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“Can You See the Difference?”:

CHAPTER 9

Producing Ethnic Tourism in Chinese Media

JENNY CHIO

This chapter examines the ideas and values of media producers who work on ethnic tourism programs in China with
a focus on the English-language China Central Television g Travelogue series, “Ethnic Odyssey” (2009). Based on
interviews with hosts and producers from Travelogue, | explore how these media workers produce ethnic tourism. |
compare their reflections to the approaches of Chinese travel magazine photographers and editors. Regardless of the
audience (international or domestic), media producers uniformly emphasized the challenges of creating images that
were sufficiently “different.” How, then, are these differences manufactured in a travel show? What does it mean, for
media producers and the people who live in destination communities, to appear different? To explore these questions,
| draw on extended fieldwork conducted in two ethnic tourism villages to argue that a politics of appearances drives
social change in rural China, and media practices at the urban, national center.

Introduction

What does it take to make tourism look good for televi-
sion or print? In conversations with Chinese travel media
photographers, editors, publishers, and television produc-
ers in Beijing during the summer months of 2007, all of the
individuals I interviewed agreed that a good travel story
included images that were “different” Travel magazine and
television program visuals needed to be able to represent the
variety of differences found across China in an eye-catching,
visually stimulating way. After all, as Wang, the features edi-
tor of the Chinese language National Geographic Traveler
magazine, declared, what tourists really want is chayi xing
de lityou (7 54k 1iit), loosely translatable as tourism that
can be different. “The most important aspect of tourism is:
can you see difference? If there’s difference, there’s attrac-
tiveness,” Wang explained (24 August 2007). This is what
travel media productions, such his magazine, emphasized
in their articles and photographs; Wang elaborated further
that of all the qualities needed to do a good story about a
place, the first was whether or not a place could be photo-
graphed well. “Some places,” he said, “photograph well, and
some places don’'t”

Of course, finding something different to photograph is a
subjective decision-making process, shaped by values based
on ideas about the appropriate “repertoire” of ethnic char-
acteristics (following Bunten 2008). In order to be accept-
able to and accepted by tourists and the media as attractive
tourism destinations, the ability of destinations to be differ-
ent, or “differentiability;” is limited and structured by certain
social expectations and norms. And in ethnic tourism in
particular, being different has become a serious concern of
tourism planners across China (see Xiaoan Wei 2005, who
argues that cultural difference is a prerequisite to success in
market competition, and thus differences need to be more
carefully strategized and planned). Because ethnic tourism
is premised on the idea that the tourist is culturally, socially,
and subjectively different from the toured community and

individuals, difference is deployed as a signifying character-
istic of ethnic tourism destinations in media portrayals. For
media producers, emphasizing differences between the des-
tination community and the tourist is the most important
part of their job in promoting and advertising these places.
For the destination communities, therefore, finding and
regulating difference becomes a primary task of tourism
development—starting with the visual. Visual images and
representations are the means by which differences can be
idealized and standardized into mainstream expectations.

Regardless of the audience (international or domestic), in
my research with Chinese media producers, they uniformly
emphasized the challenges of creating images that were suf-
ficiently “different” How, then, are these differences actually
produced in travel media? What does it mean, for media
producers and the people who live in destination communi-
ties, to appear different? To explore these questions, in this
chapter I draw on interviews with Chinese travel media pro-
ducers, a case study of a television travel series on ethnic
tourism in China produced in 2007, and extended ethno-
graphic fieldwork conducted in two Chinese ethnic tour-
ism villages to argue that a politics of appearances is driving
both tourism development in ethnic minority villages in
rural China, and media practices at the urban, national cen-
ter. After all, as filmmaker David MacDougall has written,
“appearance is knowledge, of a kind.... Visual knowledge
(as well as other forms of sensory knowledge) provides one
of our primary means of comprehending the experience of
other people” (2006: 5, original italics). MacDougall’s argu-
ment about the knowledge embedded in appearances points
towards what I call the politics of appearances, which is a
politics that accounts for the misconceptions, incongruities,
and self-consciously executed decisions involved in pro-
cesses of producing visual representations. In other words,
appearances matter because they initiate the impetus of un-
derstanding, knowing, and comprehending others.

