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Abstract 

 

In this research paper, it explores the topics of tourism, cultural heritage and cultural 

identity within a geographical focus on the country of St. Maarten. The research question posed, 

seeks to determine “To what extent has St. Maarten’s Cultural Heritage and Identity been 

commodified and altered by tourism?”. Interviews are conducted to investigate the research topic 

with participants working within and outside the tourism industry of the country. These 

participants are included to reflect those apart of the local community who are culturally 

impacted by tourism. Additionally, they are included to reflect the respective knowledge and 

positionality of those who hold and do not extensive experience in the tourism industry of St. 

Maarten.  

The research finds that reliance, neo-colonial dynamics and the relationship of cultural 

subservience and dominance act as indicators for the alteration of St. Maarten’s cultural heritage 

and identity based on tourism. In addition, multiculturalism brought forward by immigration but 

influenced by tourism in the country played a significant role in the alteration of St. Maarten’s 

culture. The cultural heritage and identity of St. Maarten can be promoted through effective 

branding, local community inclusion and sector diversification which can help to protect and 

preserve the culture for the country and people of St. Maarten and its visitors to come. 
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1. Introduction 

Tourism is the social, cultural and economic phenomenon of people moving to places 

outside their usual environment (UN Tourism, n.d.). Their motivation usually entails wanting to 

experience pleasure, rest or celebrations (Urry, 1990, 1992, 2002 ;Urry & Larsen, 2011). People, 

known as tourists, expose themselves to unfamiliar people, landscapes, histories and cultures 

(Salazar & Graburn, 2014; Wassler & Kirillova, 2019). Tourism is informed by the ‘tourist gaze’ 

theory and encourages people to meet the realities of their fantasies. Urry (1990, 1992, 2002) and 

Urry & Larsen (2011) state that narratives shape the perceptions and imaginations of tourists.  

The idealization of the ‘other’ takes form from colonist and orientalist concepts, 

regarding people, cultures and places different to the tourist (Bunten, 2010; Mowforth and Munt, 

2015; Said, 1977; Tucker, 2019).  In Small Island Developing States (SIDS), tourism is a 

developmental resource. Synonymous with insular islands, they capitalize on their ‘unique’ 

existence because of their lack of replenishable and productive resources (Nunkoo et al. 2010; 

Alberts, 2016). They cater to tourists through areas of entertainment, hospitality, retail and 

activities (The Better Work Action Plan, 2023, pg 11). However, SIDS face unique 

consequences relative to their culture, population and resources.  

The saturation of culture is an example, as the dominant global north hegemony, 

influenced by globalisation, is imposed upon local cultures (Mowforth and Munt, 2015). An 

interconnected relationship with other nations is created and forms a sense of dependency for the 

survival and development of these islands. Studies have showcased the dependent relationship of 

islands and tourists (de Kadt, 1979; Dos Santos, 1970; Nunkoo et al., 2010; Maoz, 2005; 

Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, 1967; Stone & Nyaupane, 2019). 

Other studies have also shown the impacts of those dynamics on local cultures (Chhabra, 2010; 
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Chhabra et al., 2003; Fan et al. 2020; Hills & Lundgren, 1977; MacCannell, 1973; Smith, 2016; 

Sroypetch, 2016; Urry, 1990, 1992, 2002; Urry & Larsen, 2011). It helps to create a single global 

culture that doesn’t benefit local cultures and people (Mowforth and Mowforth, 2015; Sharpley, 

2022).  

St. Maarten is an island with colonial and oriental links that is dominated by the global 

north hegemony. Developed in the 1950s and evolved to a prominent tourism hotspot in the 

Caribbean, it grew and developed economically and socially because of tourism (Alberts, 2016; 

Hillebrink, 2013; The Daily Herald, 2024). However, tourism has incited economic, social and 

cultural difficulties (Hillebrink, 2013). Tourism has changed the local culture through its 

population. The inflow of mass tourism and migration has brought forth different cultures and 

practices (Alberts, 2016; Hillebrink, 2013).  

It is necessary to understand the perspectives of the local community and gauge their 

perceptions of local cultural change on the island. Thus, I plan to study this by employing a 

theoretical framework that contextualizes this research. Firstly, tourism’s connection to the 

tourist gaze, colonialism and globalization will be illustrated. Secondly, a brief case study 

analysis of St. Maarten will be done. Thirdly, the value of cultural heritage and identity within 

tourism will be investigated. Lastly, the complex relationship between tourism, islands and 

countries in the global south will be examined.  

This framework will bring relativity and situate the research study. Moreover, it will 

answer the research question: “To what extent has St. Maarten’s Cultural Heritage and Identity 

been commodified and altered by tourism?”. Studies relative to St. Maarten and their cultural 

heritage and identity are minimal. This study aims to spotlight the societal, cultural and 

economic benefits of tourism for the island and people of St. Maarten. However, it also seeks to 
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magnify the perspectives of the impacted and highlight the direct consequences of tourism on its 

cultural heritage and identity.  

2. Literature Review 

 

In this literature review, a few notices must be stated. Firstly, St. Maarten is known as both 

an island and country based on its geographical location and independent constituent status 

within the Kingdom of the Netherlands (Alberts, 2016). The words are used interchangeably 

within the literature review, results and discussion of this study as it holds the same meaning to 

me and the participants. Secondly, the use of the terms Global North and Global South was done 

to acknowledge the inequalities that have been shaped by concepts of colonialism, globalization, 

and uneven development and to reduce the engagement in hierarchal separations (Pinheiro, 2024; 

Sud & Sánchez-Ancochea, 2022). However, the term Global North is used interchangeably with 

the term ‘Western’ in order to highlight the views of the participants and relate them to the 

theoretical framework.  

Thirdly, the terms foreigner, migrant and local in introduced in the literature review, 

results and discussion. Foreigner and migrant are used interchangeably for the purpose of the 

research. They describe the persons who migrated to St. Maarten for work opportunities (Alberts, 

2016). The term local describes persons who were either born or raised on the island for most of 

their life (Alberts, 2016). Lastly, from this point on, I will be referring to myself as the 

researcher. 
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2.1 Tourist Gaze 

 

The ‘gaze’ helps to shape the imaginations and fantasies of people to perceive places, 

cultures and people different to themselves as ‘interesting, good or beautiful’ (Berger, 1972; 

Urry, 2002; Urry & Larsen, 2011). Tourism stakeholders like governmental institutions and 

travel agencies operate as media makers, showcasing destinations, cultures and communities in 

ways that appeal to desires of tourists. Additionally, these imaginations frame countries in ways 

that benefit them socially, economically and culturally by deviating from the routine of their 

everyday life (Lo, 2012; Stone & Nyaupane, 2019; Urry & Larsen, 2011). Moreover, the ‘tourist 

gaze’ encourages tourists to move away from their imaginaries and seek realistic encounters with 

them. This perpetuates ‘exoticism’ that is enforced by tourism stakeholders, usually created to 

appeal to the perceptions of the western hegemonic culture (Bunten, 2010; Salazar & Graburn, 

2014; Sari et al., 2023).  

It emphasizes the power of European nations and their imaginations in identifying 

territories, people and cultures as the ‘other’ (Prins & Webster, 2010; Said, 1977). Moreover, the 

rhetoric of the ‘us’ versus ‘them’ fostered through colonial, oriental and hegemonic superiority, 

was created by western mental boundaries and further imposed to shape the perceptions of 

people in believing their existence to be ‘normal’ whilst the ‘other’, ‘abnormal’ (Bunten, 2010; 

Smith, 2016; Urry & Larsen, 2011). The fascination of the ‘exotic’ ‘other’, resembles tourism 

and the ‘gaze’ as tourists' fantasies are rooted in wanderlust which encourages them to seek 

fulfillment in experiencing them in person (Bunten, 2010; Said; 1977; Smith, 2016; Urry, 1990, 

1992, 2002; Urry & Larsen, 2011).  
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2.2 Colonialism and Tourism 

 

Colonialism is a system of domination that facilitates a hierarchical subservient 

relationship between countries (Mowforth and & Munt, 2015; Osterhammel, 1997; Tucker, 

2019). Most countries and communities were under nominal control of the Europeans through 

imperialism because of their power which created an imbalanced relationship between global 

northern and global southern countries (Said, 1977; Tucker, 2019). It has created perceptions of 

the ‘truth’ and ‘reality’ through concepts like orientalism which differentiated them from the rest 

of the world, including its colonies (Said, 1977). Tourism development in global southern 

countries is created through the concept of power and manifested through indoctrinated 

ideologies and hegemonic enforcement (Bianchi, 2002; Mowforth and & Munt, 2015). This 

helps to serve the interests of the global north through the coercion, conformity and 

subordination of the global south. (Jackson, 1992; Mowforth and Munt, 2015).  

