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Abstract
In Hong Kong and Macao a

deconstruction — of  colonial  identity  or
‘mainlandization’ is taking place. Shifting
from colonial identity toward SAR identity
needs to be backed by a common history
that  emphasises the special, but
predominantly Chinese, features of the
regions. Singapore’s ambitious and mostly
successful nation-building project also has
its flaws. Museums of the 21% century

interact with increasingly educated guests
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who have access to a large amount of
information. National museums sttive to
tulfil their missions of creating a feeling of
desired

unity for the locals and a

international image for visitors.

In this paper I will scratch the surface of
issues related to how these three areas
distinguish ~ themselves in a larger
Chinese/Southeast Asian context. Macao
and Hong Kong differ culturally from their
overwhelming

neighbour. Similarly,

Singapore with its Chinese-dominated
population stands out between Malaysia
and Indonesia. The presentation will
discuss the characteristics of national or
comparable museums and shed light on
theories behind both nationalism, the
driving force behind such institutions, and

themselves. Also, the

the exhibitions
identity that museums want to construct

and emphasise will receive attention.
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1. Introduction

What is a national museum? The usual
factors that are taken into consideration in
the definitions are whether the museum is
maintained by a state and run by the
government. The national museum often is
the main museum of a nation and is
located in the capital city. Aronsson (2012,
10), in the context of the FEunamus
Project’, further defines national museums
collections and

as “those institutions,

displays  claiming,  articulating  and

representing dominant national values,
myths and realities”. National museums
can be named in numerous ways with the
word national present or absent. The most
straightforward name that I have come
across is State Historical Musenm: in Moscow,
Russia. When you enter this building you
know for certain who provides the
information you are about to absorb and
what kind of information exactly the
museum offers. With many other types of
names the agenda, biases and even the type
the museum represents might remain
unclear. The history of any nation, city or

individual is full of events and stories.

What is told to future generations and in

! European National Museums: Identity politics,

the uses of the past and the European citizen.

what way is always the result of biased

interpretations and careful selections.
According to Sonnabend’s theories, here
summarized by Worth (2000, 85), “what
we experience as memories are in fact
confabulations, artificial construction of
our own design built around sterile
particles of retained experience which we
attempt to make live again by infusions of
imagination”z. Thus, all narratives told at
museums can simplistically be viewed as
products of the imagination. This leads us
to the following question: if all narratives
are products of the imagination, does it
really matter whether the information is
entirely correct or not? Sonnabend stressed
that it is forgetting and not remembering
that is the inevitable outcome of time
passing  (lbid.). 'The

museums

might

2 A great example of this is the so-called Mandela
Effect that has taken the Internet by storm
during the last few years. According to followers
of this theory Nelson Mandela died in prison in
the 1980s and they can even remember

watching his funeral on TV. After this example,

numerous other misrememberings, often movie
quotes and brand names or logos, have been
shared online as “proof” of our world sliding
into a parallel universe that is filled with tiny
differences to our “old” one. Psychology

explains these collective false memories as

totally natural occurrences.
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struggle against oblivion, but in the end
every passing day transfers the past further

away from facts and closer to fiction.

Global and regional trends affect

strongly the winds that shape the
exhibitions of museums. In some countries
nationalistic tendencies are strong and the
demand to shape exhibitions into
continuations of these tendencies is high.
In other, nationalism is seen as something
archaic, even dangerous, something to be
avoided and downplayed in the 21" century
world. In such countries national museums
prefer to embrace the global and emphasise
multiculturalism in the exhibitions rather
than the cultures limited by strict national
While the

borders. so-called Western

World, especially Western FEurope, is
slowly moving away from nationalistic
sentiments, the younger post-colonial
nations of Africa and Asia still need to go
through the process of evolution of

nationhood.

In Hong Kong the colonial era ended
only 20 years ago. Some of the same jumbo
jets that used to land on the runways of the
legendary Kai Tak Airport, today arrive in
Chek Lap Kok Airport, the new dashing
gateway to the city that today is a Special

Administrative Region (SAR) of the

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 9 (2018)

People’s Republic of China (PRC). In
Macao the colonial era became a part of
history even later, in 1999. Also this
peculiarity of Asian political geography
became a SAR of the PRC. Both SARs
have their own flag, currency and
representation at athletic competitions.
Neither of them have a national museum.
It is only logical, a region that belongs to
another country can not really posses of
anything national. However, there is a
border with passport control and visa
requirements between Mainland China and
the SARs. In museology literature the
Hong Kong Museum of History is often
treated as an equal to the world’s national
Macao the

museums. In equivalent

institution is named simply Macao
Museum. Singapore gained independence
from Great Britain in 1963 as a part of
Malaysia. Two years later the city became a
sovereign nation. The National Museum of
Singapore is the only one of my three cases
that is able to use the word national in its

name.

Despite the various names, all three
examples are essentially institutions of the
same type. Their mission is to present to
own citizens and visitors the historical

narratives and cultural heritages of the
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respective areas and to showcase the own
nation or region as something unique,
something that can not be replicated
anywhere else. History needs to be rooted
into the natural landscape and culture into
the wvarious populations. These targets
create an inevitable juxtaposition of ‘us’
Cambodians

‘them’. want to

Thais,

versus

distinguish ~ themselves  from
Vietnamese from Chinese, Hongkongers
and Macanese from Mainland Chinese and
Singaporeans from more or less everyone
else in Southeast Asia. The main focus of
this paper is on the three above-mentioned
cities and their museums; Hong Kong,
Macao and Singapore, but examples from
other parts of Southeast Asia will be
featured where relevant. While Hong Kong
and Macao traditionally are listed as parts
of East Asia, it is not entirely incorrect to
include them and the whole Peatr]l River
Delta in some contexts to the scope of
Southeast Asia. In addition to geographical
proximity, the Pearl River Delta has long-
going historical and cultural ties with
various parts of Southeast Asia as a major

source of Chinese that have migrated

south.

2. Theoretical Background
The Concept of Nation

When the borders of a nation have been
established, basic infrastructure built and
leaders elected, one can say that a country
is ready. There is, however, no nation
inside the borders of the state unless the
people living within them, or at least the
elite, feel a sense of unity, a feeling of
belonging to what Anderson describes in
his definition of the nation as an “imagined
political community” (Anderson 1991, 0).
Building on this, Tse defines a nation as an
“imagined community that requires not
only political formations but also a cultural
representation to reproduce this identity.
Accordingly, national identity is a form of
imaginative identification with the symbols,
rituals, and discourses one relies on to
narrate and create ideas of origins,
continuity, and commonality”. (T'se 2014,
189) This cultural representation that is
showcased in national museums is the
focus of my study. It is widely known that
the Hongkongers and the Macanese differ
from the people living on the mainland
only a few miles away. Just like the people
of Singapore differ from those living on
the Malay Peninsula and

surrounding

islands. These differences usually appear as
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a result of differing ethnic backgrounds,
religions or languages spoken. In the case
of formerly colonized countries and areas,
the colonial history and having different
colonial masters can cause large divides
between people living in close proximity to
each other and sharing the same ethnic

background.

