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Tourism, Stakeholders and Fabric Heritage: A Case Study in The Ancient Villages in 

Southern Anhui - Xidi and Hongcun, China 

 

Introduction  

 

As Ashworth (2009) argues mainstream heritage tourism literature has tended to revile 

tourists, perceiving tourism as a product of economic commodification, and a ‘problem’ 

which creates pollution and physical damage, and obscures or erodes the cultural values of 

heritage In this context, tourists are treated as key problematic issues that dominate 

international authorities' attitude in the heritage area. This paper discusses my research on the 

Ancient Villages in Southern Anhui – Xidi and Hongcun. Overall the section aims to extend 

understanding of the way Chinese domestic tourists understand and use heritage sites. My 

research also focuses on the reaction of locals to tourism intrusion to their site. In addition, I 

explore how the governments' policies shape the performances of tourists at the sites. In 

return, the performances of tourists also influence local governments and the ways in which 

external capital understand and use heritage sites.  

 

The Ancient Villages of Southern Anhui – Xidi and Hongcun– are located in the northern and 

north-eastern part of Yi County in southern Anhui (Fig. 1).This region is historically called 

徽州Huizhou and is renowned for its traditional Hui landscape, 程朱理学 Cheng-Zhu 

philosophy, and 徽商 Hui merchant tradition. They are about 40 kilometres away from 

Huangshan Mountain, which is also a World Heritage Site. The two villages are about 15 

kilometres apart. UNESCO inscribed the two villages to the World Heritage List, claiming 

that they represent 'a type of human settlement created during a feudal period and based on a 
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prosperous trading economy; reflect the socio-economic structure of a long-lived settled 

period of Chinese history', and represent 'the traditional non-urban settlements of China, 

which have to a very large extent disappeared during the past century” and are listed on the 

basis of criteria (iii), (vi) and (v) (UNESCO, 2000).   

 

Xidi and Hongcun not only share similarities in terms of geographical setting with similar 

cultural background, and the ancient buildings, they also share many similarities in terms of 

population size, economic conditions, socio-cultural and conditions, as well as tourist 

attraction. However they have conducted with different tourism management modes in recent 

twenty years. In 1993, Xidi Village established the Xidi Tourism Service Company, and run 

by local elected village committee to dominate entire tourism business (Liang &Wang, 2005; 

Chen, 2005). In terms of Hongcun, the local government of Yi County in 1994 authorised Co. 

Jingyi Ltd1 to operate and manage Hongcun for thirty years. The process of the tourism 

development of the two villages was very complex. The details of the tourism development 

process were addressed by researchers such as Liang &Wang (2005) and Chen (2005). My 

paper mainly focuses on discussing and mapping the interrelations among tourists, 

governments and external capital, and then reconstructs the meaning of heritage in Chinese 

context.   

 

Tourists' Understating of Heritage, and the Interrelation between Tourists and Local 

Authorities  

 

Firstly, I will start with discussing my interview responses with domestic tourists in those two 

villages. Interviews were undertaken during December 2013, with 114 tourists (Xidi 69 and 

																																								 																				 	
1	Co. Jingyi Ltd is the subsidiary company from a private Beijing based tourist company, Beijing Zhongkun Investment 
Group	
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Hongcun 45) interviewed on the sites. The interviews were structured, consisting of a number 

of demographic questions to determine, among other measures, age, gender, occupation, 

education and come from. These were followed by 9 open-ended questions designed to 

explore the types of identity and memory work that tourists undertook during their visits and 

how their understanding of world heritage and tourism. While 9 open-ended questions also 

designed for local residents to identify how locals understanding world heritage and tourism, 

as well as their response to tourists visit their site. 

 

I skip the details of the demographic results. And I will use my interview data and 

transcriptions base on two of my chosen key open-end questions. The first question I would 

like to discuss with I interviewed with tourists is 'what messages about the heritage or 

history of the site do you take away' (Table 1&2). More than one third (35.6%) tourists in 

Xidi took away messages that demonstrated acknowledgement or recognition of history and 

cultural of the site or the region, while only and 14.3% interviewees took this massages in 

Hongcun. The most frequent response to this question (26.2 %) in Hongcun was aesthetic. I 

list two examples:  

XD072: I think Xidi is better than Hongcun, with particular the magnificent of the buildings. 