 Colonialism has continued to influence international relations through ‘neo-colonialist’ 

impositions between the countries in the global north and the global south, post-independence 

(Tucker, 2019). In tourism, it has perpetuated neo-colonial forms of interaction by dictating those 

who are able to ‘tour’ to be global northern countries and those being ‘toured’ to be global 

southern countries (Britton, 1982; Tucker, 2019; Sharpley, 2022). It has created relationships of 

subservience and dominance and has upheld the superiority of the western global northern 

cultures (Henderson, 2004; Tucker, 2019). Tourism was started by colonial rulers in their former 

colonies and resources like its natural environment and culture were exploited for capitalistic 

gain. Through modernization, tourism was embedded in the ideological belief of ‘development’, 

achieved by the global north and practiced by global southern countries with the hopes of 

replication (Harrison, 1992; Sharpley, 2022).  
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Relative to Urry’s (1990, 1992, 2002) concept of the ‘tourist gaze’ and Said’s (1977) colonial 

concept of ‘truth’ and ‘reality’, it crafted colonial relationships where manifestations of the 

global north were promoted to be important aspects of tourism within the global south. Palmer 

(1994) writes of this in their depiction of Bahamian tourism. They detail the country’s British 

colonial history, and highlighted that its power was used a tool to indoctrinate, impose and foster 

British domination over the Bahamas. Through its culture, infrastructure and demographic, 

relationships of subservience and prejudice were facilitated by British residents and later upheld 

by tourists. Simultaneously, the promotion of Bahamian cultural myths and stereotypes were 

practiced and marketed through tourism for the placation of tourists’ imaginations and fantasies. 

It led to the commodification and alteration of the local culture, further carried out by 

globalization.  

2.3 Globalization and Tourism  

 

Globalization encapsulates a network of connections across national and international 

boundaries (Hall, 1992a; Mowforth and Mont, 2015). It emphasizes relationships relative to 

culture that has been stretched and connected across the globe. However, globalization 

contributes to the erosion of unique and local differences present within every country and 

subsumed into a homogenous single social order. Within tourism, it plays a significant role in 

altering the authenticity of local cultures by utilizing its power to authorize and transform 

cultures (Mowforth and Munt, 2015). Relevant to Mowforth and Munt’s (2015) concept of 

power in neo-colonial relationships of the global north and south, globalization imposes a level 

of standards upon countries that sustains global northern domination by imposing a global 

homogeneity of culture (Harrison, 2015; Sharpley, 2022).  
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In tourism, it operates as a form of development for global southern countries as it 

encourages them to increase foreign interest and monetary generation gained from global market 

attraction (de Kadt, 1979; Mowforth and Munt, 2015; Sharpley, 2022). Through its 

contributions, it helps to benefit countries and local livelihoods through the standard of living 

and quality of life of people generated from wages and employment in sectors like transport and 

hospitality (Harrison, 2015; Sharpley, 2022). However, the power of globalization poses a threat 

to the local cultures of receiving host communities based on capitalistic motivations. Promoting a 

single global culture, often reflective of the northern world and their cultures, establishes a new 

world order that pushes communities around the world to phase together and represent a 

relational equilibrium (MacCannell, 1992; Mowforth and Mont, 2015). As a result, places, its 

people and their distinct cultures are excluded for tourism development, leading to 

the transformation of their societies and cultures to become reflective of those foreign to them.  

Cultural authenticity is exchanged for capitalistic gain through appeasing the ‘gaze’ of 

tourists by endorsing societies to appeal to their desires and expectations (Bauman, 1998; 

Mowforth and Munt, 2015; Urry, 1990, 1992, 2002; Urry & Larsen, 2011) 

2.4 Small Island Developing States & The Case Study of St. Maarten 

and its Tourism Industry 

2.4.1 Small Island Developing States (SIDS) 

Small Islands Developing States (SIDS) are countries that have gained independence 

from former colonial rulers and disintegrated from larger states into smaller ones (Armstrong & 

Reed, 2002; Nunkoo et al., 2010). They are considered unique in their presentation of 

‘islandness’ based on their natural resources and their presence of diverse cultures pose 

developmental opportunities within the world of globalization (Nunkoo et al., 2010; Alberts, 
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2016). They experience unique challenges in conjunction with their opportunities like its small 

size, proneness to natural disasters, external dependency, insularity and limited or no access to 

natural indigenous resources (Alberts, 2016; Briguglio,1995; Cross & Nutley, 1999; Douglas, 

2006; Nunkoo et al., 2010). Due to such, many territories capitalize off of their ‘uniqueness’ for 

survival and are driven to engage in service and import production. Thus, SIDS engage in 

tourism to generate profitable economic growth and social development (Alberts, 2016; Croes, 

2006; de Kadt, 1979; Mihalic, 2002; Nunkoo et al., 2010; Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development, 1967; Weaver, 1995).  

They garner interest from the global market because of its attraction but also create a 

sense of dependency on these markets because of the exchange capital earnings (Liou & Ding, 

2004; Nunkoo et al., 2010). Relative to Mowforth and Munt’s (2015) concept of globalization, 

their overdependence on the global market makes them sensitive to economic impacts if they 

don’t uphold the relational equilibrium of the single social order present within their culture, 

environment and demographic. This can further impact their societal development and provision 

of livelihoods (Nunkoo et al., 2010).  

2.4.2 St. Maarten and Its Multicultural Society 

St. Martin is a 37 square miles’ island shared by the French and Dutch (Hillebrink, 2013). 

St. Maarten operates as an autonomous country within the Kingdom of the Netherlands 

following 2010 independence. The country holds authority in the creation of their own laws and 

policies on all subjects minus a few others (Hillebrink, 2013). The country has a multi-cultural 

population with more than 42,000 inhabitants of varying ethnicities hailing from within the 

Caribbean region and across international borders. These people mainly came through migration 
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based on economic opportunities that were created by the tourism industry (Alberts, 2016; 

Guadeloupe, 2005; Guadeloupe, 2010; Guadeloupe & Wolthuis, 2016; Haffiser, 2015).  

2.4.3 St. Maarten’s Tourism Industry 

Their tourism began in the 1950’s through American tourism and developed in the 1970’s 

(Speetjens, 2002, pg. 24-26; Hillebrink, 2013). It attracted foreign investments from countries 

from the global north through the building of hotels and casinos (Hillebrink, 2013). During the 

1970s and 1980s, the economy boomed based on tourism arrivals which contributed to the bulk 

of its growth and development (Duran, 2003, pg. 151; Haan, 1998). Currently, St. Maarten 

retains a high number of tourists as per 2024, the Port St. Maarten Group (PSG) projected that 

over 1.5 million cruise passengers would visit the island in 2025 (The Daily Herald, 

2024). However, the country's rapid growth and development has incited issues of local 

population change, pressure on public services and reterritorialization due to tourism based 

infrastructures.  

Tourism has contributed to the many sacrifices made by the country on its ascension to 

economic gain, growth and development (Hillebrink, 2013).  

