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Colonial heritage in China remains a contested and multifaceted issue, at
once a reminder of national humiliation at the hands of foreign powers and a
valuable resource for tourism and urban branding. Under the current
leadership, the revival of cultural heritage has become increasingly aligned
with narratives of civilisational unity, further complicating how colonial
remnants are represented and mobilised. This complexity is especially visible
in Qingdao’s old city centre, a legacy of German colonial urban planning
from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Over the past decade,
a growing number of individual buildings and entire districts in Qingdao’s
historical core have been designated as “heritage,” even as explicit
references to their colonial origins have been downplayed or deemed
inappropriate.
Drawing on more than a decade of ethnographic fieldwork on urban renewal
in Qingdao, this talk explores how various urban actors, ranging from local
government officials and tourism professionals to local intellectuals, engage
with, utilise, and even celebrate colonial heritage without contradicting the
state sanctioned narrative of national humiliation. They achieve this by
reframing the colonial past either as neutral, factual history or as a marketable
commodity, thereby rendering it depoliticised and ahistorical. The talk will
also reflect on the positionality of the researcher, a German anthropologist
studying German colonial heritage in a former German colony, and offer
broader insights into the question of postcoloniality in China and beyond.
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