The production of ethnic tourism in Chinese media raises

7t



BELWARZB?)

Jr—-F37

significant questions not only about the relationship be-
tween tourism and image-making practices, but also about
how ethnicity and identity, more generally, are visually
constituted in contemporary Chinese society. While much
research has been conducted on the images that tourists
muke (see, for example, analysis in Santos 2005), tourism
advertisements (such as postcards, e.g. Tegtmeyer 2009),
and even the impact of fictional, visual representations of
plice on tourist experiences (or what has been called “film-
induced tourism,” see Beeton 2005; Choe 2009; Donald and
Gammack 2007), the actual practices and values of media
workers who are producing program targeted at potential
tourists are under-analyzed. Although the beliefs and per-
spectives of travel media producers can never be considered
fully representative of any one society in total, their work
nevertheless is situated at the juncture of making the tour-
ist experience of a place known, desirable, and imaginable.
They consciously work with and within certain shared so-
cial expectations regarding the appeal of tourism, and to
do so, they must harness the power of appearances to make
their productions palatable—and commercially successful.

BBy examining the work of travel media makers, I hope to
shed light on the knotty intersection of ethnicity, visuality,
and mobility that shapes the expectations and experiences of
ethnic tourism in China today. Ideas and ideals about what
is an appropriate way of being “different” come to shape how
and when cultural, ethnic, and social subjectivities are de-
ployed. Furthermore, these shared, social discourses of dif-
ference also hold very real consequences for the individuals
and communities directly involved in, and dependent upon,
the sustainable success of ethnic tourism as an economic
pathway out of systemic under-development in contempo-
rary rural China (for a closer analysis of this process, see
Chio 2009). As my analysis will attempt to demonstrate, the
politics of appearance guide and restrict ethnic tourism de-
velopment in China today cuts more deeply than questions
of representation. Rather, the politics of appearance forces
our attention to the immediate and lingering effects of be-
ing seen.

"his chapter is divided into three sections. First, I briefly
recount some key ideas and statements about the need to be
able to “see the difference,” as Mr. Wang put it, made by Chi-
nese travel media producers during interviews in Beijing
in 2007. The second section then provides a more in-depth
case study of one particular travel show production—the
“Ethnic Odyssey” series produced by the English-language
channel of China Central Television (CCTV9) for broad-
cast in their long-standing travel show, Travelogue, which
is shown both in China and overseas. Despite the fact that
some of my interviewees worked at publications and pro-
grams intended for domestic Chinese audiences and the
“Ethnic Odyssey” series on CCTV9 was produced in Eng-
lisi for an international viewership, the perspectives and
values expressed by media workers at both types of media
programming were remarkably similar, thus allowing for
an equal consideration of both. Finally, the third section of
this chapter situates “Ethnic Odyssey” and the work of me-
dia producers in light of the experiences and expectations
of ethnic tourism destination inhabitants, based on my on-
going ethnographic fieldwork in two such villages in rural,
southwest China.
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The Value of Difference

Wang, the features editor for National Geographic Traveller
(Chinese edition), was blunt about the value of difference
in tourism during our interview in August 2007. As the one
in charge of creating eye-catching layouts and read-worthy
articles about travel opportunities for a Chinese audience,
Wang knew not only how to attract readers to an article
about travel, but also what potential tourists wanted from
their travels—hence his claim that the question “Can you
see the difference?” was the single most important aspect
of tourism. And for him, as the editor of a glossy, full-color
travel magazine, literally being able to see differences was
absolutely critical to the success of his publication.

