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Great Exhibitions and the Taiwan Indigenous
Peoples : The Politics of Representation and

the Images of Others in the Colonial Period

Chia-Yu Hu

ABSTRACT

This paper aims to examine the social and material contexts of
representation of the Taiwan Indigenous peoples in the great exhibitions
during the Japanese colonial period. The colonial great exhibitions were
not only devices for the enhancement of trade, promotion of industry and
public education, but also for the progress and legtimacy of political
powers. According to their localities, scales, and target audiences, the great
exhibitions could be divided into three types: (1) the intemational exhibi-
tions held overseas which were targeted on western publics, such as the
Paris Universal Exhibitions in 1900; (2) the great exhibitions held in Japan
which were targeted on Japanese publics, such as the Fifth National Business
Promoting Exhibition in Osaka n 1903; (3) the great exhibitions held in
Taiwan which were targeted on Taiwanese publics, such as the Taiwan
Exhibition in 1935 for celebrating the 40™ anniversary of Japanese coloniza-
tion of Taiwan. Indigenous exhibitions in these great exhibitions were
generally to show ‘otherness’. Through controlling, appropriating, assembling
and representing indigenous material symbols, images, and sometimes
living human beings in the great exhibitions, Taiwan indigenous exhibi-
tions were managed to shape ‘nature’, ‘primitive’, or ‘uncivilized’ images
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in order to contrast with the civilization, progress and superiority of the
colonizers. Though similar material symbols and images for representing
others were frequently appeared in different types of great exhibitions,
various levels of oppositions had been focused in different contexts. For
examples, in the intemational great exhibitions held overseas, the cultural
images of Taiwan indigenes were used to contrast with the modernization
of Taiwan colony. In the great exhibitions held inJapan, it stressed onthe
differences between Taiwan colony and Japan mainland. In the great
exhibitions held in western countries, it was extended to portray images of
Japan as oriental civilization with colonial powers which could be parallel
with the western civilization. Under the cover of splendid camival-like
atmosphere in the great exhibitions, the imbalanced power relations and
conflicts of cross-cultural encounters in colonial process had been neutralized
and rationalized. In addition, these images of others were further trans-
formed to become products for public consumption and entertainment,
which repeatedly reproduced in the public domain. Although the relations
of the indigenous people and exhibition have been changed i the post-
colonial period, it is still an important issue to examine the represented
images of others and the fluid meanings of objectified symbols generated
from the past.

Key words: great exhibitions, cultural images, exhibition politics, representa-
tion, material symbol, otherness
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