
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Tourism in China: representing the nation to English speaking tourists: A
historical study of the development of tourism and the interpretive media
encountered at five Beijing tourist sites

Koerts, M.

Publication date
2015
Document Version
Final published version

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Koerts, M. (2015). Tourism in China: representing the nation to English speaking tourists: A
historical study of the development of tourism and the interpretive media encountered at five
Beijing tourist sites. [Thesis, externally prepared, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:26 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/tourism-in-china-representing-the-nation-to-english-speaking-tourists-a-historical-study-of-the-development-of-tourism-and-the-interpretive-media-encountered-at-five-beijing-tourist-sites(15cd5202-8155-40d6-8778-5fe3c8fe060d).html


 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 258 

 

Chapter 6 Alternative ways of looking at the (Forbidden) City 

 

Chapter Six contains the concluding remarks of this study on the - context 

that gave rise to the - interpretive media encountered at various Beijing 

heritage sites. Analysing and criticising these media also raises the question 

which alternative interpretations would be possible. Sections 6.2 and 6.3 will 

offer some ideas on this. 

 

6.1 Concluding remarks  

Departing from a materialist perspective, the previous chapters have shown 

that tourism in China today has been shaped by historical factors as well as 

by economic and political power structures. After 1978 tourism, often backed 

by top CPC leaders, has grown fast in terms of numbers of tourists and 

revenues. Although a comprehensive tourism industry has been developed, 

domestic tourism is nowadays the mainstay with inbound tourists accounting 

for only 6% of total travellers in China in 2011 (Chiang, 2012). 

Outbound tourism is on the rise with Hong Kong and Macao currently the 

main destinations. Given the fact that both are special administrative regions 

of China some questions can be raised as to how “outbound” this travel 

really is. Nevertheless, the volume of travel to and from these two places is 

huge as noted in Chapter Three. 

 

Although economic reasons are often given as the main ground for 

government support of tourism, its contribution to the national economy - as 

a foreign exchange earner (which Deng Xiaoping considered one of its 

benefits) and contributor to the GDP - is quite modest nowadays. According 

to the World Travel and Tourism Council (WTTC), the direct contribution44 of 

travel and tourism to China’s GDP in 2011 was RMB 1,173.0 billion or 2.6% 

of the total GDP (“Travel and tourism impact 2012: China”, 2012, p. 1), 

                                                      
44 The direct contribution of travel and tourism to a country’s GDP “reflects the ‘internal’ spending on 
Travel & Tourism (total spending within a particular country on Travel & Tourism by residents and non-
residents for business and leisure purposes) as well as government ‘individual’ spending - spending by 
government on Travel & Tourism services directly linked to visitors, such as cultural (eg museums) or 
recreational (eg national parks). The direct contribution of Travel & Tourism to GDP is calculated to be 
consistent with the output, as expressed in National Accounting, of tourism-characteristic sectors such as 
hotels, airlines, airports, travel agents and leisure and recreation services that deal directly with tourists. 
The direct contribution of Travel & Tourism to GDP is calculated from total internal spending by ‘netting 
out’ the purchases made by the different tourism sectors”. (“Travel and tourism impact 2012: China”, 
2012, p. 2)  
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which means a slight decrease from 1990 when it was 3.7% (Chiang, 2012, 

p. 210). In 2011, with this 2.6%, China ranked number 114 as far as the 

direct contribution of travel and tourism to GDP worldwide is concerned. 

Macao ranked number one with 43.1% of its GDP directly attributable to 

travel and tourism which it can thank Mainland Chinese tourists for. 

 

The total contribution45 of travel and tourism to GDP was RMB 4,155.5 billion 

(or 9.2% of GDP) in 2011 (“Travel and tourism impact 2012: China”, 2012, 

p. 1), but - as discussed earlier - it is debatable whether it is at all possible 

to produce any accurate figures of this kind and this is mainly an educated 

guess. Compared with other countries, here China is presently ranking 87 

(with Macao again at number one) but expected to rise to number two 

between 2012 and 2022 (“Travel and tourism impact 2012: China”, 2012, p. 

10). 

The economic relevance of tourism, then, currently has to be sought 

elsewhere, such as in its role as a regional development tool for areas 

lagging behind in economic growth and lacking major industries; here 

tourism is used for creating jobs, also in related industries, and for triggering 

regional economic growth. But tourism is also important in stimulating 

domestic consumption and spending on tourism is in general considered to 

be better for the economy than spending on real estate (which happens on a 

massive scale in China), because tourism benefits a wide variety of (tourism-

related) economic sectors, such as restaurants, hotels and transportation 

(Chiang, 2012).  

In sum, although tourism in its early days was important in bringing in 

foreign exchange, this role was soon taken over by export-led industries. 

Nowadays, tourism is - despite the huge numbers involved - not a main 

                                                      
45 The total contribution of travel and tourism “includes its ‘wider impacts’ (ie the indirect and induced 
impacts) on the economy. The ‘indirect’ contribution includes the GDP and jobs supported by: Travel & 
Tourism investment spending - an important aspect of both current and future activity that includes 
investment activity such as the purchase of new aircraft and construction of new hotels; Government 
'collective' spending, which helps Travel & Tourism activity in many different ways as it is made on behalf 
of the ‘community at large’ - eg tourism marketing and promotion, aviation, administration, security 
services, resort area security services, resort area sanitation services, etc; Domestic purchases of goods 
and services by the sectors dealing directly with tourists - including, for example, purchases of food and 
cleaning services by hotels, of fuel and catering services by airlines, and IT services by travel agents. The 
‘induced’ contribution measures the GDP and jobs supported by the spending of those who are directly or 
indirectly employed by the Travel & Tourism industry”. (“Travel and tourism impact 2012: China”, 2012, 
p. 2) 
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driver of economic growth. Rather, the rapid development of tourism can to 

a large extent be attributed to economic progress: the emergence of a 

middle class, rising disposable incomes, the introduction of the concept of 

leisure time, more holidays, as well as changing consumption patterns all 

contributed to the large numbers of tourists travelling the country these days.  

