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THE GLOBAL VILLAGES PROJECT: DEVELOPMENT THROUGH CULTURE  

 

We all know that culture sells. Increasingly, what people worldwide come to recognize as 

culture is an artifact of simulated environments that put people and their ways of life on 

display for tourist-citizens of the world. These exhibitionary environments are engineered 

by nation-states, corporations, religious institutions and ethnic groups who are politically 

intent on shaping popular understandings and experiences, and profiting from them. The 

ethnic theme parks featured in the documentary film Global Villages market folkloric 

performances and other in situ activities of ethnic minorities; artifacts of “long dead” or 

“rapidly changing” traditions; and the revival of these traditions through the efforts of 

various state, institutional and commercial sponsors.  People go there to consume culture 

through the idiom of popular entertainment, however in doing so, they also encounter 

other institutional narratives. While having fun and experiencing “a window on the 

world” or “all the cultures and nationalities of China in one place” or “an authentic 

European city” they simultaneously learn what a nation consists of; the goodness of 

capitalism; the triumph of the state over poverty and imperialism; how we are all really 

the same; how we are different; how people stand in for culture; how culture stands in for 

the state; the meanings of race and gender; which societies are more advanced than other 

societies; what the future looks like. The managers, performers and tourists all have 

stakes in these systems of representation. 

 

As an anthropologist I am very interested in the symbolic and discursive ways in which 

people are defined and encompassed in the theme park projects: how their personhood, 

heritage and role in the nation-state are constructed and presented as part of a 

representational package.  I am interested in theories that enable us to think critically 



about the hidden agendas and unintended effects of these representational systems, and to 

call attention to the institutions that actually control these representations. We all know 

that culture “sells.”  In detaching that flexible, elusive bundle of traits called “culture” 

from its lived setting, and reassembling it in a themed environment, you are really 

building a narrative from scratch.  So I am asking: what does it mean to theme a culture?  

Who controls the narrative?  Who says what’s authentic?  And where do the 

representations come from?   This last question is quite salient for China, in which you 

have a feedback loop between the corporate and state authorized Minority Villages parks, 

and the local “mom and pop” enterprises of ethnotourism in the “real” villages of rural 

China.  This feedback loop also entails the widely disseminated media images that supply 

the “imagined community” of minorities’ position within the larger society and the state.  

Such representations also abound in, and travel through, academic research and writings 

that emanate universities, museums and journals. Large theme parks such as the Splendid 

China complex in Shenzhen, China or Huis Ten Bosch near Nagasaki, Japan anchor these 

representations in key ways by providing authorized versions of minority or international 

culture through high production values and economic enterprise.   

In the documentary film Global Villages, completed in 2005, I undertook a cross-cultural 

study of ethnic theme parks--their representational policies, and the societies and 

institutions that produced them.  We traveled to five of these theme parks in China and 

Japan, including the Chinese Folklore Villages and Windows on the World in Shenzhen, 

China; the Yunnan Nationalities Villages in Kunming, China; and Huis Ten Bosch (a 

Dutch city) and Shima Spain Village in Japan, documenting their privileged role in 

constructing heritage, nation and identity. And by interviewing the managers and young 

performers we hoped to capture the different narratives of globalization and identity that 

shape the experiences of ethnic minorities and foreign nationals as they perform their 

indigeneity for tourists. The film is case-intensive, with a focus on the specific 

characteristics and contexts of each site.  At the same time, by considering these themed 

sites within a comparative framework, the film attempts to generate new insights about 

their common structures and realizations of ideology and capital.   

Our production team spent the month of August, 2002 in China and Japan and returned 

with 30 hours of footage and stand-alone audio and 4,000 still photographs.  While there, 

we obtained official permission from both the Chinese government and the Splendid 

China Company to shoot within the Shenzhen theme park complex.  We also received 

official sponsorship from two universities. In Japan we established official relations with 

museum professionals at the Ethnology Museum in Osaka. We obtained official status as 

filmmakers and were allowed full access to Huis Ten Bosch and Shima Spain village. 

