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ABSTRACT

The objectives of this study, ‘Tourism and the Production of Space in Luang
Prabang, Lao PDR: A Case Study in the Ban Jek area’, are: 1) to investigate how
tourism and the production of space has been impacted by different players, including
the state, global forces and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural
Organization (UNESCO), plus how the space thus created has been transformed and
what the impacts of tourism have been, and 2) to examine how the contested past and
the royal memory - through symbols and imagery, and their representation, have been
produced and reproduced through the lived-space in the form of tourism activities in
Ban Jek, both for economic and cultural meaning.

The results show that the small area of Ban Jek was first produced through a
process of ancient cosmology, and that this dominated the spaces created for the
traditional belief in the spirits of the area, or the sense of place. Traditionally, the most
important spirit for the area and for the royal household members was the Naga, as a

representation of the founder of the space. Later, the location of the former royal
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palace was transformed into a shop house area, after Chinese merchants came, and the
number of Buddhist monasteries increased in the Ban Jek area after the late nineteenth
century. Since the earliest period of the Luang Prabang Kingdom, the space in Ban
Jek has been changing due to the actions of different actors who have played-out their
roles, and since the more recent political and economic changes took place, the space
in Ban Jek has been associated with the ideology of a modern nation state: Lao PDR.

The shop house architecture in Ban Jek was an important factor for UNESCO
when designating the area a Heritage Preservation Zone (HPZ), and since that time
the physical space in Ban Jek and its vicinity has been changed due to the spatial
activities of both internal and external interests. Since then, tourism investor groups
and the tourists themselves have had a significant interest in Luang Prabang, through
the image space created. The spatial activities conducted in Ban Jek have had their
own tactics and purposes, and as a result, tourism has grown significantly. The actors
involved are very important in terms of the use of space, and they produce and select
souvenirs and jewelry which represent the images, symbols and authenticity of the
place — in order to achieve economic and spiritual gain. However, some actors worry
about the new Chinese — a group who may, in the future, be able to control and own
the space in Ban Jek.

Its potential in terms of French influenced architecture, a historical uniqueness
and geography, means that Ban Jek has become a “representation of space” of the
most well-preserved and unique shop houses in Luang Prabang. Actors from all over
the world have created their spatial activities and now present the image of Luang
Prabang through media such as photographs, written records, memories and other

high-tech media forms. Ban Jek has thus become a global street aimed at both tourists
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and entrepreneurs, and the presentations of individuals have also become the images
used by others. The cost of renting a shop house in Ban Jek has increased rapidly,
from around US$300 per month before to US$700 per month today, and this has led
to an increased income for the shop house owners, but has impacted upon the
entrepreneurs - those renting, due to the high rental costs. As a result, new Chinese
entrepreneurs have recently had the chance to become important actors in Ban Jek.
However, tourism space is a very interesting space to study; it is a social space
for the actors involved and is a space for political negotiation, creating an economy
and equality through rituals and tourism activities. There is no standard blueprint for
maintaining sustainability during change; it depends on the space, time and aims of

the actors.
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