 

But there are other reasons why tourism is a concern of the upper CPC 

echelons: its potential as a form of soft power. In this respect, tourism has 

been given an important role in the project of building a national identity in 

which patriotism, “socialist core values” but also a “civilized”, “modern” 

consumer-oriented attitude are key ingredients. The idea of travel as a tool 

for education and acquiring moral values is not something new. In fact, it 

seems to have remarkable similarities with the Confucian concept of travel as 

having a strong moral or educational purpose (as discussed in Chapter Two). 

Confucius could only agree with travel if it was conducted as a meaningful 

activity of which the “ultimate goal was the restoration of moral and political 

order” (Strassberg, 1994, p. 21). This concept is embraced by the CPC in, for 

example (but not exclusively), red tourism which - it is hoped - can be 

instrumental in maintaining a socialist moral and political order and restoring 

the Party’s moral authority. 

 

A historical continuity can also be perceived in the fact that tourism today is 

mostly about consuming scenic spots, a travel tradition with moral elements 

established during imperial times. Tourism after 1978 reverted to the travel 

traditions best remembered: visiting traditional scenic spots, which had 

become a part of Chinese culture through the paintings and poems of the 

past, and constructing new scenic spots. Nyíri (2006) noted that these new 

spots were added to the canon in keeping “with traditional conventions of 

categorization, naming, and description” (p. 9), recalling the Confucian 

concept of “the rectification of names” (zheng-ming). It looks almost as if 

through dedicating scenic spots to a fairly limited number of selected themes 

- history, places and natural beauty made popular by the literati, ethnicity, 

revolution - a past where only the greatness of an eternal China exists and a 

present where a modern, harmonious society under the CPC is a reality, can 

be (re)created. In this light, it is no wonder that we can see the sinocentrism 

of Rey Chow (described in Chapter One) at work at many scenic spots where 
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everything Chinese “ . . . , is fantasized as somehow better - longer in 

existence, more intelligent, more scientific, more valuable, and ultimately 

beyond comparison” (Chow, 1998, p. 6). 

Of course the Chinese government is not unique in selecting certain elements 

of the past (or present) for tourism and omitting others, or in using heritage 

for purposes of nation building. Yet, scenic spots not only give rise to a 

sometimes rather “megalomanic affirmation of China” (Chow, 1998, p. 6), 

where the sites are often presented as the most ancient, the biggest, the 

largest, the longest, the highest in the world. They also seem to 

decontextualize the historic places, heroes, legends, emperors and 

performances that should be admired and awed over. Disengaged from their 

everyday surroundings and presented as islands or incidents in a past 

without ordinary people, without a daily life, without an understanding of the 

“why” and “how”, they seem - to a Western eye, which currently craves “the 

personal” - rather empty and objectified and to hold little meaning for or 

have no relation with today’s society. But if this possibly bothers Western 

tourists, it does not seem to bother Chinese tourists, most of whom also 

have no patience with the so-called authenticity that is still important for 

many Westerners. Yet, the adagio that “cultural difference sells” (Ryan & Gu, 

2009a, p. 149), seems to hold true for Chinese and Western tourists alike, as 

they all take an interest in the exotic Other who is represented - in particular 

ways - in ethnic tourism. 

 

While tourism will remain, according to Oakes and Sutton (2010) a “major 

front in the state’s effort to maintain its paramount authority over the realms 

of cultural production and national identity construction” (p. 11) which is 

facilitated by the on-going integration of wealth and power46, some cracks 

are appearing. Regional and central interests are not always running parallel 

with regional differences seeming acceptable as long as long as tourism 

provides some economic advantages and does not threaten Party control 

(Watson, 2010). 

                                                      
46

 This contradicts the findings of Hou (2012), who in a recent analysis of the work of Nyirí (2006) and 

Unger (1996), confirmed the strong state involvement in national image making, but also contended that 
“an overall finding from the Unger collection is that the Chinese state is (to a noticeable degree) losing 
control over the definition of the economy (Crane, 1996, p. 198), and perhaps, thereby (by extension) of 
the capacity to define the nation through the projections of tourism” (p. 395). As described, the hold of 
the government over the economy is not only still very strong but seems, after an initial relaxation after 
1978, to have increased again and the state has stepped up its efforts to “define the nation through the 
projections of tourism” with, for example, the red tourism project and the various patriotic education sites 
such as the Old Summer Palace. 
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And then there is the tourist, who - being no “model tourist” - does not 

always consume scenic spots in expected and hoped for ways. As they 

become more experienced, Chinese tourists are increasingly interested in 

planning their own journeys, as backpackers or facilitated by the institution 

of individual visit schemes to, for example, Hong Kong. This has created the 

possibility of “free walking”, travelling on one’s own and not in tour groups. 