Rather than providing pat answers, the film serves as a point of departure. It impels 

viewers to think about the ethical complexities inherent in these sites’ production of 

ethnic identities, nationalisms, religious orientations, and cultural performance as well as 

the ambiguous and multi-layered roles that minority peoples play in them. The global 

ubiquity of themed cultural environments is an area of scholarly and public concern that 

reflects some of the most important contemporary issues facing the world today: On 

whose terms does globalization take place?  What political currency does “authenticity” 



gain in an increasingly hybridized, transnational, technologically connected and 

consumerist world?  Who speaks for whom, and what unintended meanings and social 

formations are produced in themed sites?  Who benefits from the codification, as well as 

the commodification of culture?  What happens to traditional expressive culture and its 

performers in a post-traditional environment?  What are the multiple impacts of these 

sites on local tourist industries and "internal migrations" of tourist-citizens throughout 

their respective countries and states? 

What would a consideration of large-scale, corporate and government- owned ethnic 

theme parks contribute to a dialogue between culture and development?  Culture and 

development share an even more layered relationship in the context of touristic theme 

parks because the display and commodification of culture is itself the touted mechanism 

of development.  This raises the basic condundrum of so-called ethnic tourism, sold as 

the solution for economically underdeveloped regions and countries.   

Ethnic theme parks are indeed engines of economic development, but how do they 

measure up as progressive development strategies,  

- to advance the interests and improve conditions for less powerful ethnic minorities and 

give them an economic stake and foothold in the national and global economy  

 - to provide local and regional economic opportunities away from the core site 

 - to bring some sort of equity and self-determination to the process 

 - as a contrast to more locally controlled ethnotourist endeavors. 

 

I’m hoping that my presentation today will stimulate discussion of these issues, and get 

people thinking about alternative development strategies to the top-heavy, capital-

intensive state and corporate-controlled theme park enterprises 

 

DISCOURSES OF GLOBALIZATION 

 

Globalization is a huge grab bag of concepts, processes, narratives, locations and 

boundaries seemingly without end.  In my approach to studying theme parks, I see 

globalization as rhetorical vocabularies of motive, to borrow a term from Kenneth Burke.  

I find it useful to examine representations of the world, as strategically deployed, 

ideologically charged discourses in various institutions, in social movements, and in 

popular media.  I work to understand these representations not simply as artifacts, but as 

processes that drive material systems, and that seek to “market” political and cultural 

hegemonies in the name of modernity, universalism, rationality, diversity and capitalism.   

This is why we are called to attention when we hear about multiculturalism from official 

sources, or hear about how minorities are being “developed” through a commercial 

vehicle.  Both terms – multiculturalism and development – are useful rhetorics of 

globalization for various institutions and agencies engaged in particular projects.  We 

might ask ourselves: what purposes does multiculturalism serve in promoting a unified 

vision of a nation-state, heterogeneous, yet imperially encompassed? 

 

We are concerned, along with many others, with how declarations of diversity translate 

into empowering strategies for minorities to participate equally in state institutions, and 

yet maintain their distinctiveness. There is an ethnic minority boom in China; in Yunnan 



province, for example, such popular minorities as the Mosuo, Naxi and Dali that have 

themed themselves for paying visitors, turning their villages into ethnotourism sites.  

(This has become a popular strategy among indigenous people throughout the world.) Is 

seizing the reins of marketing themselves a desirable and viable enterprise?  Is borrowing 

the imagery and discourse from the commercial parks desirable?  And do these efforts 

result in viable infrastructures at the village and regional level that promote an inclusive, 

participatory economy?  

