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Abstract: The People’s Republic of China has experienced great economic, 
political and socio-cultural changes since its founding in 1949, which in turn 
have considerably impacted every aspect of the Chinese society. Adopting a 
regime perspective, the paper discusses China’s tourism development against 
these backdrops, with an aim to disentangle the relation between tourism 
development and the broader context. In the light of the heritage-tourism-urban 
development strategy today, a special attention is given to tourism’s 
(non)interaction with heritage and urban development, to examine the impact 
of the (lack of) internal dynamics on their development paths. In its attempt to 
answer the questions of ‘why’ and ‘what’ in China’s tourism development, the 
paper aims to provide a panoramic view of the topic and the unique dialogism 
among tourism development, heritage conservation and urban development that 
underlines the appropriation and practice of tourism and heritage in 
contemporary China. 
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1 Introduction 

The past three decades have witnessed rapid tourism development in China, along with 
its sustained economic growth and closer integration into the world. In the Travel and 
Tourism Competitiveness Index 2015 released by the World Economic Forum (2015), 
Mainland China ranks 17 among 141 world economies, a significant jump from the 28th 
position in 2013. According to UNWTO (2015), China maintains its status as the no. 1 
top source market and the no. 4 top tourist destination in 2014. Similarly, China’s 
domestic tourism has been growing exponentially over time. In 1995, China had only 629 
million travels that generated an income of ￥137.6 billion (US$16.5 billion) (CNTA, 
1996). However, in 2014, domestic tourist visits totalled 3.61 billion, with a tourism 
revenue of ￥3031.2 billion (US$493.5 billion), an increase of 10.7% and 15.4% 
respectively over the previous year (CNBS, 2015). 

Viewing the present scale, one can hardly imagine the strong anti-tourism sentiment 
of the state six decades ago when China was newly founded. Indeed, “[t]Tourism does 
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not follow a single model for development. Its organisation and administration depend on 
particular national and local needs and circumstances” [Lew and Yu, (1995), p.61]. 

One of such circumstances to better grasp China’s tourism development is the 
dramatic economic, political and socio-cultural changes since its founding in 1949, 
especially since the 1978 reform and opening up, which have considerably impacted 
every aspect of the Chinese society, including tourism. With the founding of China in 
1949, a party-state political structure has been established, with the Communist Party of 
China (CPC) exercising absolute power over issues at all levels of society. The central 
government, the State Council, leads and supervises the local governments, with the latter 
reporting to the former. The centralised political system ensures that “society is placed 
under the state and the state is overseen by the CPC” [Airey and Chong, (2011), p.32]. 
Since 1978, a gradual decentralisation of the state power and establishment of a market 
mechanism in China has been witnessed. However, given the socialist political system, 
the state, via policy making, continues to play a pivotal role in China’s tourism 
development. It is with such an understanding and against such a background that a 
complete picture of China’s tourism development can be mostly secured. 

This paper investigates China’s tourism development since 1949. The purpose is 
two-fold. First, it endeavours to disentangle the relation between tourism development 
and the broader context it is embedded in, to better understand its development path till 
today. Second, in the context of the promoted heritage-tourism-urban development 
strategy in China today (China Economy, 2014; MC and CNTA, 2009; SC, 2001, 2014; 
Shan, 2010; Xu, 2016), a special attention is given to tourism’s (non)interaction with 
heritage conservation and urban development, to see whether and, if so, how they 
influence each other’s development paths. The tension between heritage and urban 
development has long existed, but the nature of this relation changes over time due to 
varied perceptions and approaches in different historical contexts. In recent decades, 
tourism has started to get involved with both heritage and urban development. 
Theoretically, its mutual tie with both provides tourism with the potential as a mediating 
power in between. But the reality is more complex, relating to such issues as the 
perceptions of the three elements among the different stakeholders, the shift in political 
agendas, the roles of heritage and tourism in urban development, and the tourism impacts 
on heritage conservation. The exploration of the dynamics among them sheds light not 
only on the tourism development but also on its changing roles between heritage 
conservation and urban development. 

A regime perspective is adopted to achieve these ends. Originating in a political 
economy frame, a regime is conceptualised as an autonomous force that mediates 
between basic causal factors and outcomes (Stone, 1993). However, its applications 
indicate a strong focus on the analysis of internal dynamics at the expense of that of 
external factors (Haggard and Simmons, 1987; Lauria, 1997; Mossberger and Stoker, 
2001; Tretter, 2008; Ward, 1996). By examining both the broader setting and the internal 
dynamics which have shaped China’s tourism development, this paper hopes to narrow 
the gap. 

2 The regime concept 

The regime concept started to emerge in the 1970s and early 1980s (Elkin, 1985; 
Fainstein et al., 1983; Haas, 1980a, 1980b; Keohane and Nye, 1977; Ruggie, 1975; 
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Young, 1980). It was popularised with the publication of the special issue of 
International Organization on international regimes in 1982 and the publication of 
Regime Politics: Governing Atlanta 1946–1988 by Clarence Stone in 1989. Since then, 
the concept has been applied and adjusted in different fields and contexts at various 
scales (Edwards and Prins, 2014; Gjerde et al., 2008; Henig et al., 1999; Inbar, 1995; 
Konrad et al., 2008; Porter, 2002; Stokke et al., 2005; Stone, 1998), which has 
contributed to its further development. 