2.3 Cultural Heritage and Identity and Its Value within Tourism   

Cultural heritage is defined as an intangible or tangible versions of the past received 

through objects, infrastructures and experiences in the present. They are displayed to showcase 

representations of locations, memories and commemorations (Dallen, 2021; Waterton & Watson, 

2018). It is transferred and preserved culturally through generations based on the education and 

socialization of communities and regulated through a range of perceptive values, meanings and 

understandings (Dallen, 2021; Harvey, 2001; Kirshenblatt - Gimblett, 1995; Smith, 2009; 
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Timothy & Boyd, 2006). Heritage is a gaze or a way of seeing as entities like governments and 

communities must identify examples of heritage (Smith, 2009). Thus, heritage can also be used 

to challenge or redefine the process of heritage through contestation and dissonance. Relative to 

the Urry’s (1990, 1992, 2002) and Urry and Larsen’s theory of ‘the tourist gaze’, heritage can be 

shaped, altered and promoted to resonate with a culture but it can also provide people outside of 

the culture the opportunity to understand it subjectively.  

This also holds relevance to Palmer’s (1994) illustration of tourism in the Bahamas based 

on the shaping of their culture through the British colonial view. Cultural Identity is created 

through the fostering of feelings that regard belonging and continuity and is based on material 

and experiential cultures (Smith, 2009). Heritage informs cultural identity as it is embedded in 

history and traditions relative to a culture’s norms, values and customs (Berger, 2009). Examples 

of cultural identity can include national flags and the practice of cultural traditions (Billig, 1995; 

Smith, 2009). Cultural identity helps to define who people are and are not.  

Within tourism and the concept of the ‘tourist gaze’ (Urry, 1990, 1992, 2002; Urry & Larsen, 

2011), the culture of country helps to add value to every aspect of a tourist’s vacation whilst 

benefitting the country through capital gains (Liu, 2005). Through cultural heritage and identity, 

tourism offers travelers the ability to experience built heritage and living cultures of both the past 

and the present, providing an opportunity to satisfy their curiosity and desires whilst also 

providing personal enrichment (Dallen, 2021). Studies by Sroypetch (2020) and Ferrero & Pinto 

(2023) detail the value of culture within tourism in the Yasawa group islands in Fiji and Sciacca, 

Italy. They both cite that tourism has helped to preserve their cultural heritage and identity 

through cultural storytelling and local community inclusion. Moreover, they stated that through 
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tourism it has helped to revitalize the local culture amongst the community, benefiting the locals 

and also the tourists who get to experience it. 

2.4 The Effects of Island Tourism and Global South Tourism on Cultural 

Heritage and Identity 

 

Island tourism is the concept of islands having a dominant tourism industry that is 

politically and geographically influenced (McLeod, 2025). Developed relative to the concept of 

SIDS, island tourism is experientially distinct within the tourism market based on their impacts 

relative to the environment, the economy, and culture (Carlsen and Butler, 2011; McLeod, 2025). 

It is understood through concepts related to globalization, power and dependency as many of 

these islands hold colonialist histories and neo-colonial dynamics that influence their relationship 

with tourism and the global market (MacLeod, 2013; Mowforth and Munt, 2015).  

The Global South is referred to as developing countries present within Africa, Asia, The 

Caribbean as well as Central and Latin America (Strydom and Mangope, 2018). They also share 

relativity to the concept of SIDS, as they face distinct challenges relative to their society, 

economy, environment and culture.  

They also have utilized tourism as a developmental tool to generate economic growth, 

development and investments in their countries which has made them highly dependent of 

foreign markets for their survival (Strydom and Mangope, 2018). These countries and islands 

often replicate what is deemed attraction for the global market and incorporates it into their 

economy, environment and culture. Within culture, it has led to the commodification and 

alteration of cultures based on values, norms, lifestyles and traditions in favor of promoting and 

aligning more with the globalized hegemonic culture (Mowforth and Munt, 2015). Moreover, it 

has led to the bastardization, trinketization and destruction of local cultures through the process 
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of assimilation into dominant cultures through acculturation and the incorporation of aspects of 

other cultures into local cultures through transculturation. Additionally, it has led to the 

commercialization and commodification of local cultures to represent a pre-conceived notions of 

attraction for global market consumption through cultural realignment (MacLeod, 2013; 

Mowforth and Munt, 2015) 

Studies like MacLeod (2013) and Maoz (2005) showcased these processes through case 

studies of La Gomera, a Canary Island Archipelago and India. La Gomera is the home to the 

descendants of North Africans that was colonized by the Spanish in the 15th century. The 

Spaniards sought to promote their heritage and identity through the building of colonial 

infrastructures to commemorate Spanish colonial history. This aligns well with the Palmer’s 

(1994) illustration of British colonial domination over the local Bahamian culture through its 

colonial infastructures. In India, Maoz (2005) details the reterritorialization and cultural 

alteration of small enclaves in India imposed by the Israeli community through backpacker 

tourism.  

This shows relativity to Mowforth and Munt’s (2015) concept of power and ‘neo-colonial’ 

dynamics present within tourism as relationships of subservience and domination were practiced 

within these enclaves and La Gomera.  

3. Research Design 

 

3.1 Epistemology and Theoretical Perspective 

An epistemological approach was employed to frame the research (Bryman, 2012). 

Through an interpretivist approach, this research seeks to answer the research question posed 
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based on individuals' understanding of the environment around them. Understanding the local 

community’s perception of tourism in St. Maarten to the extent of determining its effects on the 

cultural heritage and identity of the country was sought out (Bryman, 2012). This approach aided 

this research by spotlighting the subjective, personal and relative opinions of the local 

community. Moreover, this frames the deductive approach to research because it further 

produced relative findings in alignment with the concepts illustrated throughout the research. 

3.2 Methodology and Methods 

A qualitative design was utilized to gain relative information on St. Maarten, its tourism 

industry, cultural heritage and identity and its interconnected relationship with tourism. Semi- 

structured interviews were the method of data collection because they gathered detailed 

information from the participants (Bryman, 2012, pg. 470; Laryeafio & Ogbewe, 2023). This 

allowed for flexibility in producing organic conversations based on the engagement of the 

participants and it helped to bring forth significant and relevant themes for the research (Bryman, 

2012, pg. 470). Moreover, concepts like cultural commodification and alteration were covered 

through a list of questions.  

The interview guide, found in the Appendix, entailed twelve comprehensible questions 

(Lazar et al., 2017; Menzies et al., 2016). The combination of the interview guide and semi-

structured interviews gave the researcher the opportunity to obtain copious amounts of data from 

the participants whilst maintaining formality (Bryman, 2012, pg. 487). The interviews required 

thirty to forty-five minutes and were to be conducted in person publicly and/or privately. This 

was done to ensure privacy and silence for the duration of critical but confidential discussions 

(Bryman, 2012, pg. 473). 
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The interviews were not recorded, because it was not permitted by the ethics committee 

of Campus Fryslân at the University of Groningen, based on time constraints. Thus, written notes 

were utilized to retain the data obtained from the participants. This proved to be challenging 

because it forced the researcher to solely depend on their ability to hear and retain information by 

hand instead of using a quality voice recording machine to record and store the data (Bryman, 

2012, pg. 473). This tainted the transcription process by reducing the plethora of information that 

would have been gathered (Bryman, 2012, pg. 482).  

3.3 Ethical Considerations 

3.3.1 Informed Consent Form and Information Sheet 

 

The research proposal was approved by the ethics committee, following the approved 

checklist by the researcher's supervisor. It contained the official informed consent form and 

information sheet. They were then stored in the researcher’s files on their Apple IPAD because 

signatures of consent needed to be obtained before the start of the interviews.The documents 

informed the participants of the study along with their role, rights, risks and benefits in 

participating in the research (Collis and Hussey, 2014; Saunders et al., 2016). This referred to 

aspects like confidentiality, anonymity and the storing of data in cases of protecting the 

participants' names.  

 

3.3.2 University of Groningen Y- Drive 

The participants’signed consent forms, information sheets and interview transcripts 

which contained private information like their names were stored on the Y- drive of the 

University of Groningen. This was done to protect the data in accordance with the GDPR (AVG) 
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and the University of Groningen's Research Data Management Policy. All the data stored would 

be retained for a period of ten years and would be only accessible to the researcher. After the 

retention period, all stored data would be deleted (University of Groningen, 2026). This aligns 

with the ethics committee’s and university’s standard of ethics which helped secure the 

research’s quality (Eungoo & Hee-Joong, 2023).  