 

Theme parks comprise a kind of circuitry that connects many sectors; they serve as a 

development stimulus for national, regional and (occasionally) indigenous economies, 

and they bring the investment of transnational capital into alignment with state and 

private corporate economies. However, as I’ve said, these sites are worth noting, not only 

as engines of economic development, but also as extremely complex sites of cultural 

production. Theme parks are cultural forms in their own right and powerful engines of 

meaning.  Because they traffic in culture in so many registers, they mirror and formally 

legitimate ongoing development policies and politics.  In China, policies in particular that 

tie development to the controlled internal migration of citizens, and the economic 

development of historically “underdeveloped” minorities and nationalities (see Huang 

Ping and Zhan Shaohua  2005).  It is helpful to examine the variety of discourses that co-

exist in these parks, and that combine to produce the authoritative narratives, not only 

about the cultures on display, but also about the institutional contexts which those 

exhibitions serve.  In Shenzhen, the Splendid China theme park complex that contains the 

Chinese Folklore Villages is a product of the economic boom that Deng Xiao Peng 

promoted in southern China.  So the Chinese minorities’ story is also about the controlled 

unleashing of capitalism in this region, the story of escape from the rural 

underdevelopment of their hometowns, and their great responsibility to represent 

themselves “to the world” in the age of reform and opening up.  (The Japan parks were 

part of the bubble economy that stimulated unprecedented spending by the newly rich 

Japanese and the production of popular cultural venues that were nested in real estate 

development.) 

 

For the Han Chinese tourists who visit the Chinese Folklore villages, it is indeed another 

world.  While many increasingly visit the more remote ethnic areas of western China 

(including Tibet), it is often here that they obtain their primary impressions about “other” 

minority people and cultures. Theme parks are indeed “contact zones” in which people of 

differing races and cultures mutually negotiate their identities and differences in a safe, 

controlled fantasy environment (Hannigan 1998). However, in the process of delivering, 

say, “all of Polynesia in one place” or “the colors and flavors of the 56 nationalities of 

China” or the “unity in diversity” of Indonesia’s cultures and religions, theme parks must 

some how suture together representative elements from culturally and historically diverse 

societies – a yurt here, a nose flute there – and spin them into national gold. The goal is to 

cause local sites of culture to invoke national or global sites of culture through spatial and 

performative sleight of hand.   In addition, as the manager in the film (himself an ethnic 

minority, and master choreographer who has climbed up the corporate ladder) states, the 

Chinese value spectacle.  In order to further claim China’s rightful place on the world 

stage, the parks ramp up the display with spectacular night shows, featuring the same 



minorities reconfigured as fashion models, as street gangs, as workers and as dancers in 

huge, themed production numbers.    

 

THEY’RE NOT NEW 

Ethnic theme parks are not new. Nineteenth and early twentieth century world 

exhibitions, fairs, amusement parks and museums brought in “living exhibits”–

sometimes, whole villages—to entertain and educate paying visitors.  These human 

displays “brought the world home” so to speak, and served to promote an internally 

directed, imperial vision of a country’s place in the world. (cf Rydell 1987) 

The ethnic theme parks of today exemplify this longstanding tradition within modernity 

in which natives are relocated, remapped and reorganized within the corporate geography 

of the theme park or exhibition.  Like their predecessors, today’s ethnic theme parks are 

engaged in highly complex and profitable endeavors to gather, classify, typify, display 

and enact culture.  As the theme park mode “travels” from its Western roots in imperial 

fairgrounds and Disney corporate offices, into the settings that were originally designated 

as “other” (China, Hawaii, Japan, and Indonesia, for example), we can see afresh the 

various uses to which the display of people and culture are put.  

I mentioned earlier the fact that themed environments suture together disparate elements 

to create a particular kind of presentist whole. Themed environments can be compared to 

cinema. They would seem to create parallel reality effects by suturing together signs of 

fixed social locations ordinarily accepted as "normal" geophysical/ethnic space, with the 

flows of globalization, which make these unlikely juxtapositions possible. 

The parks’ designs re-spatialize and reconfigure hitherto distinctive communities, 

unmooring them from their social and political contexts, and then remaking them as 

isomorphic entities, coexistent temporally and geographically, and visible 

simultaneously. This time- and space-compressed landscape is troped as something:  a 

collection of villages, a single village standing in for a country, an open window to and 

upon the world, an amusement park, interactive museum exhibit, or cultural center. 

