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In this paper, I will focus on the underlying strategies and symbolic implications of
hospitality cultures and practices in South-West Madagascar. I will focus in particular
on the ongoing contact between, and the co-presence of, Western strangers (tourists,
anthropologists, conservationists, development agents, missionaries) and the
heterogeneous populations living in Madagascar’s Menabe coastal area. I will argue
that from a Malagasy coastal community perspective, these foreigners are frequently
seen as ‘mad’; they manipulate complicated truth machines (computers), drive motor
engine cars, fly planes like birds, have little respect for ancestors and fady, protect
seemingly worthless ‘stones’ (corals), have powerful doctors, have access to potent
Malagasy politicians, and dispose of seemingly endless economic resources. In this
context, linking in with the world of Western strangers through forms of mimesis and
material transculturation, by wearing their cloths, by imitating their behaviour, by
fetishizing drinks like Fanta Orange during ancestor rituals, seems to become a means
to appropriate this ‘madness’ and make it work for personal or collective local
agendas. The paper aims to demonstrates that hospitality towards Western strangers —
and I include here for instance the local participation in (modernist) environmental
protection programmes run by Western strangers — manifests less a cultural
involution, impact or acculturation to Western values then an active strategy to make
strangers and their power work for diverse local agendas (among whom, in the
Madagascan context, to solve the fishing crisis and the problem of the ‘reversal of the
sea’ (coral bleaching)).

Anthropological approaches to tourism

Anthropologists have usually approached tourism from three particular perspectives:
the tourist journey, the host culture or the tourism production system. While the
increasing body of studies adopting any of these three perspectives has led to the
establishment of a theoretically grounded tourism studies field (Nash 2007), the actual
‘object’ of study often remains almost mythically flue (Miller & Auyong 1998). Few
anthropologists have indeed managed to grasp the complexity and multipolarity of
tourism and the largely despatialised and fragmented contexts in which it evolves. It
seems obvious that tourism is about more than the tourist experience of the journey
per se or a set of pervasive representations naturalising a particular world order. Also,
tourism seems to be about more than an internationalised re-creative infrastructure
reproducing power relations at different scales of a global capitalist system. Finally,
tourism appears to be more than a mere impact on ‘local’ culture and society, leading
to the development of local tourism cultures.

Tourism takes place in many places and on different scales at the same time. It
involves different institutions and social actors and hence engenders simultaneously a
multitude of social and political dynamics. In this sense, tourism needs to be seen as a
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multilayered and multipolar phenomenon taking place at a variety of interconnected
scales. This makes it necessary to think of tourism (and other global phenomena)
beyond a space-based ontology of difference and overcome our empathy with the
classical dichotomies of inside and outside, of subject and object, of ‘Self’ and
‘Other’, of ‘host’ and ‘guest’ as mere intellectual constructions. At the same time, the
very nature of this particular ontology of distance, frequently dominating the
discourse and epistemology of tourists, but also of scientists and Western
geographical imagination in general, become a pertinent object of study (Rabinow
1986, Rosaldo 1993, Jackson 1998).

From this point, I suggest approaching tourism as a set of symbolic, economic and
social connections within a complex multi-scaled globality rather than as a unilateral
dynamic emanating from a particular spatial centre or history (Appadurai 2003). To
study tourism ethnographically, consequently, means to embrace the complexity of
relationships, collaborations, and frictions between all actors at a particular scale. In
this context, the classical ethnographic scale of ‘locality’ remains a pertinent frame of
observation, as it is ‘where things happen’ (Lanfant 1995). On this scale, ethnographic
work needs to study how ‘locality’ is constituted through the contact, co-presence,
mutual relationships of, but also the friction between, diverse actors rather than as a
positive ethnographic object per se (Pratt 1992, Tsing 2005). To study the realm of
such ‘contacts zones’ (Pratt 1992), all actors need to be considered at an equal level,
including the observer him or her self. The acceptance of the anthropologist to be part
of this social reality, precisely as an anthropologist or, in a broader sense, as a
particular type of stranger, seems fundamental for this kind of approach. From this
point, the participating anthropologist observes the realities that unfold within a social
context of which he or she is part.