 

3.3.3 Credibility, Dependability and Reflexivity  

Qualitative research does not strive to be representational, but it aims to showcase 

relevant perspectives. The data retrieved will not be generalized to the entire local community.  

Further collaboration is needed to provide more credibility and dependability for the research 

study (Bryman, 2016, pg. 47). Research on this topic exists in the global south and Caribbean 

islands. However, further studies are needed to strengthen the understanding of culture and 

tourism in small island developing states in order to ensure further dependability and credibility.   

The researcher recognizes the importance of reflexivity throughout the research process. 

As a born, raised, and former resident of St. Maarten, their position as an insider provided greater 

access to the community and the participants. It also introduced potential bias regarding the 

country’s cultural heritage and identity and its tourism (Dwyer & Buckle, 2009). In 

acknowledging this, the researcher remained mindful of their positionality and aimed to collect 

reliable data to produce meaningful and high-quality research findings. 

 

3.4 Participant Recruitment and Case Selection 

Participants were recruited through snowball sampling (Bryman, 2012, pg. 424; Li & 

Zhang, 2022, pg. 47-48). A small group of people were first identified through the researcher’s 
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connected network. This consisted of former secondary schoolmates and local acquaintances 

who work within and outside tourism. Further candidates were proposed by those participants, as 

they held similar experience and characteristics relevant to the sample chosen and research study. 

Two participants, working respectively within and outside tourism were actually recruited 

through in- person spontaneous interactions.  

They came across these participants in impromptu moments of walking through the town 

where following the interaction the researcher proceeded to request for their participation in the 

study. Thus, the researcher’s personal network and spontaneity played significant roles in the 

recruitment process. Some participants could introduce a bias for the research because of the 

researcher’s interpersonal relationships with them, however, attaining subjective data from 

participants was the main goal. Eight participants were selected and represented through a 

diverse range of ages and occupational roles to showcase a relevant depiction of the local 

community.  

 

A deductive approach was utilized based on theories and concepts like the ‘tourist gaze’, 

tourism and cultural heritage and identity. Theoretically, St. Maarten fits well into those theories 

and concepts along with others like island tourism, globalization and commodification. This 

helped to deduce the research question (Bryman, 2012, p. 22 - 25, 420). Involving a country 

dependent on tourism for economic generation that simultaneously suffers cultural impacts on its 

heritage and identity helps to spotlight relevant connections to tourism-based countries both 

internationally and in the Caribbean. Moreover, it helped to situate a phenomenon within a 

location that holds limited research within the social sciences field. 
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3.5 Data Collection 

 

The field work occurred between the 12th- 20th of May 2026. The researcher traveled to 

St. Maarten in April and stayed for fieldwork's conduction and thesis writing. This allowed the 

researcher to gather participants personally. Additionally, the researcher had the opportunity to 

familiarize themselves with the participants in person since many were readily available. The 

initial aim for the participant recruitment was to gather twenty participants, with ten working 

within tourism in areas of transportation, education, hospitality and governmental and ten 

working outside tourism.   

However, due to time constraints the fieldwork was to be conducted with eight 

participants, where four respectively worked within and outside tourism. The four participants 

working within tourism worked in areas of education, hospitality and the government. The 

remaining four worked in other sectors throughout the economy. All participants were 

interviewed in person in public and private places like restaurants, beaches, cars and office 

spaces for their convenience. This was of convenience to the researcher as well because it 

provided a space of normalcy and neutrality for the participants to engage in semi-formal 

conversations (Bryman, 2012, pg. 473). 

The interviews lasted between twenty to fifty minutes. None were recorded as permission 

was not granted by the ethics committee. However, the interviews entailed a series of written 

notes written by the researcher that was approved by the ethics committee and agreed upon by 

the participants. 

3.6 Analysis of Data 
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The data obtained was transcribed after each interview. The analysis involved a deductive 

approach to spotlight theories and concepts that informed the researcher of the themes identified. 

Each participant’s dialogue was transcribed in separate documents that highlighted specific 

codes. This was done through online commenting on the researcher’s personal school google 

docs app. It formulated complex textual data and classified as well as categorized it into relevant 

themes (Li & Zhang, 2022, pg. 161).  

The analysis was done manually and over multiple times which required a hands on 

approach to deeply engage with the data obtained. This was done to challenge the researcher’s 

previous understandings of coding and its alignment to the research study by further identifying 

the most prominent codes voiced through the opinions of the participants. Participants’ 

understandings of the questions were brought to the fore-front through examples of direct 

quotations. Open coding was first employed to identify key ideas and concepts relative to the 

theoretical framework (Li & Zhang, 2022, p. 161). However, in the initial analysis the codes 

identified were overly simplistic and narrowly viewed through themes like ‘Culture’ and 

‘Tourism’.  

Thus, they were re-organized and sectioned into multiple sub-categories of the themes 

written. Axial coding was then used to group similar codes together into themes and sub-

categories of those themes. Moreover, coding identified relevant overarching themes. Finally, 

selective coding was conducted to determine the main themes and sub-categorized themes that 

were the most prominent in the analysis and the most significant for the study's findings and 

discussion (Li & Zhang, 2022, p. 161). This process detailed a series of changes that entailed the 

formation, omission and categorization of codes which highlighted the ever-changing and 

evolving process of data analyzation.  
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4. Results - Culture and Tourism in St. Maarten: The 

Perspectives of the People who work within and 

outside the Tourism Industry 

 

In the following section, the results of the semi-structured interviews of the participants will 

be discussed. The findings began to emerge through the interviews, but critically they were 

developed and solidified through the analysis of the data collected during the interviews. Each 

theme is independent to one another, but are interconnected and relate well to the research study, 

the research question posed and the theoretical framework written. Economic benefit and social 

awareness are beneficiaries of tourism and its management, however, its dependency influences 

socio-cultural experiences. This represents both the weaknesses and benefits of tourism 

management, which furthermore dictates the future challenges and successes of St. Maarten’s 

tourism industry.  

The cultural heritage and identity are important to tourism in St. Maarten, but the culture is 

often commodified and altered to suit the needs of everyone but the local population. The 

participants' perspectives helped to spotlight the voices of the impacted. They also highlighted 

the positive and negative dynamics of tourism. Economic dependency and acculturation are cited 

as reasons for culture change, but themes of diversification and cultural promotion are cited as 

themes for future development.  
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4.1 Growth and Development: St. Maarten’s Dependency on Tourism 

and Its Provisions  

To understand the implications of tourism on the cultural heritage and identity of the 

country, it is necessary to include the dynamics of dependency faced by the country and its 

people. Territories like St. Maarten often become prospects for growth and development. 

Highlighted by the participants based on the lack of natural and reproducible resources, tourism 

becomes the beacon of probable success both economically and socially for countries seeking to 

develop. From the provision of employment opportunities to the infrastructural development of 

the country, tourism provided a lucrative opportunity to St. Maarten to become a key destination 

for international and regional travel. 

4.1.1 Dependency on Tourism: Economic Engine  

All the participants shared a consensus of opinion regarding the dependency of the 

country on tourism. They spotlighted significant advantages of tourism related to the provision of 

employment in sectors of hospitality and transport and the provision of wages as the main 

reasons for its dependency. However, they highlighted the lack of natural reproducible resources 

as the root cause for its dependency and further specified the advantages acquired as 

beneficiaries of tourism. The country holds no alternative source of capital generation like oil, 

bauxite or agriculture in contrast to its Caribbean counterparts. The country promotes and 

capitalizes off its authentic and unique landscapes, beaches, people and culture in order to 

generate economic gain and foster social development. 

 A government employee working in tourism stated that: “Tourism has influenced who 

St. Maarten has become now. Tourism is the economic engine for the island and the people and 

it helps to take care of ourselves.”. A participant working outside tourism shared similarly by 
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stating that tourism provides a livelihood for the local people. They stated “Tourism should mean 

everything, because that is how we live. We have nothing else without tourists”. A participant 

working in hospitality highlighted similarly by detailing the major role tourism plays in the 

operations of St. Maarten. They expressed that the country only caters to tourism and is its 

foundation.  