In the field of international relations, the often-cited consensus definition refers a 
regime as “sets of implicit or explicit principles, norms, rules, and decision-making 
procedures around which actors’ expectations converge in a given area” [Krasner, 
(1982b), p.186], though many other scholars have contributed to the conceptual 
formation and development of the regime concept (Haas, 1980a; Keohane and Nye, 1977; 
Levy et al., 1995; Maswood, 2000; Young, 1980, 1982). In urban regime analysis, a 
regime is defined by Stone as “the informal arrangements by which public bodies and 
private interests function together in order to be able to make and carry out governing 
decisions” [Stone, (1989), p.6], and it has also been used and adjusted by many others 
(DiGaetano and Klemanski, 1993; Jones and Dugdale, 2001; Konrad et al., 2008; 
Mossberger and Stoker, 2001; Ploberger, 2012). 

As indicated above, the concept has been applied and adapted in different research 
disciplines and contexts at various scales. What about conceptual coherence? First, a 
regime is relatively stable, which distinguishes it from concepts like ‘arrangement’ that is 
often one-shot or temporary (Keohane and Nye, 1977; Krasner, 1982b). However, the 
relative stability neither implies that actors always comply with the norms and rules 
(Young, 1982), nor indicates uniformity or complete consensus over values, perceptions 
or practices among actors. Regime dynamics implies the constant negotiations between 
forces for change and forces for continuity (Stone, 1989). It is the dynamics under 
uniformity that leads to cooperation, and the power dynamics in the regime affects the 
way and the degree of cooperation among actors (Maswood, 2000). This leads to the 
second feature: a regime is not only regulating or governing, but also structuring and 
empowering. 

A regime is empowering in the sense that for its members, a regime forms a 
governing coalition and creates the governing capacity that each of them is part of. It 
helps facilitate cooperation and achieve coordinated efforts which are otherwise difficult 
to realise over diversified interests, power dynamics, and uncertainties about each other 
(Haggard and Simmons, 1987; Stone, 1989). The word ‘structuring’ emphasises that 
“even relatively durable relationships undergo a continuing process of modification”, 
during which members adjust to each other and change accordingly [Stone, (1989), 
p.181]. In other words, the internal dynamics helps maintain the stable set of 
relationships, but it can also force changes upon its members and correspondingly the 
stable set of relationships, i.e. the structure. Thus, a new regime may appear. Such an 
understanding gives rise to its third feature, regime significance. 

Regime significance characterises the regime concept. As early as the start of the 
international regime research, a debate was initiated to address such a concern. Three 
schools of thoughts were provoked concerning the degree of regime significance: 
conventional structural, modified structural and Grotian (Krasner, 1982b).1 Though they 
agree on the basic causal variables at work, most prominently power and interests, for 
regime development, they disagree with each other on the extent that a regime makes a 
difference. Conventional structuralism considers it insignificant as “a phenomenon whose 
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presence cannot be assumed and whose existence requires careful explanation”; however, 
the Grotian school considers it significant as “a pervasive and significant phenomenon in 
the international system” [Krasner, (1982b), p.194]. The modified structuralism, adopted 
by most of the researchers (Krasner, 1982b), takes a position in between, acknowledging 
the significance of basic causal variables, but at the same time arguing that regimes do 
play a role. One way to demonstrate their autonomy, according to Krasner, is through 
lags, which refer to “situations in which the relationship between basic causal variables 
and regimes becomes attenuated” [Krasner, (1982a), p.501]. Typical examples are the 
situations in which power and interests change, but regimes do not (Krasner, 1982a), or 
regimes change, but perceptions, visions, and practices of the old regimes still linger on. 

If the causal variables justify the regime development, the external factors provide the 
structural environment for a regime. Derived from a political economy approach, the 
regime concept endeavours to find a middle way between pluralism that considers 
“governmental authority is adequate to make and carry out policies” and structuralism 
that assumes “the mode of production as pervading and dominating all other spheres of 
activity, including politics” [Stone, (1993), p.2]. Thus, a regime is conceptualised as an 
‘organism’ that mediates between basic causal factors and outcomes (Stone, 1993). The 
external causal factors vary, but generally referred to the contexts that the studied regime 
is related to or embedded in, namely the socio-cultural, economic, and political 
environments (DiGaetano and Klemanski, 1993; Stone, 1989). It is at this point that the 
regime concept receives much criticism, for both the international regime and urban 
regime literature implies a general neglect of the context in regime (trans)formation 
(Haggard and Simmons, 1987; Lauria, 1997; Mossberger and Stoker, 2001; Ward, 1996), 
though some research do acknowledge the socio-cultural, economic, and political factors 
at work (Collins, 2008; Stone, 1993; Tretter, 2008). 