Studying ‘hospitality’

This text is based on research that was carried out in a fishing village in Madagascar
where I was hosted as a visiting researcher by a Western non-governmental
organisation (NGO) working within the field of marine conservation. This research
was part of a wider multi-sited programme on the politics of marine conservation in
the Western Indian Ocean. The particular position of ‘visiting researcher’ allowed me
to follow the NGO’s group of marine biologists and fee-paying volunteers and
observe their daily interactions with different types of villagers, Malagasy and
international tourists, political and economic stakeholders, and Western missionaries
and expatriates. It also gave me access to other Western research and conservation
organisations working in the village and allowed to observe how contact and
connections were established between these different actors.

Within the local context of this village, I was considered as a particular type of
stranger, a white European male usually associated with the marine conservation
NGO that was hosting me. Embracing this particular social performance within this
context enabled a participant observation of hospitality. I did not pretend to be a ‘fly
at the wall’ or any other kind of ‘neutral’ observer, but engaged with people precisely
in terms of me being a stranger. Doing fieldwork thus became a form of
intersubjective participation. This ‘strategy’ naturally enabled a pertinent frame for a
participative observation approach to Malagasy hospitality cultures and practices.
This approach equally legitimated the use of a video camera to record the interactions,
which was useful at a later stage to study, in a dialogical fashion engaging the
subjects of the study, what happened when I arrived with my camera. I believe this
kind of approach goes beyond a Jean Rouch style cinema verité approach, because
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while it creates its own milieu in which the filming takes place, this milieu is not
experimental, nor alien to the local subjects which are part of it. It is a temporary
milieu in which I am performing a role of interested and respectful stranger, whereas
my hosts act out particular forms of hospitality performance.

At the same time, I am not a tourist even though I may look like. I am an
anthropologist trying to wunderstand the political, symbolic and economic
underpinnings of local hospitality and of dealing with strangers in general. While I
would rhetorically admit, in a postmodernist, self-ironic fashion, that all
anthropologists, me included, are fundamentally driven by a tourism paradigm, [ am
not a tourist precisely because I stay longer, observe more carefully, more
methodically, and more goal oriented. I am aware of the ethical dilemmas involved in
this type of approach. I have learnt pertinent techniques to approach ‘hosts’ and
penetrate their social and cultural intimacy. I bring gifts and respect hospitality
protocol. I play out the role that is attributed to me, in the spaces attributed to me. I
tell subjects what I am doing (studying tourism contact zones and development) with
the frequent effect that I am considered as an even ‘more important’ stranger. This
often induces the performance of even more sophisticated hospitality practices, which
gives me an even better or thicker understanding of such practices. Yet, while the
subjects control what is shown to me, I control what I will do with what is shown to
me. In this intersubjective spiral, the more ‘serious’ I am taken as a stranger, the
‘better’ my data gets. After a long ‘hospitality session’, after recording what I
considered as very ‘good’ data, where subjects gave away new or deeper insights into
their meanings of accommodating strangers, I often felt bad because I knew these
subjects didn’t know — or didn’t care — about the ‘power’ of their words or
performances when translated into an anthropological text. In this sense, I often felt
like considering the footage of some spectacular or rarely observed sacrifice or ritual
like a precious ‘fieldwork trophy’, I would be able to edit and put into a compelling
ethnographic story.

Malagasy ontology of danger and distance

Contact with local and international ‘strangers’ and the establishment of ongoing
relations are not new phenomena in Madagascar’s south-west coast. Fishing
populations in this area have only recently given up a semi-nomadic life-style, in
which the negotiation of social and political alliances and the accumulation of
spiritual and political power were fundamental for the organisation of social life.