Moreover, they stated that it becomes apparent in its infrastructure, as most are built 

centering around tourism. Chain hotels, homes turned into Airbnb’s, docking ports and airports 

are examples. Tourism operates as a cause for dependency whilst also functioning as a source for 

social betterment and economic improvement.  

4.1.2 Opportunities of tourism - Betterment of Life  

 

The participants cited that tourism provides a better life for the local community. Tourism 

heightens the relevance and interest of the country to the foreign markets which helps in 

developing the economy. All participants shared that tourism was the main source of livelihood 

for the local population based on opportunities of employment and income. However, two 

participants mentioned that it also provides opportunities for migrants.  

The participants stated that tourism sustains the livelihood of the locals. However, 

foreigners often experience an impactful increase in their standard of living and quality of life 

because they often come from poorer backgrounds. The participant working in education within 

tourism stated that “Foreign people have come here for a better life in regards to money and 

infrastructure. The standard of living and quality of life is better in St. Maarten because of 

tourism.”. Foreigners gain better access to public resources like employment and higher wages 

because of the opportunities in the country, created by tourism.  
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4.2 Cultural Experiences - The Culture and Life of a St. Maartener 

The cultural experience of locals living in St. Maarten emerged as a significant topic. This was 

expressed through aspects like sociality, multiculturalism and uniqueness. The participants 

spotlighted the way of life of the local people informed by their heritage and facilitated through 

their identity as examples. 

4.2.1 The Way of life - ‘The Friendly Island’ 

The slogan and identity of “The Friendly Island” was a topic that emerged based on the 

personal meaning of St. Maarten’s cultural heritage to the participants. Four participants working 

within and outside tourism expressed that friendliness is a distinct experience of their culture. 

Two participants working within and two participants working outside tourism mentioned that 

community orientedness has impacted the society. The country is small with only 42,000 

residents so people connected to each other through actions of hospitality and conversations. The 

participants stated that this makes St. Maarten different from other countries as not many are 

genuinely welcoming.  

The governmental employee working within tourism said that “St. Maarten is different; it 

really welcomes people”. The ‘friendliness’ takes form in the greetings and manners commonly 

used by the local people like ‘Goodmorning’ or ‘Wah going on?’. Moreover, the participants 

highlighted that “The Friendly Island’ identity was coined and branded within its tourism 

marketing because of this. One of the participants working in hospitality stated “Our friendliness 

keeps people coming back. It makes it unique to offer to people because it's a feeling you get 

when on the island.”.  
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4.2.2 Colonized and Multiculturalist - The Uniqueness of St. Maarten 

St. Maarten is a place colonized by the French and Dutch and home to regional and 

international residents. Its unique history emerged as a significant topic as all the participants 

expressed the complexity of their history and demographic as indicators of their heritage and 

identity. A participant working in hospitality found it hard to define their heritage and identity 

because it is ever changing. It stems from the country’s history in colonialism and the diverse 

cultures that exist in the society.  A participant working outside tourism stated that “We are a 

small island with two different cultures. We are a Dutch country with our mother tongue being 

English.”.  

However, they further express that multiculturalism has played a significant role in the 

culture of St. Maarten. Concurring with the other participants, they detailed that such realities 

have been informed by migration and migrants’ practice of their own cultures. A participant 

working in hospitality said that multiculturalism has allowed for the country to be different from 

other countries within the Caribbean based on diversity. However, many expressed that 

multiculturalism has had negative effects on the local culture. Four participants working both 

within and outside tourism stated that the local culture has changed due to immigration, as 

migrants bring their cultures and don’t adopt significant aspects of the local culture. 

 They continued and stated that the local culture of St. Maarten has been acculturated to 

cater to different people and the authentic culture has been shelved. A participant working in 

education within tourism expressed their feelings on the cultural heritage and identity of St. 

Maarten and stated that:  

It means my home. I care a lot about our cultural heritage and identity. It is endangered 

based on the acculturation and multiculturalism from other islands in the region and 

abroad. It affects our culture. It leads to cultural loss. We place other cultures over ours.  
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This sentiment was expressed by the two other participants working outside of tourism. They 

highlighted that acculturation has been brought forward by tourism and multi-culturalism which 

is influenced my immigration. They also expressed that local cultural loss is an indicator of such. 

One of them stated that “Tourism helped but immigration as well played a factor in that”. 

4.3 Tourism and Its Cultural Change - Catering to Others and not our 

Own People 

 

Tourism has played a major role in the development of St. Maarten, as previously discussed by 

the participants. However, with that development came cultural, infrastructural and social 

changes. Cultural alteration emerged as a theme amongst the participants. The theme was shared 

through viewpoints of tourist satisfaction, physical modernization and the Americanization of the 

local culture.  

4.3.1 The Satisfaction of the Tourist- Appealing to their Expectations  

 

St. Maarten’s main contributors to tourism are the western international tourists. These 

tourists usually consist of people coming from The United States of America (USA), Canada and 

Europe. They come to experience the culture, environment and people of the country whilst 

bringing forth their own culture. However, this comes with expectations of tourists to be catered 

to by the country and the community. All the participants shared that tourism has caused a 

significant change in the culture of St. Maarten as it moves closer to upholding the culture of the 

foreigner rather than the local. They stated that the country and its people must pander to tourists, 

suit their expectations and meet their demands in order to retain profit, remain relevant and 

sustain the livelihoods of the local population.  
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A participant working outside the industry stated that “We have to cater to the tourists 

because we depend on them based on imports, exports, gas, just everything.”. Participants 

additionally stated that these changes are directly seen in examples of how locals dress, the food 

they eat, the music they listen to and the change in how local festivities are celebrated. A 

participant who works within hospitality stated this as they said: 

We have modernized ourselves to accommodate people and everything else that comes 

with them. We are so accommodating and it shows in everything like our food, music and 

celebrations. In St. Maarten, you are living a Caribbean lifestyle with a hint of America. 

We have everything here, it's like a Mini-Miami.  

Moreover, four participants working both within and outside tourism highlighted specific cases 

of change that related to the lifestyle of the local people and the historical infrastructure once 

built. One of the participants working in education within tourism shared that the infrastructural 

history has been either destroyed or not preserved due to tourism.  

From slave houses to former salt pond distilleries, they expressed that the localized 

infrastructure has changed because of global influence. Houses, hotels and buildings inspired by 

the local and regional cultural infrastructure of the Caribbean are no longer built. Another 

participant working outside the industry stated similarly and expressed that the local lifestyle has 

changed to accommodate tourists. Aspects of the local culture of St. Maarten no longer represent 

the local lifestyle or routine. They represent aspects of the global and mostly western way of 

living. They state that:   

We have opened ourselves to all the desires and wants of tourists. Casinos and Fast Food 

restaurants are not our culture, but we have so many. It has become a part of our culture 

but is not our authentic culture. We have been influenced by other things outside our 
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culture and have tended to use them as attractions for tourists. Sundays are now days for 

work instead of days for going to church, to the beach or even staying at home cleaning 

and washing clothes. Our cultural value has diminished. Things are also not clearly 

identifiable to St. Maarten which makes it hard to retain our authentic culture. People 

prefer to go to a Kentucky Fried Chicken restaurant instead of a local barbecue restaurant 

to eat and prefer to eat McDonalds than Fried Fish with Johnny Cake.  

4.4 The Use of Culture - Do tourists experience the lives of the locals? 

 

Tourism has had to utilize aspects of St. Maarten to promote themselves to the global 

market. These aspects stem from main attractions and refers to the natural environment like its 

beaches, hills and marine life. However, the participants believed that the local culture was not 

considered to be amongst the main attractions. The topic of absence or minimal use of culture 

within tourism in St. Maarten emerged based on its lack of incorporation into the marketing and 

management practices. Viewpoints of false identification, stereotyping and placation of 

expectations were brought up amongst participants as core examples of the theme.  