 

It is normal to think about theme parks as places of pleasure, and not discipline. Theme 

parks constitute a particular kind of governmentality that is in accordance with visitors’ 

pre-existing expectations of the kinds of experiences theme parks are designed to 

provide.   Foucault termed “governmentality” as techniques for modern subjects to 

comply with the envisioned effects of good citizenship (Burchell 1991:80-81). These 

would include the parks’ security forces that maintain a “safe” environment, the cultural 

“etiquette” that enables safe, entertaining interactions with natives, surveillance, timed 

schedules, crowd flow control and opportunities to spend and consume.  These 

techniques embody specific social formations of power and authority, and assumptions 

about the natural desires and proclivities of consumers and employees.  These 

environments are highly disciplined, controlled and monitored and this spatial discipline 

is matched by narrative discipline – that is, the story of how these peoples and cultures 

are connected, how they exist in the context of the state, and how they are being 



“developed.”  These are the work assumptions and conditions that the young performers, 

often teenagers away from their villages for the first time, must learn to navigate. 

 

 

THEME PARKS IN CHINA 

 

Theme parks, especially those that focus on cultural displays, have become highly 

significant and ubiquitous in China. They attract consumers of the new middle-class of 

the new China: a class that is on the move, traveling as never before to experience 

different aspects of China which have surfaced again after the brutal homogenizing 

efforts of the Cultural Revolution.  In 2004, there were a total of 1.1 billion domestic 

tourist travelers in China, totaling 84.8% of the population (statistics calculated by the 

China National Tourism Office).  The Chinese are mad for ethnic minorities.  They 

appear in rock videos, TV shows, and commercials.  In addition, the reform and opening 

up of China has enabled a burgeoning scholarly industry of ethnic minority studies, both 

within China, and by foreign researchers.   

 

Minorities, with their new, high visibility, are a narrative site for the new Chinese 

modernity with its discourses and policies of multiculturalism, reform and opening up, 

controlled religious freedom, national security, economic development and 

entrepreneurship. China’s ethnic minority theme parks can be seen to enable an inward-

oriented nationalism to close the split between “ethnic unity” and “motherland unity.” 

Huge recreations of (previously banned) Buddhist temples (with authentic lamas sent 

from Tibet and praying tourists and employees) represent the new China’s commitment 

to religious and cultural tolerance. The life-size Mongolian yurts and the spectacular 

Mongolian horse show, celebrate the Chinese “origins” of Ghenghis Khan. From the 

thatched longhouses of the Jingbo (Burmese Kachin) minority, to the wildly popular 

water-splashing festival of the Dai, China’s ethnic theme parks embody “the panoply of 

recognized ethnicities constituting the imagined community of the Chinese multi-ethnic 

nation-state.” (Anagnost 1997:20). In the village model, there is diversity and 

inclusiveness, tolerance, nostalgia and a mosaic of “color and flavor” expressed in song, 

dance, costumes and material culture.  

 

I mentioned previously that these theme parks are “troped” as something else, a village, 

town, world stage, etc. The village logic of spatialization in China divests the ethnic 

minorities of their claims to national sovereignty and asserts the primacy and unity of the 

Chinese state, in the all-important context of “southern progress” and capitalist 

development in Shenzhen.  Kunming’s Minzu Cun, a similar park run by the Yunnan 

provincial government, showcases and packages its minorities to form a Chinese tourist 

gateway into the exotic, multiethnic world of far- and southwestern China, with its 

troublesome autonomy movements, lack of opportunity for minorities generally, and 

urban and rural poverty. Yunnan province has spawned an indigenous ethno-tourism 

industry that is becoming increasingly popular among Chinese travelers, as well as 

foreigners. 

