel agencies, 
tourism marketers, and by tour guides – only focus on the renowned heritage sites 
mentioned above and traditional arts and crafts performed or produced in the city 
itself or in its vicinity (Salazar 2005). 
 
The core of my research centres on analyzing the narratives and practices of local 
tour guides. More particularly, I want to understand how local guides in Jogja rely on 
global networks and resources to better ‘localize’ their tours for international tourists. 
I started my fieldwork in Jogja in December 2005. I had been there before on two 
different accounts: in the summer of 2000, I spent one month exploring the islands 
of Java and Bali as a tourist and visiting friends, and I returned for three months of 
preliminary research in 2003. Since my first visit, I have studied Indonesian 
informally and in an intensive language course at one of Jogja’s private language 
schools. Due to my multicultural European background, I am also fluent in English, 
Dutch, German, French, Spanish, and Italian. Proficiency in these languages has 
proven to be of great value when observing the micro-interactions between tourists 
and guides and when interviewing people. As is usual for ethnographic fieldwork, I 
spend considerable time interviewing guides (using various interview formats) and 
directly observing them while they are guiding. However, in order to capture how the 

                                                 
7  This abbreviated name of the city also appears in “Jogja, never ending Asia”, the 
catchphrase currently used by the provincial government to attract investors, traders, and 
tourists to the region. Linking Jogja to Asia as a whole is itself an excellent example of a 
glocal marketing strategy. 

8 Jogja is home, for example, to the Institut Seni Indonesia (Indonesian Institute of Fine Arts) 
and one of the most active contemporary art scenes in Indonesia. 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. 
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guides are influenced by global crosscurrents of information and imaginaries 
promoted by the larger tourism-industrial complex, my research has to include many 
other facets as well. 
 
Because tour guides are often the only local people with whom tourists interact for a 
considerable amount of time, it is in the interest of various authorities to streamline 
their narratives and practices. Hence, their work is constricted by guidelines and 
regulations imposed by local (Dinas Pariwisata & Himpunan Pramuwisata Indonesia), 
provincial (Badan Pariwisata Daerah), national (Kementerian Kebudayaan dan 

Pariwisata RI) and global (World Federation of Tourist Guide Associations) 
organizations and institutions. One of my first fieldwork tasks was to contact these 
regulatory bodies, interview employees, and obtain copies of the various laws and 
directives. I also interviewed some of the local travel agency owners who employ the 
guides (most of whom work on a freelance basis). Although being Indonesia’s second 
most important destination, Jogja’s tourism growth is highly dependent on the 
development of tourism on the neighbouring island of Bali. This power hierarchy 
translates on many levels. The current Minister of Culture and Tourism, Mr. Jero 
Wacik, is Balinese. A considerable number of Jogja’s largest travel agencies are 
branch offices, the main office being in Bali. In other words, it is in Bali that tour 
packages are construed and sold.9 Obviously, these larger structural characteristics 
of the tourism-industrial complex are totally beyond the control of the local guides in 
Jogja. 
 
One way the narratives and practices of guides can be shaped and controlled is 
through education and licensing. The second step in my research therefore involved 
investigating how guides are professionally trained. Since there are no specific 
guiding degree programs in Jogja, I visited various tourism schools that offer elective 
courses on guiding. I interviewed teachers, gathered information about curricula and 
teaching materials, and observed some of the courses. One school spontaneously 
invited me on two of their practice excursions. Since many guides in Jogja are 
autodidacts who did not receive much formal training, I also sent around a 
questionnaire concerning the resources they rely upon to prepare their tours. Based 
on the usefulness of the information returned, I then contacted some of the 
respondents to conduct in-depth interviews about the same theme. The licensing of 
tour guides is in hands of the Lembaga Sertifikasi Profesi Pariwisata (Institution of 
Certification for Tourism Professions), currently outsourced by the local government 
to the semi-private Jogja Tourism Training Centre (JTTC). The licensing process is 
controlled by Dinas Pariwisata (Yogyakarta Tourism Department) as well as 
Himpunan Pramuwisata Indonesia (Indonesian Guide Association, Yogyakarta 
Chapter) and the Association of the Indonesian Tour & Travel Agencies (ASITA). 
Untangling this web of interrelated organizations involved interviewing people 
working for each one of them. 
 
