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Abstract:  

In this paper, I explore the tourism imaginaries of different stakeholders—Western scholars, Chinese government officials and scholars, and local people—who are engaged in the development of ecomuseums. Ecomuseum was a concept initiated in France in the early 1970s during the new museology movement as scholars called for new forms of museums which would extend beyond the physical barrier of walls. Without walls an entire community can be incorporated into the practices of preserving cultural heritage through holistic, in-situ conservation and the participation of local people. 

The practice of imagining ecomuseums in China was initiated through a Sino-Norwegian cooperation project signed in 1997. King Olaf V of Norway and the Chinese president Jiang Zemin attended the signing ceremony of the development agreement. The Norwegian government provided initial funding and professional support of ecomuseums, and the Chinese government provided the following funding to develop them. Ecomuseums in Europe are social productions intended to incorporate local rights in the process of preserving heritage. In China, however, the practice of establishing ecomuseums is a practice of tourist imaginary through which representatives of the Chinese government and scholars engage to “develop” the ethnic economies of diverse communities. 

I focus my exploration of the social production of ecomuseum imaginaries through examinations of three aspects of the introduction and adaptation of the concept of ecomusuems in the Chinese context:

1. How Norwegian scholars attempted to put their imaginaries of ecomuseums into their practice in China. The ecomuseum was supposed to be a European concept in order to preserve traditional cultures in the face of industrial development. With the imaginary in the East, Norwegian scholars tried to test whether ecomuseums could be successful at cultural preservation in a developing country. 

2. How Chinese scholars and officers imposed their imaginaries of ecomuseums into local communities and villagers. From the start of the ecomuseum project, the original purposes of the Chinese government and the Norwegian government were quite different. On one hand, the Chinese government saw this project as a cultural cooperation, in which traditional cultures in rural places (especially ethnic villages) could be preserved in times of rapid socio-economic transformations. On the other hand, the project was seen as a component of an economic policy aimed at helping diverse ethnic groups develop their living conditions. So ecomuseums in China were produced as an imaginary of Chinese scholars, with an internal tension as they were intended to function for both cultural preservation of ethnic cultures and the economic development of the ethnic groups.

3. Finally I detail how villagers and local communities use the concept of ecomuseums and how they put the diverse imaginaries into practice. I examine how villagers seize upon the imaginary of ecomuseums as a way to improve their lives. At the level of the population of the village residents do not share a theoretical understanding of ecomuseums held by either the European advisors or the Chinese government officials, rather they engage in labor around the imaginaries to develop their villages as tourist sites and try to satisfy the taste of tourists.

Within a single ecomusuem development project we find the social production of distinct imaginaries. The Norwegian scholars introduce a concept with a focus on whether ecomuseums in China can preserve cultural heritages using the model of the West. Chinese government officials and scholars focus on both the cultural preservation and rural development. And the local residents develop imaginaries focused primarily upon the economic benefit they may accrue through tourism. As such ecomuseums exist as a confluence of diverse imaginaries and social practices of different groups motivated by different goals and interests working to create a single tourist destination.
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