It is surprisingly challenging to define
the concept of nation. Joseph Stalin

defined a

(13

nation as  “a historically
constituted, stable community of people,
formed on the basis of a common
language, territory, economic life, and
psychological make-up manifested in a
common culture” (Ozkirimli 2005, 16).
Bloom, a character in James Joyce’s Ulysses,
gives a significantly more simple definition:
“A nation? A nation is the same people

91

living in the same place”. Essentially this is
also the core of Stalin’s definition. Of
course, what exactly is the meaning of
“same people” and how they can be
grouped is a much larger challenge to
define. Even the “place” can be disputed
with examples of people from one a nation

living in other nations but still feeling a

strong sense of belonging towards their

1 Page 603,
planetpdf/pdfs/free_ebooks/Ulysses_NT.pdf

http://www.planetpdf.com/
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original  home and  everything it
encompasses. Why does Indonesia consist
of a couple of dozen ethnic groups that are
spread on thousands of islands, but half of
Timor Island is a sovereign nation? The
answer to this specific question is relatively
simple. While what today is Indonesia was
in its entirety colonized by the
Netherlands, the current nation of Timor-
Leste was formerly a Portuguese colony.
The legacy of the colonial era is still today
shaping national borders in many parts of

the world.

Nationalism

To be able to reasonably analyze

national museums one must

study
nationalism. The concept of nation and

whether nations go through a process of

historical ~ evolution divides scholars.
Anderson, as one famous example,
differentiates between “[tthe objective

modernity of nations to the historian’s eye”
and “their subjective antiquity in the eyes
of nationalists” (1991, 5). In popular
perception of history the process of
formation of nations is often simplified in
order to make the subject more easily
absorbable.

The city-states of ancient
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Greece were certainly predecessors to the
modern Greek state, but it would be
fallacious in many ways to claim that
Greece has existed as a state since ancient
times. Nationalists all over the world have
perpetrated this kind of misuse of history
that highlights and distorts certain desired
details. The idea of nationalism, just like
democracy, socialism and communism, was
in most parts of Asia brought to the
colonized countries by members of the
local elites who had studied in Europe’s
universities. Thus, they lack the ideological
tradition on which ideas would have
cumulated over centuries. Instead, the ideas
were cut-out of their context and
incorporated into Asian societies. This
sometimes led to extreme perversions,

most tragically demonstrated in the Khmer

Rouge rule of Cambodia in 1975-1979".

Elements used to define nations can be
grouped into subjective and objective. The
most commonly cited subjective elements
are self-awareness, solidarity, loyalty and
common will (Ozkirimli 2005, 18). A
above-mentioned

problem  with the

concepts is that it is virtually impossible to

1 This was of course not limited to Asia and for
example African post-colonial history offers a

large number of similar examples.

measure them accurately. The same
problem is encountered when researching
characters  and

national stereotypes,

concepts that are closely related to
nationalism. These stereotypes are often
magnified by members of the opposite or
rival group and grow to epic proportions
that do not in any way reflect the reality.
Ozkirimli (Ibid., 16) argues that while,
“objective differences between neighbou-
ring populations are minimal”, “claims of
national distinctiveness are either implicitly
or explicitly oriented towards very close
neighbours”. For someone with no
scholarly interest in Mainland Southeast
Asia all the Buddhist countries there with
similar-sounding languages can seem like
more or less the same. Only closer
attention reveals that there exist, in fact,
significant differences between the peoples
inhabiting this land area. Politics and
religion are of extreme importance when
determining national characteristics. While
the people inhabiting the Korean Peninsula
were relatibely homogenous in the 1950s,
decades of entirely opposite political
regimes have created an enormous cultural
gap between the South Koreans and North

Koreans.
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Nation-Building

To begin with, it is important to clarify
the difference between two similar and
often interchangeably used terms nation-
building and  state-building. For example
Dobbins et al. (2007), state that “the prime
objective of any nation-building operation
is to make violent societies peaceful, not to
make poor one prosperous, authoritarian
ones democratic”’. This definition, one
which is usually by scholars referred to as
state-building', differs significantly from the
meaning of same term in my context. Von
Hippel (2000, 96) comments on this
misapplication and goes on to define sfate-
building: “|N]ation building, which really
means state building, has over the years
signified an effort to construct a
government that may or may not be
democratic, but preferably is stable. Today,
nation building normally implies the
attempt to create democratic and secure

states”.

1 Since wnation and state are often confused,
especially in American literature, here follows
short definitions of both terms per the Merriam-
Webster online dictionary. Nation: a large area of
land that is controlled by its own government,
the nation: the people who live in a nation, sfate: a
politically organized body of people usually

occupying a definite tetritory.
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I would define state-building as the
creation of everything practical and
essential for everyday life, all a state needs
in order to exist, to function and not to
collapse. This includes everything from a
working government, to roads and to
health care. Nation-building, on the other
hand, deals with issues much more abstract
and spiritual. Nationalism and patriotism
are perceived and experienced with
people’s minds and are difficult to explain
rationally. Strong perception of these
ideologies might make the inhabitants of a
country want to sacrifice their lives for
their nation without any rational reason. A
less dramatic example is the feeling of a
connection between total strangers living
on opposite sides of a country. Diamond
shares my view of the spiritual side being
an important building block of nationalism:
“|platriotism and ethnic pride resemble
social movements

religion in  being

distinguishing  their  adherents  from

outsiders, demanding sacrifice (even of
one’s life) as a display of one’s
commitment, and celebrated in rituals and

ceremonies” (Diamond 2012, 331-332).
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National Belonging

The Malay vocabulary includes a

specific word to describe the local
population, bumiputra. The literal translation
is ‘sons of the soil” and it has been used to
differentiate the local native population
from foreigners. These foreigners have
been various ethnic groups from the
subcontinent of India and China, as well as
Europeans. The Dutch coined a similar
term to describe the native population,
pribumi — inlanders. Today the status of the
bumiputra group has been inscribed in
national laws in both Malaysia and Brunei.
The respective countries differ by what
ethnic groups exactly qualify as repre-
definition. Anderson

sentatives of the

(1991, 6) points out that “[jlavanese
villagers have always known that they are
connected to people they have never seen,
but these ties were once imagined
particularistically — as indefinitely stretch-
able nets of kinship and clientship”.
Diamond  explains how people in
traditional societies make sure that the
person one has just encountered is not
dangerous. “It [tense situation of meeting a
potentially dangerous stranger] can be
resolved by the two of you naming yourself

and your relatives and exactly how you are

related to them, and continuing in an effort
to identify a relative in common, such that
the two of you would have some
relationship to each other and wouldn’t
have grounds to attack each other”
(Diamond 2012, 50). This practise is a kind
of predecessor to what Anderson describes
and helps strangers bond with each other
or experience a feeling of belonging to a
much larger community through people

neither of them has likely ever met.