There are many advertises of Hongcun, which describe 'village of painting'. However, I 

prefer the feeling I got in Xidi.  (XD072, man, 35-44,tourist) 

	

XD047: Compared to Hongcun where have already become to a commercial place, Xidi is 

my preferred choice for visiting. I have a feeling that Xidi is alive. Locals are doing their own 

activities in their old houses which were built over 200 years. I can see many preserved ducks 

hang under the roof, and I can feel the slight smoke curling up from kitchen chimneys 

(XD047, woman, 24-35, tourist, teacher). 
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Table 1 What messages about the heritage or history of the site do you take away (Xidi)? 

 Frequency 

Valid 

Percent 

Valid Cultural recognition/gaining or showing respect 21 35.6 

No message 8 13.6 

Aesthetic 9 15.3 

changing/living culture 4 6.8 

Preservation message (include intangible heritage, values, either natural or 

cultural preservation) 
2 3.4 

Feeling/Social connection between visitors and locals or visitors themselves 14 23.8 

other 1 1.7 

Total 59 100.0 

Missing 99 10  

Total 69  

Table 2  What messages about the heritage or history of the site do you take away (Hongcun)? 

 Frequency 

Valid 

Percent 

Valid Cultural recognition/gaining or showing respect 6 14.3 

No message 8 19.0 

Aesthetic 11 26.2 

Preservation message (include intangible heritage, values, either natural or 

cultural preservation) 
1 2.4 

Feeling/Social connection between visitors and locals or visitors themselves 10 23.8 

other 1 2.4 

nominated specific sites or places 3 7.1 

intangible culture 2 4.8 

Total 42 100.0 

Missing 99 3  

Total 45  
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The question has elicited differences between the responses in the two villages that are worth 

remarking on. Recreation and aesthetics tend to be more frequently cited at the Hongcun than 

Xidi, which in turn more frequently elicited a sense of culture recognition and remembering. 

Why were tourists' responeses were distinct in these two villages which share similarities 

with physical setting and cultural background? One of the significant reasons is the degree 

and intensity of the way the concept of world heritage and its management was used to frame 

tourism and heritage practices in the two villages. Both local governments and the tourism 

company in Hongcun considered heritage as aesthetically pleasing physical objects or/and 

landscape that is non-renewable, which required them to protect the site in order so it may be 

inherited by future generations. This is illustrated by my interview with the vice-head of 

Hongcun (HC064). When I asked the question 'What does world heritage means to you', he 

answered: 

HC064: The inheritance objects from our ancestors. We have responsibility to protect them 

for future generation. In terms of Hongcun, we have to ensure the integrity of the building 

and the water system. 

In his sense, the local governments and the tourism company have constructed a systemic 

hierarchy of meaning-making in order to impose their understanding of heritage to tourists 

through narratives from tour guides and advertisements. I interviewed the head of the Co. 

Jingyi Ltd (HC065), which is the governments' authorised external tourism management 

company. His responses mentioned that external capital has brought funding for 

infrastructural improvement, improving tour guide systems, advertising and encouraging 

traditional handicraft. However, the primary aims of these investigations and management 

were to enhance the aesthetic view of the village. I attended five different tour groups from 

20th to 22th December, 2013 (with 204 minutes record data). I observed that the 
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interpretations from the company trained tour guides mainly focus on describing the beauty 

of the landscape, the grand nature of the traditional buildings and identifying the metaphor of 

the decoration of buildings. Although, tour guides did identify the history and customs of the 

village, their descriptions were nonetheless discussed in relation to the material objects.  

 

In terms of Xidi, it was run by locals for more than 20 years. Although in mid-2013 the state-

owned enterprise Co. Huihuang Ltd has now taken charge, the new tourism company had, at 

the time the interviews were undertaken, limited influence on existing tourism management. 

Tourists I interviewed more frequently elicited a sense of culture and remembering in Xidi 

than in Hongcun. For example, XD047 considered Hongcun a commercial place, while 

identifying Xidi as ‘alive’. However, the understanding of heritage from local governments 

and external capital are similar with those authorities in Hongcun, as they still focus on 

material objects. The most important reason that has caused such differences form Xidi and 

Hongcun is that the 'Authorised Heritage Discourse' (AHD)2 in framing the management of 

Xidi was not as successful as in Hongcun. Firstly, Compared to Hongcun, the Xidi Tourism 

Service Company did not advertise as much as the Hongcun's external company.  