In the Malagasy worldview, people alive poise the power legitimating their social and
political position in society from the power socially attributed to their ancestors
(Koechling 1975, Lambek 1993, Astuti 1995, 2007). Consequently, the notable
lineages that first arrived in a particular area also were seen to have the most powerful
ancestors. The common belief in the efficiency of this magico-spiritual system can
hence be said to be at the basis of the social and political organisation at a local level.
Newly arriving people, usually migrants from other parts of Madagascar,
subsequently submitted themselves to this form of rule, usually by becoming part of
the notable autochthon lineages’ clienteles and joking relationships (Fauroux 2002).
Until not too recently, the migration of outsiders hence contributed to further increase
the power of these autochthon lineages and reaffirmed local power structures.
However, the massive increase of internal migrations since the 1980s, caused in
particular by draughts in the country’s South, and the establishment of large migrant
communities in the West of Madagascar have frequently led to an erosion of this form
of governance (Blanc-Pamard & Fauroux 2004). In many cases, the notable
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autochthon lineages were unable to ‘absorb’ the sheer number of migrants and subdue
them to their rule. This erosion of power was further amplified by the emancipation of
new patriarchs (mpanarivos) often within the autochthon lineage groups. The latter
often quickly gained economic wealth and political power, frequently through cattle
rustling (Fauroux et al. 2003), hence challenging the established form of rule.

The contact with Western strangers can be seen from within this perspective. Several
interlocutors told me about the ‘madness’ of the Westerners, their ‘power’ to know
and subdue the invisible world. I had long conversations about technology, about how
one could build a plane that ‘flies like a bird in the sky’, about computers that ‘predict
the truth’ in advance, of car engines that turn without visible power input. I was told
stories by elderly Malagasy about how they feared the Western strangers when they
were younger, wild rumours about Westerners eating the hearts of Malagasy children
or drinking their blood to gain their power'. The very notion of ‘foreigner’ or
‘stranger’ needs to be seen as emic, as a symbolic category enchanting the distance
underlying social relations and order (Jackson 1998). The phenomenon of treating
strangers and strangeness in terms of ‘madness’ seems to be grounded in an ontology
rather common in human society (Simmel 1950). It has in particular been related to
the political constitution of social subjects (Foucault 2000). A famous example has
been provided by Jean Rouch in his study of Hauka possession cults’. I will argue that
hospitality culture and practices in southwest Madagascar are based upon the
constitution of the Other, the Western stranger, as ‘mad’, powerful and potentially
contagious and dangerous. Hospitality strategy will consequently aim to ‘master’ the
power and danger of this madness, sometimes by consigning it to certain spaces,
sometimes by making it work for the political and symbolic purposes of the hosts. In
the following I will show some examples of manipulating the power inherent to the
ontological difference of the stranger, through mimesis, amicable manipulation in
ceremonies (Fauroux 2004) and the appropriation of material culture.

Malagasy strategies to master ontological difference

During the ceremonies (fumba) held before the opening of the octopus fishing season,
various objects were ritually sacrificed or brought into the ritual performance. Among
them, Fanta Orange and rum, sponsored by the Western NGOs, were offered as gifts
to the ancestors (razana). It is the drinks of the Westerners, I was later told by the
lineage chief who had established the relation with the supernatural. Our ancestors
have seen Western strangers consume these drinks and have then asked us to provide
the same drinks so they could try them. They liked them, he further explained, and
from then on we used to offer them these drinks. In this sense mobilising a particular
material culture of the stranger was integrated to the symbolic and spiritual realm of
the ceremony.

One of these ceremonies took place on an island housing the spirits of a very powerful
and important family of ancestors. I was invited with other ‘important’ strangers and

! Similar stories have been reported from other areas in Madagascar (Freeman 2004).

% In his Les Maitres-Foux, an ethnographic motion picture shot in and outside Accra, Ghana, Rouch
films a large annual possession ceremony of the Hauka cult. During the ceremony, people are
possessed by spirits of colonial administrators and act out these respective roles. In extremis, a dog is
eaten, illustrating, according to Rouch, that the colonial masters are considered as the mad (going so far
as to eat a dog) mastered by the Hauka priests. In an interview with John Marshall and John Adams,
Rouch later explains the Hauka cult as a contemporary reworking of traditional religion within the
contemporary colonial context, as a way to mobilise the power of colonial figures for various political
and economic causes (Adams 1978).
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while participating in this ceremony, I observed wooden model boats put on one of
the tables that served as shrines for these ancestors. I later went back to this island to
enquire about these shrines. I was told that the children in the village often fabricate
such boats and when tourists saw the children play with them, they often asked
whether they could acquire one to take it home as a souvenir. Having seen that, the
ancestors had asked to have such boat models as well, put on their tables. Similarly to
the first example, the attribution of value to a particular type of material culture passes
through the stranger’s association with these objects. They only become ‘powerful’
through this association and are consequently integrated to the symbolic and spiritual
realm of the ancestors.