In order to grasp the complexity of tour guiding and tourism in Jogja, it is necessary 
to place it in a wider historical, political, economic, and socio-cultural context. Part of 

                                                 
9  Since it is from Bali that most tourists travel to Jogja, various people I interviewed 
independently told me that Balinese tourism service providers prepare tourists travelling to 
Java, warning them they have to be careful because there are many pickpockets on the 
island and suggesting people to leave most of their money on Bali.  
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this was done through my coursework at the University of Pennsylvania and in 
preparation of my oral examination. During my fieldwork, I am undertaking 
background literature research in the local libraries of Gadjah Mada University, 
Sanata Dharma University, and the Stuppa Indonesia Foundation for Tourism 
Research and Development. I regularly consult secondary media sources like 
Indonesian newspapers (Bernas, Kedaulatan Rakyat, Kompas, and The Jakarta Post) 
and magazines (Tempo and Inside Indonesia). Regular discussions with Indonesian 
anthropologists, tourism scholars, and students here in Jogja are useful to test some 
of my preliminary explanations and hypotheses. I also had the unique opportunity to 
discuss my research with various Indonesia experts during the Asia Pacific Week 
2006 at the Australian National University in Canberra last February. 
 
The plan during the tourism high season was to spend most time observing guides 
while interacting with tourists, and talking to both parties before and after the tours. 
However, a series of natural disasters – repeated volcanic eruptions, earthquakes, 
and a tsunami – seriously altered the course of my research. Many of the guides I 
am working with not only lost their houses or relatives, but also their income 
because many tourists cancelled their trip to Jogja. One of the advantages of 
ethnography is its flexibility to adapt research agendas to such rapidly changing 
conditions ‘in the field’. Ironically, the calamities provided me with extra data on how 
closely the local and global scales are interconnected. I was invited to help as a 
volunteer with Java Tourism Care, an initiative of various local tourism stakeholders 
aimed at assisting in the relief, rehabilitation, and recovery of the region’s tourism 
sector. I was present at various planning meetings and joined damage assessment 
teams to many of the province’s attractions. I systematically gathered local as well 
as international news media reports about the disasters in order to compare these 
with the actual situation on the ground. Because there were so many disparities, I 
felt the need to start my own anthropological blog. This offered me an extra 
opportunity to reflect on the current situation and receive feedback from readers 
abroad. I also collected the travel warnings issued by the governments of Jogja’s 
largest inbound markets (France, the Netherlands, and Germany). Finally, I was 
asked to be a consultant for the Jogja Tourism Information Centre, recently founded 
by Keluarga Public Relations (Yogyakarta Public Relations Association) in 
collaboration with Badan Pariwisata Daerah (Yogyakarta Provincial Tourism Office). 
While helping the local tourism sector, these new involvements also give me easier 
access to key players. 
 
The recent earthquake revealed many hitherto hidden facets of the local tour guides. 
It stressed how guiding is for most guides only a temporary job. After the golden 
years of tourism (1985-1995), few people in Jogja are able to survive from guiding 
alone. Most freelance guides now have second jobs as teachers or owners of little 
businesses (often tourism-related). In the aftermath of the May 27 quake, many of 
them earned extra income by working as translators and pathfinders for international 
NGOs, medical teams, and government delegations. The never-ending sequence of 
catastrophes also disclosed the politics and poetics of the local tourism industry. The 
global-local nexus and the low position guides occupy in the hierarchy of the 
tourism-industrial complex became particularly relevant in the case of the 
Prambanan temple complex. It took almost a month before international experts 
from UNESCO came to measure the damage to the World Heritage site. During all 
that time the complex was closed to visitors. After the assessment, a newly built 
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viewing platform (very similar to the ones erected after 9/11 around Ground Zero, 
New York) allowed tourists to see the temples from a safe distance, without being 
allowed to enter them.10 However, PT Taman Wisata, the Indonesian government 
enterprise managing the park, decided not to lower the entrance fees (10 USD for 
foreigners). Anticipating tourist complaints, many local travel agencies decided to 
suspend tours to Prambanan for the moment being. The few tourists who still visit 
the temple complex do not want the service of a local guide (approximately 5 USD) 
because they know that they cannot get near the temples. This leaves the 
Prambanan guides in a very precarious situation. 
 
