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Abstract:
Since their inception World’s Fairs have been defined by the juxtaposition of technological prowess with displays of culture. Starting from the Grand Exhibition of 1851, World’s Fairs and expos have deployed a wide array of material culture, including architecture, archaeological objects, art and craft works and so forth. The body has also been used extensively as a site of display with clothing (or absence thereof), dance forms and phenotypic features all being offered up for visual consumption. With the fairs of the late 19th, early 20th Centuries, in both Europe and the United States, firmly embedded in the tropes of imperialism and orientalism, displays of culture at that time were invariably geographically specific, with notions of the primitive, folk and traditional all constituting the exotica of far off, colonised territories. These events then served as important mechanisms in the cultural-political dyad of empire, whereby such cultural forms were presented as inferior to, and antecedents of, a modern and civilised Métropole . 


Significantly, much less attention has been given to the politics of performed culture in expos in the post-colonial period or in contexts where such analytical frameworks aren’t applicable. Given that World’s fairs and expos inevitably reflect the geo-political dynamics within which they take place, the presentation of self and other through culture remains a politically infused process that warrants critical attention. This paper takes up this challenge by examining cultural production at the 2010 Shanghai Expo in relation to a series of broader political economies, both historic and contemporary. 


Particular attention is given to the use of certain cultural motifs by nation-states in the projection of identities. It will be seen that Shanghai 2010, as with previous expos, relies upon a division of labour in ‘imagineering’, between those countries that represent the future and those that display the exotic. Countries from Africa, Asia, The Pacific and Middle East populate the latter category. More specifically, today’s discourse of ‘heritage’ serves to reproduce the same traditional, modern dualisms characteristic of 19th Century expos, but with one vital difference. Where cultural exotica was once presented as the ‘other’ of empire, today it is self ascribed. The paper traces such colonial, post-colonial continuities, but also considers how the context of a ‘rising’ China today contributes to the dynamics of cultural production in Shanghai. 


It will be argued that offering visitors the opportunity to travel back in time or experience the culturally unique arises from the economic benefits of promoting tourism. Recognised here as a process familiar to the expo genre, the possibility of luring Chinese tourists in the future is seen to be a compelling force that shapes cultural production in distinct ways. Most countries well understand that China will soon provide the greatest numbers of outbound tourists of any country globally. Finally, through a reading of the architectural design of pavilions, it will be argued that for some, taking comfort in the past speaks about status anxieties in the international present. 

By situating the display of culture in such wider contexts, this paper illustrates why Shanghai 2010 tells us much about contemporary globalisation, its historical fashioning, and the ways in which nation-states perceive themselves in the international arena. 