 

Secondly, Hongcun's external company has developed a more efficient tour guide system 

than Xidi3. The influence of the AHD within the Xidi tours was not as explicitly identifiable, 

with slightly less emphasis placed on aesthetics and thus the AHD was not as strongly present 

in the tour guide interpretations as at Hongcun. It is possible that this allowed tourists' to have 

a more individually emotional authentic response to visiting Xidi, and allowed greater space 

																																								 																				 	
2		AHD	is	the professional discourse that 'defines heritage as aesthetically pleasing material objects, sites, places and/or 
landscapes that are non-renewable' (Smith 2012:212), and 'frames the way heritage is understood and used, and that 
maintains particular hierarchies of cultural expertise and understanding' (Smith 2012:211). 
3Based on my interview data with locals in Xidi. This observation is also based on my attendance of three different tour 
groups from 14th to 24th December, 2013(with 123 minutes record data).	
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for them to develop observations of the site outside of the received the AHD messages from 

authorities.  

 

The management authorities in both Xidi and Hongcun were primary concerned with the 

protection of material objects. They also used their power to educate tourists to appreciate the 

aesthetic and cultural values of the sites. This difference between the two sites has showed 

the extent to which the intensity of marketing and interpretation can influence tourists’ 

responses to a site.  

 

Although some tourists' perspectives of the two sites were impacted by the AHD that focus 

on aesthetic values, however, they were actively engaged in a complex aesthetic thought 

processes rather than passively accept AHD massages. Those tourists' aesthetic thought 

processes were invoked by physically encounter with places, which linked to their personal or 

collective memories. I list two examples:  

HC005: Because of the aesthetic reason, I prefer Xidi than Hongcun. You know most of the 

buildings in Xidi are just like a small museum or arts gallery. When you walk through a door, 

you can see hundred year old tree peony in the garden. The tile carving, the wood carving, 

and any details of the building are so delicate. Some houses may be small, but the contents 

they contain are abundant. I can imagine the beauty of the four seasons, with the melting of 

snow in the spring, the clear water flowed freely in the summer, and the withered lotus in the 

autumn.  (HC005, woman, over 65, tourist, retired teacher) 

 

HC040: Well, I met a local who took me to visit his house. I was impressed by the courtyard, 

the kitchen, and the fishing pond and the surrounding of the house. I said to him that I will 

come to stay about two months when I have a vacation. I started to fantasize the scene that I 
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wake up in a quiet morning, and then go to the morning market to buy fresh vegetable and 

have a nice breakfast. After that I take my drawing paper sitting at the courtyard to do some 

sketches. How wonderful it is! (HC040, woman, 25-34, tourist) 

 

There were a large number of tourists was not necessarily influenced by the management 

emphasis on the AHD in both Xidi and Hongcun. I would like to discuss this by analyse 

another chosen open-end questions 'What experiences do you value on visiting this place? 

(Table 3&4). In answering this, only 14.7% and 13.6% interviewees in Xidi and Hongcun 

considered that they were having a recreational or touristic experience. The majority of 

tourists were engaged in various sophisticated cultural performances, which include 

recognition of culture and history of the sites or region (35.3% in Xidi and 20.5% in 

Hongcun), complexity aesthetic thought process (20.5% in both Xidi and Hongcun), 

emotional connections to the past and/or present with their personal or collective memories 

(11.8% in Xidi and 20.5% in Hongcun).  I list five examples: 

 

XD028: When I walked though these old buildings, I can imagine how grand this building 

used to be. At a moment, I cannot help my mind went back in the past Xidi, where generations 

of Xidi people not only built the representative 'Hui building',  but created a glorious 'Hui 

cultural' that has influenced the Southern Chinese cultural system. (Xidi 028, woman, 35-44, 

tourist, company CFO ) 

 

XD024: The buildings and landscape in my village were similar with Xidi with traditional 

Hui characteristics, however, they no longer exist. I can find my memories when I was a boy 

by visiting this similar environment.  (XD024, man, 35-44, tourist, unemployed) 
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XD029: During this trip, I feel that the landscape of the site represents the strong identity of 

the Hui culture. My understanding may be different from people who come from the similar 

cultural background. However, it still arouses my memory of what I used to know of such 

culture, and this influences my personal emotion. (XD029, man, 35-44, tourists, shipping 

company) 

 

XD049: During, I listened to the interpretation from a tour guide of the history of the 

ancestral temple of Mr Hu 胡家宗祠, I was thinking that there are hundreds of tourists walk 

through this building, but who will think the stories have happened in this place or how many 

memories of locals and tourists have been record by the building? (XD049, man,45-54, 

tourist) 

 

XD022: I have a very good memory when I have been to Hongcun thirteen years ago, which 

is more natural and open to visitors. However, my experiences in Hongcun this time, is just 

like product I bought, very commercial. You know, there is a river outside Hongcun. Thirteen 

year ago it is used to be very natural, with beautiful vegetation and soft sand riverbank. 

