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Abstract:
Ethnic tourism in China is usually developed for the exotic cultures and unique traditions of the ethnic groups (minzu). In the last twenty years, many ethnic villages have been designated folk culture villages to promote rural tourism. Since the reform and opening-up policy the end of the 1970s, many foreign tourists came to China and domestic tourism has also developed quickly.

In this paper, we make an anthropological case study of Zhenshan Village, which is a unique community of Buyi people with a history of over 400 years. For tourists and government officials, the village is famous for its beautiful scenery and rural tourism. In the 1990s, it was officially named an ethnic culture village and open air folklore museum in order to promote tourism.

In the development of tourism in Zhenshan Village, the government, the villagers, and the tourists each have their own imaginaries of Zhenshan as a tourist site. 

First, from the viewpoint of villagers, they expect to attract tourists’ attention to their Buyi culture. According to historical legend, Zhenshan is a unique Buyi village that had close relationship with the Han nationality. In the ancient story, as evidenced by a tomb and genealogical records, it is said that most of the villagers are descended from a Han officer who moved from Jiangxi province and married a local woman. Although villagers accept the legend that they descended from a Han “father” and a Buyi “mother,” they still identify themselves as Buyi, rather than Han. It is difficult to know the complete truth about the Han ancestor of Zhenshan people, but we must ask, do they identify themselves as Buyi as a cultural identification and/or a strategy of creating tourist imaginaries for the village?

Second, in terms of the government, the development of tourism is a political policy or method to advance the rural economy, especially in ethnic areas. Tourism is one of the fastest developing industries in China. With a complex political background, ethnic tourism development in China has taken on the responsibility for both cultural preservation and economic development in the underdeveloped regions. Ethnic tourism development will continue as a major policy for the next several years. 

Third, from the viewpoint of the Han tourists, few of them go to Zhenshan just because of its Buyi culture and they know little of its museum status; they go there because they want to spend their holidays or weekends to relax, go boating on the lake and eat well. Much of the time, they play mahjong and karaoke. Tourism imaginaries offered by the government and villagers are actually of little relevance for the tourists. 

From the case study of Zhenshan, we will discuss some points bearing on anthropological theory. First, how an ethnic village became a tourist site in the eyes of different social groups: the imaginaries of the government, tourists or villagers? Second, what is the effect on a single place of the disparate of practices of different groups? Third, what should be used as the basis of village development: the official expectations, the desires of villagers or tourists’ tastes?
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