Collective memory is an important
factor when studying nationalism and
national sentiments, since it is from where
social identity gains its content. Having a
common past or especially a common
origin forms a strong bond for a group.
based on the

Current behaviour is

collective memory and, among other
factors, on possible wrongs the group has
suffered in the past. (Laszl6 2014, 47) A
common past trauma for many developing
nations is the colonial period. However,
the colonial experience is not always felt as
a disadvantageous trauma, especially by
those benefiting from foreign presence.
The status and history of Hong Kong as a
global city led to a constantly growing gap
between its citizens and those on the

mainland. The juxtaposition, which was
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built up for the entire colonial history of
Hong Kong, was still present in the 1990s
prior to the returning of the city to its
motherland: according to surveys “Hong
Kong Chinese considered mainlanders
poor, lazy, unfriendly, superstitious, coarse,
uncultured, and unintelligent, while
mainlanders found Hong Kong people
arrogant,

(Carroll 2007, 235).

hypocritical, and unfriendly”

During the 19" century, when

nationalism was at its peak on the
continent, one FEuropean nation after
another experienced national revivals that
absorbed inspiration from the ‘imagined’
historical pasts. The collective memories
became filled with national symbols and
events that cemented the nations’ positions
in the world. Southeast Asia provides an
excellent example of this collective longing
for a long-gone golden age. At its peak, the
Khmer Kingdom stretched almost over
entire Mainland Asia. During recent
centuries the Khmers and Cambodia have
been seriously outshadowed by their
neighbours Thailand and Vietnam. Yet, the
Khmers keep reminiscing about the glory
days that ended with the fall of Angkor in
1431 and base a lot of the national self-

esteem on this period in history. This is

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF SINOLOGY 9 (2018)

pethaps most evident in the flag of
Cambodia that proudly features the
silhouette of Angkor Wat temple that was

abandoned centuries ago.

Throughout history wars and struggles
have been among the most powerful
creators of a sense of national belonging.
In nations with a colonial history these
struggles have been directed against the
exploiting oppressors. In Asia one of the
best examples of a nation created by
negative sentiments and a struggle against
oppressors is  Indonesia. The vast
archipelago filled with people of various
ethnic backgrounds and followers of most
world religions should by common sense
not exist as a nation. However, as a result
of the actions of Dutch colonialists it does.
While Indonesia, formerly known as the
Dutch East Indies, still today is a fragile
nation plagued by inner conflicts, it
nevertheless has stayed united ever since
the victorious war of Independence against
the Netherlands. Indonesians of today have
learned to view their nation in the form
that was created by the Dutch, a truly
‘imagined’” community of seemingly similar
territorially-bound  people. The Dutch

colonial legacy is underlined on three

islands that as a result of rivalling colonial
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politics only partly belong to Indonesia: the
island of Papua is shared with Papua New
Guinea, the island of Timor with Timot-
Leste and the island of Borneo with

Malaysia and Brunei.

Laszl6 brings forward the impact of

historical ~experiences on a people’s
behaviour in critical situations. Traumas of
the past can function as building stones of
group unity in the same way as past
triumphs. (Laszl6 2014, 47) A very
common element in national narratives is
the wvictim role. Unjust historical
wrongdoings are often implemented by
neighbouring groups. Cambodians, for

example, feel strongly against the

Vietnamese, even though Vietnamese
intervention brought an end to the Khmer
Rouge rule of terror. The Cambodian
national narrative emphasises the glory
days of Angkor and the painful relations
with Vietnam that has invaded the

Kingdom at several occasions and
continues to act in a patronizing way
towards both Cambodia and Laos. The
events of 1949 when the French ceded
Cochinchina, a territory that has a
significant ethnic Khmer population, to the
newly-formed State of Vietnam, are still

bitterly remembered.

Colonialism

A common misconception is that only

Western nations and peoples have
colonized less advanced areas. Japan in the
first half of the 20" century is the most
obvious example of a non-European
colonial power. Indonesia has during its
independent history been guilty of similar
politics. Largely because of the natural
resources found in the area, the Indonesian
part of the island of Papua has not been
allowed to gain independence. Another
example of an area that the Indonesian
military colonized is Timor-Leste that freed
itself from Portugal in 1975, but only
gained full independence in 2002 following
two decades of Indonesian occupation and

three years of UN rule.

Colonial history knows two types of
colonies, seftlement colonies and  exploitation
colonies. The former were lands where
people usually moved permanently, hence
these colonies were developed with an aim
for them to become self-sufficient. The
latter, on the other hand, did exist more or
less to be exploited by the mother country,
usually by producing raw materials and by
also serving as a market for produce the
mother country wished to sell. The most
colonies  in

notorious exploitation
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Southeast Asia were Indonesia for the
Dutch and Malaya for the British. Little
was done to develop these areas or to
improve the lives of the native population.
Singapore and Hong Kong were treated
differently. These cities were to become
British towns, or at least as close to British
towns as multicultural settlements on the
far side of the world could be. While not a
lot of attention was paid to the well-being
of the natives per se, the cosmopolitan cities
provided also others than the Britons with
opportunities to enjoy a higher standard of
life. The huge influx of Chinese migrants to
Hong Kong throughout the British history
of the city is a good indicator of this.
Before 1949 and the closure of the border
Chinese from the Mainland would pour
into Hong Kong whenever the times

became tough in the Middle Kingdom.

