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Chapter 4: Tourism and the State 

 

This chapter addresses the political and ideological dimensions of tourism. 

Before heading into this topic, some background information is given on the 

Party, the government and the economy as these are all intertwined and 

together shape the context which has influenced the growth of tourism and 

its use as a form of soft power since 1978.  

 

4.1 The Party 

The Communist Party of China (CPC) has ruled the country since 1949. With 

more than 82 million members - of whom only 23.3% are women - at the 

end of 2011 (“Communist Party of China 2011 information”, 2011), it is the 

biggest political party in the world. Joining the party can bring significant 

advantages. Many jobs, for example, are only open to Party members, who 

also have the opportunity to network with political decision-makers and thus 

the possibility to advance their careers or businesses, which explains why 

membership is coveted and still on the rise. Members come from various 

backgrounds as table 4.1 shows, with workers in agriculture - the original 

stronghold of the Party - still making up some 30% of Party members. 

 

Table 4.1 Background and occupations of Party members, 2011 

 

Background / occupations Numbers in millions % 

Industrial workers    7.047    8.53 

Workers in agriculture, animal husbandry & 
fishing   

24.834 30.06 

Government/CPC employees   6.999    8.47 

Management & professionals  19.250 23.31 

Students    2.778   3.36 

Retirees  15.182 18.38 

Others    6.513   7.88 
Source: Chinatoday.com (2012) 

 

The CPC has an elaborate structure; figure 4.1 shows the central leadership 

organs which are briefly discussed below. 
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Figure 4.1 Major organs of the CPC 

 
 

 
Source: Chinatoday.com (2012) 

  

The National Congress of the CPC or National Party Congress, officially the 

leading body of the party and normally held once every five years, is 

convened by the Central Committee and brings together some 2,000 

delegates from Party organizations across the country. The last - 18th - 

National Party Congress took place in November 2012. The functions and 

powers of the National Party Congress (“Central Organizations of the CPC”, 

n.d.) are, among other, to discuss and decide on major issues of the Party 

and to elect the Central Committee and the Central Commission for 

Discipline Inspection (although those elected have almost all been approved 

in advance [“How China is ruled: Communist Party”, 2011]).  

 

The Central Committee elects from amongst its members the Politburo 

(Political Bureau, representing the - currently 25 - highest-ranking leaders in 

the Party, government, the military and business conglomerates), its 

Standing Committee and its General Secretary (presently Xi Jinping), who is 

also the president of China and chairman of the Central Military Commission. 

The effective political and decision making power lies with the Politburo and 

its Standing Committee. Currently the - all male - members of the Standing 

Committee are Xi Jinping, Li Keqiang, Zhang Dejiang, Yu  
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Zhengsheng, Liu Yunshan, Wang Qishan and Zhang Gaoli (“Communist Party 

of China”, 2012). Members of the Standing Committee divide the posts of 

General Secretary, Premier, chairman of the National People's Congress, and 

head of the Central Discipline Inspection Commission amongst themselves 

(“How China is ruled: Politburo”, 2011), thus ensuring Party control of all 

crucial state organs (see also figure 4.2 below). Behind the scenes, retired 

CPC leaders usually remain influential without holding an official position.  

 

The Central Commission for Discipline Inspection’s major tasks are to control 

the implementation of Party rules, policies and decisions. There are 

Commissions for Discipline Inspection at various levels in the Party and they 

play an important role in maintaining Party discipline; Party members 

suspected of corruption (which has increased with economic development 

and is damaging to the Party's image) or breaking Party rules are liable to be 

hauled before these commissions and can be expelled or punished.  

  

Numerous other offices and departments resort under the Central Committee 

such as the General Affairs Office, the Publicity Department, the Foreign 

Affairs Office, the Policy Research Office, the Security Bureau and the Party’s 

newspaper, the People’s Daily (“Central Organizations of the CPC”, n.d.). 

 

The CPC extends its influence throughout the whole country and all levels of 

society with grassroots organizations in enterprises, rural villages, schools, 

universities and neighbourhoods. By the end of 2010, the country counted 

some 3.892 million CPC grassroots (Meng, Cheng, Wang, & Huang, 2011). 

Even foreign-owned companies have their Party branches these days. 

   

Although personal freedom is much greater than in the days of Mao, through 

this extensive network and its hold over the government, the Party (which 

celebrated its 90th anniversary in 2011), is still able to control many aspects 

of people's lives: from what they learn at school, watch on TV and are able 

to access on the Internet to the number of children they can have. 

 

4.2 The government 

Although ultimately power rests with and decisions are made by the CPC,  

China has a complicated government structure. Figure 4.2. gives a basic 

overview of the main government bodies. 
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Figure 4.2 Major state organs  

 

 

 
Source: US China Business Council (2014) 

 

 

Officially, the highest organ of state is the National People's Congress (NPC), 

China's parliament. In reality it is subordinate to the CPC and “little more 

than a rubber stamp for party decisions” (“How China is ruled: National 

People’s Congress”, 2011). The NPC is made up of nearly 3,000 delegates 

elected by provinces, autonomous regions, municipalities and the armed 

forces (“How China is ruled: National People’s Congress”, 2011). Delegates 

hold office for five years, and a plenary session of the NPC is normally 

convened once each year. The NPC’s permanent organ is its Standing 

Committee elected from and by congress delegates; this usually meets once 

every two months (“Organizational Structure of the NPC”, n.d.). 

 

In theory, the NPC has the power to change the constitution and make laws. 

But with some 70% of its delegates also being Party members, their loyalty 

is to the Party first and to the NPC second (“How China is ruled: National 

People’s Congress”, 2011). In recent years, the NPC seems to become more 

influential and has shown some signs of growing independence (Airey & 

Chong, 2011; “How China is ruled: National People’s Congress”, 2011) but it 

is still a long way from anything similar to a democratically-elected 

parliament. The NPC also “elects” the country's highest leaders, including the 

president, the vice-president and the premier of the State Council (upon 

nomination by the president), the chairman of the Central Military 

Commission and the president of the Supreme People's Court. The NPC 
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furthermore approves the state budget and plans for economic and social 

development (“How China is ruled: National People’s Congress”, 2011). 

 

Before the establishment of the NPC in 1954, the Chinese People’s Political 

Consultative Conference (CPPCC) was the highest organ of state. The CPPCC 

(chaired by a member of the Politburo Standing Committee) still exists and 

currently functions as an advisory body and forum for nation-wide discussion 

(Airey & Chong, 2011).  

 

The State Council or central government (sometimes referred to as “cabinet”) 

is the highest executive organ of State power; it is composed of the premier 

(currently Li Keqiang), vice-premiers, State councillors, ministers and various 

other officials (“State Council”, n.d.). The State Council also has its Standing 

Committee and is closely tied to the CPC because the premier and one of the 

vice-premiers are members of the Standing Committee of the Politburo. The 

full State Council meets once a month, and its Standing Committee more 

often, sometimes twice a week (“How China is ruled: State Council”, 2011). 

 

The State Council sits at the top of a complex bureaucracy of ministries, 

commissions and other organizations such as CNTA, which - as well as local 

government bodies - are all accountable to the State Council which needs to 

approve all important decisions, initiatives and regulations. 

The State Council's most important roles are “to draft and manage the 

national economic plan and the state budget, giving it decision-making 

powers over almost every aspect of people's lives. It is also responsible for 

law and order” (“How China is ruled: State Council”, 2011). In theory, the 

State Council is accountable to the NPC and its Standing Committee. In 

practice, it is responsible for implementing Party policies.  

 

China’s complicated bureaucratic structure is most visible at the local 

administrative level. The country is divided into 23 provinces (including 

Taiwan), five autonomous regions based on ethnicity (Tibet Autonomous 

Region, Inner Mongolia Autonomous Region, Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous 

Region, Ningxia Hui Autonomous Region, Xinjiang Uygur Autonomous 

Region), four municipalities (Beijing, Tianjin, Shanghai, Chongqing) and two 

special administrative regions (Hong Kong and Macao), all resorting directly 

under the central government.  
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The provinces have several levels of administrative and political power: 

prefectures, counties and districts, and townships; these each have their own 

local people’s congresses which elect the local government for a period of 

three or five years. But at each level, government and people’s congress are 

ultimately responsible to local Party committees with the local Party 

secretary always being the most powerful person in this dual administrative 

system. Provincial Party secretaries are usually members of the CPC Central 

Committee; the Party secretaries of the four municipalities under direct 

government control as well as those of important provinces such as 

Guangdong are members of the Politburo (Airey & Chong, 2011). Although 

the provinces have gained some leeway over the past decades, especially in 

the economic field, important or controversial issues are ultimately decided 

at central Party level.  

In summary, it can be said that China’s government structure is a huge 

pyramid that places the whole of society through a complicated system of 

government under the control of the CPC Politburo and its Standing 

Committee (Airey & Chong, 2011). And this includes the economy; in fact, 

the legitimacy of and support for the Party are intimately connected with its 

ability to improve the living conditions of major parts of the population and 

political stability is dependent on this.  

 

4.3 The economy  

The Reform and Open-up policies which were initiated in 1978 set in motion 

the transition of the planned economy to what is known today as a “socialist 

market economy with Chinese characteristics”. This process was 

accompanied by a gradual transformation of the country from an agricultural 

to a more “modern”, urbanised and industrialised society. Both processes are 

intertwined and still on-going, making China a country where communism 

and capitalism, traditional and modern elements, poverty and extreme 

wealth all exist and mix together. 

 

Harvey (2005) pointed out that the Reform and Opening-up policies, 

“happened to coincide - and it is very hard to consider this as anything other 

than a conjunctural accident of world-historical significance - with the turn to 

neoliberal solutions in Britain and the United States” (Harvey, 2005, p. 120). 
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According to Harvey (2005), “the spectacular emergence of China as a global 

economic power after 1980 was in part an unintended consequence of the 

neoliberal turn in the advanced capitalist world” (p. 121). 

 

The fact that the road towards a “socialist market economy with Chinese 

characteristics” coincided with and was facilitated by an increasing world-

wide mobility of neoliberal capital and corporations in search of markets and 

cheap labour does not diminish the accomplishments of the reforms. China 

managed to construct “a form of state-manipulated market economy” 

(Harvey, 2005, p. 122) with economic growth rates averaging some 10% a 

year over the past 30 years. This has resulted in rising standards of living for 

a significant part of the population and rapidly growing middle and wealthy 

classes who now approximate first world levels of consumption (Harvey, 

2005; Whyte, 2009).  