As “free walkers”, freed from the constraints of the collectivity of a package 

tour, tourists can begin to imagine being independent individuals. Not only is 

the outcome of the “indoctritainment” project of tourism no fait accompli in 

the long run, the tourists themselves also have come a long way from the 

revolutionary journeys and secular pilgrimages of the 1960s.  

 

The “indoctritainment” project of foreign tourists is also no fait accompli. The 

previous chapter has shown that an effort at communicating various themes 

important in current state ideology to the English speaking tourist is made at 

major heritage sites in Beijing. Patriotism - present in references to the 

“ancientness” of Chinese culture and the humiliations suffered under 

imperialism - as well as various aspects of the harmonious society concept 

are omnipresent at these locations.  

 

The interpretation offered at these sites is, however, quite limited and one-

dimensional; with numerous names, dates and superlatives in sometimes 

rather strange English it still adheres to the “broadcast model”, and fails to 

establish a dialogue between foreign tourists and Chinese culture. Although 

the CPC seems to be well aware of the need for this kind of dialogue and has 

formulated the three “close-to” principles as guidelines for communication 

with foreign audiences, these have not (yet) found their way into the 

interpretive media of Beijing’s heritage sites.  

 

6.2 Alternative ways of looking at the Forbidden City  

Analysing (and criticising) the interpretation at Beijing’s tourist sites is one 

thing, designing entirely new and “modern” visitor experiences for the 

capital’s major heritage locations would entail more in-depth research which 

is beyond the scope of this study. Therefore, the remainder of this chapter 

will offer some brief thoughts on possible interpretation alternatives, taking 

the Forbidden City and some Beijing neighbourhoods as an example.  



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 263 

 

Visitor experiences: going back to Pine and Gilmore 

The extent to which a destination can influence its own image today is quite 

limited, as was also discussed with regard to a nation’s brand image in 

Chapter Four. Word-of-mouth is still the most powerful marketing tool and 

Web 2.0 has only added to the possibilities for it to spread. It is the tourist 

who is increasingly shaping a destination’s reputation through conversations, 

comments and (video) images on blogs, and media such as TripAdvisor.com 

and YouTube.com (Bryon, 2012; Morgan et al., 2011; Tussyadiah & 

Fesenmeier, 2009; WTO & ETC, 2009).  

 

These developments make positive and memorable visitor experiences at a 

destination all the more important as these provide input for tourists’ on-line 

conversations. According to Pizam (2010), creating memorable experiences 

is currently “the essence and raison d’être of the hospitality industry” (p. 

343). The problem with “memorable experiences”, however, is that they are 

highly personal and subjective as Pizam (2010) also indicated:  

 

One can create memorable experiences by building opulent environments, 

providing outstanding services and serving sumptuous and exotic foods 

prepared by top chefs. But one can also achieve the same results while 

staying overnight in a Bedouin tent located in the Sahara desert and eating 

rice and lamb with one’s fingers. (p. 343) 

 

Experiences take place within a person as a result of the interaction between 

what is outside and his/her own social construction (cultural background, 

gender, expectations, education, previous travel experiences, mood and so 

on). This interaction can have various outcomes such as satisfaction or 

dissatisfaction, transformation or new understandings of self (or not), new 

knowledge and memories, with the consequence that no two persons will 

ever have exactly the same experience.  

 

This makes the tourist experience a complex construct which has been much 

debated since the 1960s. Uriely’s (2005) evaluation of the academic debate 

on the conceptualization of the tourist experience led him to identify several 

major developments which he found at the same time illustrative of a 

gradual shift from modernist to postmodernist thinking in the tourism 
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academy. Early thinkers defined the tourist experience mostly in terms of 

seeking something different from daily life. For Cohen (1972) novelty and 

strangeness were essential parts of the tourist experience. Many tourists 

however, Cohen (1972) argued, would only be able to enjoy new and 

strange things from the safe “environmental bubble” (p. 166) of familiar 

forms of transportation, hotels, and food. Thus the tourist experience for 

most tourists combined “a degree of novelty with a degree of familiarity” 

(Cohen, 1972, p. 167). MacCannell (1973) related the tourist experience 

more to a quest for authenticity. However, Uriely (2005) noted that the 

distinctiveness between tourist and everyday life experiences is gradually 

disappearing in postmodern perspectives on tourism.  

 

Work and leisure have become less strictly separated, with people on 

business trips engaging in tourist activities and tourists doing volunteer work 

during their holidays. At the same time, theme parks (such as Wonders of 

the World in Shenzhen), museums (with exhibitions on different countries 

and cultures) as well as the Internet have brought - virtual - tourist sites 

within easy reach and view of many without the need to travel to far-off 

destinations. Experiences can be found anywhere and everywhere today; 

O’Dell (2005) perceived experiences as occurring “in an endless array of 

specific places, such as stores, museums, cities, sporting arenas, shopping 

centers, neighbourhood parks and well-known tourist attractions” (p. 15). 

 

Currently, the tourist experience is mostly considered as a diverse and a 

plural phenomenon which is not only experienced in a different ways by 

different categories of tourists, as Cohen (1979) suggested when he 

remarked that “different kinds of people may desire different modes of 

tourist experiences’’ (p.180), but different for each individual. According to 

O’Dell (2005), “experiences are highly personal, subjectively perceived, 

intangible, ever fleeting and continuously on-going” (p. 15). 