The paper discusses the tourism development in China since 1949, in relation to 
heritage conservation and urban development, from a regime perspective. The regime 
concept is perceived in the paper as a system which contains regulation processes in order 
to maintain its structure – the stable set of relations among tourism, heritage conservation 
and urban development. The internal dynamics among the elements helps maintain this 
stability, but may also bring about changes in each individual element, subsequently in 
the structure and ultimately of the regime itself. A second important factor to enforce 
regime transformation is the broader context, i.e. the socio-cultural, economic, and 
political environments. China exhibits three distinct periods since 1949, namely 
1949–1978, 1978–end of the century, and the 21st century onwards, which generate 
different tourism development, heritage conservation and urban development paths, with 
varied dynamics. Thus three successive regimes can be distinguished concerning the 
relationship among tourism development, heritage conservation and urban development 
in China, conditioned by both external factors and internal dynamics. The regime 
approach offers a long-term perspective on tourism development paths and helps 
understand the tourism development evolution not only from the broader setting, but also 
from its immediate environment, i.e. its changing relations with heritage conservation and 
urban development. 

Within the scope of this paper, it is not possible to present a thorough regime and 
transformation analysis for the three regimes in a comprehensive way. Thus, the paper 
confines itself to the research question ‘how the social-economic-political contexts affect 
the vision and practice of tourism development, and how tourism development interacts 
with heritage conservation and urban development in the process?’ 
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3 The period of 1949–1978 

3.1 Context 

The almost half-a-century war-torn period ended in 1949 with the founding of China in a 
centrally planned economic system and a party-state political system. The CPC exercised 
absolute power and enforced policy. The national economy – both supply and demand 
sides – was centrally controlled and planned, leaving no room for market intervention. 

At the global scale, the world then was witnessing confrontation between the two 
ideological blocs led by the USA and the Soviet Union, and China naturally joined the 
latter. As a result, China was faced with diplomatic isolation and trade embargos by the 
US-led bloc from the very beginning (Airey and Chong, 2011). The breakup with the 
Soviet Union since mid-1950s made its integration into the international community even 
more difficult. This situation started to change only since the 1970s. 

China started the industrialisation process immediately after its founding. Influenced 
by the Soviet Union, China prioritised the industrial development, especially the heavy 
industry. The tertiary industry, being considered unproductive, was ignored. According to 
Saich (2004), in the early 1950s, 88% of the state capital investment was allocated to the 
heavy industry. During the First Five-Year Plan (1953–1957), China’s economy started 
to develop. However, this was hampered by the Great Leap Forward (1958–1960), a 
radical movement to speed up industrial development through a high level of 
collectivisation. Combined with the natural disasters, the Great Leap Forward ended in 
failure with sharp decrease of GNP and some 30 million deaths (Dikőtter, 2010; 
Shepherd and Yu, 2013). This was followed by the radical political movement, the 
Cultural Revolution (1966–1976). These interruptions greatly prevented China’s 
economic growth. 

The Cultural Revolution was actually an epitome of China’s socialist ideologies in 
this period. Class struggle, politics-in-command, egalitarianism were of optimal 
importance for communist China (Airey and Chong, 2011). Culture and leisure had no 
place in people’s life as being considered part of a bourgeois life style and contradictory 
to the communist frugal living doctrine. At the same time, public mobility was strictly 
controlled as a source of social instability. 

The Cultural Revolution also vividly illustrated the perception of culture in this 
period. Culture and heritage were ignored and many of its cultural traditions were largely 
rejected (Sofield and Li, 1998; Yan and Bramwell, 2008). The demolition of many 
China’s city walls in the urban development process can serve as an example (Chen, 
2003; Whitehand and Gu, 2007). Through the ‘four olds’ campaign (old ideas, old 
culture, old customs and old habits) during the Cultural Revolution, cultural heritage was 
severely destructed and intellectuals were persecuted. As a result, culture and cultural 
heritage became a taboo and the cultural appreciation was greatly lost among the public. 

3.2 The tourism development: a political nature 

As mentioned above, China failed to integrate itself into the international community, 
which was undoubtedly a constraint for its tourism development. “Travel to the PRC was 
forbidden by the United States and many other western governments. China reciprocated 
by generally denying entry to most foreigners” [Richter, (1989), p.24]. However, it was 
this confrontation that served as a driver for the humble start of China’s tourism. Tourism 
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activities were arranged as a propaganda tool to nurture friendship and understanding 
with other nations and to promote socialist policies (Airey and Chong, 2011; Hall, 2001; 
Ryan et al., 2009a; Zhang, 1989). Along the same lines, the outbound travel was 
restricted to diplomats and government officials only (Wen and Tisdell, 2001), being 
considered both ideologically dangerous and economically wasteful (Arlt, 2006). 