All of the media workers I interviewed that summer
echoed, to some degree, Wang’s emphasis on the necessi-
ty of being able to see difference in tourism—a claim that
consequentially extends in two directions: tourists want to
be able to see differences when they are on tour, and me-
dia publications and programs have to therefore be able to
show differences in order to attract the viewership of au-
diences who might consider themselves potential tourists.
Not only did the content of a story have to different from
the perceived “norm” of a tourist (who, in China, is gener-
ally urban, middle-class, and educated), but the manner in
which a travel story, whether in print or on television, was
created also had to engage with differences. Xu, a photogra-
pher and writer who had worked for a number of Chinese
travel magazines including Traveller (ji17%7) and then Voy-
age (e i7), described the need for difference as an editorial
strategy; his work for travel magazines meant that he was
constantly searching out “different perspectives, different
expressions, different ways of representation” (08/30/2007).
To do so, Xu explained, he might consider different ways in
which tourists travelled—in a tour group, independently, by
car, or on foot, for instance. Space is limited in a magazine
spread, however, Xu explained, so “every type of photograph
has to communicate a real piece of information”—but, of
course, he added, travel magazines need photographs that
are “better looking™ and so it was his obligation as a photog-
rapher to find the places and perspectives that could provide
such visual pleasure, more often than not grounded in some
sense of difference.

Difference drives tourism; according to a producer and
director for The Travel Channel, a satellite television station
in China, while tourism for many was just about shopping
and “fresh” experiences (i fgiit), places far away from
the centers of urban, middle-class China are valued because
their ability to be different is greater (% {4z x). Their
most popular programs were, first, shows featuring inter-
national destinations and, second, shows about the official
ethnic minority groups in China, especially those groups
living in the border regions of Tibet and Xinjiang who are
most culturally and socially different from mainstream, ma-
jority Han Chinese. In 2006, following the declaration of the
China Tourism Administration of the “Year of Rural Tour-
ism,” The Travel Channel produced a series of programs
on rural tourism destinations across China, including in
many provinces where ethnic minority communities make
up a sizable percentage of the population (such as Sichuan
and Yunnan provinces). The problem they encountered,
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however, was that many ethnic minorities had what they
perceived as too many similarities—in order to do tourism
successfully, these communities needed to “construct each
ethnic minority’s distinctiveness” (4 % & [k 19 4545 ). Oth-
erwise, the differences would go unnoticed by non-ethnic
tourists and the places would be less valuable for tourism.
Moreover, differences needed to be written on the people—
physical landscapes, for television, were more or less the
same throughout a region and only the people could be suf-
ficiently different enough to make a destination truly stand
out on television.

When it came to producing a type of tourism that could
be seen differently, ethnic tourism was always near the top
of the list: the ethnic minority communities were popular
with both domestic Chinese viewing audiences and over-
seas viewers of Chinese travel shows (and of course they are
popular with foreign and domestic tourists too). The inter-
national, English language channel of the state-run China
Central Television group (broadcast as CCTV9' within Chi-
na and as CCTV International outside of China) conducted
a survey on its website in 2005-2006, asking viewers what
topics they wanted to see in the travel show, Travelogue.
Overwhelmingly, the response was for shows on the differ-
ent ethnic minority groups in China. The Travelogue team
took these results to heart, and in 2007, they began produc-
ing a sixteen-part series called “Ethnic Odyssey.”

