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COMMODIFICATION OF ETHNIC CULTURE IN THE CONTEXT OF THE 

TOURISM INDUSTRY 

The tourism industry in the modern world has become not only a powerful tool 

for economic development, but also an important platform for intercultural 

communication. At the same time, the growing popularity of cultural tourism 

highlights a number of ethical and socio-cultural issues related to the preservation of 

the authenticity and cultural identity of peoples. One of them is the commodification 

of ethnic culture, a process in which cultural elements are transformed into goods or 

services to meet consumer needs. This approach, while creating new opportunities for 

economic growth, is often accompanied by risks of loss of authenticity, symbolic 

devaluation, and marginalization of cultural heritage. 

Commodification is a socio-economic phenomenon that involves the 

transformation of intangible cultural practices into a commercial product. In general, 

the discussions around the phenomenon of cultural commodification are based on 

several main problems, which Oleksandra Oliynyk analyzed in her article [1]. One of 

these problems is the interaction of the cultural and economic spheres in the creation 

of a cultural product, which is expressed in a certain way of communication between 

cultural creators and consumers. 

In the tourism industry, this process is manifested through the creation or 

“simplification” of versions of culture that are easily consumed by tourists. Typical 

examples are stylized costumes, pseudo-authentic performances, souvenirs, etc. that 

only superficially reflect the cultural uniqueness of the region. In Ukraine, the 

problems of commodification are particularly identified in ethnographic regions: 

Hutsulshchyna, Boykivshchyna, Bukovyna, and Polissya. Ethnic festivals, fairs, and 
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exhibitions are actively held in these regions, often aimed at tourists rather than at 

preserving cultural traditions. 

The commodification of ethnic culture in tourism has various forms of 

manifestation, which may differ depending on the region, traditions, and type of 

tourism, among other things: 

 folklorization - popularization of certain elements of culture in isolation from 

their authentic context, transformation of living culture (singing, dancing, 

legends, fairy tales) into a stage spectacle, often accompanied by 

simplification, standardization and loss of ritual or sacred meaning. For 

example: performing folk songs with changed lyrics, modern instruments in 

stylized costumes, adapted for tourists, or using exaggerated or fictional myths 

and legends in excursions, etc.; 

 museumification is the transformation of living culture into static exhibitions in 

museums, skansen or tourist centers. In this case, the element of interaction is 

lost - culture is “frozen” in the form of artifacts, not living practice. For 

example, in the village of Verkhovyna, there are several house-museums that 

demonstrate Hutsul everyday life. However, many of the exhibits are designed 

specifically for tourists and often do not reflect real historical living conditions, 

which reduces the cognitive value and turns culture into a “decoration”; 

 commercialization of cultural items, in particular, the sale of souvenirs, 

clothing, and household items with ethnic elements. Often, these items are 

made far outside the ethnic environment and only roughly resemble cultural 

patterns. In particular, in Ukraine and elsewhere, souvenirs made in China are 

massively sold. This phenomenon distorts the image of culture and at the same 

time deprives local craftsmen of income; 

 branding, i.e. the use of ethnic symbols (embroidery, ornaments, traditional 

food) as brand elements of the region, the formation of a stereotyped, often 

superficial image of culture for the image of a tourist product;  

 cultural staging of rituals and tourist practices in agritourism: holding rituals 

(e.g., Hutsul wedding, Carpathian evening parties, Koliada) in the form of an 
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entertainment show with costumes, music, and food. In reality, such events 

rarely adhere to local customs, and due to adaptation to the tourist format, they 

also lose their sacred meaning. Or offering an “authentic” rural experience 

(staying in houses, eating traditional dishes), which is often staged (at least in 

terms of comfort) or deeply adapted for tourists; 

 festivalization - the creation or adaptation of traditional holidays for tourist 

attraction, which often turns into a mass event with a loss of the original 

meaning. 

However, the consequences of commodifying ethnic culture in tourism as an 

ambivalent phenomenon that combines both positive and negative aspects are often 

controversial and difficult to assess unambiguously. This duality is manifested at the 

level of economy, culture, social structure and identity (Fig. 1). 

 

   

 

 

 

 
 

Positive aspects 

1. Economic development 

Commodification allows monetizing cultural 

practices, which opens up sources of income 

for the local population. 

Development of crafts, gastronomy, hotel 

business, infrastructure, etc. 

2. Promotion of culture 

Tourism stimulates interest in forgotten or 

little-known traditions. 

It raises awareness of ethnic heritage among 

the general public. 

3. Preservation of ethnic elements 

Commercialization can motivate communities 

to preserve traditions - songs, costumes, 

rituals - that might otherwise disappear. 

4. Civic pride and self-identity 

If handled responsibly, tourism can contribute 

to the formation of a positive identity and 

cultural self-respect among the local 

population. 

 Negative aspects 

1.  Loss of authenticity 

Traditions adapt to tourist expectations, 

losing their original meaning. 

A simplified, stereotypical view of culture is 

formed. 

2. Cultural Exploitation 

Profits are mostly made by tour operators or 

external investors, not by cultural bearers. 

Cultural elements are used without the 

consent or participation of the community. 

3. Turning culture into a “show” 
Rituals become a performance, losing their 

sacredness or social significance. 

Deep cultural meanings are reduced to 

entertainment. 

4. Devaluation of symbols 

Frequent use of symbols (embroidery, 

songs, food) in souvenirs or marketing can 

lead to a loss of their depth and sacred 

meaning. 

Fig. 1 Positive and negative aspects of commodification (author's development) 

The ambivalence of 

commodification of ethnic 

culture 
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An important conclusion that can be drawn from the summarized data in the table 

is that commodification simultaneously contributes to the preservation and destruction of 

cultural traditions. The importance of commodification for the preservation of cultural 

heritage and the development of cultural practices is pointed out by Stepan Dychkovsky 

in his works [2, 3]. It can be a tool for development with community participation, 

ethical regulation, and preservation of authenticity. However, without a clear framework 

and a critical approach, commodification risks becoming a means of cultural exploitation 

and unification. Therefore, the task of researchers, cultural workers, and politicians is to 

find a balance in which commodification becomes a mechanism not for devaluation, but 

for rethinking and modernizing cultural heritage. 

Thus, commodification of ethnic culture is a complex, ambivalent phenomenon. 

On the one hand, it creates new opportunities for cultural exchange and economic 

growth. On the other hand, it carries risks of identity loss, exploitation, and 

devaluation of cultural heritage. It is necessary to develop a clear policy that will 

ensure a balance between the development of the tourism industry and the 

preservation of cultural identity. 
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