If the international environment restricted the tourism development, the domestic 
environment was simply against it. First and foremost, China practiced a centrally 
planned economic system, which in the first place made free tourism flow impossible. 
Second, the disregard for the service industry led to the discouragement of tourism 
development as not being considered as an appropriate form of economic activity (Wen 
and Tisdell, 2001). In fact, tourism planning was not generally undertaken (Ryan et al., 
2009a) and little funding was accorded by the state. Till 1978, there were only 137 hotels 
with a total of 15,500 guest rooms (Han, 2009). Third, there was little tourism demand 
internally. The Chinese society was in a state of social unrest in the first half of the 20th 
century, which prevented most recreational travel (Sofield and Li, 1998). As mentioned 
before, the newly founded communist China then advocated for frugal living and against 
leisure and bourgeois lifestyle, which, to a certain extent, suppressed people’s travel 
desires. In addition, China’s economy did not grow much in that period and people still 
struggled for survival. Last, during the decade-long Cultural Revolution, travel was 
brought to a complete standstill (Xiao, 2006). All these unfavourable circumstances make 
people doubt the existence of tourism if without the diplomatic consideration. 

As illustrated, tourism was perceived as a diplomatic tool instead of a proper form of 
economic activity. Thus, the inbound tourism of a political nature was placed on agenda. 
The general guidelines of the tourism policy were to promote the socialist achievements 
of China, to extend China’s political influences in the world, and to enhance mutual 
understandings and friendships between the Chinese people and the people in the world 
(Airey and Chong, 2011). 

All aspects of inbound tourism were tightly controlled by the national government to 
achieve this purpose, including visa application, travel arrangement and pricing (Airey 
and Chong, 2011; Zhang, 1995). In this centrally planned economic system, the state 
controlled all aspects of the national economy and resource allocation. The market and 
the private sector had no role to play in the management and supply of the tourism 
services under this system (Wen and Tisdell, 2001). The tourism development fell into 
the responsibility of the China Bureau of Travel and Tourism (CBTT), under the Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs. The two responsible operational travel agencies were China 
International Travel Service (CITS) and China Travel Service (CTS). The former was 
supervised by the CBTT and dealt with non-Chinese travellers, while the latter handled 
Chinese outside Mainland China and was taken care of by the Office of Overseas Chinese 
Affairs, under the State Council. These two travel agencies, as non-administrative 
organisations, formed part of the government bureaucracy (Zhang, 1995), receiving 
orders from their supervisors above and acting accordingly.2 In addition to the travel 
agencies, the transport industry, hotels, and tour organisations were all under state 
ownership and state control in one form or another (Wen and Tisdell, 2001). Therefore, 
cooperation was achieved via a system of command rather than reciprocity. 

Tourists were mainly of two types, the permitted foreign guests and the Chinese from 
outside of Mainland China. An annual quota was set to limit the number of self-financed 
tourists (Airey and Chong, 2011). Nevertheless, tourists were treated as VIPs with 
“endless banquets, meetings with leaders, courtesy calls, and visits to working units” 
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[Zhang, (1995), p.9], though the tourism infrastructure and service were in general of 
poor quality. As a matter of fact, visits to working units, factories and communes were 
highlighted to demonstrate the material achievements of communist China regardless of 
the interests of visitors (Sofield and Li, 1998). As Zhang (1995, p.9) pointed out, “it was 
the destination which selected the tourists rather than the tourists who chose the 
destination” . With a diplomatic focus, tourism in general was operated at a loss, which 
had started to be aware of and addressed only since the 1970s (Airey and Chong, 2011). 

3.3 A lack of interaction 

In general, no close relation was identified and established among tourism, heritage and 
urban development in this period. The planned and political nature of tourism determined 
a lack of intercourse with both, while the tensions between heritage conservation and 
urban development were found from the very beginning. Thus the regime in this period 
features only partial relation and a lack of interaction among the three elements. 

The tensions between heritage conservation and urban development did exist. Due to 
a general neglect of the past heritage and cultural traditions both from the government 
and among the public, many heritage buildings and building complexes were destructed 
to give way to urban development, such as the demolition of many of the city walls 
(Chen, 2003; Whitehand and Gu, 2007). Administrations responsible for heritage on the 
one hand and urban development on the other hand worked in parallel and purposive 
cooperation was non-existent since without a common agenda. 

Tourism as an industry hardly existed in the planning economy. Being not considered 
as a proper economic activity, the role of tourism in urban development was not 
identified. Unavoidably, tourism activities, though quite limited, involved some heritage 
sites. However, due to the small scale and the lack of market competition, they failed to 
create a mutual relation, either constructive or destructive, as practiced in the market 
economy. 

According to Stone (1989), a regime is referred as the informal arrangements through 
which both public and private sectors cooperate for governance. The assumption behind 
is that the public body, though in most cases formally responsible for governing, does not 
possess all the resources and scope of authority to practice governance. He further argues 
that cooperation can be realised in various ways. “It can be induced if there is an actor 
powerful enough to coerce others into it, but that is a rare occurrence, because power is 
not usually so concentrated” [Stone, (1989), p.8]. However, the assumption seems to be 
challenged in the case of communist China and the rare occurrence did happen. Under the 
planning economy, private sectors were absent in the fields of tourism, heritage and 
urban development. Government administrations and their subordinates took full charge 
of the issues concerned. Cooperation within sectors was achieved via a system of 
command rather than reciprocity, while cross-sector cooperation hardly existed due to a 
lack of common agendas. 
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4 The period of 1978–end of the century 

4.1 Context 

In 1978, the Third Plenary Session of CPC’s 11th National Congress was held, an 
epoch-making event for China’s socio-cultural, economic and political development as 
well as international relations. Two important decisions were made: the shift from 
political struggle to economic modernisation and opening up to the outside world. 