On day, one of my main informants invited me to a cattle sacrifice ceremony
organised to ask the ancestors to help a young child to recover from disease. He asked
me to bring the camera and come with two other strangers to manipulate the reflector
and the sound equipment. During the ceremony he advised us how to shoot the
sacrifice, mainly by situating us at centre stage of the ceremony. In addition he
wanted a large number of photos of him, us and selected member of his lineage being
taken. Obviously we were not considered as an ‘invisible’ camera crew ought to
record the ceremony for future memory, but as highly visible participants in this
ceremony. Hence putting our expensive camera equipment and us on display,
ostensibly performing gestures of friendship and closeness with us strangers (touching
us, shaking hands, smiling, guiding us around, joking with us), he seemed to use us as
part of the ceremonial ostentation. He later explained me that it is ‘good’ to be seen
with the ‘foreigners’ (vazaha) cause people in his family and other important invitees
then will think that he, himself, is becoming like a foreigner.

The appropriation and transculturation of Western material objects, their
autoethnographic use in local formulations of the self, but also the mimesis of
Western ‘styles’, practices or ways of doing or the ‘staged’ integration of strangers to
friendship and joking kinship relations, could consequently be related to a strategy of
making the alleged power of the stranger work for local political and economic
agendas. One could push this explanation even further and suggest that the local
participation in Western ‘nature’ or ‘culture’ conservation agendas manifests less an
acculturation to environmental and conservationist values or a calculation of more
economical uses of fishing resources then an active strategy to make the foreigners
and their power work for local agendas. One of these agendas is to solve the current
fishing crisis. Indeed, the fishers in the village are very aware of the environmental
crisis related to coral bleaching, which they frequently attribute to the weakening
power of the autochthon lineages and their ancestors (razana). Most of them seem
perfectly aware of the impact coral bleaching has had on fish populations. This
changed situation is usually explained by a ‘reversal of the sea’ where the bottom of
the sea has been turned upside down. The participation in the strangers’ conservation
projects thus can be seen as a mode of appropriating the stranger for his or her
‘power’, in a desperate attempt to solve the ecological crisis (for autochthon lineage
chiefs) or further the erosion of local political power structures (by migrants and
newly emerged patriarchs).

Conclusion

While anthropologists have often approached tourism in a compartmentalised way,
usually from the particular perspective of tourists, hosts or the tourism production
system, I have suggested in this text to study tourism as a complex social
phenomenon that ‘comes to life’ through a multitude of connections at different
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scales. Adopting Anna Tsing’s term of ‘friction’ (Tsing 2005), I have focused on the
meeting, interacting, collaborating and rubbing of different actors at a local scale
‘where things happen’. Through a juxtaposition of a series of cases in which the
Malagasy respectively engage in relationships with the Westerners, I have tried to
show that the ontological difference of the Western Other is used within a local social
and political framework, and how hospitality cultures and practices work at mastering
the ‘madness’ of the Western stranger. This text is work in progress based on ongoing
fieldwork. Further data will be collected on the spatial practices of hospitality, on the
Malagasy approaches to hygiene, contagion and danger, and on the politicisation of
hospitality performance in the contemporary tourism contact zone. Furthermore, the
observations will need to be confronted to, and dialecticised with, academic debates
on strangeness and ontological difference (Simmel 1950, Levi-Strauss, Bahbha 1983,
Sahlins 1994), on contact and transculturation (Pratt 1992, Bruner 2004, Tsing 2005),
and on tourism and material culture. Also the question on the ethics of this particular
approach will be treated with more detail.
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