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ABSTRACT

The objectives of this study, “Tourism and Change of Space: A Case Study of Xiang
Thong Temple and Its Vicinity, Luang Prabang, Lao PDR.”, are 1) to examine the production of
sacred and tourism space in Xiang Thong Temple and Luang Prabang town; 2) to examine the
roles of actors in the production of those spaces; and 3) to examine changes of physical, mental,
and social spaces of the temple and town as influenced by tourism.

The results show that the sacred space of Xiang Thong Temple was produced by
Buddhist cosmology and dominates the spaces of spirit (Phi) culture. Town space was also
purified to be a cosmic center by building many temples in Luang Prabang, the center of the
king’s power. Consequently, the temple and town spaces are almost indistinguishable. Since the
beginning of Lao history, space has been continuously changed by a few main actors. After
changing political systems, temple space has been associated with socialist ideology and the
modern nation-state.

After being listed as a World Heritage site, the physical space of the temple and town
was frozen while the meaning of the space was changed dramatically by the power and control of
external interests. This was the beginning of the production of tourist spaces. Afterwards, tourism
business groups and tourists from all over the world have gravitated to the town. As a result,
business of nostalgia has rapidly grown. Tourism products produced are not only symbols that
can be gazed by eyes but also other symbols that can be consumed by other senses such as sight,

tasting, scent, hearing, and touch.



Because of its exquisite architecture as a royal temple, Xiang Thong Temple becomes
a “representation of space” of the “Living History of Asia”. Actors from all over the world can
make spatial interaction and practices with the temple space in everywhere by using the Internet,
a powerful tool for “time-space compression” in the globalization era. Meanwhile, local
communities around the temple are linked to global communities and dramatically changed to a
community of “others”, tourists and entrepreneurs. Consequently, the temple space connected to
the community is dramatically but ambiguously changed with increasing frequency. The sacred
space of the temple and town is overlaid with tourist space almost all the time under tourist and
social production and reproduction.

However, the changes are not fixed. Different or dual spaces change back and froth
and sometimes they ambiguously occur in the same moment. Sometimes, especially in the low
season when spatial interaction and practices of “others” is low, the town and temple spaces turn
back to authenticity. The temple space turns back to a merit-accumulating place after becoming a
capital-accumulating place. Moreover, while rituals and social activities are produced as tourism
stages by powerful actors, they are spaces of resistance of disempowered people. Space is
snatched back by local people to produce their own social meaning for social resistance,

contestation, and negotiation.