It was pointed out in the Third Plenary Session that overconcentration was a 
shortcoming in economic management and it called for a shift “under guidance from the 
leadership to lower levels so that the local authorities and industrial and agricultural 
enterprises will have great power of decision in management under the guidance of 
unified state planning” [CPC, (1978), p.52]. The decentralisation process, in terms of 
both central-local and state-market relations, has been going on since then and will 
predictably continue in the future. 

Regarding the central-local relation, a turning point is the 1994 fiscal reform. A 
tax-sharing system between central and local governments was proposed to replace the 
revenue sharing system (Zhang, 1999). This initiative rendered local governments more 
autonomy to develop their own economy and increase local fiscal revenues, working as 
an economic entity with their own policy agendas and orientations (Ma and Wu, 2005; 
Su, 2015; Zhu, 2004). 

In terms of the state-market relation, the private economy started to be officially 
recognised as complementary to public ownership since 1982 (Airey and Chong, 2011). 
As a result, the market and private enterprises positioned themselves in the national 
economy. The market-driven economic reform started with the household responsibility 
system in rural areas, then extended to urban industrial sectors, and further extended to 
other sectors to privatise production and distribution, decentralise decision-making, and 
authorise profit retention.3 Though with the ever deepening economic reform, the state 
continued to play an important role through macro-management and macro-planning. In 
China’s socialist market economy, the operation of market mechanism is overseen by the 
state. 

The tertiary industry in this period was differently perceived and practiced. Its 
development was facilitated by the rapid economic growth. This was met by the state 
with the decision in 1992 to further speed up its development. The rapid tourism 
development in the 1990s benefited from this initiative. The World Development 
Indicators from the World Bank shows that in 1999 the tertiary industry accounted for 
39% of the GDP, while in 1981 the share of services was limited to 23% (WB, 2016). 

Opening up to and a deeper contact with the world created more cultural awareness 
and nationalism, and facilitated China’s cultural and heritage protection. China started to 
re-evaluate its past heritage since the reform and opening up. In 1982, the first Law on 
the Protection of Cultural Relics of the People’s Republic of China was issued by the 
State Council to strengthen its protection, to inherit the splendid historical and cultural 
legacy and to conduct patriotic education. Since the 1980s more legal regulations have 
been introduced in the field (SACH, 2009). 
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4.2 The tourism development: an economic concern 

“The transition from one institutional form to another entails remaking the fundamental 
rules that shape economies, from formal regulations and laws to informal conventions 
and norms” [Nee, (1996), p.910]. The transition from the centrally planned economy to 
the socialist market economy in China had brought in new economic actors and new rules 
of cooperation and competition. The state power had weakened, though still prominent in 
the socialist market economy, with market exchange gradually replacing redistribution as 
the main economic mechanism. 

The tourism industry figured the first among experiment sectors for economic reform 
in terms of both privatisation and decentralisation. Tourism was in fact the first sector to 
be injected with foreign funds and management (Sofield and Li, 1998). In 1979, foreign 
investment was encouraged in hotels and travel agencies and five years later, the decision 
was made to allow for the involvement of local governments, government agencies, 
collectives and individuals in tourism investment (Zhang, 1995). Unlike the previous 
period, coalitions among actors were mainly built upon reciprocity and negotiation, 
though the state continued to possess immense powers. 

The tourism organisational structure was modified and the administration was 
decentralised. Immediately after the start of the reform, CBTT was renamed as the State 
General Administration for Travel and Tourism (SGATT) under the direct jurisdiction of 
the State Council. In 1981, it was replaced by the China National Tourism Administration 
(CNTA), mainly focusing on the macro-planning and macro-management. It was no 
longer involved in the tourism business operation, with travel services becoming 
independent business entities (Zhang, 1995). Local governments gradually possessed 
more autonomy and power in making tourism development decisions. The 
decentralisation facilitated the tourism development, but also made the overall 
coordination difficult with different interests and agendas behind (Wen and Tisdell, 
2001). However, behind the picture, one needs to be aware that, in China, with its 
socialist market economy, the central state still played an important role in shaping 
agendas and driving the tourism development. 

Tourism was shifted to be an economic industry with its political role gradually 
concealed, especially since 1986 when tourism was officially declared an economic 
activity to be included in the national plan (Ball et al., 2007; Zhang, 1995). The 
post-reform tourism development started with its perceived role as a foreign currency 
generator (Qiao, 1995) and a contributor to the economic modernisation. Therefore, 
inbound tourism was prioritised and promoted since the start. Between late 1978 and 
early 1979, Deng Xiaoping delivered a series of speeches to address the economic 
importance of tourism (Airey and Chong, 2011; Xiao, 2006). This was followed by a 
series of actions and policy initiatives, such as the two tourism conferences held in 1980 
and 1981 to formulate the tourism development goals and guidelines (Gao and Zhang, 
1983), and the inclusion of tourism in the Seventh Five-Year Plan (1986–1990) (Zhang, 
1995; Zhang et al., 1999). 