4.4.1 Cultural incorporation in tourism - Absent or minimally used 

 

The local cultural heritage and identity of St. Maarten should be the main attraction to 

make the country unique. However, when it comes to tourism in the country, many participants 

found that the local heritage and identity isn’t really promoted. Four of the participants working 

outside the industry found that the local cultural heritage and identity was not used as a main 

attraction for tourism marketing. They found that the country was marketed more for its 
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entertainment like its nightlife and daily activities. This sort of entertainment consists of clubs, 

bars and restaurants and partaking in activities like jet skiing, zip-lining and beach hopping.  

One participant working outside the industry expressed that: 

Honestly, our cultural heritage and identity is not marketed within tourism. Home comes 

with our national food, drinks, cultural history, traditions and celebrations. Things 

tourists couldn’t do in their own country that they find here on St. Maarten.  

The four other participants working within tourism found that the culture was used, but 

minimally within its practices. They shared that oftentimes the culture is used as a marketing 

tactic employed to generate interest in the country, but it is not intentionally utilized. Meaning 

that it is not actively promoted for tourists to learn about or experience when visiting the country. 

This can refer to touring the colonial forts and slave homes and partaking in cooking classes to 

make the national dish.  

A participant working in education within tourism stated that if it were intentional then 

the culture would be preserved and protected not destroyed for the future development of 

tourism. They expressed that “Culture is there for marketing but not for practical use”. 

4.4.2 Falsification of Culture - The Caribbean and Western Identity dominates over 

the St. Maarten Identity  

 

The prevalence of multiculturalism and acculturation in the country was previously 

discussed amongst the participants. In connection, many believe that it has led to the falsification 

of the local culture to identify respectively with both the Caribbean Identity and Western 

Identity. Four participants in total shared their views on this topic. Two participants working 

within tourism expressed that St. Maarten has adopted the stereotypical Caribbean identity more 



31 
 

than its local culture. They stated that much of the culture like its music, festivals, languages and 

foods promoted within tourism in St. Maarten does not resonate with the local culture.  

One of the participants working in education within tourism detailed that “A whole new 

identity has been created based on the stereotype of the Caribbean. The culture hasn’t even been 

used within tourism and its management. A fake identity has been created for tourism.”.  The 

other participant working in the government within tourism echoed similar sentiments. They 

shared how the Caribbean identity dominates in the country more than the local cultural identity. 

They stated that: 

The Caribbean identity rules over the island identity in St. Maarten. We have adopted 

such things from the Caribbean Identity within our own identity. So a lot of our culture 

that is showcased is not our local culture. We retained influence from the other regional 

islands through aspects of music and Carnival. 

Two participants working outside tourism discussed how St. Maarten has adopted more of the 

western identity than the local identity.  

The two participants shared how the tourism that is marketed to the global market is 

created to be western adjacent. One of the participants stated that “Most advertisements are very 

westernized and usually don’t contain local St. Maarteners in them. We don’t broadcast our 

culture.”. Moreover, they also share that the western culture promoted permeates through the 

local culture. Evidently, it changes the authentic way of life of the locals as they lean more into 

adopting aspects of the western, usually American culture. They state that it influences the 

younger generation by expressing that “You see it in the younger generation, because they have 

adopted more of the American culture.”.  
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4.5 Tourism Development: Future Hopes   

 

All the participants shared their future hopes for tourism and its development in St. Maarten. 

From the efforts to better brand the culture and diversify the tourism, to engaging in local 

community inclusion and generating local benefit, the participants gave insightful hopes.  

4.5.1 Cultural Branding - Marketing local culture 

 

Six participants, with three working within and three working outside tourism, shared 

their views on the importance of local cultural branding in promoting St. Maarten’s cultural 

heritage and identity through tourism. They stated that branding the local culture can market its 

authenticity through aspects of entertainment and traditions like its music, dance forms, food and 

language. Additionally, they expressed that branding the St. Maarten identity can help to separate 

itself from the Caribbean and western identity. Moreover, they stated that by branding the local 

culture, it can help to build, protect and preserve the cultural heritage and identity of St. Maarten. 

One of the participants working in the government within tourism stated “I would love to see our 

culture in 90% of what we do. Keep our culture alive in everything we do. Foreigners and their 

cultures as well can take part, but they have to love St. Maarten.”.  

Another participant working outside tourism stated similarly as they expressed that “I 

hope for more recognition of our culture in the tourism industry. Brand St. Maarten with the 

incorporation of our identity, so something that we are known for.”.  

4.5.2 Diversification: Engaging in other forms of tourism  

 

Five participants stated that to benefit the local culture within tourism, the tourism 

industry would need to be diversified. Two participants working within tourism and three 
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participants working outside tourism, shared that tourism should include other forms like 

agriculture, medical, maritime and data center technology tourism. Making the industry more 

dynamic can generate interest from a diverse group of tourists and lessen the country’s 

dependence on entertainment tourism. This can promote cultural tourism by advertising the 

authentic heritage and identity of St. Maarten to tourists and locals. Tourists can experience 

tangible and intangible cultural heritage by touring historical sites and engaging in traditions like 

eating the national food and experiencing the local music. 

One of the participants working outside tourism stated that “Culturally, I would like to 

see cultural events outside of Carnival. Offer things that cater to us locally and culturally which 

can also benefit the tourists.”.  

4.5.3 Local Inclusion: Benefiting the local people 

 

Seven participants stated that they would like to see tourism become more inclusive, 

collaborative and beneficial for the local community. Three participants working within tourism 

and four participants working outside tourism expressed the need for tourism to become 

impactful for everyone in St. Maarten, but specifically the local community. They shared that 

including the local community can help to embed the culture within the population and within 

tourism. This can include the promotion of local entrepreneurs who own their own business. 

Additionally, this can include the utilization of local talent like digital content creators to 

promote the country within its tourism marketing.  

The participants also believed that any benefits gained by tourism should be gained by 

the local community as well. They shared that tourism should be economically and socially 

beneficial for all. The local community’s standard of living and quality of life should be 

improved, where they would receive increased wages, better health care, infrastructural 
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development and increased employment opportunities. A participant working in hospitality 

within tourism expressed that “Locals don’t see the benefit; major corporations see the benefits. 

The local people need to benefit.”. Another participant working within tourism shared similar 

sentiments as they stated “Make tourism beneficial for all local people. Bring our culture to the 

for-front and have the benefits of tourism trickle down to the locals in every possible way.”.  

The findings also underline key challenges. The local cultural heritage and identity is 

minimally or completely not marketed within tourism, but the western and Caribbean identity is 

marketed within tourism to engage tourists and generate global interest. The altering of the local 

culture to better fit the norms and expectations of tourists and migrants, often leads to a loss in 

the country's authentic culture. The culture shifts from being locally-oriented to foreigner-

oriented as a way to generate awareness and ensure capital gains. Such perspectives obtained 

will be analyzed further in the following discussion with the use of the theoretical framework.  

 

5. Discussion: Understanding the Perceptions of Socio-

Economic Dependency and Bringing Culture to the 

Forefront of Tourism in St. Maarten 

 

St. Maarten’s tourism has evolved and developed the economy and society. However, the 

industry must be managed better to promote their cultural heritage and identity. Moreover, the 

local community should be included to boost collectivity and pride for the identity of St. 

Maarten. This can help to ensure a better future for the tourism industry, economy and society of 

St. Maarten. 
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5.1 Economic and Social Prosperity  

5.1.1 St. Maarten’s Dependency on Tourism 

 

Croes (2006), de Kadt (1976), Harrison (2015), Liou & Ding (2004), McElroy & Pearce 

(2006), Mihalic (2002), Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (1967), 

Sharpley (2022) and Weaver (1995) emphasize the prospective social and economic benefit 

tourism has to offer countries through growth and development. By detailing how easy entry and 

profitable tourism can be, they expressed that it can retain high levels of capital and sustain the 

livelihoods of people. The findings highlighted that this was the reality for St. Maarten and its 

people. The participants spoke about the advantages tourism has granted through the provision of 

employment and wages for the local and migrant community. This is based on the supply of jobs 

based within as well as outside tourism and the quantity of income received.  