 

Tourists, moreover, are no longer seen as passive consumers of experiences 

solely shaped by the industry. They are currently seen as constructing their 

own experiential meaning. The power and influence of the tourism industry - 

which sees the tourist mainly as a consumer - in shaping experiences should, 

however, not be underestimated and it may be naïve to think that “tourism 
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is an area of life that facilitates a real freedom of choice” (Uriely, 2005, p. 

211).  

 

The thinking about experiences from a business and marketing point of view 

was greatly influenced by Pine & Gilmore’s book, The Experience Economy. 

Work is Theatre & Every Business a Stage, which first appeared in 1999 with 

an up-dated edition published in 2011 (from which the subtitle has 

disappeared). Pine and Gilmore were not the first to write about the 

experiential aspects of consumption - they referred, amongst others, to Alvin 

Toffler’s Future Shock (1970) in which he predicted that “consumers would 

one day ‘begin to collect experiences as consciously and passionately as they 

once collected things’” (Pine & Gilmore, 2011, p. 308). Nevertheless, they 

argued quite convincingly that developed countries have moved from a 

service to an “experience economy” where competitive advantage can only 

be gained by orchestrating memorable events for customers. A lot has been 

said and written about experiences since, but going back to the book that 

created a huge impact in this field still seems topical. 

 

Even though experiences are not tangible, “people greatly desire them 

because the value lies within them, where it remains long afterward” (Pine & 

Gilmore, 2011, p. 19). With services and goods having become 

commoditized and differences in quality and reliability only marginal, 

consumers are buying solely “on the basis of price, price, price” (Pine & 

Gilmore, 2011, p. 1), seeking out the cheapest options, increasingly via 

Internet. In order to create differentiation, companies should “no longer offer 

goods or services alone but the resulting experience, rich with sensations, 

created within each customer” (p. 17). A famous, much quoted example is 

Starbucks which has managed to add several dollars of value to a cup of 

coffee through creating a heightened ambiance as well as a plethora of 

choices to “personalize” one’s coffee.  

 

Although recognizing that experiences are personal “no two people can have 

the same experience” (Pine & Gilmore, 2011, p. 17), Pine and Gilmore 

offered some strategies for creating memorable experiences. They defined 

four experience realms - entertainment, education, aesthetics and escapism 

- which differ with regard to the level of client participation and involvement. 
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Pine and Gilmore (2011) noted that entertainment occurs when people 

“passively absorb the experiences through their senses . . .” (p. 47); it 

includes, for example, listening to stories, visiting concerts, theatre 

performances and other shows. An educational experience “must actively 

engage the mind (for intellectual education) or the body (for physical 

training)” (Pine & Gilmore, 2011, p. 48). It appeals to a desire to learn 

something new (which can also be entertaining); it is active and absorptive, 

and guests play a vital role in co-creating their own experience.  

 

Escapist experiences require completely immersed and actively involved 

participants. They generally include artificial activities such as visiting theme 

parks, gambling at casinos, chatting online but also taking part in extreme 

sports. The aesthetic realm involves being passively immersed in an event or 

environment; guests “have little or no effect on it, leaving the environment 

(but not themselves) essentially untouched” (Pine & Gilmore, 2011, p. 53). 

This environment should be inviting, can be manmade or natural and could 

include “standing on the rim of the Grand Canyon, beholding a work of art at 

a gallery or museum” (p. 53) but also visiting celebrated heritage 

monuments, cruise ships, design hotels and shopping malls.  

 

Pine and Gilmore (2011) summarized the roles of the clients or guests in 

these experiential realms as follows: “While guests partaking of an 

educational experience may want to learn, of an escapist experience want to 

go and do, of an entertainment experience want to enjoy, those partaking of 

an esthetic experience just want to be” (p. 53). The optimal consumer 

experience, however, draws on all four realms and should be designed 

according to five key experience-design principles. Experiences should be 

“themed” (which, as noted earlier, the Chinese have taken to heart with, for 

example, ancient culture and ethnic minority themes).  

 

Next, one should “harmonize impressions with positive cues” (p. 78). 

Impressions are the “take aways” (p. 78) of the experience and care must be 

taken that nothing undermines these. All “cues” (signals in the experience 

environment such as the behaviour of staff, language used on websites) 

must be in harmony with the experience and support the theme. From this 

follows that negative cues should duly be eliminated. As a fourth principle 
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Pine and Gilmore (2011) stressed the importance of mixing in memorabilia - 

“tangible artefacts of the experiences” (p. 85). These can be sold or given 

away as an inherent part of the experience and serve the purpose of 

extending the experience in the customers’ mind over time. Finally, it is 

important to engage all five (sight, sound, smell, taste and touch) senses. 

 

While experiences seem to be everywhere and anywhere in the West today, 

Pine and Gilmore's experience economy has also been criticized from various 

angles. Holbrook (2001), for example, stated that Pine and Gilmore and 

other advocates of experiential marketing, present an (over) optimistic and 

positive picture of consumer culture. He specifically reviewed various 

critiques on Disney experiences, which he perceived as educating children 

“hegemonically into an unthinking obeisance toward what I have elsewhere 

described as the WIMP Culture - short for Western-White, Individualistic-

Imperialistic, Materialistic-Militaristic, Paternalistic-Protestant-Ethic-&-

Profit-Oriented (Holbrook, 1993b)” (p. 155; bold print in original text). 

Under the guise of selling “harmless fantasies, feelings, and fun” (p. 155), 

the experience economy not only contributes to the endless consumerism 

briefly discussed in Chapter One but also sells “potentially pernicious 

consumption experiences masquerading as innocent entertainment” (p. 155). 