Elites versus Others

Kemper (1999, 33) makes a valid point

that “[wlhere studies of nationalism
characteristically neglect the people in the
provinces, they also neglect forms of
agency that operate in a supranational
countries and

context”. 'The regions

featured in this paper do not have any
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physical far provinces or peripheral areas,
but a periphery can also exist among
people walking right next to each other on
the street. Individuals inhabiting the same
city can be divided by an insurmountable
wall. A good example of this was the
Kowloon Walled City of Hong Kong that
was demolished in the 1990s prior to the
city being returned to China. Despite both
being located within the boarders of the
British Crown Colony and since 1981 the
British Dependent Territory, there is not
much that the Walled City and, let us say,
the district of Victoria Peak had in
common, imagined or not. This is in no
way a phenomenon that only is apparent in
Hong Kong, but exists in almost every
large city in the world. Nationalism has
been described as an ideology of the elite
and the intelligentsia. It is only after the
foundation work by the elite that
nationalistic ideas are imposed on the rest
of the population, a population that often
is ignorant towards such issues as ethnicity,
language and national feeling. Unlike
religion, nationalism is a dividing force that
highlights the differences between people
even on a small-scale level, effectively

creating an ‘us versus them’ juxtaposition.

Nationalism is a vertical ideology uniting
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people within one nation (or wannabe-

nation) with no regard toward social class.

As  the Walled City example
demonstrates, a more fitting unifying factor
could be a horizontal one. Without a
doubt, people of the Walled City had a lot
more in common with dwellers of squatter
cities in Jakarta, Manila or even the favellas
of Rio de Janeiro than with the educated
elites on Victoria Peak. This unity across
national borders and solidarity based on
social class rather than on ethnicity was
highlighted, among many others, by Erich
Maria Remarque in his eye-opening novel
All Quite on the West Fron?. Because of the
undisputable logic behind these ideas, the
elites of various countries during the Age
of Nationalism needed to find ways to
make the lower classes feel like they were a
part of certain imagined communities,
communities that few gave any thoughts to
before the 19" century. Propaganda
machineries created stories of a common
history, a common ancestry and a common
heritage. Differences were swept aside

when members of the intelligentsia created

national epics, patriotic music and national

I Not surprisingly, this book was banned in Nazi
Germany by a regime that relied heavily on

ultranationalism, xenophobia and racial hygiene.

holidays to jointly commemorate common,

often invented or romanticised, past
achievements. In areas where nationalistic
sentiments were based on deep oppression
by a foreign power, the task to underline
the uniqueness of the oppressed was
naturally easier than when nationalistic
sentiments of ‘us’ and ‘them’ had to be
imposed on people living without a true
themselves from

need to distinguish

‘them’.

An important part of any nation-
building process is education and especially
education in the subject of history. It is this
subject that anchors peoples to certain
lands and creates a sense of togetherness
for a group of strangers who share some
common features. This education of
citizens is not limited to the compounds of
schools, but is present all over the nation,
most visibly in museums,

especially

national museums or equivalent
institutions. History and the understanding
of past events that have cumulated for
decades is a crucial part of nationalism.
Recent history is something that virtually
everyone has experienced first-hand. Any
given generation can only possess a certain
amount of what Lederach calls “lived

history”. The older a person gets, the larger
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the amount of history he has directly
experienced becomes. For a community
the joint circle of lived history usually
spans eight or nine decades. “Remembered
history” is a wider circle of a longer time
period and emphasises important moments
that stand out. Usually these are abrupt
events that have shaped the collective
identity ' . (Lederach 2005, 141-142)
However, if we return to the theories of

Sonnabed *, the more time passes, the

>
further away the remembering individual
moves from real events and the more his
memories become infused by imagination.
It is worth keeping in mind that individuals
in the same society can experience
historical events differently. Events that
have little to no effect on the life of an
ordinary farmer might be life-altering for a
wealthy investor and wwe versa. Political
affiliation is another example of how a
certain time period can be experienced
entirely differently depending on which

‘team’ a person belongs to.

According to Lederach, “[n]arrative
creates the formative story of who we are

as people and a place” (Ibid., 142). National

1" Wars and famines are typical examples of such

events.

2 See Introduction.
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museums tell a predetermined narrative,
one which corresponds with not only the
latest information provided by historians
and other researchers, but also with the
interests of the current political regime.
There are no entirely neutral national
museums, or any museums for that part.
Any exhibition is always affected by such
factors as where the funding is coming
from and what the personal preferences
and views of the curators are. What
museums present is always either political
or pedagogical, often both. In a greater
context, museums and especially historical
museums complement the curriculum of
schools, the venues where the minds of
future museum-goers are formed. For the
often are no

learners there

young
alternative sources of information, in a very
similar way how there are very few options

to the official national narrative.

3. National Museums as Intermediaries

of the National Narrative

National museums are in their essence
historical museums — shrines of the past of
a nation. They are also expressers of a
continuum from the past to the future that

legitimizes the whole nation. Cynically said,
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they are preachers of the official national
narrative by those currently in power. As it
is commonly stated, history is written by
the victors. National or equivalent
museums offer excellent channels for the
distribution of the version of the past that
those in power wish to emphasise. Yoshino
(1999, 8) explains that “[t]heories of
nationalism have tended to confine
themselves to the process of ideological
elites  ‘invent’

manipulation  whereby

national identity and impose it on the

masses through state-sponsored
education”. Yoshino (Ibid, 9) further
distinguishes between “formal

nationalism”, which is inflicted by the state,
and “informal nationalism”, which is a
marked-oriented

process. In some

countries ~museums are increasingly
becoming venues of entertainment and the
state-monopoly on history is decreasing. In
some private for-profit museums and
comparable institutions the boundary
between education and entertainment can

be blurred and difficult to spot.

National ~museums present those

elements that distinguish a nation from ‘the
others’ and glorify common memorties
from sometimes long-gone times when a
group of seemingly similar

people

experienced something together. Khnell
ponders over similarities between theatre
and something he calls “museums as
theatre” where curators stage a play for the
visitors. It has become in narrative-driven
almost

exhibitions impossible  to

distinguish ~ between propaganda and
objective narrative. He also points out how
the script and scenography of a narrative-
based national museum ‘“have been
carefully constructed to permit a singular
public performance, a singular
manifestation of the nation rather than the
nation  found democratic

through
negotiation”. (Knell 2011, 7)

Museums in general and especially
historical museums function as memory
organizations that answer not only such
questions as ‘where are we coming from?’,
but also provide educated guesses to
ponderings like ‘where are we going to?’.
They also function as a counterforce to
oblivion, extinction and death. Through
the cultural heritage they build identities
and thus participate in creating nations. As
memory organizations, museums have an
enormous responsibility to be the judges of
what is chosen to be remembered and what
sink into oblivion. The

is allowed to

choices that are made in museums on a
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daily basis affect how future generations
will see the past and, as an extreme
example, how entire nations understand
their origins and paths to the present.
Hobsbawm discusses proto-nationalism and
two kinds of proto-national bonds to specify
people’s relations to a nation. Supra-local
bonds of national identification go beyond
the spaces within which people lead the
majority of their lives and beyond national
borders. Such are language, ethnicity and
religion'. The other kind is political bonds
which are maintained through states and
institutions. (Hobsbawm 1994, 46-47)
Among key institutions that function to
these bonds are

strengthen state-run

museums.