Making “Ethnic Odyssey” for CCTVg

Travelogue is one of the longest running programs on
CCTV9Y, with its first episodes broadcast in 2002 just two
years after the initial launch of channel. The mandate of
CCTV9 at the start was simple: to provide a “window on
China” for English-language viewers both in China and out-
side. All programs on CCTV?9 are broadcast in English,” and
staff members are a mix of Chinese and foreign-nationals.
Part of the network’s strategy included deals with major
international cable television distribution companies, such
as AOL-Time Warner, for inclusion in overseas cable pack-
ages in the United States and Europe, with the “carrot” of
allowing limited access into the Chinese markets for a select
number of programs offered by these international compa-
nies (see Jirik 2004 and 2008 for comprehensive histories
and analyses of the development of CCTV9). According to
one staff director at Travelogue, Lily, the program initially
was intended to cover domestic Chinese destinations for an
international audience, and the first few episodes focused
on, perhaps unsurprisingly, ethnic minority communi-
ties in Xinjiang and Yunnan, both border regions of China
with sizeable ethnic minority populations, in order to, in
Lily’s words, “do something different” (8 August 2007). In
the program, on-camera hosts present and narrate trips to
certain destinations across the country; the hosts for Trav-
elogue are all ethnically Chinese, by design, although they
represent a mix of Chinese and foreign nationalities. This
decision to use ethnic Chinese hosts for Travelogue is very
deliberate as a visualization of being introduced to China by
Chinese people; CCTV9 also produces another travel show,
Rediscovering China, for which the hosts are all non-ethnic
Chinese foreigners.

CCTV9Y restructured its programming and focus in 2004
and relaunched as CCTV International in its overseas

markets. But despite internal talk about the possible re-
branding of CCTV International as Chinas CNN (a 24
hour news station), much of its features programming was
retained, including Travelogue, which expanded from a fif-
teen minute program to thirty minutes after the relaunch.
CCTV9 was no longer just to be a “window onto China” for
foreign viewers, but also a “window on the world” from a
Chinese perspective (Jirik 2008: 9). Accordingly, Travelogue
began producing shows about international destinations in
2005, ostensibly providing a “Chinese” tourism perspective
on international travel for an international audience. Des-
tinations included Greece, Jordan, and Jamaica, and each
destination had to be linked to current events or cultural
significances relevant to China. In this period as well, Lily
explained, they came to realize that their audience included
more and more Chinese viewers, largely university students
who wanted to improve their English language abilities,
although no concrete numbers could be obtained regard-
ing overseas viewership (Jirik 2008: 85 reports that accord-
ing to CCTV9 promotional materials in 2007, the channel
“could be seen by 45 million viewers outside of China,” but
of course, as he points out, this statement reflected mere po-
tential and not actual viewing numbers).

As mentioned above, an online survey by the program re-
vealed that their audiences (or at least their website viewers)
wanted to see more shows about China’s ethnic minorities,
followed by shows on China’s ancient towns (i)it), and so
in 2007, Travelogue developed a multi-episode series called
“Ethnic Odyssey” that would feature different ethnic mi-
nority groups from around the country.® Sixteen episodes
were produced in the end, covering fifteen different ethnic
groups. Teams of four people, including a host, cameraman,
producer, and editor, traveled together to various destina-
tions, with the costs of travel usually covered by local tour-
ism bureaus and government offices in each destination.*
Lily explained the “Ethnic Odyssey” series was a move away
from showing destinations and towards presenting knowl-
edge, from sightseeing to content in other words. But the
actual content of each program was still structured around
what she called “typical differences” between ethnic minori-
ties and the culturally mainstream Han Chinese, including
costume, marriage and courtship practices, and song and
dance. The places they chose to feature also needed certain
qualities of “representativeness” ({t #1]) and publicity value
(i fEn (i) —the fundamental question their crews had to
ask themselves before shooting, Lily concluded, was “is this
place worth going to take a look at?” (8 August 2007).

According to one of the show’s hosts, Ray, the “Ethnic Od-
yssey” series was also a departure from previous shows be-
cause as a series, each individual program had to link with
the others and the content of each show as more “documen-
tary” than travel, with a greater emphasis on the commu-
nication of ethnic minority cultural beliefs, practices, and
traditions. Nevertheless, Ray added, “sometimes we want to
go deeper into history and background but we can’t; we're a
travel show” (8/8/2007). One consequence of the particular
demands of a travel show, Ray noted, was the same problem
encountered by The Travel Channel—without being able to
go into greater details about ethnic minority customs, many
minority groups started to look very similar to one another,
thereby devaluing their “worth” from the perspective of the
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travel media industry, and by extension, of tourists them-
selves. While cultural knowledge might hold its own value
in terms of heritage and scholarship, it did not necessarily
translate well into a suitable response to Lily’s abovemen-
tioned question of whether or not a place was, simply, worth
looking at.