With the rapid economic development, China’s domestic tourism market started to 
expand in the 1990s (Qiao, 1995). In response, the State Council issued a notice on 
actively promoting the domestic tourism in 1993. This was followed by the introduction 
of a five-day working week in 1995 and three week-long national holidays in 2000. In 
1998, the tourism industry was for the first time considered as a new growth point in the 
national economy and over two-thirds of the provincial-level governments endeavoured 
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to make tourism a pillar or key industry (Wu et al., 2000; Zhang and Lew, 2003). All 
these initiatives, in turn, furthered domestic tourism development. The Yearbooks of 
China Tourism Statistics (CNTA, 1996, 2001) show that in 1995, the number of domestic 
travellers was 629 million with a total expenditure of ￥137.6 billion ($16.5 billion), and 
the number increased to 744 million and ￥318 billion ($38 billion) respectively in 2000. 
The booming domestic tourism undoubtedly injected new vitality into the national 
economy. According to Wen and Tisdell (2001), tourism had become one of China’s 
largest industries, accounting for over 5% of GDP at the turn of the millennium. 
Outbound tourism, though starting to develop, was out of the agenda in this period. Only 
with the approaching of the new century, outbound travel was gradually relaxed and then 
officially acknowledged (Arlt, 2006; Zhang, 1995). 

4.3 Tourism as an economic tie between heritage conservation and urban 
development 

The shift to the market economy and the increasing engagement with the world had 
brought dramatic changes to tourism, heritage and urban development. The regime in this 
period features a close economic tie among the three with tourism standing in between. 
The economic development priority promoted tourism and, subsequently, the recognition 
of the importance of heritage largely from an economic perspective. As a result, heritage 
was so greatly damaged, especially in the 1990s, in the urban development and tourism 
development processes that reflections on the relationship among tourism, heritage and 
urban development started to be made with the new century approaching. 

A salient feature of this period is the active involvement of local governments and 
private sectors, with the changing central-local and state-market relations. The local 
governments, working as economic entities, gained more autonomy to develop their own 
economy with their own policy agendas and orientations (Ma and Wu, 2005; Su, 2015; 
Zhu, 2004). To achieve the economic development, the private sector was brought into 
the coalition as they possessed the required financial resources. Concerning heritage 
conservation, the state-level decision and the advice from the State Administration of 
Cultural Heritage (SACH) was not always taken or taken as it was by the local 
authorities. Though a consensus on the mutual relationship was reached upon the fact that 
heritage conservation contributes to tourism development which facilitates urban 
economic development, the agendas favoured the economic development priority and the 
recognition of heritage as an economic tool. 

In contrary to the pre-reform era, the post-reform period adopted a pro-urban strategy 
with the city being recognised as the node for economic organisation, thus enjoying great 
development momentum. Led by the rapid urban development process, China witnessed 
mass destruction of cultural heritage in the name of urbanisation and urban renewal 
(Zhen, 2009). Tourism, as an economic activity, was considered a big contributor to the 
urban economic growth and thus highlighted. This rapid tourism development, to some 
extent, positively impacted on the appreciation and protection of culture and heritage. 
When tourism became acceptable as a strategy for China’s modernisation, the 
conservation of traditional culture and heritage was also approved to enhance the tourism 
development (Sofield and Li, 1998), in addition to its role in strengthening nationalism 
and patriotism. According to Sofield and Li (1998, p.377–378), “one of the major 
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consequences of the adoption of a national tourism policy being the restoration and 
rehabilitation of sites destroyed during the turbulent years of the Cultural Revolution”. 

However, in this paradigm, tourism’s role in heritage conservation against urban 
development is very limited. The lack of cultural awareness in heritage tourism often led 
to the damage and commercialisation of heritage. Whenever conflicts appeared, tourism’s 
economic role tended to be prioritised at the expense of heritage conservation (Cao, 2002; 
Li and Wang, 2000). As a consequence, China’s heritage was most severely destroyed in 
the 1990s (Zhen, 2009), in the contexts of the rapid economic growth momentum, the 
acknowledgement of the greater role of tourism in the economic growth and urban 
development, and the booming domestic tourism development. In addition, in the pursuit 
of a modern life spurred by the market economy, the public’s neglect to heritage and 
cultural tradition was further strengthened. These may help explain the pronounced 
decreasing of the number of heritage regulations issued in the 1990s compared to the 
previous decades (SACH, 2009). These challenges have led to the adjustment of each 
individual element and their relation in the new century, as culture is becoming 
increasingly important for a nation to position itself in the globalising world. 

5 The period of the 21st century onwards 

5.1 Context 

Undeniably, the market-oriented economic reform since 1978 has brought China rapid 
socio-economic development and urban development in its pursuit of socialist 
modernisations. However, along with the development momentum, the socio-cultural, 
economic and environmental problems have also become more acute (Airey and  
Chong, 2011). The export-oriented extensive growth model has caused environmental 
degradation and key resource depletion. In addition, the widening gap and the imbalanced 
development between urban-rural areas and eastern-western regions call for correction 
and immediate actions. 