 

The success of China’s economic transformation can to a large extent be 

attributed to the gradualist approach followed by the CPC. This included a 

shift in the government’s role from actually operating factories and 

enterprises to a more macro-level management of the economy. Other 

changes comprised a devolution of political and economic power to the 

regions, a gradual introduction of market pricing, a (strictly monitored) 

opening up to foreign trade and investment while maintaining several 

elements of the planned economy for an extended period of time.  

 

In this way, China avoided much of the havoc wrecked in Russia and Eastern 

Europe by the “shock therapy” - advocated by institutions such as the IMF 

and the World Bank - of an immediate dismantling of the state sector, 

privatisation of property, introduction of market pricing and opening up of 

the economy to the outside world.  

 

A major difference with the former Soviet Union and its satellite states was 

that reforms here followed after the collapse of communist rule, while the 

CPC launched economic reforms to prevent such a collapse (Whyte, 2009). 

The CPC, therefore, needed to operate carefully in order to avoid major 

resistance within the party itself. Only a partial and gradual approach to 

market reforms was possible and even then (and still today), according to 
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Whyte (2009), “these changes had to be ideologically justified in terms of 

fig-leaf formulas such as socialist market economy” (p. 376). When 

conservative voices argued that the country was straying too far from the 

socialist model, Deng Xiaoping undertook his famous journey to the South, 

the area where change had progressed most, in January and February 1992 

to reaffirm his reform agenda. Incidentally, one of the first trips of Xi Jinping 

after becoming leader of the CPC was to Shenzhen (in December 2012), 

evoking memories of Deng’s tour and sending out a signal that (economic) 

reforms will be part of his leadership as well (Chen, 2012; Tam & He, 2012).  

 

Figure 4.3 Deng Xiaoping and Xi Jinping in South China 

       

Source: “Deng Xiaoping's South China tour” (2011)      Source: Chen (2012) 

 

SOEs and TVEs 

In 1978, state-owned enterprises (SOEs) dominated all sectors of the 

economy and were controlled by different - central, provincial, municipal - 

levels of government. They provided an “iron rice bowl” for a large part of 

the urban population, consisting of life-long employment as well as other 

benefits such as housing, health care and pensions.  

 

The agrarian sector was organized according to a commune system which 

was dissolved from 1977-1978 on. Agriculture was decollectivized in favour 

of a family based “household responsibility system”: agricultural output was 

contracted to the households and surpluses could be sold at market rates 

instead of state controlled prices (Lee & Selden, 2007; Airey & Chong, 2010). 

Peasants did not acquire property rights - land remained the collective 

property of the villages and hence the local governments - but they could 

lease land, hire labour and set up side-line businesses (Whyte, 2009; Airey & 

Chong, 2010).  
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The dismantling of the communes also revealed a huge labour surplus in the 

countryside which, in turn, spurred the flourishing of rural industries: the 

collectively owned township and village enterprises (TVEs), which during the 

Mao era only produced farm tools, cement and other rural necessities (Whyte, 

2009; Sofield & Li, 2011), became places where entrepreneurship, flexible 

labour practices and market competition were put into practice. At this early 

stage, efficiency was not really an issue as labour was cheap and plentiful 

while the domestic demand for goods and services that “socialism had not 

provided” (Whyte, 2009, p. 387) was huge and gave the TVEs plenty of 

business opportunities. By the early 1990s over 100 million workers were 

employed by the TVEs which at that stage produced “close to 30% of China’s 

total industrial output” (Naughton, 2008, cited in Whyte, 2009, p.382).  

 

The rural areas - and the Special Economic Zones where foreign investment 

was permitted after 1978 - thus became the initial focus of implementing 

market forces. Crucial for this was political and administrative 

decentralization: large numbers of state enterprises were handed over to 

provincial and lower administrative levels. This gave these authorities the 

possibility to use any surplus revenues (beyond the amounts which had to be 

handed over to higher government strata) for local economic development 

and, ultimately, for financial rewards for themselves (Whyte, 2009). 

 

Nevertheless, the planned economy remained paramount at first. 

Experimentation with market forces and a private sector took place around 

the SOEs, in small-scale production, trade and service industries, and - as 

noticed above - mainly in the countryside since improvement of the standard 

of living of the rural population was perceived as a prerequisite for economic 

development (Lee & Selden, 2007). The SOEs were maintained for another 

20 years to provide basic economic stability and to give a large part of the 

population “a social safety net” (Harvey, 2005, p. 125).  

 

Tourism, as a newly approved economic activity, generated thousands of 

TVE’s when, according to Sofield & Li (2011), rural areas (with heritage sites, 

mountains, rivers, lakes) were developed as tourist sites with “concomitant 

service facilities such as restaurants, small hotels, coach tour companies, 

guiding, etc” (pp. 508-509).  
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The TVEs were centres of experimentation; whatever worked with TVEs could 

later become the basis of state policy. This turned out to be light industry 

producing consumer goods for export. Harvey (2005) stated that it took until 

1987 before the state embraced the idea that economic development should 

be export-led. 

 

After Deng Xiaoping’s 1992 tour of the southern SEZs and cities and his 

praise of their successful implementation of market reforms, economic 

development was sped up. As more and more TVEs sprung up, competition 

increased and many began to suffer financial losses. This led to the 

transformation of between half a million and one million previously collective 

TVEs into private, shareholding companies. Former managers and Party 

cadres often became the people in charge (Lee & Selden, 2007), indicating 

emerging connections between the Party and business elites. In this context, 

Whyte (2009) noted that while around the mid-1990s the majority of TVEs 

had been transformed into private enterprises, local governments usually still 

received a share of the profits (if there were any). However, since they did 

not want to run any financial risks themselves, many of the remaining non-

privatized TVEs managed by local authorities closed down (Dickson, 2007; 

Whyte, 2009). The TVE’s, which at their heyday accounted for about 30% of 

GDP, only contributed approximately 7% in 1996 (Sofield & Li, 2011, p. 509). 

 

With many TVEs out of business, more rural migrants flooded into the cities 

to create an immense labour reserve (Harvey, 2005). This became even 

vaster when - later in the 1990s - the government started to reorganise the 

SOE sector with a policy of “grasping the big and letting go of the small”: 

selling small and weak firms and restructuring those in strategic sectors (Lee 

& Selden, 2007). Many SOEs that were “let go” went bankrupt. They were 

unable to compete with more efficient and often better managed private 

enterprises, which, moreover, did not have to provide housing and other 

benefits for their employees (Dickson, 2007). The SOEs, which had provided 

around 40% of total manufacturing employment in 1990, accounted for only 

14% by 2002 (Harvey, 2005, p. 129). 

 

All this caused a huge surge in unemployment, leaping “from 3 million in 

1993 to a cumulative total of 25 million by the end of 2001, with internal 
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sources giving figures as high as 60 million” (Solinger, 2005, cited in Lee & 

Selden, 2007). The urban workers who lost their jobs also lost their social 

benefits. They now had to compete for low paid jobs with the rural migrants 

who accepted work on terms previously unthinkable for urban workers. This 

gave rise to a new class of urban poor, which around 2002 was estimated to 

count about “15-31 million, or 4-8% of the urban population” (Tang, 2003-4, 

cited in Lee & Selden, 2007). 

 

The concurrent restructuring of the big and strategic SOEs again contributed 

to the merging of business and Party elites. Managers and local officials 

actively cooperated to acquire (divisions of) the most profitable SOEs and 

turn them into private companies by various devious strategies, leaving SOE 

workers “whose labor had created these assets in the course of a lifetime of 

employment” (Lee & Selden, 2007) empty-handed.   

 

The processes of marketization, privatisation but also foreign investments 

(lured by the double prospects of cheap labour and a huge, developing 

domestic market) led to the breaking of the iron rice bowl. The rights of the 

workers, including employment and social security, were usually sacrificed as 

a condition for takeover, including takeovers by foreign companies (Lee & 

Selden, 2007).  

 

The restructured, market-oriented enterprises absorbed many of the rural 

migrants and the laid-off urban workers. Harvey (2005), however, pointed 

out that periodically, in times of economic crises - such as the 1997-1998 

Asian financial crisis and the 2008 global financial crisis which both caused 

huge job losses - the government tries to absorb labour surpluses through 

debt-financed investments in huge infrastructural projects. This has resulted 

in many new airports, subways, and buildings for the Olympic Games (2008) 

and World Expo (2010), highways, urban real estate, and railroads (as 

noticed in Chapter Three).  

 

Apart from the transformations sketched above, many other factors have 

contributed to the economic boom of the past three decades such as political 

stability and a strong state; the existence of a large, often wealthy, overseas 

Chinese community willing to invest in the Motherland; the nearby examples 
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of successful East Asian export-oriented economies and the presence of raw 

materials (Harvey 2005; Whyte, 2009). Whyte (2009) also mentioned the 

fact that socialism lasted only one generation “so that memories and 

experiences of operating in a market society were still present in the 

population and could be revived” (p. 387). 

 

Market mechanism versus state control 

Although the market mechanism seems to be firmly in place nowadays, 

important sectors of the economy are still dominated by the state. Currently 

there are 117 of these “national champions” (SASAC, 2014) who have their 

origins in the “grasping the big and letting go of the small” policy of the 

1990s. They were created to compete with the large transnational 

corporations that during the past 30 years have come to dominate most 

global production chains today (Brødsgaard, 2012; Nolan, 2012). These 

“national champions” are mostly located in sectors of strategic importance, 

including power generation, coal mining, oil and gas, electronics, iron and 

steel, weapons, telecom, shipbuilding, railway construction and rolling stock, 

aerospace but also tourism with the three largest air carriers as well as CITS 

and CTS being part of these 117 (SASAC, 2014). 

 

Although they function with considerable autonomy in national and 

international markets and are listed on international stock exchanges 

(Brødsgaard, 2012), they are both supported and controlled by the state. 

They operate from comfortable monopoly or oligopoly positions (as was 

discussed for aviation in Chapter Three), benefit from state procurement 

(Nolan, 2012), and the growth of the domestic economy. Moreover, they are 

supplied with cheap loans or land when necessary (“Privatisation in China”, 

2011) while their close relation to the government means that permits and 

licenses for, for example, constructing high-speed railways or expanding 

telecom networks, are dealt with quickly. Nevertheless, although dominant in 

many sectors of the domestic economy, the “national champions” still have 

only a very modest presence in global markets (Nolan, 2012).  