For a travel program, the content of the show needed to
include not only cultural information about the people and
a region, but also “experiential” information for viewers on
the types of activities and experiences they could reasonably
expect to have. Finding a balance between these two types of
content was the task of the Travelogue crew. Ray added that
sometimes, local government officials were too eager to pro-
mote their regions as tourist destinations without adequate
infrastructure; one village in Yunnan province that the team
had been invited to visit and shoot, he recalled, involved a
steep and dangerous walk on foot to reach “and when we
gol to the village, it was really nothing ... [it was] beautiful
on the outside to see, but when we get in there, it’s just a
dirty village.... There was no place to take a cup of tea, to sit,
and enjoy the view” (8 August 2007). In my own research
in a rural village undergoing ethnic tourism development
in Guizhou province, this was also a potential problem and
concern for village residents, who worried that they were
completely unprepared for the arrival of tourists, despite the
reassurances of local government bureaus who continued to
publicize these places as destinations.

While a village and its surrounding landscape might be
visually appealing, from the outside as Ray suggested, a
series of shows on ethnic tourism invariably had to focus
largely on people and visible, cultural attributes. Yin, an-
other Travelogue host who had been working on the “Ethnic
Odyssey” series, said simply that “less visible culture makes
places less appealing, visually, for TV” (29 August 2007). At
the time of our interview, she had recently returned from
shooting two episodes for the series in Tibet; a few months
earlier, she had traveled to Guizhou province to shoot three
episodes, one each on the Miao, Dong, and Tujia ethnic
groups. In general, Yin said she found Guizhou to be an at-
tractive destination because of the “combination of ethnic
minorities itself and location,” referring to the combined vi-
sual effect of the people and the landscape. Arguably, from
the perspective of media producers and tourists, differences
in the environment included expectations of differences in
the people, and perhaps, vice versa. But when she and her
crew went to the Tujia ethnic minority village, she said, “the
entire time we went to film, we didn’t see anyone in a local
(ethnic) costume. No one’s going to go there if they don't see
anything different” (29 August 2007). Her task, then, was to
create these visible differences, to “find the extremes and to
make it a show,” in her words. In many cases, she admitted,
this involved hiring people to dress in their ethnic costumes
for the camera.

Orther visual needs also factored into the production of an
“Ethnic Odyssey” episode; Yin explained that when filming
an ethnic tourism program about a rural village, “(in) this
hypothetical village, we're going to make it look all primitive,
but it has to be clean ... the tourists, when they come, they
want to see the pigs, but they don’t want to live with them”
(29 August 2007). Television serves the purpose of mak-
ing a village destination visually attractive in appropriately
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differently terms that are acceptable to tourists, such as be-
ing able to see the traces of an agricultural existence but
without the need to fully immerse oneself in all aspects of
rural life. Being able to look different is the crucial task, for
both the residents of a potential tourism village destination
and the media workers who are producing a show about the
place. Indeed, in television, Yin added, “You have to look for
the extremes—that’s what TV is—you take what looks most
abnormal. Nobody wants to see what's in the middle”

When [ interviewed Lily, Ray, and Yin, they were all in
the middle of editing programs for the “Ethnic Odyssey”
series, which would be broadcast on CCTV later that year.
On the day of my interview with Ray, he was working out
the narrative voice-over and storyline for an episode on
the Zhuang minority in the Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous
Region, which had been filmed in and around the city of
Baise. Yin, as mentioned, had recently returned from Tibet
and earlier that year she had already edited episodes on the
Miao, Dong, and Tujia in Guizhou, Hosts on the program
were responsible for writing their own voice-over scripts
and also contributed to the editorial decisions about what
to include and what to cut. The entire series was later dis-
tributed as a DVD box set (China Central Television 2008),
and the following description of two episodes, one hosted
by Ray on the Zhuang minority in Guangxi, and the other
hosted by Yin on the Miao minority in Guizhou, is based
off my viewings of the DVD versions. I examine these two
episodes specifically because of my interviews with Ray and
Yin, and because my own long-term ethnographic fieldwork
on ethnic tourism in China also happens to take place in a
Zhuang minority village in Guangxi and a Miao village in
Guizhou. All episodes feature a map of each province, with
markers indicating the general regions and cities visited,
and conclude with a brief list of the major features of the
particular ethnic group portrayed.