Moreover, they stated that for locals but migrants specifically coming from poorer 

countries, tourism in St. Maarten offers them a better life. Reflecting the studies done by 

(Alberts, 2016; Guadeloupe, 2005; Guadeloupe, 2010; Guadeloupe & Wolthuis, 2016; Haffiser, 

2015) and the assumptions of the researcher, it coincides with their previous thoughts of 

prosperity regarding tourism and its benefits to the country and its community. Tourism has 

always been and continues to be the source of growth and development for St. Maarten. Many of 

the participants working within and outside tourism have attested to the betterment the society 

has faced based on tourism. It has contributed to their lives through the provision of resources.  

5.1.2 Relations of Power and Reliance 

 

Alberts (2016), Armstrong & Reed (2002), Briguglio (1995), Cross & Nutley (1999), 

Douglas (2006) and Nunkoo et al. (2010) describe the concept of SIDS as small nations that 
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were once colonies, that hold unique attributes relative to their size, insularity and proneness to 

harm. They have had to capitalize off of their unique attractiveness through its tourism to 

external markets due to the absence of profitable distributive natural resources. Island and global 

south tourism described by MacLeod (2013) and McLeod (2025) relate to SIDS as well due to 

geography and an interconnection with concepts of power, dependency and globalization. In St. 

Maarten this resonates with the participants as they believe the country is dependent on outside 

influences for their survival. Participants expressed that St. Maarten is an island with authentic 

landscapes, beaches, people and culture that is promoted to foreign markets for the earning of 

economic profit.  

Participants stated that it contributes to the social development of the country as well as 

the community and without it it would put the country in jeopardy since tourism is the gateway 

to resources like jobs and income. Additionally, they spotlighted the dependency on foreign 

markets for imports due to a lack of available or reproducible resources that can sustain the 

country. This coincides with the researcher’s prior knowledge of tourism dependency in St. 

Maarten as they have experienced first handedly the impacts of economic shut-downs based on 

catastrophic natural disasters and a deadly pandemic. It has contributed to the loss of jobs, 

business closures and forced migration for the purpose of survival. Tourism is the only option for 

St. Maarten to function effectively and efficiently, without it, the country would fail. 

5.2 Cultural Alteration based on Tourism Dependency  

5.2.1 Cultural Subordination  

 

Urry (1990; 1992; 2002) and Urry & Larsen’s (2011) theory of the tourist gaze was 

reflected in the perspectives of the participants. The gaze helps to shape the imaginations of 
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people to see places, cultures and people different to them as interesting to experience in person. 

The participants detailed that tourists come to St. Maarten to experience entertainment. This 

relates to the country’s nightlife, daylight activities and friendly attitude promoted through its 

marketing campaigns. Tourists come to St. Maarten to experience a lifestyle that is different to 

their normal routine.   

However, it was evident that tourists held great control over the gaze in St. Maarten. 

Participants expressed that the country tries to appeal to the expectations and lifestyles of tourists 

in order to retain a profit. Maoz’s (2005) research reflects on the cultural subservience of India in 

the case study of Israeli backpacker tourism. They shared that Israelis have contributed to the 

reterritorialization of societies based on cultural domination. Participants highlighted that 

through the change of the local culture and lifestyle, it established a dominant and subservient 

relationship between tourists and St. Maarten. It was spotlighted through examples like the 

alteration of the work week routine and through the distribution of casinos and fast food 

restaurants as a way to appease tourist arrivals whilst securing capital gain for the country and 

community.   

5.2.2 Neo-Colonial Dynamics 

 

Mowforth and Munt (2015) emphasized tourism’s power in determining which countries 

should tour or be toured. Built on colonial relationships, countries oftentimes in the global south 

are dictated over by countries in the global north due to their power in wealth and accessibility to 

global markets. These countries determine the management of tourism in global southern 

countries by facilitating social and cultural change to appease expectations and perceptions. 

Participants expressed their understanding of these dynamics by highlighting St. Maarten’s 

colonial history, but described this dynamic to be more present within the relationship of 
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American tourists in St. Maarten. American tourism has forced St. Maarten to appeal to 

westernized norms and lifestyles in order to generate interest and retain profit.  

Bauman (1989), Brown (2013), Britton (1982), Bunten (2010), Henderson (2004). Said 

(1977), Sharpley (2022) and Tucker (2019) emphasize the broader neo-colonial dynamic of 

tourism through power and dependency. They describe how tourism agencies help to employ a 

foreign framework of tourism development that doesn’t seek to capitalize off the local cultural 

heritage and identity of a country. Relative to Palmer (1994), they described the control of the 

British in promoting its tourism to resonate more with the British culture and infrastructure over 

the native Bahamian culture. Participants described the destruction of heritage infrastructures and 

the minimal as well as the complete lack of inclusion of the local culture as examples of this neo-

colonial relationship with western American tourism. Larger and wealthier global northern 

nations hold the power in determining what should be preserved and promoted in global southern 

countries to the global market of tourists. 

5.3 Cultural Promotion, Diversification and Local Collaboration is Vital  

5.3.1 Cultural Promotion  

 

Tourism isn’t solely used as a tool for economic productivity, but it is a phenomenon that 

allows people to experience authentic cultures around the world. Hall (1992a), MacCanell 

(1992), Mowforth and Munt (2015) and Robins (1991) describe the impact of globalization in 

producing a single globalized culture that is imposed upon cultures around the world. They 

highlight that this globalized culture is usually reflective of the culture in the global north and is 

employed within tourism to garner attraction for countries different to the norm. In St. Maarten, 

the representation of a globalized culture is evident due to the country’s promotion of western 
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values and lifestyles that accommodate tourists and their expectations. Participants explained that 

its promotion helps to minimally include as well as completely exclude the local culture of St. 

Maarten because it differs greatly and does not align with the norms and lifestyle of the tourists.  

Sroypetch (2016) and Ferrero & Pinto (2023) suggest that cultural branding is necessary 

to counteract the promotion of a single globalized culture. They emphasize that the cultural 

heritage and identity of a country should operate as the main attraction for tourism in order to 

promote and preserve it for the future. This coincided heavily with the participants' viewpoints as 

they stated that effective branding can make St. Maarten stand out from the other countries, to 

the surprise of the researcher. Whilst the cultural heritage of St. Maarten is complex based on 

colonialism and multiculturalism (Alberts, 2016; Guadeloupe, 2005; Guadeloupe, 2010; 

Guadeloupe & Wolthuis, 2016; Haffiser, 2015), the country holds an authentic local identity and 

heritage that sets them apart from the global north and the other Caribbean territories. This 

should be promoted to the global markets through cultural branding that seeks to amplify St. 

Maarten’s tourism by marketing their music, dance forms, traditions, food and language.  

Amsden et al. (2011), Bowlby (1980), Chen (2016), Chronis (2012), Dallen (2021), 

Lowenthal (1996) and McIntosh (1999) suggest that the culture promoted within tourism could 

provide an opportunity for connection by fostering critical understanding of a culture’s heritage 

and identity. This aligns with the findings of the participants. The showcase of the existing 

culture could help preserve the authentic local culture of St. Maarten for not only the local 

people and its future generations to come but also the tourists. 

5.3.2 Diversification 

 

Diversification was only mentioned by some of the participants. These participants 

suggested that through diversification within the tourism industry, it can introduce new forms of 
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tourism that can garner diverse groups of tourists to visit the country. With examples like 

agricultural tourism and medical tourism, they stated that through such diversity, cultural tourism 

can be brought to the forefront of tourism marketing. This can reduce St. Maarten’s dependence 

on entertainment and activity tourism and usher in more sustainable forms of tourism that 

protect, preserve and contribute to the betterment of St. Maarten and its people.  

5.3.3 Local Community Inclusion and Benefit  

 

Ferrero & Pinto (2023) also emphasized the importance of including stakeholders from 

the local community within its tourism operations. Community inclusion can operate as an effort 

to preserve a country’s local cultural heritage and identity, while also generating benefits for 

them as well. This aligns closely with the findings as the majority of the participants stated that 

the local people of the country should obtain as much capital and social gain as the country does 

when growing and developing based on tourism. They explained that these gains should be 

experienced in the quality of life and standard of living of the local community through aspects 

of employment, income and public resource opportunities.  