However, it is turned into an ugly concrete small dam. I think the reason the touristic 

company and local governments did this is to ensure the water yield inside the village during 

the dry season. It is stupid and wrong. (XD022, man, 25-34, tourist, landscape architect) 
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Table 3  What experiences do you value on visiting this site  (Xidi)? 

 Frequency Valid Percent 

Valid Touristic/recreational/happy day out of the site 10 14.7 

Recognition of culture/history/intangible heritage  of  the site/region 24 35.3 

Aesthetic (related to architectures/landscape) 14 20.6 

Social connection with locals/friends 3 4.4 

Don’t know 2 2.9 

Disappointed commercialization 2 2.9 

Identity/memory work 8 11.8 

Talking about general experiences in other Chinese heritage site 2 2.9 

Compare between Xidi and Hongcun 3 4.4 

Total 68 100.0 

Missing 99 1  

Total 69  

Table 4  What experiences do you value on visiting this site (Hongcun)? 

 Frequency Valid Percent 

Valid Touristic/recreational/happy day out of the site 6 13.6 

Recognition of culture/history/intangible heritage  of  the site/region 9 20.5 

Aesthetic (related to architectures/landscape) 9 20.5 

Social connection with locals/friends 3 6.8 

Don’t know 1 2.3 

Disappointed commercialization 2 4.5 

Identity/memory work 9 20.5 

Talking about general experiences in other Chinese heritage site 1 2.3 

Compare between Xidi and Hongcun 4 9.1 

Total 44 100.0 

Missing 99 1  

Total 45  
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These examples illustrate that tourists do not simply have fun during their visiting, but have 

different cultural concerns and interests. XD028 and XD049 linked the material buildings to 

the past Hui culture underlined by an emotion of adoration. Physically encountered with old 

buildings was helped they generating an interesting cultural moment with a dialog from the 

present to the past. XD024 and XD029 were geographically separated from different part of 

China. However, both of them have similar cultural affiliation to the site. Therefore, their 

memories had been aroused by seeing landscape in Xidi, which invoked a similar sense of 

belonging. XD022, although he criticised the commercial changes of Hongcun, it was an 

active process of remembering. Within this remembering process, new memories had been 

created as well. As Smith (2012:214) indicated that 'Reminiscing and remembering are often 

cited as important activities at heritage sites' .The five examples, illustrate tourists can have 

empathetic experiences by their visiting, which then creates their own cultural moments at the 

heritage site. Their emotional response reflect that they deeply engaged in constructing 

heritage meaning, the heritage objects or landscape play as media to reinforce their sense of 

belonging and identities. The next section, I would like to focus on another key stakeholder - 

local communities, which I discuss of local reactions to tourism and tourists by analysing one 

of my key open-end questions. 

 

Locals Reaction to Tourists  

 

When I asked locals 'Do tourists have any impact on your daily life' (Table 5&6), the 

majority of locals in Xidi 57.1% and in Hongcun 62.5% said that 'Yes, our living depends on 

tourism'. Some of them noted that their life qualities have been changed in positive ways 

because of tourism. Two villagers from Hongcun who run a local hostel said that:  

HC061: Tourism is good. Our village use to be a very dirty place with cow dung and garbage 
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before tourism developed.  Sometimes there are too many tourists come to visit, nevertheless I 

do not mind, and I am hoping more tourists come. 

HC062: I agree, we are living a better life because of tourism. You cannot imagine how hard 

was the life we used to live. Twenty years ago, we had to farm day and night. Even in winter, 

we had to cut down wood at close by mountains in order to keep warm. (HC061, Woman, 25-

34, local; HC062, Woman, 45-54, local) 

 

Some locals have made active statements that tourism helps to reinforce local identity and 

pride. For example, a local tour guide from Xidi told me that: 

XD042: Well, when I was a kid, nobody cared about the old buildings and the history of our 

village.  Since the increasing number of tourists, I was curious why they want to come to our 

wrecked village. Elder villagers told me the reason they come is to visit our traditional 

architecture and water system. They also told me tourism is the reason that these traditional 

settings are still being taken care of. Therefore, I have been interested with our culture, not 

only the building, but also more in-depth Hui culture which has been seen as a significant 

component of Chinese culture. One of the important reasons I am doing this guide job is that 

I am very proud to communicate with tourists our culture. (XD042, Woman, 25-34, local, 

tour guide) 

 

Tourism also has saved physical heritage of the two villages.  A local from Hongcun said that: 