The episode on the Zhuang in Guangxi opens with a shot
of Ray biking down a narrow, paved road alongside lush
rice paddies with karst mountains off in the distance. He
introduces the region, and the first segment shows a group
of about five people, wearing uniformly, coordinating “eth-
nic” costumes (i.e., not what one might consider “every-
day” clothes in most of China) sitting under a tree, playing
traditional instruments and then singing. A young woman
sings a few short lines in Mandarin Chinese directed at Ray,
asking if he is married. The next segment features the same
woman, still in costume, showing Ray the famous “Dehao”
mini-horses used by the Zhuang in the region as work ani-
mals. The next topic is Zhuang embroidery, and in particu-
lar embroidered balls (455k), which are commonly evoked in
public presentations and displays of the Zhuang, the tossing
games that are traditionally played with these balls, and the
most highly respected craftsperson making them today. The
last segments of the episode shows Ray rafting down a creek,
getting drenched with other tourists and a few guides, and
then concludes with a brief mention of the Detian Waterfall
on the China-Vietnam border at the “Friendship Pass”” It
is clear from this episode that in editing the footage, Ray
was careful to integrate both cultural knowledge and tourist
activities together—by offering segments on Zhuang musi-
cal traditions as well as river rafting, the program suggests
the range of possible experiences awaiting a tourist to the
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area. Landscape shots are included in-between segments
and conversation scenes between Ray and local guides, all
of whom are in costume.

Yin, in her episode on the Miao in Guizhou, appears at
in the opening sequence to the sound of clanking silver and
a slow zoom-out to show her in the middle of a group of
fully costumed Miao women (dressed in {i#, festival cos-
tumes involving silver headdresses and silver pieces sewn
onto multi-layered, embroidered jackets and skirts). She de-
scribes the bright colors of Miao costumes as well as other
festival items, such as dyed sticky rice, and the first place
featured in the episode is the “Thousand Miao Household”
village of Xijiang (studied by Schein 2000). Yin briefly men-
tions Miao beliefs in spirits and ancestor worship, describ-
ing Miao villages and lifestyles as “blending with nature”
before moving on to the village of Biasha, famous for its tra-
dition of men shaving off all their hair, except for a topknot,
and for their continued, legally sanctioned use of rifles for
hunting. Yin fires a rifle herself, while the men look on. She
also visits the workshop of reed-pipe craftsmen, taking her
hand at playing one of the instruments, which are played at
every Miao festival occasion. The final section of the episode
travels to the town of Taijiang for the Sister’s Festival, which
Yin describes as similar to Valentine’s Day, and she is shown
sitting inside a house at a long table, where women are on
one side and men on the other. A traditional courtship ritual
of women presenting men with gifts of rice and vegetables,
each type of vegetable bearing a particular symbolic mean-
ing ranging from attraction to platonic friendship, takes
place amidst much giggling by both the women and the
men. Yin describes the entire atmosphere as a “walking cul-
tural show,” with the final shots of an embroidery market
and then fishing before the episode closes. Throughout, her
narration emphasizes colors and sounds—the vibrant hues
of the costumes and the clanking silver and breezy tones of
a reed-pipe.