6. Why this Research Matters and Recommendations 

for Further Research 

 

Tourism can be a gift of development for countries. It can be the source of betterment for 

societies and its communities. However, when not effectively managed it can lead to the changes 

in a country based on aspects of their environment, culture and population. The heritage and 

identity of cultures are oftentimes the most important aspect of tourism for countries as it adds 

value to a tourist’s experiences. This is based on feelings of validation and personal enrichment 
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as countries hold tangible and intangible cultures that relate differently to the everyday life of 

tourists (Chronis, 2012; Dallen, 2021; Liu, 2005; Lowenthal, 1996; Urry, 2002). Thus, it is 

important to safeguard cultures in order to better the tourist experience but also to preserve the 

authentic culture of local communities around the world.  

In the quest to develop, countries can lose sight of what is important to preserve and 

promote within their tourism. Usually, local communities and cultures faced the brunt of these 

actions through the adoption of foreign cultures and practices as a way to appeal to the global 

market of tourists (Chhabra, 2010; Chhabra et al., 2003; de Kadt, 1979; Fan et al. 2020; Hills & 

Lundgren, 1977; MacCannell, 1973; Nunkoo et al., 2010; Organization for Economic 

Cooperation and Development, 1967; Smith, 2016; Stone & Nyaupane, 2019; Urry, 1992). 

However, it is necessary to showcase the power tourism can hold in marketing local cultures and 

amplifying communal voices to not only engage tourists in their cultural experiences, but also to 

promote the authentic cultural heritage and identity of a country. This research was done to 

examine the extent to which a small island developing state like St. Maarten has been impacted 

by tourism through the commodification and alteration of their cultural heritage and identity. The 

results and findings identified that while tourism has benefited the country, its cultural heritage 

and identity has altered to reflect the cultures of the Caribbean and the global north. 

 In addition, it was identified that tourism was not fully the sole contributor to the 

culture’s alteration, but multiculturalism played a significant role. Brought forward by 

immigration based on the development of the country and its provision of opportunities, 

multiculturalism has been identified as an influence of tourism in St. Maarten. Through the 

diversification of cultures, it has influenced the local culture to adopt identities from other 

cultures especially within the Caribbean region in its practices and promotions. St. Maarten holds 
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a complex history of multi-culturalism, however, the authentic local culture has been 

acculturated to reflect identities and cultures that are not relative to St. Maarten. Moreover, the 

findings suggested that the authentic cultural heritage and identity is barely or not at all used 

within tourism to market to the country.  

Thus, the local culture hasn’t been commodified, but it has been altered as well as 

shelved to incorporate foreign cultures and placate the expectations of people around the world 

who visit the country. The findings highlighted positive hopes for the future of tourism 

development in St. Maarten where they cited that through the proper utilization of the culture as 

a vessel for attraction, it can help garner interest and engagement from the global community. 

Moreover, through the promotion of the local culture, it can help to encourage community 

inclusion and generate benefits. Locals can learn more about their own history and culture whilst 

benefiting from the profits gained from the tourism industry.  

For further research, the researcher recommends a deeper analysis of research into the 

topic. This should be done with a larger sample size of participants consisting of people working 

both within and outside the tourism industry. This would allow for a more thorough investigation 

to be executed that can help to capture a more diverse range of perspectives and opinions. 

Moreover, a possibility of conducting the same research with tourists would be complimentary. 

Tourists often don’t realize these aspects of cultural change within local communities in tourism-

based countries. Thus, incorporating them into the research would prove to be promising in 

seeking to understand their perspectives on tourism and how they perceive its impact on the 

cultural heritage and identity of St. Maarten 
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7. Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, this research investigated the research question “To what extent has St. 

Maarten’s Cultural Heritage and Identity been commodified and altered by tourism?”. With the 

help of interviews, the research gathered relative and diverse opinions from the perspectives of 

the local community. By including participants working within and outside tourism, the 

researcher was able to answer the research question posed. The findings showcased the impact of 

tourism on St. Maarten’s cultural heritage and identity based on the alteration of the local culture 

as they cited reliance, neo-colonial dynamics and the cultural subservient and dominant 

relationship as key contributors. They highlighted the need to appeal to the culture of the global 

north in order to secure capital gain as a main reason for a change in culture.  

Additionally, they spotlighted that the change is also influenced by the acculturalization 

of other cultures from both the Caribbean region and the global north based multiculturalism and 

the presumption of what should be promoted to appease tourists’ expectations.  However, there is 

one limitation to this study that hinders the relativity of the results and findings. The input from 

the local community of St. Maarten was minimal based on the quantity of the sample size of the 

participants. By having a larger sample size, this would have provided more diversity in 

viewpoints on the perception of tourism’s impact on the commodification and alteration of the 

cultural heritage and identity of St. Maarten. To preserve and protect the cultural heritage and 

identity of St. Maarten, the culture must be authentically promoted through its marketing 

strategies to garner attraction and interest for what is truly known to be exclusively St. Maarten.  
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9. Appendix 

9.1 Interview Guide 

 

Questions for the employees who work in the Tourism Industry in St. Maarten: 

 

1. Are you a resident of St. Maarten? 

2. Do you currently work in the tourism industry of St. Maarten? 

3. What does culture mean to you? (Ex., Norms, Traditions, Customs, Heritage, Music, 

Dance, Infrastructure etc.) 

4. What does the cultural heritage and identity of St. Maarten mean to you? 

5. What does Tourism mean to you? 

6. What does Tourism mean to the country and the people of St. Maarten? (Ex., Economic 

Benefit, Development, growth, Visibility, Employment etc.) 

7. What does the Culture of St. Maarten, regarding its heritage and identity, mean to the 

country’s Tourism Industry? (Ex., Value in experience, Connection, Promotion and etc) 

8. Do you think tourism has benefited the authentic culture of St. Maarten in its promotion 

to the global market of tourism? (Ex., Music, Languages, Traditions, Celebrations, 

Norms, Landscapes etc.) 

9. Do you think tourism has negatively impacted the culture of St. Maarten through its 

management strategies? (Ex., Western Cultural Hegemonic Saturation in avenues of 

infrastructure, business operations, identity, lifestyles etc.) 
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10. Do you think the authentic culture of St. Maarten has been commodified and/or altered to 

suit the expectations of tourists rather than meet the reality of society? (Ex., With focus 

on the Heritage and Identity, ‘Watered Down Version’ or ‘Completely New’) 

11. What would you hope for, for the future of the Tourism industry in St. Maarten? 

12. What would you hope for, for the future of St. Maarten’s Culture and its incorporation 

into the tourism industry? 

 

Questions for the people who don’t work within the Tourism Industry in St. Maarten: 

1. Are you a resident of St. Maarten? 

2. Do you currently work in the tourism industry of St. Maarten? 

3. What does culture mean to you? (Ex., Norms, Traditions, Customs, Heritage, Music, 

Dance, Infrastructure etc.) 

4. What does the culture of St. Maarten mean to you? 

5. What does Tourism mean to you? 

6. What does Tourism mean to the country and the people of St. Maarten? (Ex., Economic 

Benefit, Development, growth, Visibility, Employment etc.) 

7. What does the Culture of St. Maarten, regarding its heritage and identity, mean to the 

country’s Tourism Industry? (Ex., Value in experience, Connection, Promotion and etc) 

8. Do you think tourism has benefited the authentic culture of St. Maarten in its promotion 

to the global market of tourism? (Ex., Music, Languages, Traditions, Celebrations, 

Norms, Landscapes etc.) 

9. Do you think tourism has negatively impacted the culture of St. Maarten through its 

management strategies? (Ex., Western Cultural Hegemonic Saturation in avenues of 

infrastructure, business operations, identity, lifestyles etc.) 
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10. Do you think the authentic culture of St. Maarten has been commodified and/or altered to 

suit the expectations of tourists rather than meet the reality of society? (Ex., With focus 

on the Heritage and Identity, ‘Watered Down Version’ or ‘Completely New’) 

11. What would you hope for, for the future of the Tourism industry in St. Maarten? 

12. What would you hope for, for the future of St. Maarten’s Culture and its incorporation 

into the tourism industry? 

 

 