 

They are closely monitored by SASAC, which was established in 2003 to 

exercise ownership authority over these large SOEs on behalf of the State 

Council (Brødsgaard, 2012). The Party controls the appointment of their 
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CEOs and presidents (Wang & Xu, 2011; Brødsgaard, 2012), giving rise to 

what Lee (2011) referred to as “the corporate state”. These men are rotated 

between the different SOEs and between the SOEs and government and 

Party organs. The result is that these CEOs, who sometimes hold ministerial 

or vice-ministerial rank, are also Party cadres and illustrative of the 

integration of Party, government and business interests. Brødsgaard (2012) 

described, amongst others, the career of vice-premier Wang Qishan, who 

was responsible for the 2008 Olympics and is now heading the anti-

corruption drive, as an example of this “moving around” policy: “He has 

worked as head of the Construction Bank of China (1994–97), Vice-Governor 

of Guangdong (1998–2000), Party Secretary in Hainan, and Mayor of Beijing 

(2003–2007) before becoming Vice-Premier” (p. 638). 

 

Wang and Xu (2011) stated that many SOEs have also diversified into 

tourism. In Zhejiang, for example, most investors in tourism have a 

background in manufacturing (Lu, Ge & Su, 2008, cited in Wang & Xu, 2011). 

It seems that SOEs do not always voluntarily move into tourism, which is 

thought to be a less attractive sector than, for instance, real estate or energy. 

Tourism usually demands high investments at the initial stages whereas the 

return on investment period is relatively long. However, according to Wang 

and Xu (2011), enterprises are often encouraged to diversify into tourism to 

improve the local economy and create employment, which might help 

government officials to realise their own political or social goals.  

 

The down-side of this is that - as in other sectors - an unfair business 

environment is created through the preferential access to land, finance and 

other resources provided to the SOEs, making it difficult for non-SOEs to 

compete. Another problem is that when SOEs expand into tourism, they 

generally focus on developing hotels and tourist sites for the middle and low-

end tourism markets, which has resulted in “structural over-supply and an 

average low return on investments)” (Wang & Xu, 2011, pp. 1378-79). And 

this, again, is making it difficult for private companies to raise money for 

investments in the financial market: “A vicious cycle has been created 

whereby further tourism investment through the financial market has 

become increasingly difficult, with a concomitant rise in pressure to rely on 
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government intervention” (Wang & Xu, 2011, p. 1379). For the private 

sector, less government intervention would be better. 

 

The close personal and professional ties between the Party and 

entrepreneurs as well as their shared interests do not bode well for the 

future of democracy. The (Western) mantra that economic development and 

privatisation will ultimately lead to more democracy seems rather doubtful 

under these circumstances. In fact, as Brødsgaard (2012) pointed out, “the 

Chinese case appears to prove that economic liberalization and political 

control can go hand in hand” (p. 625). 

 

China as a neoliberal state? 

Against the backdrop of neoliberalism, the Reform and Opening-up policies 

have turned China into one of the world’s fastest growing economies. 

Through the strategies described above, the CPC has alleviated the poverty 

of many, mainly during the first decade of the reform era. The Party has also 

condoned that the country has been transformed from a relatively 

homogeneous society to Asia’s least equal in terms of wealth distribution 

(Lee, 2011). Economic growth has benefited mainly urban residents and 

government and Party officials while “the net incomes of over 400 million 

people have stagnated over the past decade” (Lee, 2011). A huge reservoir 

of flexible, relatively powerless and low-wage labour has been created. 

Harvey (2005) even spoke of a massive proletarianization: where China had 

some 120 million workers in 1978, there were around 350 million in 2005. 

Furthermore, large-scale privatization of assets formerly held in common has 

enabled alliances between domestic and international capital and between 

capital and the bureaucratic elite (Lee & Selden, 2007). With over 90% of 

the 1,000 richest people being either officials or members of the CPC (Lee, 

2011), the integration of wealth and power - or “capitalist class formation” 

(Harvey, 2005, 2011) - is well under way in China.  

 

All this is concurrent with neoliberal policies and realities in the USA and 

many other countries. However, in one area the state regularly tramples on 

neoliberal principles. China has huge labour surpluses and in order to 

maintain social and political stability, these surpluses must either be 

absorbed or repressed. In order to achieve the former, according to Harvey 
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(2005), the state has turned to the massive, debt-financed “infrastructural 

and fixed-capital formation projects” (p. 141) mentioned earlier. This 

requires the state to “depart from neoliberal orthodoxy and act like a 

Keynesian state” (Harvey, 2005, p. 141). Again in 2012 - with substantial 

changes in the top echelons of the Party taking place and economic growth 

down to a “mere” 7,6% (Garschagen, 2012) - the state launched another 

round of debt-financed infrastructural construction works to ease rising 

unemployment (“Pedalling prosperity”, 2012).  

 

Another option to stimulate the economy is to encourage domestic 

consumption (of, for example, tourism), which is lagging behind when 

compared to “consumer societies” such as the USA and most European 

countries (Garschagen, 2012; “Dipping into the kitty”, 2012). This is mainly 

caused by a lack of social security which makes saving for medical expenses, 

education, pensions and housing a basic necessity. The government has 

been experimenting with pension schemes and health insurance for some 

three decades now but this has not resulted in clear, nationwide policies. 

Providing basic social security, especially for migrant workers, would 

decrease the need for thrift and endless saving and encourage private 

spending and domestic consumption (Garschagen, 2012; “Dipping into the 

kitty”, 2012). It would also be cheaper for the state than continuously 

investing in infrastructure, adding more empty apartment blocks, highways 

and airport terminals to the real estate bubble and increasing the huge debts 

of provincial and municipal governments.  

 

Consumer spending could also be increased by adapting the hukou system. 

Although the assignment of hukou status has been decentralized and many 

cities now have their own criteria for allocating hukou’s, this has in general 

resulted in urban hukou status - and the facilities that go with it - being 

mostly conferred upon economic investors, the rich or the highly educated. 

Some cities have been experimenting with giving rural hukou holders more 

rights and making, for example, schooling available to migrant children but 

at much higher fees than for permanent residents (Chan & Buckingham, 

2008). So, although modified in recent years, the hukou system continues to 

be a major cause of preventing the rural population from settling in the cities 

permanently and giving them the same rights as the local population. 
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To rebalance the economy and move away from debt-financed investments 

towards a more consumption centric economy, the government is now 

driving for more urbanization (An, 2013) since urban citizens tend to spend 

more than rural residents. Migrant workers not only earn less than 

permanent urban residents: the 2012 average monthly wage of a migrant 

was around 2,290 yuan compared to 3,897 yuan for permanent urban 

residents (Marshall, 2013). Migrant workers, probably because of their 

insecure futures, also tend to spend some 30% less than urban citizens with 

similar jobs (“Dipping into the kitty”, 2012). 

 

Against this background, the government announced at the end of 2013 that 

a new hukou system will be established by 2020 (An, 2013). This will relax 

control over migrants to small and medium-sized cities while keeping strict 

control over the population in megacities. It is also supposed to make 

pensions, education and healthcare services available to migrant workers (An, 

2013) but many details as to how this will be financed are still unclear. Most 

debt-ridden local governments are against hukou reforms which will put 

them under pressure to increase public spending on social services for 

millions of migrants (An, 2013; Marshall, 2013).  

 

The government will also have to tackle the problem of landownership in the 

rural areas. Although a rural hukou has many disadvantages, migrants retain 

their rural land use rights, which they tend to see as a source of security. A 

change of hukou would require them to give up these rights which they are 

unlikely to do without any (fair) compensation, forming another barrier to 

the government’s urbanization plans (An, 2013; Back, 2013; Marshall, 2013).  

 

Although modifying the hukou system is complex, the government basically 

has no choice. As Marshall (2013) posited: “without reform, the hukou 

system will lock out ever greater numbers from China's emerging middle 

class and make economic rebalancing an uphill battle”.  
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Figure 4.4  Xi’an: new and very empty airport terminal, May 2012 

 
Photo: C. Vos 

 

 
4.4 The politics of tourism 

The description of the political and economic arena above has shown that 

although central government control over the country may not be total, it is 

substantial enough to influence both the location and the content of tourism 

as well as its use as a form of soft power. Without its economic relevance 

(tourism as a development tool for backward areas, a creator of jobs and a 

driver of domestic demand), the central government would probably not 

have paid as much attention to tourism as it has done over the past years. 

After 2000, the political and ideological dimensions of tourism have become 

increasingly important (Airey & Chong, 2011). This is illustrated by the 

reasons for appointing 19 May “China Tourism Day” in 2011. The date was 

chosen, because it is the first day of Xu Xiake’s Travelogue (Xu Xiake was a 

geographer, historian and writer who spent 30 years travelling around China 

during the Ming dynasty). Tourism is seen as “deserving” of its own day not 

only because of its contribution to economic development but also because 

of its potential to sustain and expand Chinese culture, and its educational 

and civilizing qualities of “learning while travelling” (“5.19 approved”, 2011; 

Gao, 2011). What people should do and learn in order to be “civilized” is, of 

course, circumscribed by the government and closely connected to Party 

ideology and the “socialist core value system”.  
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To be “civilized”  

The CPC has a long tradition of seeking to influence the population through 

various forms of soft power - media, campaigns, education, and currently 

also tourism. The change to a market economy and the drive for material 

wealth, also referred to as “material civilization”, has been accompanied by a 

drive for “spiritual civilization”. Dynon (2008) saw the emphasis on these 

“two civilizations” as an attempt to create a narrative that could unify the 

contradictions of the reform era which represent “a multi-layered struggle 

between economic and moral progress, materialism and ideology, reform and 

conservatism, globalization and nationalism, cultural dissolution and the 

positive repackaging of China's cultural traditions” (p. 84). 

 

Since the 1990s the word “civilization” (wenming) has become one of the 

most prominently used in just about everything from advertisements, 

posters and street-banners to handbooks on how to be civilized (Dynon, 

2008). There were “civilized households”, “civilized cities”, “civilized work 

units”, and “civilized markets” (Dynon, 2008).  

 

The content of what it means to be “spiritually civilized” according to the CPC 

has been developing since 1978 and drew not only on socialist ideology and 

market economy concepts, but also on the past. During the presidency of 

Jiang Zemin (1993-2003) a return to Chinese cultural traditions was 

advocated. Dynon (2008) quoted Jiang as commenting in 1995 that if “the 

Chinese people were to neglect traditional moral teachings, China would 

become ‘a vassal of foreign, particularly Western, culture’”(p. 94). The 

government has since promoted a selective revival of ideas attributed to 

Confucius mainly with the purpose of, in the words of Penny (2012), 

“rebuilding social cohesion while maintaining secular authority” (p. 149). 