Participation by the hosts in various activities, whether
strictly touristic such as river rafting or more “cultural” such
as playing a reed-pipe, is a structural norm in Travelogue
programs—the shows are meant to visualize a real sense of
what being a tourist might be like in the places featured. But
of course, the Travelogue hosts are privileged visitors, rep-
resentatives of the central, state-run television station and
usually hosted by local government officials. What they are
able to participate in, and what they are able to show, can be
quite different from what an average tourist might encounter
in the same place. As Yin readily admitted, they often had to
request that local village residents get dressed in costume in
order to be filmed and the choice of topic to be featured was
also dependent on its ability to be visually (and aurally) pre-
sented, as a material object like an embroidered ball, or as an
activity like courtship and gift-exchanges. The production
of ethnic tourism in a travel show necessitated very particu-
lar, materially and thus visually oriented perspectives that
reflect certain values and ideals about the tourist experience
and the “worth” of ethnic minority cultures and traditions
in China today. These values inevitably came to structure
not only the making of television shows like Travelogue, but
also the everyday decisions and expectations of those indi-
viduals and communities within destination communities
in touristed regions of Guangxi and Guizhou.

The Politics of Appearance in Ping'an and
Upper Jidao Villages

My ethnographic fieldwork on rural, ethnic tourism and de-
velopment took place in two villages: Pingan, a Zhuang vil-
lage in Guangxi and Upper Jidao, a Miao village in Guizhou.
While neither of these villages were specifically featured
in the “Ethnic Odyssey” series on CCTV9, both were fre-
quently imaged and represented in the Chinese mass media.
Images of the terraced fields around Pingan are frequently
used for in-house advertisements on the regional Guangxi
Television station as well as various national CCTV sta-
tions, as well as in print publications internationally over
the past thirty years. Upper Jidao only began its venture into
tourism in 2002, as part of the provincial government pro-
gram for tourism development, but by 2009, the village had
been featured on another CCTV9 program, Culture Express
(broadcast on 21 August 2007), in a Japanese in-flight air-
line magazine, and in an article on rural tourism develop-
ment published by Reuters.

Without a doubt, as my research and conversations with
village residents in both Pingan and Upper Jidao con-
firmed, people in these communities knew that they were
being seen and that their images were being seen beyond
the temporary limits of tourist visits. In Upper Jidao, Qin, a
local woman who was deeply involved in the village’s tour-
ism development, and I often joked that it would be “a lie”
to keep promoting media images of Miao men and women
in their traditional festival clothes because tourists would
come to expect to see that when they actually visited the
village. This little white lie was amusing for Qin and I to dis-
cuss in theory, but it was a very real part of her life in Upper
Jidao tourism. The differences desired were also deliberately
and self-consciously produced by visitors themselves. In
February 2007, a photographer from the international news
agency Reuters came to Upper Jidao and grew frustrated at
how “uninteresting” his pictures were. No one had expected
his arrival, so villagers were wearing their everyday work
clothes and no effort had been made on this particular day
to “dress up”” In the feature story on Upper Jidao broadcast
on the CCTVY program Culture Express, however, nearly
all the people shown in the segment were dressed in Miao
costume—not full festival costumes with silver, as in Travel-
ogue, but rather more toned down, yet distinct, embroidered
jackets and tops. The women all had their hair pull up into
topknots, decorated with fabric flowers, and Teacher Pan,
a local elder who was also involved with the village’s tour-
ism, was interviewed not in his everyday shirt and jacket
but rather in a black, coarse cotton jacket that the men in
the village wore during song-and-dance performances for
tourists and during village festivals.

Residents of tourist villages like Upper Jidao were ex-
pected to mimic and participate in the presentation of an
ethnic environment. I once observed a group of people
from Kaili who came with a few hired Miao women (not
from Upper Jidao) dressed in festival costumes who used
Upper Jidao village as the backdrop for photographs for a
record album. The production and subsequent circulation
of such imagery meant that tourists and other outsiders ex-
pected to see people in Miao ethnic costumes as part of the
scenery. Conversely, in Ping’an village, the overwhelming
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interest of media and photographers on making pictures
of the terraced fields had resulted in the people of the vil-
lage sometimes feeling “left out” of their own publicity. In
an interview with a young woman who was a popular guide
in the village, I asked her what kind of photograph of the
terraces she thought photographers should take, expecting
a response about lighting, seasons, or other natural effects;
instead, she replied, “photographs with people in them?”
When I asked her to elaborate, she explained she held this
opinion because with people in the pictures of the terraces,
tourists would know that people made these terraces, that
terraced fields are not naturally occurring. Some tourists,
she continued, even asked if the terraces “had always been
there” ignorant of the constant labor and upkeep required
in their maintenance. The touristic desire for beautiful pho-
tographs of the terraces meant that tourists often perceived
of the terraces as static and natural. But, terraced fields de-
mand continuous human labor. Keeping the people in the
picture was this guide’s way of addressing the politics of ap-
pearance in Ping’an today.