The current situation is shifting my original research design in the direction of an 
exploration of the extremely fragile position of guides within the local tourism 
context. Although most of them are well networked, they do not seem to be able to 
capitalize on their global connectedness, at least not for their work as guides. The 
local tour guide association is not in a bargaining position to give their members 
more job security. I started conducting in-depth interviews with guides and will 
continue doing so during the next months. I also plan to talk to local travel agencies, 
trying to find out how they think about the service of local guides. The last part of 
my stay in Jogja will be dedicated to filling holes in my data collection and start 
synthesizing the materials. 

 

Discussion 

Tourism research can, and does, cover the gamut from global systems to dyadic 
interactions. For those scholars wanting to conduct in-depth studies of the tourism-
industrial complex, glocal ethnography offers a valuable methodology. Yamashita 
stated, “What cultural anthropology today should illuminate is the realm which lies 
between the global and the local” (2003:148). In a similar vein, Tsing (2005) 
recently called for ethnographies with greater humility, listening skills, and 
attentiveness to local processes, with full analytical scrutiny of every complexity and 
connection.11 The potential of this methodology lies not in a reduction of complexity, 
not in the construction of models, but in what Geertz (1973) called “thick 
description”. Ethnographies of ‘the local’ only gain in significance when placed in 
larger global and historic frameworks, in complex macro-processes, because 
combining understanding at the level of experience with the abstractions of 
impersonal processes is bound to reveal hitherto invisible processes and 
contingencies. At the same time, we have to pay attention that an ethnography that 
is sensitive to translocal dynamics does not resort to potentially misleading 
assumptions of ethereal global forces.  
 

                                                 
10 Actually, the satuan pengamanan (security guards) in charge of protecting the site invite 
visitors to enter the main complex, in exchange for a considerable bribe. I witnessed how 
one guard told a European group he would allow them to enter if they were willing to pay a 
sum of around 30 USD.  

11  These are her recommendations: conduct multi-sited ethnography, deconstruct the 
powerful, keep theoretically current (without being theoretically driven), strike a balance 
between receptivity to, and critique of, your allies’ political discourses, and tell the story in 
an engaging and accessible manner. 
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Ideally, a holistic approach like the one glocal ethnography proposes takes into 
account the global-local nexus. This attention to various scales should not imply a 
trade-off between depth and time. Unfortunately, structural limitations frequently 
force ethnographers to work in less than ideal circumstances. This is often the case 
with student-ethnographers who have limited time, resources, and experience. There 
is no methodological reason why ethnographic research should be carried out by one 
individual. In this sense, anthropologists have a lot to learn from disciplines where 
collaborative research is commonplace. Ethnography only gains in depth by being a 
joint enterprise and allowing multivocality. However, degree program requirements 
often prohibit this. Maybe the time has come for less ivory tower rigidity. We live in a 
complex world and understanding it (let alone, trying to change it for the better) is a 
challenging task. Our research should not be determined by theoretical frameworks 
and methodologies but rather creatively combine theory and method to find answers 
to pressing questions.  
 
My own experiments with glocal ethnography are not without challenges. While the 
methodology I propose might help making case studies of ‘the local’ more relevant 
by increasing our understanding of the local-global nexus, it is not a magical tool 
that automatically answers all questions. As with other methodologies, much 
depends on the personal qualities and qualifications of the ethnographer. Take the 
ethics of the conducted study, for example. It is the personal responsibility of the 
researcher to resolve ethical dilemmas encountered whilst in the field. The degree to 
which an ethnographer is accountable towards the people he or she is working with 
depends largely on the researcher’s subject position and the context of the study. 
Under all circumstances, it is important to remain honest and humble and ensure 
that the study does not harm or exploit those among whom the research is done. 
Ethnographers do not possess the truth and neither do the people under study. 
Ultimately, the receptiveness for multiple points of view gives ethnography a great 
advantage over other methodologies. Echoing Tsing (2005), I would therefore like to 
call for ethnographies that are grounded (in the local), critical, analytical, and 
multivocal. Tourism scholars in Asia and beyond have a great opportunity to take the 
lead, thereby demystifying the common stereotype that all they are able to do is 
applied research.  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 