History of the Concept of Museum

The earliest museums were a kind of
treasure chambers that proudly displayed
objects with very loose or no connection to
each other at all. Their basic mission was
simple — to display interesting items and
sometimes also to brag and show off.

Usually the objects were pieces of art or

I A good example of supra-local bonds is how
Islam acts as a unifying cultural factor across the

Arab world.
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anything foreign or ancient. When
museums and societies developed, there
emerged a need to diversify and to expand
the concept of museum. Object-centred
musenms® were among the first types to
develop. They borrowed ideas from other
emerging museum types, and eventually
became content with the outcome. The
type that dominates historical museums
today is the narrative musenm. In this kind of
museums the objects merely confirm the
narrative and function as props and, one
could say, evidence or scenery to the story.
Narrative museums tell us a one-track tale
about what supposedly happened during a
certain period of time, or in more
ambitious cases, from the beginning of
recorded history to modern days. The
origins of narrative history museums can
be traced back to late 18" century when
history and art started to distance
themselves from each other as a result of

institutionalization of

academic disciplines (Carter 2011, 88).

the creation and

Prior to this split, museums had a more art-
oriented approach to history and displaying

history.

2 See Heumann Gurian (2006, 49-52) for soutce

of list of museum types.
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The first large worldwide wave of
museums occurred at the end of the 19"
century during the pinnacle of colonialism.
This was also an era when colonial powers
started to show an increasing intellectual
interest toward colonized nations and
museums that were showcasing the local
culture and traditions started to appear in
colonial capitals around the world. This
was one feature of the so-called ‘civilizing
missions’ that colonial powers felt obliged
to execute in ‘heathen’ lands. The National
Museum of Singapore was founded already
in 1849, as the Singapore Library-Museum.
The old part of the current complex was
built in 1887. In 1960, at the dawn of
independence, the museum was renamed
to its current name. A similar development
path was shared by museums in other
colonial capitals around Asia. In Dutch
Fast India and the capital Batavia ' a
corresponding institution was completed in
1868, but the seeds were sown already in
1778 when the Royal Batavian Society of
Arts and Sciences was founded. Around
the same time western academia started to
embrace some privileged youngsters of

local elites.

! Batavia was the name of Jakarta during the

Dutch colonial period.

The decades that followed the end of
World War II saw the second wave of
national museums’. The political process
needed to be complemented by a national
display. (Aronsson 2011, 31) Colonial,
often elitist, museums were converted into
showcases of local relevance when young
and fragile nations were looking for their
place in the region and in the world. They
needed to anchor themselves historically to
a larger context. As Knell (2011, 11) puts it,
“a good deal of historical anchoring of
national identity that has taken place in
national museums has buried somewhere
within a primordial sense of origin in folk
culture. Even if there is no appeal to shared
or distinctive ethnicity, there is a sense of
connection through the land, to physical
and social structures, and ‘traditional” ways
of life”. This is evident in most national
museums. The exhibitions usually start
with a link to prehistoric times as an
evidence of an ancient connection to the
land and goes on to glorify the local

traditional way of life.

2 I would say that the collapse of the Communist
Bloc in the early 1990s resulted in a third wave
with all the newly-independent nations striving
to find their place in Europe’s historical and

cultural landscape.
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An important detail can be found in
the name of the permanent exhibition of
Hong Kong Museum of History. It is
called The Hong Kong Story, not A
Hong Kong Story or Hong Stories
(Stokes-Rees 2011, 348). This type of
naming leaves out all the possibilities to
present alternative narratives and makes
the one story told the official truth, the
mantra that everyone is supposed to
reiterate. However, one of the missions
of the museum is “[tjo engage our
audiences with the unique stories of

1

Hong Kong”  which can imply both
carefully chosen and constructed tales
that make up the narrative or a wider

possibility for voices to be heard.

Venues and Complexes

National museums and museums

comparable to them are seldom
represented by just one building or venue.
Rather, they are complexes that are made
up of several locations that all showcase
various aspects of a nation, its history and

its culture. In Hong Kong the Museum of

U http://www.lcsd.gov.hk/ce/Museum/
History/en_US/web/mh/about-us/

vision.html
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History runs five additional branches: the
Hong Kong Museum of Coastal Defence,
the Lei Cheng Uk Han Tomb Museum, the
Law Uk Folk Museum, the Fireboat
Alexander Grantham Exhibition Gallery
and the Dr. Sun Yat-sen Museum. In
Singapore the National Museum is part of
a unity that also includes the Asian

Peranakan *

Civilisations Museum, the
Museum and the Singapore Art Museum.
Macao Museum is currently limited to a
sole location and does not have affiliations
with other museums. The inclusion of art
museums and galleries into the national
museum concept varies from country to
country. I would argue that entire cities can
be harnessed to serve as extensions of the
national museum. Every statue, monument
and temple plays a part in the ensemble
that showcases the nation. Even if it
sometimes might seem so, they are not
randomly sprinkled around as decorations
of the cityscape. Even if the original
locations and functions might have been
random, eventually these features have

become a part of a manufactured historical

and cultural narrative.

2 Descendants of the original Chinese settlers of

the Malay Peninsula.
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It can be argued that the abovemen-
tioned three museums are merely city mu-
than national museums.

seums rather

Inversely, one could claim that city
museums are in fact small-scale national
museums. All the three mentioned
museums represent geographical areas that
are closer to the definition of a city than a
nation. However, these cities with all their
diverse multicultural histories can not really
be compared with ordinary cities. The
advantage of a museum named simply
Someplace  Musewm  over being named
National Musenm or History Museum is that
the scope of objects and stories that are
included can be set as wide as needed. In
Macao the Macao Museum features three
floors: one dedicated to history, one to folk
customs and one to contemporary Macao.
Everything Macao that the curators wish to
include can easily be accommodated in the
exhibitions. Using the prefix national in
sovereign nations limits somewhat the
scope of what can be included in the
exhibitions. Showcasing an  Egyptian
mummy in a European national museum is
always questionable. This is why some
museums have recently embraced a more
global than national or regional approach
to their exhibitions and even museums

named World Museun exist.