 

To generate support for as well as increase the base of the CPC, Jiang Zemin 

furthermore introduced the policy of the Three Represents that called for 

“the CPC to always represent the development trend of China's advanced 

productive forces, the orientation of China's advanced culture and the 

fundamental interests of the overwhelming majority of the Chinese people” 

(“Ideological Foundation”, 2006). Through this policy the CPC presented 
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itself as being in charge of China’s economic and cultural transformation; it 

also opened up the possibility to expand Party membership to other groups 

than workers, peasants and government officials to also include 

entrepreneurs, as discussed above. In fact, mentioning the “overwhelming 

majority” of the people after the “advanced productive forces” of the new 

entrepreneurs, was considered a betrayal of the revolution by many 

conservative Party members. At the 16th Party congress in 2002, the Three 

Represents theory, together with Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong Thought 

and Deng Xiaoping Theory, was established as the Party’s “long-term guiding 

ideology” (“Ideological Foundation”, 2006). 

 

Under the next leader, Hu Jintao, the Party - increasingly confronted with 

undesired consequences of the rapid transformation process such as a 

growing wealth gap, a more and more mobile population and social unrest as 

well as a “moral vacuum” marked by materialism and selfishness (Yan & 

Bramwell, 2008; Airey & Chong, 2011; Nyíri, 2010) - added the concepts of a 

“scientific outlook on development” and a “socialist harmonious society” to 

its ideology.  

 

The scientific outlook on development stood for “putting people first” and 

paying attention to not only the economy but also to other needs and the 

general development of the people (Meng et.al, 2011; Airey & Chong, 2011).  

Its ultimate goal is to establish a harmonious society (hexie shehui) where 

current tensions will have been resolved, law and justice will reign and the 

quality of life is seen as increasingly important. This can be considered a 

move away from Marxist class struggle (already announced in the Three 

Represents policy) and in fact a recognition of the existence of different 

layers in society. When introducing this concept in 2005, Hu took care to 

align it with Party ideology by stating, according to Tomba (2009), that 

“‘realizing social harmony, and building a happy society are the social ideals 

constantly pursued by the whole of human kind and the social ideal of 

Marxism, including the Communist Party of China’” (p. 600). From this could 

be concluded that a harmonious society would not mean a change of political 

system but a continued leadership of the CPC. However, in the words of 

Tomba (2009), “the search for ‘harmony’ is essentially different from the 

simple call for ‘order’: it argues for the conscious and rational removal of the 
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causes (whether economic, social, or behavioral) of underlying conflicts, 

rather than for their institutionalization and repression” (p. 594). He further 

noted that therefore the quest for harmony is “accompanied by a stress on 

individual behavior, self-improvement, virtues, and responsibility” (p. 594), 

something which resonates with the discussion on governmentality and suzhi 

or the quality of the population. 

 

A “high quality”, “civilized” middle class is considered an essential supportive 

pillar of a harmonious society. This middle class is, according to Tomba 

(2009), supposed to be both “autonomous” (able to govern itself without 

much government intervention and willing to stimulate the market economy 

through high consumption) and “responsible” (not interested in challenging 

the political order). These educated, mobile consumers are held up as an 

example for other layers of society to emulate. At the same time, a - 

perceived - lack of civilization in other groups (rural migrants, laid-off urban 

workers) is used as an excuse for keeping them under stricter forms of 

government control - by withholding them urban hukou’s, for example - to 

prevent them from turning to violence to represent their interests (Tomba, 

2009). 

 

An important concept in the civilization project is suzhi or the “quality” of the 

population. According to Jacka (2009), suzhi refers to the “physical, 

psychological, intellectual, moral, and ideological qualities of human bodies 

and their conduct” (p. 524). Both individuals and groups of people can be 

high or low suzhi which itself can be both innate and acquired. This definition 

shows that suzhi covers many areas and it is a contested concept. 

Nevertheless, Woronov (2009) stated that most Chinese would agree that 

“such a thing as suzhi exists, that its level is too low in the Chinese 

population, that the collective suzhi of individuals produces the suzhi of the 

nation as a whole, . . .” (p. 568). 

 

Concerns about the quality of the population did not appear overnight. Kipnis 

(2007) noted that contemporary suzhi discussions are underpinned by an 

anxiety about the gap in development between China and the West. This is 

generally thought of as being caused by a lack of suzhi in its people which 

needs to be improved if China wants to become a fully modern and powerful 
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nation. These discussions recall the debates on China’s lack of modernity and 

the “backwardness” of its people from the end of the 19th and beginning of 

the 20th century when the country was trying to come to grips with the 

crumbling authority of the Qing dynasty and the assaults of the colonial 

powers. Suzhi can also be connected to the Confucian concept of self-

cultivation as well as with the Maoist notion of the “improvability of the 

ordinary masses through education, ideological indoctrination, and labor” 

(Jacka, 2009, p. 527). Since the 1980s, however, the suzhi debate focuses 

more and more on the connections between raising the population’s quality 

and China’s future as a wealthy and powerful nation. 

 

In general, the urban middle classes are considered to possess high suzhi. 

Woronov (2009) stated that their high suzhi children, “are clean, studious, 

well-mannered, physically fit, respectful of their elders and superiors, 

patriotic, and concerned for others” (p. 578). Suzhi thus stretches across 

both private and public domains and can show in things as diverse as a 

person’s educational level, moral attitude, hairstyle, skin complexion, 

consumption choices, (lack of) manners and personal hygiene (Jacka, 2009; 

Sun, 2009). Peasants and migrant labourers are generally considered low 

suzhi. However, as Sun (2009) noted, regionality can also be an aspect of 

suzhi: many people who in their home-towns in the interior or west of the 

country would be considered “middle class”, will find themselves rated as low 

suzhi when moving to Beijing or Shanghai. Similarly, migrant workers from 

very poor areas such as Anhui are considered lower suzhi than those from 

other regions (Sun, 2009).  

 

Suzhi, Jacka (2009) argued, also plays a key-role in contemporary processes 

of governmentality since it contributes to “understandings of the 

responsibilities, obligations, claims, and rights that connect members of 

society to the state” (p. 524); it also determines “which individuals and 

social groups are included in this set of rights and responsibilities and which 

are excluded” (p. 524). Ultimately it is the CPC which decides who has the 

highest suzhi; the Party is therefore able to cultivate citizens who are, in the 

words of Tomba (2009), “the most desirable type of subject for an 

authoritarian state: politically docile, but willing to participate in an ethical 
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and moral community in the name of social stability, consumer rights, and 

virtues” (p. 593).  

 

The mix of values central to a socialist harmonious society was assembled in 

“the socialist core value system”, which was publicized for the first time at 

the Sixth Plenum of the 16th CPC Central Committee in 2006 (“Top political 

advisor stresses socialist core value system”, 2010). It is made up of five 

ingredients: 1) Marxism; 2) socialism with Chinese characteristics; 3) 

patriotism; 4) the spirit of reform and innovation and 5) socialist ethical 

values, also called the “eight honors and eight disgraces” (or eight virtues 

and shames - ba rong, ba chi) (“Top political advisor stresses socialist core 

value system”, 2010; Airey & Chong, 2011). 

 

According to the central government’s website (“New moral yardstick”, 2006), 

“in the Chinese language the list of eight honors and disgraces reads like 

rhyming couplets and sounds almost poetic”. They comprise the following 

values:  

 
- Love the country; do it no harm. 

- Serve the people; do no disservice. 

- Follow science; discard ignorance. 

- Be diligent; not indolent. 

- Be united, help each other; make no gains at other's expense. 

- Be honest and trustworthy; do not spend ethics for profits. 

- Be disciplined and law-abiding; not chaotic and lawless. 

- Live plainly, struggle hard; do not wallow in luxuries and pleasures.  

 

All together, the system tries to combine collectivist and individualist ideals, 

resulting in sometimes contradictory norms and values. Collectivist elements 

such as self-sacrifice (following the example of the communist leaders who 

sacrificed themselves for the revolution), industry, frugality and discipline 

seem difficult to reconcile with being an autonomous, modern, 

entrepreneurial consumer-citizen (Woronov, 2009; Nyíri, 2010).  

The socialist core value system is not only essential in raising the quality of 

the people and producing a certain type of citizen, but also a soft power tool 

for the construction of a national identity “with Chinese characteristics” 

(Zhang, J., 2011). 
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Red tourism and the socialist core value system 

China is certainly not the only place where the state tries to shape national 

identity by selecting, adapting and even rebuilding (with much of China’s 

built heritage destroyed since the CPC came to power) certain aspects of a 

country’s heritage for tourism and by ignoring others. Yet in most countries, 

the central government is not the only party deciding on the development 

and use of heritage; usually regional and local authorities, the tourism 

industry as well as community or conservation groups have to be reckoned 

with. To a certain extent this is also the case in China (Yan & Bramwell, 2008) 

with the possible exception of the “red tourism” project which was designed 

at central government level to reinvigorate communist values and which 

echoes the socialist core value system.  

 

Tourism to revolutionary sites, popular in the 1950s and 1960s as discussed 

in Chapter Two, was revived from 2004 when the State Council and the CPC 

Central Committee jointly published the National Red Tourism Development 

Planning 2004-2010 (Tian, 2005; Li & Hu, 2008). In this plan, red tourism is 

viewed as visiting sites and undertaking activities that commemorate the 

history of the revolution and the acts and spirit of the CPC  leaders who led 

the struggle against the nationalist and imperialist powers (Li & Hu, 2008; 

Huang, 2010b). The red tourism campaign started with making 2005 the 

“Year of Red Tourism”. The formation in that same year of the National Red 

Tourism Coordination Executive Committee with officials from several CPC 

and central government departments - such as CNTA, the National 

Development and Reform Committee and several Ministries (Hu, 2009) - 

shows that the government took the revival of revolutionary tourism very 

seriously.  

 

Red tourism is aimed especially at the young generation; it is seen as 

serving the triple goals of strengthening the position of the CPC, 

reinvigorating communist ideology and stimulating the social-economic 

development of poor, land-locked areas such as Yan’an by capitalizing on 

revolutionary heritage (Rioux, 2010). Many of the former and newly 

established communist heritage sites are located in the Western provinces 

that are lagging behind in economic development although their inhabitants 

made important contributions to the revolution. Through tourism the 
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government hopes to create jobs, improve infrastructure and raise incomes 

here.  