 

From a marketing perspective Pine and Gilmore’s work has been critiqued for 

not paying enough attention to the fact that the value of all goods and 

services is co-created or co-produced through the interaction of consumers 

and producers. Prahalad and Ramaswamy47 (2004) suggested that with 

today’s informed, networked, empowered, and active consumers, the 

“interaction between the firm and the consumer is becoming the locus of 

value creation and value extraction” (p. 5). Armed with new (information) 

tools and dissatisfied with available choices, consumers want to interact with 

firms and thereby “co-create” value. Companies should increasingly focus on 

“creating an experience environment in which consumers can have active 

dialogue and co-construct personalized experiences” (Prahalad & 

Ramaswamy, 2004, p. 8). This means that customers can construct different 

experiences with the same product and also that while the company can 

                                                      
47 For the purpose of this chapter I have used an article by Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) rather than 
their famous 2004 book The future of competition: Co-creating unique value with customers (Boston, MA: 
Harvard Business School Press). 
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have partial control over the experience environment, it cannot control the 

co-constructed experiences themselves.  

 

In their 2011 introduction Pine and Gilmore (2011) acknowledged that many 

clients seek participatory roles; they also contended, however, that it would 

be a mistake to think that consumers are always looking for co-created 

offerings in all categories of goods, services, and experiences. Nevertheless, 

the view that facilitating co-created experiences is currently more important 

than the staging of actual experiences is widely supported, also in tourism. 

Tung and Ritchie (2011), for example, argued for tourism planners to 

‘‘facilitate the development of an environment (i.e., the destination) that 

enhances the likelihood that tourists can create their own memorable 

tourism experiences” (p. 1369).  

Furthermore, it seems that, co-created or not, a mere experience is not 

enough anymore. Nowadays, experiences should yield transformations (Pine 

& Gilmore, 2011). Companies enabling transformations should charge not for 

the experiences but for the change resulting from them. This, according to 

Pine and Gilmore, holds especially true for enterprises in healthcare and in 

the financial and education field.  

 

Thinking about visitor experiences at the Forbidden City 

Even though memorable experiences are generically individual and can be 

hidden in small and accidental things, some of Pine and Gilmore’s design 

principles could quite easily be incorporated into the facilities for Western 

visitors at Beijing’s Forbidden City. Departing from the premise that 

memorable experiences should take place at the “sweet spot” of Pine and 

Gilmore’s four experience realms, they should - somewhat simplified - 

incorporate some aesthetic (being), entertaining (enjoyable), educational 

(learning) and escapist (go and do) elements. They should, ideally, be multi-

sensory, with themes and / or stories - which normally are developed with 

the impressions that the visitor should take home as a starting point (De 

Rojas & Camarero, 2008; Moscardo, 1999) -, without negative cues, with 

memorabilia and some options to co-create / personalize one’s visit.  

 

While being at a major heritage site is definitely part of the aesthetic realm, 

the foreign visitor at the Forbidden City may also encounter several negative 
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cues which possibly detract from it being a completely aesthetic experience. 

Trying to obtain an entrance ticket, for example, is not always easy when it 

is crowded. An English language visitor could find him- or herself waiting in 

line for one of the tiny ticket windows for some 20 minutes to find out that 

this counter only sells group tickets, having to start all over again. Some 

clear signage would be very helpful. The actual tickets sold here and at other 

major heritage sites in China are pretty, with images of the monument, and 

make for good and cheap “memorabilia” (but on-site souvenir shops tend to 

sell more or less the same items throughout the country).   

 

Next, the visitor may want to rent an automatic guide. In order to check if 

the device is working, the rental employee will start the first track, which 

means that by the time the visitor has paid the rental fee and adjusted the 

headphones and volume, the introductory text will be at least half way (and 

as noted before, it is impossible to replay the texts). The on-site English 

language signs could easily be adapted to connect somewhat more to the 

needs of Western visitors, but the huge masses of tourists make options for 

interactive on-site signage limited. Solutions should rather be sought in other 

kinds of up-to-date technology, such as a choice of downloadable tours or 

location-based information accessed via smart phones, I-pads and other 

interactive devices. This would add a modern feel and tie in with the need for 

co-created and more personalized experiences.  

 

The website of the Forbidden City (or Palace Museum as its official name is, 

www.dpm.org.cn) could become the location from which these tours could be 

downloaded (and paid for). This website could also be a starting point for 

developing new tours as it contains (under the heading Virtual Palace Tour) 

various themes and stories. Palace stories features two items: “the Kangxi 

emperor throws off Oboi's regency” and “Hall of Venerating Heaven 

(Fengtian dian) burnt down within a hundred days of its inauguration”. The 

section on court rituals describes “the family feast at the eve of the Spring 

Festival”, “the banquets for myriad elderly people”, “the wedding of the 

Guangxu Emperor” (this seems to be an empty file) and “the security system 

of the Qing palace”. Under culture and customs a description of “the tea 

reception at the palace of many splendours” can be found. These stories 
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could be incorporated into new tours; currently they seem somewhat 

fragmented and rather arbitrary slices of information. 