Some museums that 1 have visited in
recent years have created exhibitions where
the goal has been to take the visitors back
in time, into a specifically chosen period.
This seems to be an ongoing trend in the
exhibition or a

museum wortld. An

museum that manages to not only
showcase objects from a specific period of
time, but also surround the visitors with
that period from all directions, has an
enormous potential to plant the desired
ideas in the minds of the guests. These
ideas are often based on how the people in
charge of the exhibition imagine the past or
how they want the past to be imagined.
Stokes-Rees calls this type of exhibitions
“the concept of ‘time travelling’” when
history is presented in tunnel-like passages”
(Stokes-Rees 2011, 348). These tunnels
leave little space for alternative information
or even for independent thinking.
Everywhere you look; it is all there, no
need to fill gaps yourself. There is a huge
difference between reading something or
seeing a few objects and actually being
surrounded by a certain period of time, by
countless artefacts, both authentic and
replicas, from that era. It is hard after such
an experience to imagine the past as

anything else than what the museum has

portrayed. I would thus state that modern
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technology and the level of finesse modern
museums have reached provide those in
power with unprecedented and powerful
tools to shape the public’s notion of the

past.

4. Macao, Hong Kong and Singapore —

Some Historical background
Macao

Macao and Hong Kong might at a quick
glance seem like very similar cases, but are
in fact remarkably different. After
discovering the sea route to India and
setting up a settlement in Goa in 1510, the
Portuguese moved further east. A
settlement was set up in Malacca on the
Malay Peninsula already the following year,
but the huge trading possibilities with
China and to a lesser extent with Japan
kept the Portuguese moving along the
shores of Southeast Asia. It did not take
long for them to set foot on an island in
the Pearl River Delta. A permanent
settlement was set up in Macao in 1557,
but traders and envoys had been active
around the area already for a couple of
decades before this. It was the era when
the Ming Dynasty had decided to turn away

from foreign trade and to implement an
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isolationist policy towards the surrounding
world. Trading was only allowed through
three ports. In 1557 the Portuguese
persuaded Imperial China to make Macao
their trading window into the Middle

Kingdom.

The Macao Peninsula rapidly became a
culturally distinct entity where East and
West met and mingled. The role of the city
throughout its history has been somewhat
similar to Hong Kong’s role during the
first decades after the PRC was established
in 1949. Western ideas, including the
strong influence of Catholic Christianity,
have over the centuries mixed in a unique
way with local beliefs. Cheng in her book
title (1999) very fittingly calls Macao a
“Cultural Janus”, not only looking into the
future as a part of the People’s Republic,
but also into the past as a Portuguese
colony. The city served for centuries as a
gate one side of which opened into the
enormous, mystical and for FEuropean
traders so desirable mercantile El Dorado.
The other side opened into the
surrounding world and more precisely the
Western World of the Age of Discovery,
followed by the Age of Enlightenment and
later the Age of ‘Isms’. In close proximity

of this gate, a literal gate, Barrier Gate that
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separated the Chinese mainland from
Macao, people were born, lived and died
and by their input moulded the Cultural
Janus and laid base for modern Macao, the

first and last European colony in East Asia.

During the peak of the Portuguese
colonial era Macao was the head of
Christendom in Asia and the window
through which the vast lands of East Asia
could be christened. The city had at a time
more churches per square mile than any
other place in the world. The Catholics
were here significantly more tolerant of
‘pagan’ religions than in many other parts
of the colonial empires of both Portugal
and Spain. This was a major factor in the
formation of a culturally distinct local
belief system. A good example of this is the
close relation between the Buddhist
goddess of mercy Guanyin, Virgin Mary
and the Chinese patron goddess of
seafarers Mazu'. The statue of Guanyin in
Macao exemplifies this hybrid deity so
specific for the region perfectly. Even
though it is called Guanyin, it is impossible
not to notice the protecting and
patronising figure and presence so familiar
from Catholic art. In the same way it is

impossible not to notice both Eastern and

1 Also known as Tin Hau.

Western influences throughout Macanese
religion and culture. Centuries of partial
isolation from the surrounding dominant
culture and especially the decades following
the establishment of the communist regime
on the mainland have shaped Macao into a
regionally peculiar case both culturally and

societally.

Hong Kong

The colonial history of Macao predates
the one of Hong Kong by three centuries,
but the British

former colony has

nevertheless  passed its  Portuguese
counterpart in both global and regional
significance and overall recognition. It were
especially the post-World War II decades
and the colony’s role as a window to its
giant secluded communist neighbour and
strong economic growth that made Hong
Kong what it was at the time when it was
handed over to the PRC by the Britons in
1997 and what it still is today — the fifth
most significant Global City (ATKearney
2012). As a result of the First Opium War,
Hong Kong was ceded to Great Britain
and it became the imperial power’s primary

gate into China and its vast markets. The

city rapidly attracted merchants from all
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over the world and also various Chinese

often outcasts in their own

groups,
homelands. Besides the commercial strives
Britain also needed a military base in the
region and Hong Kong with its deep
harbour proved to be an excellent location.
If one compares the Portuguese and British
missionaries, the difference can be very
simplistically identified as the former
coming with science and the latter with
opium (Cheng 1999, 70), since all
Protestants were often closely associated
with the British. The forceful trade of
opium was one of the reasons why the
Britons encountered more resistance from

the Chinese in Hong Kong and elsewhere

in China than the Portuguese did in Macao.

Hong Kong was not only a gateway for
Great Britain into China, but also became a
gateway for the Chinese to the world. It is
not surprising that the first Chinese
labourers in the United States in the mid-
19" century started their long and uncertain
journey east from this port town. From the
early years, Hong Kong was a
predominantly commercial city with a high
amount of human movement. Both crime
on land and piracy were a constant by-
product of this. Segregation and mutual

distrust between Europeans and Chinese
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was very obvious during the colonial time
and the political sphere was reserved
almost exclusively for Europeans until the
last decades of the 20™ century. A good
example of this is Victoria Peak, until 1946
a Buropean-only residential area with its
own school and clubs. However, already
towards the end of the 19" century the
wealthy and successful Chinese population
in the colony started to see itself as a
special group of Chinese (Carroll 2007, 63),
a group that was concerned about the
events on the mainland, but at the same
time felt different from the more simple
and perhaps even backwards inhabitants of

trembling Imperial China.