 

Red tourism is also conceived as a strategy to counter the moral threats 

posed by the introduction of a market economy and the ensuing 

modernization to the leadership of the CPC and to socialist values. Or as a 

former CNTA director phrased it: “Against the background of market 

economy and globalization, how to keep the red flag flying . . .?” (He 

Guangwei, former CNTA director, cited in Hu, 2009, p. 127).  

 

In the development of red tourism, supply and demand are both to a large 

extent controlled by the central government. The government requires 

schools, universities, government departments and SOEs to arrange red 

tours for their students, employees and workers, thus stimulating the 

demand for its own product: red tourism.  

The role of the state on the supply side is most obvious in selecting the sites 

for red tourism development: places that both fit the current interpretation 

of the history of the CPC and where economic development is deemed 

important. Twelve thematic red tourism zones have been designated for 

encouraging local governments to develop local red tourism spots.  

These are: 

 

Figure 4.5  Red tourism themes and locations  

THEME (Source: Hu, 2009, p. 138) 

 

LOCATION (Source: Ministry of Culture, n.d., 

a, b, c) 

1.   “The Birth of Our Party” Zhejiang Province and Shanghai, where in 
1921 the first national congress of the CPC 
was held. 

2. “The Cradle of Our Revolution 
and The Hometown of Chairman 
Mao” 

Shaoshan (Mao’s hometown), Jinggang 
Mountain (the site of the first rural 
communist base & birthplace of the Red 

Army) and Ruijin county in Jiangxi Province 

(the departure point of the Long March).  

3. “Red Flag Flying in Bai Se” Bai Se in Guangxi Autonomous Region, 
the centre of communist revolutionary action 
in south China and the scene of the Bai Se 

Uprising in 1929.  

4. “The Milestone of Our 
Revolution” 

Zunyi city in Guizhou Province (where in 
1935 Mao became the de-facto leader of the 
CPC during the Zunyi Conference). 

5. “The Miracle of Our Revolution” The north of Yunnan Province and west of 
Sichuan Province, the most difficult and 
heroic stretch of the Long March. 

6. “The Holy Land of Our 
Revolution” 

Yan’an in Shaanxi province, the headquarters 
of the CPC and primary site of the communist 
revolution from 1935 to 1947. 
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7. “Soldiers in the Snowy Forest” Songhua river, Yalu river area and Changbai 
mountains in the northeast of China where 
battles between the communist and 

nationalist forces took place in 1946-1947. 

8. “The Decisive Battle” The south of Anhui province, the north of 
Jiangsu province and the southwest of 
Shandong province, the birthplace of Zhou 
Enlai - Huai’an City in Jiangsu (Ministry of 
Culture, n.d.,c) - and a major battlefield in 

the civil war in 1949. 

9.  “Clarino for the Final Victory” The site of the Hubei-Henan-Anhui border 
revolutionary base and a battlefield at the 
early stage of the civil war in 1947. 

10.  “The Dawn of Victory” Shanxi and Hebei province with the 
headquarters of the Eighth Route Army at the 
end of the 1930s and early 1940s; Xibaipo 
where the CPC and PLA headquarters were 
established from May 1948 to March 1949. 

11. “Red Rock Spirit” Northeast of Sichuan and Chongqing, the 

capital of China in the anti-Japanese War and 
site of the Eighth Route Army’s office in 
1938.  

12. “The Final Victory” Beijing, as capital of the People’s Republic, 
and Tianjin which hosts the Museum of the 
“Beiping-Tianjin Campaign” where the PLA 
defeated the Guomindang forces in the winter 
of 1948–1949 after which north-China was 

liberated; Tianjin also houses a Memorial Hall 
for both Zhou Enlai - who went to school here 
- and his wife Deng Yingchao, who played a 
prominent role in the women’s movement.  

 

 

These twelve zones are considered to contain “red spirit”: “a combination of 

communist ideology, patriotism and traditional Chinese virtues such as 

collectivism” (Li, Hu & Zhang, 2010, p. 103). All are related to the civil and 

the anti-Japanese war since keeping the memory of the Japanese invasion 

alive and “never forget national humiliation” (wuwang guochi) are key 

ingredients of patriotism (Wang, 2012) and for motivating people to support 

the government in making China a world power.  

 

Red heritage in these designated areas include museums, monuments, and 

residences of former communist leaders commemorating the period from 

1921 (the founding of the CPC) to the establishment of the PRC (Hu, 2009) 

and is also developed in other areas. In Tibet the former residencies and 

offices of the first CPC officials and army commanders sent there in the 

1950s have been turned into red tourism spots (“Red tourist sites become 

new landmarks for Tibet’s tourism”, 2009).  
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The red tourism enterprise could not be successfully executed without well-

trained staff, especially tour guides, who convey the intended message to 

the tourists. CNTA and the Propaganda Department of the CPC Central 

Committee of the CPC are well aware of this: “We should reinforce the 

training and education in red tourism and continuingly improve employees’ 

political loyalty and professional expertise, to make them not only heritage 

interpreters, but also advocates of patriotism and tutors of political 

education” (Ou Yangjian, deputy minister of the Propaganda Department of 

the CPC Central Committee in 2007, cited in Hu, 2009, p. 142). 

 

The role of the central government on the supply side has not stopped here. 

Since most of the red regions are underdeveloped and did not have any 

budget for investing in tourism products, infrastructure and facilities, the red 

tourism plan was accompanied by a huge financial injection from the central 

state. Between 2005 – 2007 alone, 1.86 billion RMB was invested in 

infrastructural projects (airports, highways) and 0.1 billion RMB in heritage 

conservation (Hu, 2009). The central government also issued guidelines for 

ticket prices with an obligatory 50% discount for adolescents, students, 

senior citizens and PLA soldiers (Li et al., 2010).  

 

Li, Hu and Zhang (2010) argued that red tourism should be “regarded as a 

type of heritage tourism, because the travels represent the history, identity 

and inheritance of a people” (p. 103). Although this seems a legitimate 

categorisation, it could also be argued that red tourism is a form of 

pilgrimage tourism when perceived as a journey to a place of embodied 

ideals that has been sacralised by the state in order to generate a 

transformative experience in the visitor (see Chapter Two). As Hu (2009) 

pointed out, the main goal for introducing red tourism was “to commemorate 

revolutionary traditions, to carry forward a national spirit” and “to improve 

the political education of the younger generation” (p. 135). Several red 

tourism websites underline these educational and spiritual aspects: Yan’an 

for example is generally referred to as the “Holy Land of Chinese Revolution” 

(“Yan’an”, 2008). Xibaipo‘s website mentions that a visit here is “not mere 

tourism but a kind of spiritual return”; it was here that Mao remarked that 

“the comrades must be taught to remain modest, sensible and free from 
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arrogance and rashness in their style of work. Comrades must be taught to 

sustain the style of plain living and hard struggle” (Cai, 2002).   

 

Such examples show that red tourism is developed with mainly ideological 

and transformative purposes in mind. The packaging, however, is 

contemporary, using elements of the entertainment industry to make sites 

attractive to especially the younger generation, who can no longer be lured 

by lectures on communist ideology. In Yan’an visitors can dress up in 

uniforms of this era and have their photo taken; or sit behind Mao’s desk and 

imagine being the Chairman for a moment. Or they can watch the daily re-

enactment of a battle between communist forces and Guomindang troops 

(Branigan & Chung, 2009), as Zhang Yuliang and his friends from Jiangxi 

Province did: 

  

Zhang and his friends even donned military uniforms and joined the show as 

cast members. “Gunpowder smoke filled the air, the sound of gunshots was 

deafening. It's as if we were on a movie set. I really had a good time”, he 

said. With over 1,000 viewers a day, the show brings millions of yuan in 

yearly to its investor Chu Xianyi, an entrepreneur from east China's Zhejiang 

Province. (“Red tourism flourishes in old revolutionary bases”, 2011) 

 

Li et al. (2010) reported on the Ge Le Shan Revolutionary Memorial, based 

on the remains of a former nationalist concentration camp in Chongqing 

where communists and their supporters were jailed during the civil war. 

Tourists can experience “being taken prisoner” by the nationalists; the place 

has been made to look like the former camp with cells and torture 

instruments. The interpretation by the guides is explicitly tailored at creating 

a wide dichotomy between the heroic communist freedom fighters who were 

the inmates and the brutal, treacherous, nationalist prison guards. 

 

This eclectic mix of ideology, theme park and entertainment elements makes 

red tourism sites places of “indoctritainment” (Nyíri, 2009)27 without, 

however, a guarantee of the visitors transforming themselves in the intended 

way. Many tourists combine a compulsory red tourism tour with “fun” 

activities (Li et al., 2010), while Rioux (2010) noted that nowadays - due to 

                                                      
27

 The term “indoctritainment” was coined by Wanning Sun (2002) to describe the use of entertainment 

as a means of reinforcing the moral and political values of the state, specifically in the PRC. 
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disillusionment with reform and corrupt CPC leaders - people are less willing 

than before to comply with the central state’s moral campaigns.  

 

Writing about Jinggangshan, Rioux (2010) also argued that red tourism has 

led to the commoditization and transformation of the “sacred spaces of 

revolutionary memorials” (p. 97). “Histories and symbols of the revolution 

are advocated as major tourist attractions by way of reinvention and 

selectivity” (p. 97), while the different stakeholders involved each have their 

own agenda. The central government tries to strengthen its own position 

through moral education; provincial authorities concentrate on economic 

development opportunities while the local population is primarily interested 

in making a living of the “red tourists”. The outcome of this transformation 

process is something which cannot be fully controlled by the central 

government.  

 

Scenic spots 

It is not only at “red sites” that the government tries to maintain and assert 

its cultural authority through state sanctioned narratives of history and 

culture. Nyíri (2006, 2009, 2010) noted that the reconstruction of tourist 

sites after 1978 has created a landscape of “scenic spots” (mingsheng), the 

commonly used term to denominate tourist sites in China. These all have 

similar characteristics, featuring, in the words of Nyíri (2009):  

 

a ticketing gate, a shopping street offering largely similar souvenirs, an 

accommodation area suitable for tourist groups, cultural performances 

(usually involving ethnic minorities or reenactments of supposedly historical 

ceremonies) and an elaborate narrative on the history of the site that is 

repeated in a more or less unchanged way by tour guides and in brochures. 