In face of this situation, the new leadership (2003) put forward a new phase of 
development propagandas, namely ‘the scientific outlook on development’ and ‘the 
harmonious society’, which promote a ‘people-centred’ approach and a comprehensive, 
coordinated and sustainable mode of development. This signifies an important shift of 
official thinking from Mao’s class struggle and Deng’s economic priority to a balanced 
and scientific development today, at least theoretically. Though the economic growth 
continues to be very important, GDP will no longer be the sole measurement standard 
and development goal. In light of this, the urban policy has also been revised, with a 
slowed-down, people-centred urban development put forward. Cities start to be treated as 
‘a conglomeration of population’ rather than simply an economic engine (Ma and Wu, 
2005). 

The ongoing globalisation has influenced the heritage and development strategy, both 
nationally and locally. At the national level, the rapid economic development in the 
context of globalisation has brought culture and heritage new roles to play when entering 
the 21st century. Culture and heritage are harnessed to strengthen national identity and 
serve as a bond for national unity against the current socio-economic complication. In 
addition, cultural software has been promoted to better position the country in the world 
(Hu, 2007). In the statement issued by the Sixth Plenary Session of the Seventeenth 
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Central Committee (CPC, 2011), it proposes to promote cultural awareness and cultural 
confidence, and to develop the soft power of the Chinese culture. At the urban level, as 
the global economy evolves, cities tend to distinguish themselves by resorting to culture 
and heritage to gain competitiveness. Thus, heritage is revaluated not just economically 
but also culturally, which has impacted the heritage practice and correspondingly its 
relation with tourism and urban development. 

It is under these global and national contexts that heritage, tourism and urban 
development start to integrate. 

5.2 The tourism development: a sustainable agenda 

With a changing national and international environment, tourism has emerged as a 
multifunctional strategic industry to serve economic, socio-cultural, political and 
environmental needs. What’s on the agenda in this period are ‘red tourism’, ‘green 
tourism’ and heritage tourism in reference to urban development. 

The political role of tourism finds its best expression in the development of red 
tourism, the trip to the communist heritage sites shaped between 1921 and 1949, with an 
aim to stimulate nationalism and patriotism (He, 2005). The state is highly involved in 
both the supply and demand sides. On the one hand, it plays a role in planning and 
promoting the sites (GOCPC and GOSC, 2004, 2011). On the other hand, “red tourism is 
mostly officially organised and certain parts of the tour expenditure are covered by 
government departments or state-run organisations under the requirement of the central 
government” [Li and Hu, (2008), p.157]. 

Both ‘green’ and ‘heritage’ strategies are formulated to answer the call for a 
sustainable and balanced development from a people-centred approach, with tourism 
being considered a driving force in reducing rural-urban and regional inequalities, 
bearing in mind that the surrounding environment is largely rural (Ryan et al., 2009b), 
and at the same time aiming at being more environment friendly. In the context of the 
environmental deterioration, nature-based tourism has been developed and promoted to 
support biodiversity conservation (Wen and Tisdell, 2001). 

Heritage tourism is prioritised to promote culture and heritage, and its integration into 
urban (re)development projects can be understood in the light of the socio-cultural turn of 
the new century. In 2009, CNTA and the Ministry of Culture jointly issued the Guide for 
the Integrated Development of Culture and Tourism. In line with this first policy 
document on cultural tourism, heritage consumption and heritage tourism development 
have been greatly promoted (Economic Daily, 2009). However, at the same time, the 
promotion of heritage consumption and cultural industry development for the sake of 
tourism tends to value heritage still largely in economic terms, which may weaken and 
complicate heritage conservation, as seen in the construction of antique-style buildings. 

5.3 Towards a more balanced and integrated relation? 

The new century has seen continued conflicts between heritage conservation and urban 
development, but at the same time an improved negotiation power of heritage in the light 
of the socio-cultural development goals. With more interactions and dynamics, a sound 
and integrated agenda for tourism, heritage and urban development seems to be on the 
way. The regime in this period features a more balanced power relation and a more 
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pronounced role of tourism present as a socio-cultural mediator, though the economic tie 
is still prominent. 

The friction between heritage and urban development starts to be faced, 
acknowledged and tackled (Shan, 2006). Heritage conservation has been placed on the 
agenda. The legal documents issued in the period of 2000–2008 have exceeded the total 
number from the previous 50 years (SACH, 2009). Among them, more than ten 
documents address the issues concerning planning and urban construction work (SACH, 
2009). In 2000 and 2006, SACH and the Ministry of Construction organised, together 
with UNESCO and the World Bank, two international conferences on cultural heritage 
management and urban development to meet heritage conservation challenges brought 
along by the rapid urban development process. 

Heritage and tourism have been brought closer. The word ‘tourism’ has started to 
appear in official heritage documents and regulations since the new century (SACH, 
2009). In 2009, CNTA and the Ministry of Culture, for the first time, jointly issued the 
Guide for the Integrated Development of Culture and Tourism. In addition to the 
cross-sector administrative cooperation, private companies become very active as well in 
heritage management, heritage tourism development and the cultural industry, in 
cooperation with government bodies. Some municipalities or districts have their own 
tourism development companies or cultural industry companies. In this manner, 
government bodies tend to develop more discourse power over the issues concerned. 