Hong Kong did not only attract

entrepreneurs and criminals. Whenever
China faced difficult times, there was
always spillage of people over the border to
the British colony. In the Cold War era,
Hong Kong was a beacon of freedom and
relative stability in the otherwise turbulent
region. The end of China’s civil war in the
late 1940s and the end of Vietnam’s civil
war in the 1970s were among the biggest
events that triggered migration to the
British colony. Besides offering possibilities

for entrepreneurs and shelter for refugees,

Hong Kong was also a base for ideologies
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to grow. In the early 20" century the city
contributed to Chinese nation-building
when it served as a base for nationalists
with Dr. Sun Yat-sen at the head. In 1930
Ho Chi Minh founded the Vietnamese
Communist Party while residing in Hong
Kong. In the 21% century, it is clear that
Hong Kong remains both culturally and
societally different from the PRC. The
spectacular economical rise of China is,
however, constantly narrowing the gap
between the two regions. Regional identity
is in Hong Kong more centred on the
economical life and influence of British
traditions, education and language than on
a Janus-model so evident in Macao. Ever
since the handover in 1997 there have been
slight moves to integrate the SARs with the
mainland. These moves have not gone
unnoticed by local activists and protests
and rioting has appeared as late as in 2014
on a larger scale and as late as in 2017 on a
smaller scale. Hong Kong and Macao still
have a long way to go until 2047 and 2049,
respectively, when the 50 year transition
period will be over. Currently, nothing
official has been disclosed about what will
take place then and how the future of both
SARs will look after the transition period is

over.

Singapore

The island of Singapore on the southern
tip of the Malay Peninsula is another
excellent example of peculiar small regions
in Asia with a very unique heritage and
culture. The Chinese account for about
three quarters of the population on the
island. A common misconception, most
notably promoted by the Singaporean
government, is that these Chinese form a
homogeneous group that only speaks
Mandarin. In the same way, the Indian
population is expected to speak just Tamil.
In fact, just as in Macao and Hong Kong,
the Chinese people belong to wvarious
ethnic groups and speak languages or
dialects that often are not understood by
members of other groups. The state has
since the creation of the Singaporean
nation in 1965 strongly promoted a simple
division of the population into Chinese,
Indians, Malays and Others with only one
official language per group. This is by far
not the only part of the nation-building
project that has cut corners in order to
create a  desirable outcome. The
Singaporean Story, the glorious tale of the
rise of the city, most prominently exhibited
in the state’s national museum, is full of

myth creation and compromises that
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ignore unwanted facts. What can not be
disputed is that Singapore has a thrilling
multicultural history and that the city is an
ongoing success story and a wonderful
place to visit. However, the price of the
clinically clean urban paradise has been
such as

high. Anthropologists,
(1997, 79-83), have voiced their disgust

Leong

towards how the wvarious local cultures
have been compartmentalised in order to
fit the state’s view on Singapore’s heritage
and in some unfortunate cases bulldozered
to the ground to make way for splendid
luxury hotels, shopping malls and office

towers.

The so «called Straits Chinese or
Peranakan Chinese settled on the Malay
Peninsula and surrounding islands already
centuries before the British founded
Singapore in 1819. The Malay Peninsula
has a long history of multiculturalism. The
Chinese were not the only foreigners to
settle there. Arab traders arrived in the
region over 1000 years ago and mass
migration from India has as well
contributed to the ethnic structure of both
Malaysia and Singapore. During British
colonial rule Indian workers were brought
in large numbers to work in Malaya’s tin

mines, an industry that had originally been
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dominated by the Chinese. After World
War II there was a strong migration wave
from the Malay states to Singapore, largely
because of better opportunities for
employment and higher salaries (Turnbull
1989, 229). The regime change in China
also contributed to the amount of Chinese
in Singapore, since it almost entirely ended
the trend of a part of the Chinese diaspora
returning back to the ancestral homeland at
some point in life. The city’s location at the
shores of one of the wortld’s busiest sea
routes and its two-century-long history as a
significant port and centre for entrepot
have as well contributed to its

trade

heritage and cultural multiplicity.

The Singapore of today can be
described as a giant ‘edutainment’’ theme
park. For fun and outdoor activities there is
Sentosa Island, for learning about the
various cultures and local history there are
numerous well-kept temples and museums
scattered around the city, for culinary
number

experiences  the of options

‘Edutainment’ is a relatively recent term that is
used to describe venues that showcase history
and culture in a significantly more entertaining
way than traditional museums and ethnographic
parks. Sometimes such venues tend to cut
corners when it comes to authenticity and

historical accurateness.
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influenced by countless of cultures is
almost infinite and for shopping needs
there is Orchard Road and other excellent
locations. All of these various parts of the
complex are in perfect harmony with each
other and promote the national narrative.
Changi Airport, the gateway to the nation,
is one of the most liked airports in the

wotld and is in itself an attraction.

Additionally, the city offers modern
architectural matvels, such as the Marina
Bay Area, as well as well-preserved
buildings from the colonial time, such as

Raffles Hotel. The whole

city feels
somewhat artificial, one could say too nice
and clean and safe to be truly authentic.
Even many of the historical landmarks
have been restored to such good shape that

they no longer feel historical. Singapore is a

prime example of extreme nation-building.

Museums

Both the Hong Kong Museum of
History and the National Museum of
Singapore start the presentations of the
respective cities with displays about pre-
historic times and showcase the beginnings
more or less

of modern histories as

insignificant fishing villages. One can

ponder whether this information should
receive this much attention. Yes, the
museums want to emphasise the existence
of a pre-European history, but Hong Kong
and Singapore are what they are today
solely because of the British colonial past
and the special position that it resulted in.
The museums tell a story not of the
Chinese or the British, but of Singaporeans
and Hongkongers — exaggerated and partly
invented predecessors of whom have
scarcely inhabited the lands that today are
densely populated and filled with
skyscrapers. Even though Singapore was
never divided from the Malay Peninsula by
an ideological iron curtain, the city has
developed much faster than its neighbour
Malaysia. For example, the gross domestic
product for Singapore and Malaysia was in
2014 virtually the same despite the huge
size difference of the respective countries

(307 872 in Singapore versus 326 933 in
Malaysia)'.