(p. 159) 

 

Apart from revolutionary sites, the ever expanding number of scenic spots 

includes various other categories. The locations - mountains, rivers, temples, 

views illustrating Daoist and Confucian notions - immortalized by the literati 

poets and painters have already been discussed in Chapter Two. These, as 

well as the cultural references attached to them, are considered to be an 

essential part of Chinese culture and were rehabilitated after 1978. Although 

few Chinese youth know the poems of the literati by heart nowadays, images 
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of Huangshan, other sacred mountains or the Yangzi river all are “firmly 

entrenched in the Chinese psyche” (Sofield & Li, 1998, p. 366) through 

endless reproduction on calendars, wall-paper and posters, in 

advertisements, TV shows and on the Internet (Nyíri, 2006). Some new 

additions were made when, in the words of Nyíri (2006), “in a tradition 

previously absent in China and introduced from the Soviet Union, statues of 

cultural heroes associated with the sites were erected at some of them, such 

as that of Su Shi at Red Cliff” (p. 12).  

 

Many sites illustrate, according to Nyíri (2009), “the indoctritainment theme 

of ‘five-thousand-year-old superior culture’” (p. 163). These include historic 

constructions such as the Great Wall, the Confucius temple and family 

mansion in Qufu - epitomizing cultural traditions from the feudal period (Yan 

& Bramwell, 2008) - and cities such as Pingyao, a UNESCO world heritage 

site in Shanxi province. In Pingyao, the area within the city walls was 

restored for tourist usage with gates and a ticket-office and with a 

pedestrian-only district decorated with exotic red lanterns. Only tourist-

related businesses can be established here: shops selling traditional foods 

and handicrafts or souvenirs; hotels and restaurants; antique shops; bike 

rental companies and massage parlours (Wang, S.Y., 2011; own 

observations, May 2011). This tourism development policy has forced 

“normal” businesses and the local way of life out of the historic district to 

make place for the homogeneous stores and restaurants that can be found at 

most scenic spots. 

 

Other ancient cities commoditized for tourism are the water towns in 

Zhejiang and Jiangsu provinces. These were centres of trade and 

manufacturing in bygone eras and the built heritage of wealthy merchants 

and administrators (residences, gardens and bridges) have become the main 

attractions here. In their study on Zhujiajiao - within a daytrip’s reach of 

Shanghai - Huang, Wall & Mitchell (2007) noted a similar commoditization of 

the town’s historical architecture as in Pingyao with commercial enterprises 

currently catering mainly to the needs of tourists. They also noticed the 

creation of new tourist attractions “that reflect local heritage (such as the 

Fishermen’s House and the Hall of Paddy and Rice Customs)” (Huang, Wall & 

Mitchell, 2007, p. 1045). Although the residents are mostly in favour of 
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touristic developments they also comment on the crowding, the fact that 

tourism does generate extra employment but mostly unstable (with service 

workers having no contracts) and badly paid work. Personal incomes of most 

residents have not grown as the general price level has gone up with 

increasing development (Huang et. al., 2007). 

 

At many historic sites it seems that, as Notar (2006) wrote, the - partly 

fictionalized - “past is presently available mostly as a commodity” (p. 105). 

In this China does not really differ that much from other parts of the world. 

In many cities concurrent processes of touristification and gentrification are 

turning city centres into playgrounds where tourists are presented with 

selective bits of history and heritage while the original inhabitants are forced 

to move further afield due to soaring rent and prices. A prime example of 

this process was the reshaping and touristification of New York City under 

Mayor Michael Bloomberg (Fessenden et al., 2013).  

 

Ethnic tourism 

A notable category of tourist sites are the ethnic villages and other areas 

where the abstract notion of a multi-ethnic harmonious society in which 55 

minorities28 (“Ethnic minorities”, n.d.) are living happily together with the 

majority of around 92% Han Chinese (“China’s population mix”, n.d.) is 

concretised. After 1978, minority groups gradually became involved in 

tourism. According to Yang (2011), ethnic tourism29 has been used for a 

variety of purposes such as alleviation of poverty in minority areas and as a 

way to integrate these groups - historically considered primitive and 

backward by the Han people - into the nation (Oakes, 1998; Yang, 2011).  

 

Ethnic tourism has grown tremendously in recent years and ethnic elements 

can be found at many tourist attractions. Several theme parks are dedicated 

to ethnic minorities such as China Folk Culture Village (part of the Splendid 

                                                      
28

 These groups count around 96.5 million people. The Zhuang, Hui, Uyghur, Yi, Miao, Manchu, Tibetan, 

Mongolian, Tujia, Bouyei, Korean, Dong, Yao, Bai and Hani each count more than one million people 
(Ryan & Gu, 2009a). All have certain privileges such as exemption from the one child policy or lower 
requirements for entry into college or university. “In part these concessions are a reflection of their often 
lower levels of income and geographical marginality as well as a respect for cultural difference” (Ryan & 
Gu, 2009a, p. 147). 

 
29

 According to Yang, “today, ethnic tourism generally refers to tourism motivated by a tourist’s search 

for exotic cultural experiences, including visiting ethnic villages, minority homes and ethnic theme parks, 
being involved in ethnic events and festivals, watching traditional dances or ceremonies, or merely 
shopping for ethnic handicrafts and souvenirs” (Yang, Wall, & Smith, 2008, cited in Yang, 2011, p. 562). 
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China theme park in Shenzhen) and the Xishuangbanna Dai Ethnic Garden in 

Yunnan, which is one of China’s eight most popular theme parks (“8 most 

popular theme parks”, 2010).  

 

Yang (2011), in her study on Yunnan Ethnic Folk Village (YEFV) - located in a 

suburb of Kunming - noted that such attractions tend to fossilize the cultures 

of ethnic groups; they not only deny their diverse histories and traditions but 

also their changing cultures and their contemporary ways of life. This has 

definitely been the case in YEFV which was set up to promote the unity of 25 

ethnic groups represented here; only the “healthy and progressive” aspects 

of their cultures are presented while their “superstitious” religious practices 

and rituals are not shown (Yang, 2011). According to Yang (2011), “the 

emphasis is on the cultural materials (old-style houses, costumes, arts and 

handcrafts), the performing arts (singing and dancing), and cultural events 

and festivals” (p. 571). Tourists can walk through the park, taste minority 

food, watch shows and consume exotic culture. As a park manager stated: 

“Most tourists are on a vacation and they are only looking for fun, relaxation, 

and experience of exotic people and different culture” (cited in Yang, 2011, p. 

572).  

 

By showcasing the 25 minorities as living happily together in a “harmonious” 

society, YEFV contributes to the project of nation building. However, YEFV 

also freezes, according to Yang (2011), minority culture in former times and 

strengthens the idea “that minorities are of the past and ‘less developed’” (p. 

563). By contrasting themselves with these “backward” Others, urban middle 

class tourists may experience their own modernity and a sense of progress 

(Yang, 2011; Notar, 2006).  

 

Notar (2006) described a similar process in her study on the transformation 

of Dali, home of the Bai minority and also located in Yunnan. Formerly an 

international backpacker destination - with a globalized Foreigner Street, “a 

familiar-feeling place for transnational travelers and a surprisingly unfamiliar 

one for both the majority of Dali townspeople and the Chinese nationals who 

experienced it” (Notar, 2006, p. 46) - it is now also a major destination for 

domestic tourists. International backpackers, inspired by the Lonely Planet 

guidebook, are drawn to Dali in search of some kind of “authenticity”.  
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A younger generation of domestic tourists and overseas Chinese visit here 

mainly to follow in the footsteps of the protagonists from a martial arts 

bestseller (Heavenly Dragons or Tianlong Babu by Jin Yong, which was 

turned into a popular TV series in 2002) set in 11th century Dali. Older 

tourists come to see locations and sing songs from the 1959 movie Five 

Golden Flowers (Wuduo Jinhua) in which the people and places of Dali 

figured to illustrate the success of the Great Leap Forward (Notar, 2006). All 

these tourists, Chinese and Western, are inspired by representations in 

popular culture to travel to Dali to, in the words of Notar (2006), “consume a 

place of an imagined exotic past” (p. 5). In the process, Dali has become a 

giant theme park to mirror its image in popular culture. Tourists learn to see 

minority people as, in the words of Notar (2006), “leading a theme-park like 

existence” (p. 100) and to perceive their communities as “places where they 

can play out their own fantasies” (p. 105). Such representations have not 

only led to the commoditization of ethnicity but also, in the words of Ryan 

and Gu (2009a), cut minority people off “from daily (urban) realities” and 

presented them “as almost irrelevant subjects to be gazed upon” (p. 149). 

 

Theme parks 

Theme parks are also dedicated to other topics. Nyíri (2010) noted that 

theme parks have been important from the 1990s in establishing a new 

canon of scenic spots based on themes from history and folk customs; 

“visiting them became a proto-tourist activity for many people: it familiarized 

them with representations of traditional scenic spots and taught them to see 

these as part of a national landscape” (p. 64). 

 

Currently, they are a necessity in domestic tourism since the huge numbers 

of tourists need places to visit and things to do. In Qufu, where the 

Confucius temple, mansion and cemetery can be seen in just an hour or two, 

Six Arts City has been built, an educational theme park where one can 

experience or take part in the six arts mastered by Confucius - music, 

mathematics, calligraphy, charioteering, archery and “ancient rituals” (such 

as drinking tea). Souvenirs can be bought in the “village” where Confucius 

spent his youth. A highlight is a haunted house ride where the journeys of 

Confucius are depicted; while riding along and looking at all the events he 
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encountered (storms, deserts, caves, audiences listening to his teachings, 

tigers, exotic beauties, skeletons), the story of his wanderings is told (own 

observations, September 2012).        

 

The Hengdian World Studios (or “Chinese Hollywood”) are another popular 

film based theme park where 13 movie sets can be visited (“8 most popular 

theme parks”, 2010). Inspired by literature is the Dream of the Red Chamber 

Theme Park in Beijing. The Tang Paradise Lotus Park in Xi’an represents just 

about everything which is supposedly Tang dynasty (618 - 907), from 

gardens and mountains to poetry, songs, dance, markets, food and fashion 

(own observations, May 2012). A similar style heritage park, Qingming 

Shanghe Yuan, was opened in 2005 in Kaifeng. It is modelled after a famous 

12th-century scroll painting, Qingming Shanghe Tu now in the Forbidden City 

in Beijing, that depicts a scene in Kaifeng, then the Northern Song dynasty's 

eastern capital (“International conference on Qingming Shanghe Tu”, 2005). 

As in Xi’an, the park features traditional restaurants, shops, gardens and 

bridges, demonstrations of traditional arts and crafts, and performances that 

in this case re-enact Song dynasty rituals.  