 

To rise above a history lesson with names and dates, tours could be themed, 

story-based and told from different perspectives. Persuasive and convincing 

stories have the ability to connect tourists on both an intellectual and 

emotional level with the site, and make their visits meaningful (Bryon, 

2012). In order to make such emotional and meaningful connections, 

interpretation should focus more on human beings (Pastorelli, 2003). Tours 

could be told from the perspectives of various personae, living in different 

periods: a day in the life of the emperor (what was he doing, feeling, 

thinking) as has been done by Barmé (2009b) who described a day in the 

reign of the Qianlong emperor; the life story of a eunuch, chambermaid or 

concubine (how did s/he end up in the Palace, how did this affect their 

families, what were his / her daily tasks, what was s/he feeling and 

thinking); or the perspective of outsiders such as the missionaries who were 

employed by various emperors.  

 

A tour could also comprise the voices of several persons, alternating between 

different moments in time. Such a tour could include the perspective of a 

contemporary domestic tourist to give Western visitors more insight into 

today’s life in line with Ramo’s (2007) ideas that “newness” is the country’s 

current “DNA” and Xiao’s (2013) remark that foreign tourists “. . . are to be 

attracted not only by traditional Chinese culture and its iconic world heritage, 

but also by its modern lifestyle and its ordinary places” (p. 2). At the 

Forbidden City, where Westerners can feel overwhelmed by the crowds of 

domestic tourists, instead of ignoring this phenomenon, it could become part 

of the story of a space which, in fact, is not finished but is still being 

produced. 

 

Themed tours could, for example, focus on food and meals in Ming and Qing 

times (including “the banquets for myriad elderly people”). Such a theme 

could also maybe change the rather strange “cues” given by the fast food 

shops in the Palace Garden selling sausages, popcorn and the like.  

An architecture - which, surprisingly, is hardly addressed in the current 

interpretation - tour could feature not only feng shui principles, building 
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techniques and materials, but also stories told from the points of view of the 

builders, designers, inhabitants and visitors and include how the buildings 

and the space affected their lives and feelings. Leys (1976), for example, 

was affected physically by the design of the Forbidden City which, according 

to him, expresses imperial dignity but at the same time does not completely 

overwhelm the visitor, never reducing them to “ants”.  

 

A music tour could address the various court rituals but also include the 

exhibitions on opera at the Qing Court. A tour with just a soundscape, 

without spoken text, would give the visitor more freedom to explore his or 

her own feelings and associations. In general, tours should maybe make an 

effort to lure people away from the crowded central route to discover the less 

visited Eastern or Western routes and the various exhibitions there.  

 

While such tours could easily be entertaining (including sounds, music, 

excerpts of novels and other writings, the occasional joke, different voices), 

educational (offering plenty of new information), walking through the 

Forbidden City immersed in a well-constructed tour of one’s own choice could 

definitely be an escapist experience as well. 

 

The Forbidden City: multiple (hi)stories  

The suggestions mentioned above would tie in with both the “three close” as 

well as Pine and Gilmore’s design principles; they would not be too 

complicated or controversial to introduce and probably enhance Western 

visitors’ experiences. However, they would not really solve the problem from 

which most heritage interpretation, not only in China, suffers. Interpretation 

- whether state sanctioned or produced by tour guides or tourist sites - tends 

to restrict the meaning of place and space. By constructing and presenting 

one (or even several) narratives, all other interpretations of a site and all 

other voices from the past as well as the present are obliterated. Smith 

(2013) characterised standard guided tours (of which the audio guides 

discussed in the previous chapter are examples) as usually “fragmented in 

narrative structure (one thing after another rather than interwoven) and 

often without the kind of fully explanatory framing that might assist 

enquiring spectators in making independent critical judgements” (p. 104). 

They tend to lead to “a closing down rather than an opening up of the 
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multiple meanings of heritage and touristic sites” (p. 105) and contribute to 

the idea that “heritage spaces are somehow complete and finished, rather 

than spaces that are always in the process of being produced” (p. 105). They 

also, against current co-creation trends, put the tourists in the role of 

“passive spectators consuming a fixed narrative, rather than making them 

participative co-makers of the meanings of heritage space” (p. 105). 

 

All this certainly holds true for current, but probably also future, tours and 

interpretation in the Forbidden City, which is certainly not conceived of as a 

space still in the process of being produced. In fact, it has been frozen in 

1911 since the various interpretation modes (tour guides included) make no 

mention of more recent events although the imperial palace has had a long 

afterlife.  

 

The Gate of Heavenly Peace 

Few tourists making their way towards the Forbidden City and passing the 

Gate of Heavenly Peace (Tiananmen, which was not the entrance to the 

Forbidden but to the Imperial City - see figure 6.1 below) will realise that 

they are walking under a replica of the original Ming structure. According to 

Barmé (2009b), white ants had weakened the roof beams and since the Gate 

had become an important stage for Mao and other CPC top cadres to review 

the parades for May Day and National Day (1 October) as well as the mass 

rally’s on Tiananmen Square in the 1950s and 60s, a sudden collapse could 

not be risked. Barmé (2009b): 

  

The construction of the new Gate of Heavenly Peace in 1969-70 proceeded 

like so many Maoist-era undertakings, in public secrecy, the whole structure 

being kept under veil “for repairs”. The rebuilding was a concrete example of 

Mao’s well-known dicta that “the past must serve the present, the foreign 

must serve China” and that “the old must give way to the new”: the wood in 

the eves of the new structure came from the demolition of Dongzhi Men Gate 

in east Beijing which had been built in 1436. When 10,000 gold-glazed liuli-

tiles were fired for the new roof, a crucial change was made to the ancient 

design: the dragon motif on the original tiles was replaced with sunflowers, 

the botanical symbol of the masses turning to the sun-like Mao for life-giving 

energy. (pp. 170-171) 
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Apparently, the rebuilding of Tiananmen was rather flimsy as another 

refurbishment was deemed necessary in 1984 while the sunflower end-tiles 

were removed in the 2000 renovation (Barmé, 2008).  