HC048:You know, in our province, there were hundreds of towns or villages are similar with 

Xidi and Hongcun and even better 30 years ago, however, they had been demolished in order 

to build so called 'new towns or villages'. Xidi and Hongcun still had been kept the old setting 

at that time because of their remote location and bad traffic conditions, and we cannot afford 

to build a new village. After that in the late 1980s, in order to develop tourism, we have to 
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keep the old houses. Therefore, it is tourism saved our villages. (HC048, man, local, 35-44) 

 

In addition, some locals reported that tourism has helped to reinforce or even save intangible 

heritage.  A local who engaged in traditional wood carving in Xidi told me that:  

XD090: My family have engaged in this job for generations. This wood carving used to be 

the important decorations in traditional Hui building. However, the new type of building no 

longer needs it. Without tourist, who we do this job for? Tourism is the most important 

reason that our family still inherit this skill. It is better than out-migrating for work.   

(XD090,woman,45-54,local) 

 

Furthermore, one of the local scholars in Hongcun nominated that tourism has changed the 

industrial structure of the village. For example: 

HC052: Well, I have thought about this question over ten years. The most significant impact 

is industrial structural change. Ninety percent of locals have engaged in tourism and relative 

occupations, they used to depend on farming. Tourism not only benefits Hongcun, but 

activates the economy and cultural innovation of the region. (HC052, men, over 65, local 

scholar, local) 

 

The above examples shows that tourism itself has been seen as a positive factor by locals in 

both Xidi and Hongcun, and most locals appear happy with the industrial changes from 

farming to tourism. Some locals state that tourism actually has changed their sites to be a 

better place, not only bringing in money that can support preservation and new infrastructure. 

More significantly, tourists aroused locals' public awareness to respect their culture and are a 

stimulating factor for the protection and improvement of fabric heritage.  

Table 5 Do tourists have any impact on your daily life in Xidi? 
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 Frequency Valid Percent 

Valid Yes, mass tourists brings inflation (house/food, etc.) - negative 2 9.5 

Yes, mass tourists brings economic growth - positive 2 9.5 

Yes, represent local identity/proud - positive 4 19.0 

Yes, our living depends on tourism 12 57.1 

Yes, happy to communicate with tourists - positive 1 4.8 

Total 21 100.0 

Missing 99 1  

Total 22  

 

Table 6 Do tourists have any impact on your daily life in Hongcun? 

 Frequency Valid Percent 

Valid Yes, mass tourists bring economic growth - positive 2 12.5 

Yes, our living depends on tourism 10 62.5 

Changes in industrial structure 4 25.0 

Total 16 100.0 

Missing 99 2  

Total 18  

 

 

Conclusion  

 

Much of the heritage literature and policies made by international and national authorities 

criticise the destructive nature of mass tourists. In their sense, the presence of mass tourists to 

a heritage site has negative impacts to local communities. However, my interview result 

shows that, the majority of locals are willing tourists come to their villages. Not only from 
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economic perspective, but they considered tourists has brought their sense of protection of the 

fabric heritage, and become part of their collective memories.  

 

Another key issue that the interviews of tourists illustrated is that the cultural moment created 

by tourists is multi-dimensional. A large number of tourists are engaged in recognition of 

Culture and History of the two villages or the Anhui province, doing their own identity or 

memory work and are engaged in building social connections. For some visitors Xidi and 

Hongcun are association with in depth and texture to wider Chinese Southern identity and 

Confucianism. Some tourists used the discourse of feeling in more subtle ways to augment 

their sense of connection to physical places, landscape, locals, and traditional Hui culture. 

Some visitors expressed their disappointment or provided some negative observations on 

commercialisation or pollution problems; nevertheless, they played an active role in the 

heritage site during their visiting and were active in constructing their own meanings.  As a 

world heritage site, Xidi and Hongcun in general were a place where people felt – and in 

particular felt connected to something vital such as a connection to land or connection to deep 

time. My interview reveals that tourists were not simply 'touring'; they were undertaking 

'cultural and social work', actively working out, remembering and negotiating cultural 

meanings. Despite the apparent influences of the AHD employed by management at the two 

sites and discussed above, overall the work supports the sense of agency illustrated by Smith 

in her work with heritage visitors in European and Australian contexts (2006, 2012). 

 

What this study show is that the interrelationship between heritage, tourism and local 

communities is more complex than is generally assumed both in Chinese and international 

heritage policy and practice. More work needs to be done to help us reconsider the 

assumptions heritage professionals make about tourists and heritage tourism. 
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