 

A new edition to “theme park land” will be the Tibet Cultural and 

Tourism Creative Park which Chinese officials announced in July 2012 will be 

built on the outskirts of Lhasa in three to five years’ time. With the addition 

of this park to the other sites in Lhasa, a city with somewhere between 

600,000 and 1 million inhabitants, authorities hope to increase tourists 

visiting the city to some 15 million annually by 2015. The park has the story 

of Princess Wencheng - the seventh-century niece of a Tang (618 - 907) 

emperor who married a king from Tibet's Yarlung dynasty - as its core theme. 

The park seems therefore intended not only to generate income and create 

employment, as the authorities state, but also to highlight the “ancient” ties 

and ethnic harmony between Tibet and China (Branigan, 2012).  

 

It is thus not only in red tourism that the state is trying to influence the 

minds of - domestic - tourists. Through all these scenic spots, which are to a 

large extent newly created, the state tries, in the words of Oakes (1998), 

 “to fix the boundaries of a unique and essential China, a nation equal and 

unique among a modern community of nations” (p. 48). To strengthen 
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national consciousness, this “unique and equal” country is presented as a 

“harmonious society”, shaped by eternal cultural traditions where exotic 

minorities and Han Chinese live peacefully together and where only the CPC, 

supported by socialist values, is capable of propelling the nation forward into 

modernity, a time when the era of national humiliation will belong forever to 

the past.  

 

That the central state is indeed - to a large extent - capable of determining 

the location and interpretation of scenic spots can be attributed to the 

integration of business and politics sketched in the above sections. In every 

tourism development project, according to Nyíri (2009) “government bodies 

(mostly at the county, prefecture or provincial level) are present as both 

stakeholders (co-owners) and regulators” (p. 163; italics in original text); 

many tourist enterprises are off-shoots of SOEs and will be careful not to 

tread on CPC toes. 

 

Maintaining cultural authority over tourist sites is furthermore facilitated by 

the fact that group tourism is (still) predominant, making tour guides key 

figures in the interpretation of sites. It is no wonder that the attitude of tour 

guides is of great concern as the CNTA website, quoted in Nyíri (2009), 

testifies; in their introductions of scenic spots, they “must display their love 

for the homeland, the nation, the people and the native place . . .” (p. 164). 

They should also take care to “. . . introduce China’s long and outstanding 

history, the nation’s ancient and outstanding culture; to introduce the 

Chinese people’s fine tradition of hard work and frugality, national unity and 

harmony” (p. 164).  

 

Figure 4.6 Qufu: Tour group and “amplified” tour guide, May 2011 

 
Photo: C. Vos 
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Civilizing tourism and consuming scenic spots 

Whereas in the West tourism these days is not immediately associated with 

“civilizing potential”, in China tourism is perceived as a civilized and civilizing 

activity as noted by various authors (Oakes, 1998; Nyíri, 2006, 2009, 2010; 

Oakes & Sutton, 2010; Sheperd, 2013). Tourists can raise “the ‘quality’ of 

the rural population by, for example, insisting on clean toilets and attentive 

service . . .” (Oakes & Sutton, 2010, p. 6). When people from more 

provincial backwaters go travelling, they, in turn, will be subjected to 

“modern forms of infrastructure”, “advanced ways of life” and “modern 

methods of entrepreneurship” (Nyíri, 2009, p. 157).  

 

Tourists themselves are less concerned with the ideological content of travel, 

but they do in general, according to Nyíri (2009), see tourism as a 

“quintessentially modern experience” (p. 155). This association of tourism 

with modernity is not completely new – also during the 1920s and 1930s, as 

noted above, tourism was seen as a “modern” and “healthy” occupation for 

the middle class.  

 

It is not only the experience of travelling that comprises the “modernity” of 

tourism; Chinese tourists also expect to find modern hotels, railways, 

airports, shopping centres and skyscrapers on their journeys. So also in 

tourism, “material” and “spiritual” civilization together constitute the 

civilizing experience. Nyíri (2009) quoted Zhang Gu, director of the Sichuan 

Tourism Administration, on this topic. He stated that “the construction of 

scenic spots and scenic areas must both fully reflect modern material 

civilization and fully display the positive and advancing spiritual civilization of 

the Chinese race (Zhonghua minzu)”; according to Zhang “this is what 

distinguishes the socialist tourism industry with Chinese characteristics from 

the Western capitalist tourism industry” (Zhang Gu, 2000, cited in Nyíri, p. 

163). 

 

“Authenticity” - still one of the dominant themes in Western tourism - is not 

something the average Chinese tourist is interested in. To be a tourist means, 

in general, to consume scenic spots with clear - state approved - narratives, 

interpreted by state licensed tour guides and to enjoy (and join in) 
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performances30 and re-enactments of - sometimes newly invented - historical 

ceremonies. Oakes (1998), writing about differences between Chinese and 

Western tourists experiencing staged events in Guizhou, noted that the 

Chinese tourists “expected to see a performance and generally had a fun 

time during their visits, drinking wine, dancing with the natives, and 

themselves dressed up in costume” (Oakes, 1998, p. 2). They enjoy these 

staged performances and, in the words of Nyíri (2010), “seem to ‘play along’ 

because they consider participating in performances of the nation serious 

business” (p. 143).  

 

Yang (2011) also noted that for visitors to Yunnan Ethnic Folk Villages 

authenticity is not really an issue. The tourists visiting the cultural shows and 

ethnic festivals are, according to her, generally aware that these are staged 

events. They nevertheless seemed to enjoy them as well as their other 

experiences at the park since they are primarily looking for entertainment 

and relaxation, as some of the comments made by her interviewees 

demonstrate:  

 

‘‘It is cool! I have seen real natives at work in their own grass huts’’. ‘‘I 

enjoyed shows and dancing with minority people. I felt like in an authentic 

setting’’. ‘‘I like ethnic festivals on the long weekends. They are great fun and 

entertaining’’. ‘‘I love elephant shows and our cute minority guide’’… (p. 576) 

 

Explaining this different attitude Nyíri (2010) stated:  

 

Chinese tourists’ enjoyment of the performative - photographing the stone 

stele with the World Heritage inscription or joining in a minority tug-of-war - 

and their wariness of the “authentic” everyday life of toured places that 

                                                      
30

  Theatrical performances (large scale in- or outdoor live shows) have become an important part of the 

tourism product. Song and Cheung (2012) noted that they are often based on historical themes, ethnic 
minorities, local natural beauty, legends and familiar love stories. Combining music, song and dance (from 
ballet to minority folk dances), martial arts and acrobatics with elaborate costumes and often high tech 
elements (revolving stages, moving audience seats, laser shows, fireworks) into spectacular shows, they 
are staged for years on end, attracting thousands of - mainly domestic - tourists. A famous example is 
Impressions of Liu Sanjie, directed by well-known film director Zhang Yimou, staged in Yangshuo with the 
picturesque mountains of Guilin as its backdrop and legends of the Zhuang minority as its main theme. 
The show features hundreds of - local - performers and is performed nearly every day. Other famous 
shows are The Legend of Kungfu (Beijing), Impressions of West Lake (Hangzhou), Four Seasons of 
Zhouzhuang (Zhouzhuang, one of the water towns) (Song & Cheung, 2012). Tang Paradise (Xi’an) daily 
stages a “high tech” show without performers but featuring laser beams, a movie projected on a water 
screen, fireworks and sound (own observations, 2012, May).  In Qufu, each evening between April and 
November, 200 performers depict the trials and tribulations experienced by Confucius during his life; here 
the large quantities of water - a true river flooding the stage - draw the biggest applause from the 
audience (own observations, September 2012).  
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Western tourists pursue seem to stem from the same root: impatience with 

the backward and stationary, and a desire to distance themselves from it. (p. 

165) 

 

Maybe even more enlightening are the remarks of a travel agency manager 

in Sichuan Province, cited by Nyíri (2010), who commented that Chinese 

tourists are not interested in seeing authentic village life “because they know 

it already . . . because they lived like that when they were little, or if not 

they, then their parents or grandparents” (p. 165).   

 

4.5 The structure of tourism 

In most countries different layers of - national and local - government as well 

as private companies and other organizations are involved in the planning, 

development and management of tourism, a multi-faceted industry. This 

applies to China as well with the restriction that the role of the government - 

and its top leaders - is more directive and controlling than in Western 

countries. 

 

Airey & Chong (2011) stated that the central government’s role in tourism is 

currently limited to investment in “tourism-related infrastructure as well as 

certain products and regions where central support is deemed necessary (e.g. 

central and western China, and ideological products)” (p. 216) such as red 

tourism. Investment in and management of tourist sites and facilities is 

mostly done by local government and industry.  

 

Nevertheless, tourism development in general features some form of 

government involvement. Nyíri (2010) remarked in this context that plans 

for tourism projects “can be initiated by the local, prefectural, provincial, or 

central government, or by a private investor, but because of the public 

ownership of all land and absence of a land market, it can only take place 

with state approval” (p. 66). And this is why some level of government is, 

after “making the land available and subsequently becoming a stakeholder” 

(p. 67) generally involved in tourism development.  

 

In line with the findings of the previous sections, with many hotels, airlines, 

travel organizations, and scenic spots being still state-owned or off-shoots of 

SOEs and taking the ideological importance of tourism into account, it is not 
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really surprising that Nyíri (2010) classified travel as “one of the least free 

sectors of the retail economy (Nyíri 2006a: 69-73)” (p. 67). 

 

Government organizations in tourism 

The most important government body dealing with tourism is the China 

National Tourism Agency (CNTA), discussed more in detail below. An 

important role is also reserved for the National Development and Reform 

Commission (NDRC), a supra-ministerial agency responsible for macro 

management of the economy and formulating and implementing the Five 

Year Plans. As far as tourism is concerned, the NDRC determines the position 

- and hence its importance as a sector of the economy - of tourism in the 

national plan. The NDRC is also involved in the planning of major investment 

projects, pricing policies (including the prices of tourist attractions) and the 

arrangement of national holidays with changes here having considerable 

economic, social and cultural impact.  

 

The Ministry of Finance manages macro-economic policies and the national 

budget. With regard to tourism, it is responsible for approving CNTA’s budget 

and the fees imposed by CNTA, such as those for tour guide examinations 

and quality guarantee charges (Airey & Chong, 2011, p. 146). The Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs is responsible for visa issuing to foreigners; it also negotiates 

with CNTA about the opening up of outbound markets and plays a role in the 

ADS procedures.  