 

Li Zhisui, Mao’s personal physician from the mid-1950s until his death in 

1976, described May Day 1955 when he attended the festivities on top of 

Tiananmen for the first time: 

 

We reached the top of Tiananmen . . . , and I was surprised to discover a 

spacious indoor reception area furnished with numerous comfortable 

overstuffed chairs, arranged in a large semi-circle. Snacks, fruits, and drinks 

were laid out in abundance. So this was how the top leaders were able to 

spend five or six hours reviewing parades with never a hint of discomfort! . . .  

The square was a sea of color, filled with thousands of young students  

dressed head to toe in white, the bright red Young Pioneer’s scarves a splash  

of color around their necks. Thousands of carefully selected cadres and  

workers were carrying huge banners of every imaginable hue. The crowd 

went wild the moment Mao appeared, waving their banners and leaping into 

the air, shouting slogans supporting the Communist party, new China and 

Mao. (1994, p. 89)  

  

On May 30, 1989, the panorama enfolding from Tiananmen would have been 

very different. That morning the portrait of Mao on the Gate gazed upon a 

new addition to Tiananmen Square: the Goddess of Democracy. As Dai Wei, 

the protagonist of Ma Jian’s (2009) unsettling novel Beijing Coma (describing 

the childhood memories of Dai Wei - who has been in a waking coma, 

conscious but paralyzed since he was shot on June 4 1989 - as well as his 

recollections of the 1989 student movement with all its bravery, internal 

struggles, despair and love affairs) remembered:  

 

Mou Sen and I walked over to the Goddess of Democracy. We’d helped carry  

pieces of the statue into the Square the night before. . . . The white goddess,  

constructed of styrofoam and papier mâché, towered above us, her hands  

raising a torch to the blue sky. She was as tall as a three-storey building. Her  

face was still concealed beneath a sheet of red silk. “So they managed to put 

it up in the end!” Mou Sen cried. “Those art students must have worked 

through the night. Many Beijing residents came to help after you left. They 

were amazing. When the students were building the pedestal, they called for 

some saws, and immediately four or five saws appeared from nowhere. A few 
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hours later, they said they were tired and could do with some congee, and 

within minutes, the residents wheeled over a trolley with enough congee to 

feed an army.” . . . The crowd grew impatient. Students were setting up 

microphones and speakers at the foot of the statue. . . . The art students 

stood up, and together with a few Beijing citizens pulled the red silk sheet 

from the statue’s face and released balloons into the air. All eyes in the 

square gazed up at the Goddess. . . . Although the features were a little 

course, she was a good replica of New York’s Statue of Liberty. She rose 

majestically from the middle of the Square, directly opposite Chairman Mao’s 

portrait, staring resolutely into the distance, her mouth tightly pursed. When 

I looked up at her, I felt a renewed sense of courage. (pp. 512-514) 

 

Figure 6.1 The Goddess of Democracy facing Mao’s image on the Gate of 

Heavenly Peace 

 

Source: Continuing the revolution is not a dinner party (2009). 

 

Standing on top of Tiananmen one hundred years earlier, visitors would have 

been gazing upon an entirely different urban landscape in which high walls 

and impressive gates gave access to a series of nested cities as shown in 

figure 6.2. Right at the centre of Beijing and the empire lay the Forbidden 

City with the emperor “who could maintain his power because he was 

invisible from the public space and because he, and only he, saw everything 

outside from his private space” (Wu, 1991, p. 87). Wrapped around this 

“Great Within” was the Imperial City which was in turn surrounded by the 

Inner or Tartar (as it was called in Qing times) City. To the south of this was 

the Outer or Chinese City where the Manchus had initially required their 

Chinese subjects live (Wu, 1991; Boyd, 2012).  

http://marxistleninist.wordpress.com/2009/05/29/looking-back-at-tiananmen-square-the-defeat-of-counter-revolution-in-china/
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Figure 6.2 Beijing around 1900 

 

Source: Beijing city wall map (2006) 

 

The view from Tiananmen at the end of the 19th century would have been 

dominated by walls and gates. There would have been a much smaller 

Tiananmen Square in front as can be seen in figure 6.3.  

 

Figure 6.3 Tiananmen Square in 1900 

  

Source: Campbell (2013) 

 

The picture is taken from Qianmen (the colloquial name for Zhengyangmen - 

Zhengyang Gate - in figure 6.2), with Daqingmen (or the Great Qing Gate, 

also referred to as the Great China Gate or Zhonghuamen) in the middle 
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(torn down in the 1950s) and Tiananmen rising up in the back. The smaller 

Tiananmen Square was, according to Wu (1991), flanked by two groups of 

government ministries: “To the east, among others, stood the Ministries of 

Rites, Industry, Population, and Medicine, and to the west, the Departments 

of the Five Armies, Imperial Guard, Police, and Justice” (p. 91). 

 

From the top of Tiananmen, a foreign “world” would also have presented 

itself: this was the Legation Quarter (see figure 6.4) “with its nice clean 

streets, European architecture and well-watered lawns” (Boyd, 2012, p. 410) 

where foreign envoys, their families, staff and suppliers resided. Here, a 

mere stone’s throw away from the Forbidden City and bordering on 

Tiananmen Square, with amenities such as the Grand Hotel des Wagons Lits, 

the French post office, an ice skating rink, and various bars and shops, they 

lived in another walled city within the city, exclusively for foreigners. 