In framing this discussion of ethnic tourism and media
production as a matter of the “politics of appearance,” I am
suggesting that the complex of power, visuality, and mobil-
ity inherent in tourism needs to be unpacked in order to
understand how appearances are fundamentally forma-
tive and critical to contemporary Chinese tourism experi-
ences—whether for residents of tourist villages like Ping'an
and Upper Jidao, for media workers like Ray and Yin, or for
potential tourists, domestic or foreign. How one looks, and
how one goes about producing a particular look, is charged
with very deliberate values and ideals that reflect upon cur-
rent cultural, social, and political subjectivities. Writing on
Muslim women’s fashion, Emma Tarlo has argued that “far
from making women invisible, various forms of covered
dress actually make Muslim women more visible when worn
in Muslim minority contexts” (2010: 8). Her study of con-
teriporary Muslim women’s fashion in urban, cosmopolitan
London demonstrates the falsity of isolating “the veil” as a
symbol of a particular type of social politics, and unravels
the complexity of fashion and faith for contemporary Mus-
lint women. While the issues at stake for ethnic tourism vil-
lage residents and media workers in China differ from those
faced by the women Tarlo studied in London, and yet it is
the same impulse for “heightened” form of visibility, ren-
dered through appearances, that raises certain critical ques-
tions about how appearances produce knowledge and the
ro'e of the media in these processes.

For ethnic tourism village residents, appearing different
has become part and parcel of how and why they will be
successful in the economic opportunities made by tour-
isn development. For media workers at Chinese travel
magazines and televisions programs, finding, creating, and
narrating difference becomes their modus operandi. The
politics of appearances goes a long way in naturalizing this
drive for visible difference as a given feature of tourism, and
consequently giving value, or de-valuing, other aspects of
cultural and social life. What tourists, viewers of television
travel shows, and even the people involved in promoting
their own villages as destinations come to know (or, at least,
to accept as knowledge) about these places thus becomes
based on the search for differences. These expectations are
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ascribed onto the visible surface of rural ethnic lives and
communities thus created a value-laden framework of vi-
suality, a scaffold of good or bad looks, right or wrong cos-
tumes, correct or incorrect appearances. The extension of
these values beyond the surface of rural, ethnic livelihoods
is clear: after all, some places and people might just be better
at being different than others.

Notes

1. Throughout this chapter, I will refer to this station as
CCTV9 because my research was conducted entirely
inside China and most employees I met at Travelogue
also used this name for the station.

2. More recently, CCTV has also launched French, Span-
ish, and Arabic language channels.

3. Fifty-five ethnic minority groups in China are officially
recognized by the national government, based on a
process of ethnic identification and classification that
took place in the early years of the Chinese Commu-
nist regime (1956-1965). For details on how ethnicity
is classified in China, and the socio-political rami-
fications of this system, see Gladney (2004), Harrell
(2001), McCarthy (2009), Mullaney (2004), and Schein
(2000) amongst many others.

4. 'This is not unusual in China, considering that Trav-
elogue is a program produced and broadcast on the
official state-run China Central Television. However,
apparently the relevant local offices in Tibet refused to
formally invite, and sponsor, the Travelogue program
for this series, because, as one Travelogue host put it,
the officials in Tibet felt they already had enough, or
too many, tourists, and did not want to attract any
more.
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