 

The central publicity department of the CPC is in charge of the promotion of 

the socialist core value system through domestic tourism with the NDRC and 

CNTA providing the infrastructure and professional support and the Ministry 

of Finance arranging necessary funds (Airey & Chong, 2011). This 

department, according to Airey and Chong (2011), also has to ensure “that 

tourist products, especially their non-physical aspects, such as those 

involved in religious tourism, are ideologically supportive of, or at least not 

detrimental to, China’s socialist civilization” (p. 146). Various other echelons 

(think tanks such as the Chinese Academy of Social Sciences as well as NPC 

and CPPCC members) also play a role in research and advice on the 

development of tourism and tourism policy (Airey & Chong, 2011).  
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With decentralization local governments have become more responsible for 

tourism development in their area and since 1995, tourism “has been 

acknowledged as a ‘pillar industry’ in 80% of the provinces” (Airey & Chong, 

2011, p. 148).  

 

While the government branches listed above might be labelled key players in 

the development of tourism, the list is by no means exhaustive; other 

agencies involved are for example the now defunct Ministry of Railways and 

the Ministry of Transport; the Ministry of Health, monitoring health, hygiene 

and food safety in tourist regions; the Ministry of Commerce, responsible for 

“ensuring that there is sufficient provision of services and commodities for 

tourists, especially during the peak season”. (Airey & Chong, 2011, p. 150). 

The Ministry of Agriculture has become involved in tourism due to the 

growing attention to rural tourism as a contributor to regional development; 

the Ministry of Education determines the academic status of tourism, which 

is rather low: “Currently tourism is classified as a ‘Second-Tier Discipline’, 

located within one of the ‘First-Tier Disciplines’ (e.g. management, 

economics). This means that doctoral students are admitted to the major 

discipline rather than directly to tourism” (Airey & Chong, 2011, p. 150). 

Finally, there are various NGO’s as well as foreign advisory bodies (UNWTO, 

WTTC) which are and have been involved in the development of (plans for) 

tourism. 

 

CNTA 

CNTA is the organization in charge of overall policy-making for and the 

development, administration and promotion of tourism under the governance 

of the State Council. According to its website (“CNTA in brief”, n.d.), CNTA is 

responsible for, among other: 

 planning and coordination of the development of tourism including the 

drafting of laws and regulations; 

 marketing strategies for domestic, inbound and outbound tourism; 

publicity and promotional activities on the overall image of China’s 

tourism; guiding the work of China’s tourism institutions abroad; 

 planning, development and protection of tourism resources; taking 

charge of tourist statistics and the coordination and instruction of holiday 

tourism and red tourism;  
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 supervision and management of service quality; tourist safety and 

emergency rescues;  

 taking charge of the cooperation with international tourist organizations; 

the establishment of policies on outbound and border tourism; examining 

and approving foreign travel agencies established in China and 

examining the market access qualifications of foreign-invested travel 

agencies and travel agencies engaged in international tourism as well as 

examining and approving overseas (outbound) tourism and border 

tourism cases; 

 policies on travel to Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan; taking charge of 

affairs on mainland residents traveling to Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan 

and examining and approving travel agencies of Hong Kong, Macao and 

Taiwan established in the Mainland; 

 organizing tourism education and training; stipulating the vocational 

qualification system and ranking system for tourism employees and other 

issues assigned by the State Council. 

 

Organizations directly affiliated to CNTA are, among other, China Travel and 

Tourism Press, China Tourism Management Institute and China National 

Tourism Institute; some of its subordinate associations are the China 

Association of Travel Services, the China Tourist Hotels Association, China 

Tourism Automobile and Cruise Association and China Association of Tourism 

Journals.  

 

CNTA normally convenes the annual National Tourism Working Conference, 

which has the function of “briefing, consensus building and taking forward 

decisions already agreed by the vice-premier” (Airey & Chong, 2011, p. 142). 

Participants usually include the vice-premier in charge of tourism, 

representatives from NDRC, the Ministries involved, the National Audit Office, 

CNTA officials, heads of local tourism bureaus, representatives of 

government think tanks, the tourism academic community and some tourist 

enterprises (“National Tourism Working Conference opens in Beijing”, 2009). 

Despite its elaborate responsibilities, CNTA’s powers are quite limited since - 

as is clear from the list of organizations above - policy-making authority for 

tourism is widely distributed. Secondly, CNTA has a relatively low 

administrative status. Although it resorts directly under the State Council, 
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CNTA holds a vice-ministry rank which means it cannot directly raise issues 

at State Council meetings or launch major initiatives by itself. As noted 

above, the political and ideological dimensions of tourism are dealt with at 

higher Party and government levels.  

 

One of CNTA’s main tasks is the promotion of China as a tourist destination 

abroad. For this purpose, CNTA has set up 18 (as of February 2014) 

overseas tourist offices, called China National Tourism Organizations, which 

have the purpose of marketing China to overseas tourists. They can be found 

in North America (New York, Los Angeles, and Toronto); Europe (London, 

Paris, Frankfurt, Madrid, Rome and Zürich); the Russian Federation (Moscow); 

Japan (Tokyo and Osaka); other Asian countries (Singapore, Nepal, India 

and South Korea); and in Hong Kong and Sydney (CNTA, 2014). 

 

CNTA has also fulfilled a key role in establishing quality standards such as 

hotel star ratings which, however, are “recommended” and not “compulsory” 

standards (Airey & Chong, 2011). CNTA has also developed quality standards 

for tourist sites, resulting in a somewhat confusion array of qualifications 

such as “Revolutionary Sites”, “Outstanding Tourist Cities”, “Best Tourist 

Cities”, “National Parks”, “National Geological Park”, “National Vacation 

Resorts” and, probably the most important, the “Rating and Evaluation for 

Quality Levels of Tourist Attractions” (Ryan, Gu & Fang, 2009).  

 

The last one grades the quality of scenic spots into five levels, with 5A as the 

highest. Whether a tourist attraction is rated with one or five A’s, is decided 

by CNTA based on an assessment of the site (Orbinski-Vonk, 2011). 

In May 2007, CNTA announced the first group of national AAAAA tourist 

attractions. This group of 66 sites included many of the country’s most 

famous attractions such as Forbidden City, the Summer Palace and the Stone 

Forest (Ryan, Gu & Fang, 2009). The number of 5A attractions has steadily 

increased to more than 100 in 2011 (Orbinski-Vonk, 2011). Through the 

rating system, CNTA aims to improve the management and service quality of 

tourist attractions. The evaluation criteria include transportation, planning 

and management issues, on-site tours, safety and security, cleanliness and 

sanitation, shopping, environment issues, tourist arrivals and satisfaction 
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(Ryan, Gu & Fang, 2009). Below a summary of the evaluation criteria for 5A 

rated sites can be found.  

 

 

AAAAA Tourist Attractions  

 

This section is based on Ryan, Gu & Fang (2009, pp. 25-26), unless stated 

otherwise. 

 

1. Transportation. The site must be easily accessible (within 30 km of an airport 

[Orbinski-Vonk, 2011]), provide environmentally compatible designated parking 

areas, well-designed tour routes and environment-friendly on-site vehicles. 

 

2. On-site tour. The criteria include well-located visitor centres with comprehensive 

facilities and well-trained staff; signs for direction; various publications about the 

attraction; sufficient, highly qualified tour guides (who should be able to “provide 

scientific and accurate information about the location, and present it in an elegant, 

personalised way” [Orbinski-Vonk, 2011]); and sufficient public facilities with 

distinctive cultural features. 

 

3. Safety and security. The site should be in possession of complete safety and 

security regulations and implement them as well; this includes effective fire alarm 

and ambulance systems and an on-site clinic and medical staff. 

 

4. Cleanliness and sanitation. The attraction should provide a clean environment with 

sufficient and clean restrooms and trash cans. Furthermore, “all public facilities, 

restaurants, and foods must meet the specified national standards of sanitation and 

environment protection and should not use disposable tableware” (p. 25). 

 

5. Postal and telecommunication service. “The criteria include postal and 

national/international direct dial phone services; appropriate charges; and a mobile 

phone signal within the attraction” (p. 25). 

 

6. Shopping. Designated shopping areas with a clean shopping environment and the 

sale of various and unique local tourist products are important here. 

 

7. Operation and management of tourist attraction. “The criteria include a 

professional and efficient management system; complete and effective regulations 

on quality control, safety and security, the maintenance of tourism statistics; . . . ; 

unique destination image and brand, good reputation on service quality; government 

approved tourism planning proposals; a professional training department and highly 

qualified employees; . . . ; and a personalized service for seniors, children and the 

disabled” (pp. 25-26). 

 

8. Tourism resources and environment protection. “The criteria include specific 

requirements on air quality, sound pollution record, underground water quality, and 

sewage; well-maintained and protected natural, cultural and historic attractions; 

scientific management of carrying capacity; well-designed and environment-

compatible buildings and facilities . . . ” (p. 26). 

 

9. Attractiveness of tourist resources. The site should be of “exceptional historical, 

cultural and scientific importance” or have “a rich variety of valuable species and 

habitats, or distinctive or unique scenery” (p. 26). 

 

10. Market attractiveness. “The criteria include being a well-known attraction of 

international significance and recognition; an exceptionally appealing image, strong 

market influence and uniqueness of the attraction” (p. 26). 
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11. Tourist arrivals. The site should receive more than 600,000 tourists per year, 

including a minimum of 50,000 international tourist arrivals annually. 

 

12. Tourist satisfaction. “It refers to high levels of tourist satisfaction based on 

tourist survey results” (p. 26). 

  

 

Ryan, Gu & Fang (2009) remarked that many of the various rating systems 

are based on industry standards of developed countries and that 

categorizations such as “China’s Best Tourist City”, “Cultural and Natural 

Heritage Site” or “National Ecological Park” are based on standards used by 

UNWTO and UNESCO. Nevertheless, the range of categories currently 

available for attractions can also be a source of confusion, as a site can, for 

example, be classified as 5A, as well as being a National Park, a National 

Geological park, and a National Cultural and Natural Heritage site all at the 

same time (Ryan, Gu & Fang, 2009). According to Ryan, Gu and Fang (2009), 

categorizations are possibly sometimes conferred upon cities or attractions 

not just on the basis of qualifications but on more subjective, political 

considerations as well. 

 

There is, indeed, a world of difference between, for example, the 5A rated 

Temple of Heaven in Beijing, with audio-guides available in several 

languages, and the 5A’s of the Confucius Temple and Mansion in Qufu, where 

it is difficult to find an English speaking person at all.  

 

Figure 4.7 Qufu: 5A Confucius Temple and Mansion, May 2011 
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