The balanced and scientific development thinking has furthered the tourism 
development and its interaction with heritage and urban development, with tourism being 
considered a driving force in the socio-economic development (Ryan et al., 2009b). 
Many conservation and urban development projects are integrated via tourism. The 
heritage theme park practice is one such example, which aims to protect heritage, 
stimulate economy, and improve neighbourhood environment and life quality. 
Nevertheless, the other voice underlines the gentrification of the areas around the heritage 
parks or the threat to heritage from over-commercialisation. 

In the previous period, urban development and heritage were related mostly via 
tourism in economic terms, often at the expense of culture and heritage. This period 
advocates a cultural bond among the sustainable urban development and tourism 
development, and the recognised cultural value of heritage (Economic Daily, 2009; Hu, 
2007). Together with the acknowledged socio-cultural role of tourism, a dynamic relation 
among the three starts to appear, with each possessing some negotiation power in 
cooperation. Thus, with the social-cultural turn, the three elements may be approached 
and practiced in a more balanced and sustainable way. Meanwhile, this still depends on 
the national socio-economic contexts and the determination of the state to put ideas into 
practice. 

6 Conclusions 

The tourism development in China was and is still largely top-down by nature. The 
centralised political structure and socialist economic system suggest a vital role played by 
the central government and national policy making. To understand China’s tourism 
development without understanding the state will never end up complete. However, the 
state itself does not give the complete picture either. The regime approach adopted allows 



   

 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

    Tourism development in China since 1949: a regime perspective 15    
 

    
 
 

   

   
 

   

   

 

   

       
 

us to investigate China’s tourism development in the light of its contextual background, 
but at the same time provides space for examining the internal dynamics in the process. 

The tourism development in China has undergone a process of transformation: from 
‘nothing’ to ‘something’, from state command to actor cooperation, and from a perceived 
mono-functional cause to a multi-functional industry. Though advocated as a 
multi-functional industry, perhaps its economic role continues to be of paramount 
importance. In 1998, the tourism industry was considered as a new growth point in the 
national economy for the first time. In the 2004 National Tourism Works Conference, the 
economic role of tourism was emphasised again in addition to its socio-cultural and 
political functions. Four years later in 2008, tourism was upgraded once more to be a 
strategic industry in the national economy. The emphasis of tourism’s increasing 
economic importance and its perceived role as a multi-functional industry seem to 
mismatch; however, this shows also the struggle of the state to achieve a balance among 
all kinds of interests. The current national socio-economic contexts and the determination 
of the state to translate words into action play a decisive part. In this regard, China is still 
on the way to a sustainable and balanced tourism development. 

Tourism’s relation with heritage and urban development experiences changes too. In 
the pre-reform period, the focus on political struggle and industrialisation gave tourism 
and culture little role to play. No direct link existed among them but the destruction of 
heritage to give way to industrialisation and development. The post-reform period saw 
rapid urban development and tourism development and more conservation efforts. With 
the economic development prioritised, the relation among the three seemed grounded in 
the economic logic. As a result, heritage had been greatly threatened and commoditised 
by both urban development and tourism. Though linking heritage and urban 
development, tourism, via the economic tie, failed to play a mediating role in the frictions 
between heritage conservation and urban development. The destruction and 
commoditisation of heritage in this period have led to the new strategies taken since 
around the new century, including raising public awareness, issuing relevant legal 
documents, and highlighting heritage’s cultural value. In addition, with the changing 
national and international environment, the sustainable development propaganda, and the 
recognised importance of culture in the new century, heritage has received some 
discourse power in the negotiation. At the same time, the role of tourism in leading 
socio-cultural and economic development becomes more pronounced, especially in 
places rich in heritage. It is under these circumstances that tourism’s mediating role 
seems to be made possible. However, one still needs to wait and see whether tourism can 
actually serve as a lever and whether a more balanced and sustained relation among 
tourism, heritage and urban development can be achieved. Thus, an in-depth analysis of 
the relationship between tourism and heritage at heritage sites in China is recommended 
and is part of our long-term research agenda. 
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Notes 
1 Haggard and Simmons (1987) identified four schools of thoughts: structural, game-theoretic, 

functional, and cognitive, which correspond to conventional structural, modified structural, 
modified structural and Grotian in Krasner’s (1982b) formulation. Later, Hasenclever et al. 
(1997) classified different schools into realism, neoliberalism, and cognitivism with 
power-based, interest-based and knowledge-based approaches respectively. 

2 Non-administrative organisations, the so-called shiye danwei, are non-profit entities 
supervised by relevant government agencies. Thus, similar with state-owned enterprises, they 
form also part of the hierarchical administrative structure. For more, see Airey and Chong, 
2011. 

3 The household responsibility system replaces collective farming with individual household 
farming through long-term contracts, while the public ownership of the land remains 
unchanged. In this system, farmers are granted autonomy in terms of production and 
management, and thus responsible for the profits and losses. This measure helps enhance 
farmers’ production initiative, increase agricultural productivity and diversify the rural 
economy. For more, see Lin (1987, 1988). 