While Singapore essentially is a city of
English-speaking Chinese, the Malay and
Indian cultures are featured prominently as
well. However, behind the scenes the
national

situation 1s not as

jolly as

1 http://databank.wotldbank.org/data/
download/GDP.pdf
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campaigns proclaim and the racial division
is surprisingly stark when it comes to, for
example, elite formation already at primary
and secondary school level (see Barr &
Skrbis; 2008). A good example of national
holidays functioning as kinds of extensions
of national museums is Racial Harmony
Day in Singapore, a state that has had one
of the most systematic and planned nation-
building processes in the world. National
Day festivities in Singapore focus more on
somewhat naive celebrations of
multicultural unity and harmony in a post-
1965 ' wortld. Parades, ceremonies and
songs take the place of unity and strength
through past distresses, a common uniting
factor of many nations. There is, however,
one traumatic period in history that
receives attention. In Singapore, like in
most of Asia, the traumas of World War 11
are related to the Japanese expansion and
occupation®. The occupation receives much
National Museum of

attention in the

Singapore and is presented as an intense

1 Singapore became independent in 1965 after

being a part of Malaysia from 1963.

2 At first though, the Japanese were seen as

liberators and many of Southeast Asia’s
freedom-fighters were trained by the Japanese
military. Only later it became clear that Japan

was just another colonial power.
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part of the exhibition showcasing the
history of the city. Worth mentioning is
also the Asian Civilisations Museum that
anchors Singapore steadily among an
ancient Asian tradition, despite the nation’s
strongly Western history. When walking
around the city centre, one gets the feeling
that the national museum, or perhaps more
suitably expressed, the national narrative, is
present everywhere. Every now and then a
well-kept and clearly signed architectural
representative of one of the nation’s many

up. The
Stamford Raffles, is

cultures founder of

pops
Singapore,  Sir
frequently featured throughout the city to
remind inhabitants and visitors alike of
Singapore’s British roots, a feature that the

city-state has throughout its independent

history proudly brought forward.

The National Museum of Singapore is a

example of a museum that

typical
communicates a certain strict storyline with
every exhibition object supporting it. The
main exhibition relies partly on the ‘time
travelling’ concept that surrounds the
visitors with a certain era. I have visited the
museum three times: in 2011, 2012 and
2014. With my university studies of East

Asia advancing during these years, my

perception of the museum was changing as
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well. The first visit was tourist-like and 1

remember being astonished by how
harmonious the intercourse between the
various ethnic groups of Singapore had
been throughout the history of the city.
The only dark period seemed to be the
Japanese occupation in 1941-1945. The
colonial history under British rule is
represented in a positive light. The pride
taken in the colonial history is visible
throughout the city. Buildings that
originate in the colonial era are reused as
museums or other cultural centres and

there seems to be little need to forget the

colonial past.

Around the same time [ visited the
museum for the first time, I was finishing
my bachelor’s thesis that dealt with the
development and history of Singapore and
Kuala Lumpur from insignificant dwellings
to major metropolises. When visiting the
museum in 2014, I was a lot more
knowledgeable and also more cynical. 1
easily spotted how every part of the
museum, every object and story on display,
screamed ‘look how all the pieces make up
a perfect multicultural nation!” The various
informative texts introduced elements of

everyday life to the visitors and carefully

explained the ethnic origins of each of

them. One can ponder whether this
information is really relevant in today’s
societies where foods and cuisines have
intermingled globally and received their
own influences in new corners of the
world. I also noticed how cultural
representations of various ethnic groups
had been scattered across the city with
informative

something luring  behind

almost every corner.

To be fair, Singapore has an exceptio-
nally multicultural history. This fact is
undeniable and it is only natural that the
city is full of representations of the various
cultures, representatives of which have
dwelled in the neighbourhoods throughout
history. It is the overemphasis on harmony
and the exaggerated need to underline the
multicultural nature of the city that take
away some of the credibility of the
National Museum and also of the whole
cultural and historical setting of the nation.
It is worth pointing out here that the
globalist trend of overemphasizing the
multicultural features of nations has found
its way to many other national museums
around the world as well. The CMIO
(Chinese, Malay, Indian, Others) demogra-
phic division penetrates the entire society

and the museums follow it strictly. Each
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group needs to be represented enough for
the illusion of harmony to persist. Levitt
(2015, 101) concludes aptly that “cultural
performances [in Singapore] should pro-
mote multiculturalism, counteract Wester-
nization and undesirable aspects of ‘the
East,” and reinforce so-called Asian values.
They generally feature artists from one of
the Chinese-Malay-Indian-Others catego-
ries performing a traditional ethnic dance
or song that audiences would easily grasp
as an unproblematic metaphor for racial

harmony”.

5. Afterword

I have in this paper, because of spatial
limitations, omitted such important aspects
of nationalism, nation-building and natio-
nal identity as language and religion. Both
of these offer a wide array of opportunities
to study and would have been a great
addition to understanding the forces
behind the formation of a national identity
and behind the narratives told at national
museums. It is never simple to study mu-
seums and to fully comprehend everything
that is showcased. If one approaches the

exhibition with an overly critical mind and

overanalyzes everything, there is a huge
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risk that one starts to see elements and
nuances that do not exist and have
certainly not come across the minds of
those in charge of the exhibition. The
scholar needs to have an open and
objective mind, something that is
increasingly rare in these polarized days of
‘000d’ and ‘bad”’. An exhibition planned by
the governments of the PRC or Singapore
is not necessary filled with lies and
propaganda and artists and others who are
left outside an exhibition are not
necessarily discriminated against because of
political reasons. Sometimes everything
simply can not be fitted into an exhibition
and sometimes artists are simply not good

enough, even if they criticize the govern-
gh, y g

ment, no matter how trendy it is to do so.

Further in my studies I will conduct
field work in the three museums I have
mentioned in this paper. My objective is to
via a neutral approach find out how these
tiny regions different themselves from the
cultural,

surrounding geographical and

ideological giants in the exhibitions of the

1A quick glance at any media outlet in Europe
and North America on any given day shows a
very clear division into ‘good guys’ and ‘bad
guys’ and these roles rarely or never shift. The

PRC is often depicted as one of these ‘bad guys’.
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respective museums. In Macao and Hong
Kong it will be interesting to see how
much of the agenda is influenced by the
need to emphasise and maintain the local
unique identities and how much by the
inevitable need to bring these regions
culturally and identity-wise closer to the
Mainland. In Singapore my emphasis will
be on how much of the official narrative in
the national museum is invented and
selectively constructed and how much is
objective information with no ulterior
motives. It will also be intriguing to look
into how these museums treat the
surrounding cultural spheres. The SARs are
surrounded by China and its history and
culture, mixed with the identity that has
been formed during the latest century of
communist rule. In Singapore the Malay-
Indonesian world with its ancient local
traditions and Islam-influenced culture is a
strong counter-force to the highly-

commercial and to some extent secular

Westernized city.
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