 



THE PERFORMERS  

Young indigenous/minority performers exemplify the promises and perils at work in 

creating “locality” for both international and domestic consumption. They are hired at 

fixed wages to perform their ethnicity for tourists as part of a total representational 

package. Typically, these people relocate from an autonomous or other distant region, 

home village or foreign country to take up employment and residence in a new urban and 

corporate location, under the specular regime of managers and tourists. In some cases, 

although represented as locals, these people are sometimes travelers on their own 

transnational circuit, coming from urban centers in core countries. They live in company 

dormitories, send money home and return home to impoverished villages after several 

years.  In China, because of the strict policy on limiting internal migration to cities, these 

performers are not allowed to stay in the developed urban centers like Shenzhen, Beijing 

and Kunming.  The only way to stay is to continue to work as a captive labor force within 

the parks, to marry a denizen of that city, or make lengthly applications to work for 

family businesses.  

Theme park labor requires the kind of emotion-work that characterizes other iconic 

service-sector workers like Hawaiians, who welcome visitors in the spirit of aloha, and 

female airline attendants of the 1970’s.  In a wonderful ethnography called The Managed 

Heart Arlie Hochschild describes the “deep acting” that airline stewardesses must 

perform at the company’s behest, because the emotional style of the service is part of the 

service itself.  The emotional labor performed by theme park denizens in the context of 

pleasing visitors – continually going through the same routines; “explaining” their culture 

to tourists - produces the appearance of enthusiasm, friendliness, and patience that forms 

the “natural” face of ethnic and national pride. Thus, Nick Stanley’s observation that, 

“the people who are offering themselves for cultural inspection do so willingly and with 

some pride” (Stanley 1998:12) is the necessary illusion that sustains the paradigm that 

minorities, foreign nationals and aboriginal peoples endorse the conditions of their labor 

and their role as minorities in relation to the state and the world.  The interactions that 

occur between natives and tourists are at the heart of the theme park enterprise.  And 

some minorities, such as the Wa, are billed as more “passionate” and “vigorous” than 

others.   These qualities simply become metonymic markers of ethnic identity and 

culture, like long hair, long skirts or grass huts.  These qualities also ensure that that Wa 

can remake themselves as other ethnic minorities, also playing “primitives” like Africans 

and African-Americans in the neighboring park, Window on the World.  

In Global Villages, we conducted interviews, both on and off camera, with a number of 

young performers who consistently represented themselves as travelers along a road out 

of the village and into the modern world.  The dialogue we conducted on camera with the 

Tibetan man indicates how the minority employees are re-imagining (and re-imaging) not 

only their geographic but also social and political place at the provincial, regional, and 

national levels.  This was especially so in Shenzhen, where the process of development 

through a hybrid form of capitalism was especially strong, and the company was walking 

a discursive tightrope between the goodness of capitalism and the greatness of socialism.  

 



CONCLUSION 

 

In our travels throughout the China, we found that the theme park workers were able to 

exercise agency mainly in the ways in which they refined routines and crafted for 

themselves a global identity based on their association with other minorities, and 

interpreted their exposure to such global practices as management theory. The authorized 

“heads” of villages had been recognized and rewarded for their perfected abilities to 

interact warmly and knowledgeably with tourists, and to manage their fellow employees.  

They were cultural experts: able to perform and explain the authorized version of their 

heritage.  Some, such as the Wa and the Mongolians, generated cultural theories of their 

own that served to rationalize their mimesis of other minorities, and their importance and 

popularity as themselves. Many imagined themselves, once returned to their hometowns, 

as agents of change and progress.  Once having partaken of the urban revolution in 

China, they would bring these skills and accumulated capital back to their region and 

“stage their authenticity” there (see McCannell 1999).  In doing so, they would be 

rehearsing their role (and value) as minority Chinese citizens.  They would be reconciling 

national directives with local ones.  Much research still needs to be done on this recursive 

process, especially in relation to a progressive development agenda that holds human 

agency, local determination and parity at its core.   This agency must include the power 

of local people to determine (and to commodify) how they represent themselves. 
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