 

Figure 6.4 Legation Street 

 

Source: French (2011b) 

 

Soon after 1949, the CPC started the destruction of the visible remnants of 

the old feudal order. As Wu (1991) said, “Beijing had to be a ‘revolutionary’ 

city, and revolution meant, in Mao's own words, ‘violence against’ the old 

order” (Wu, 1991, p. 89). This resulted in the demolition of Beijing’s city 

walls and gates in the 1950s and 1960s. Complete neighbourhoods were also 

razed to the ground to make way for the grand boulevards and large squares 

necessary for military parades and mass rallies. While today these highways 

are jammed with cars, when they were constructed they were mainly 
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populated by bicycles, buses, donkey carts and the occasional car (Leys, 

1976).  

 

Tiananmen Square was enlarged to make it capable of accommodating 

500.000 people. According to Wu (1991), it took some three decades “to 

destroy all the old structures surrounding the old Tiananmen Square, 

including walls, gates, roads, steles, artificial rivers, 91 bridges, sculptured 

wooden arches called pailo, and numerous administrative buildings left from 

Imperial China and foreign occupation” (p. 90). This destruction also served 

the purpose of making the Gate of Heavenly Peace, the most important CPC 

stage in the country, look ever more important as Wu (1991) noted: 

 

From this giant obliteration emerged the new Tiananmen. Whenever a wall  

disappeared, the Gate became bigger and grander, its yellow roof and purple 

columns brighter. Whenever Beijing was freed from one of its traditional  

enclosures, the light of the Gate, hence that of the Chairman and the Party,  

radiated further to every corner of the country. (p. 89) 

 

Living in the Imperial City 

The Central and South Lake (Zhong Nan Hai) Palaces, the two most 

southerly blue area’s West of the Forbidden City in figure 6.2, figured 

prominently in both the reign of the Qing emperors and the CPC, making for 

some interesting connections between these two era’s. 

   

The Lake Palaces were frequently used by the Kangxi (1661-1722) and 

Qianlong (1736-1796) emperors while Empress Dowager Cixi also spent time 

here. Barmé (2009b) recounted a day in the reign of the Qianlong Emperor 

(28 January 1765) when the emperor “woke up in the Hall of Mental 

Cultivation at 4 a.m. after having retired at 11 p.m., the previous evening” 

(p. 74). After getting dressed (which he did himself), he was carried to the 

Palace of Earthly Tranquillity for worshipping the Manchu gods (as discussed 

in the previous chapter, the Qianlong emperor also favoured Buddhism). 

After “an early morning drink of iced and sweetened swallows’ nest soup” (p. 

81) at 5 a.m., he had - “according to the Ledger of the Imperial Kitchens” (p. 

81) - his breakfast at 6 a.m. in the Studio of Convivial Delight in the Lake 

Palaces. Barmé (2009b) described the journey and the breakfast: 
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The journey to his loggia in the complex at the Lake Palaces entailed a 

leisurely ride in the heated palanquin. In addition to the four eunuch bearers, 

eight other eunuchs carried lanterns and household objects, such as a 

spittoon made of gold, at the front of the procession. . . . In accordance with 

palace protocol, Qianlong ate breakfast alone, the meal of eighteen dishes 

from meats and sweets to dumplings and soups having been already arrayed 

on four large tables by the time he entered the room. Four eunuchs waited on 

the imperial presence, passing him the dishes and providing him with extra 

portions if he commented that anything was ‘not bad’. . . . The Qianlong 

Emperor, who was renowned for gobbling down his food, consumed his 

breakfast in less than fifteen minutes. The leftovers were then carefully 

wrapped and distributed, according to the emperor’s instructions, to the 

palace women and princes who would receive the imperial largesse in 

kneeling gratitude in the courtyards of their apartments. (pp. 81-82) 

 

Li Zhishui (1994), Mao’s physician quoted above, gave some impressions of 

the Zhong Nan Hai Lake Palaces in Mao’s time: 

 

Mao is always described as having led an ascetically simple life, setting an  

example of frugality. When his residence was opened following his death, his 

worn-out clothes, robes, and slippers were exhibited to the public as evidence 

that he had sacrificed luxury in order to stay in contact with the masses. Mao 

was a peasant and he had simple tastes. . . . But he still lived an imperial life. 

His compound was located in the heart of Zhongnanhai, in the center of the 

old imperial grounds, just between the Middle and South lakes and facing 

south, in the manner of emperors. It must have been the best-protected 

place on earth. Foreigners visiting Mao would notice the absence of armed 

guards, but in fact they were everywhere in Zhongnanhai, discreetly placed, 

fanning out in a series of concentric circles with Mao at the center. . . . Mao’s 

compound had once been the emperor’s library and retreat, built during the 

reign of the Qianlong emperor (r. 1736-1795). . . . Entering for the first time, 

I was struck more by the functional simplicity of the interior than by its 

elegance. But the presence of the Qianlong emperor was everywhere. . . .  

Just inside the main gate, on either side of the entrance, were two small 

rooms where bodyguards stood duty around the clock. . . . There was a large 

courtyard just inside, and straight ahead was a spacious building designated 

Yinian Tang, or Longevity Hall, where Mao held meetings, received foreign 

dignitaries, and hosted banquets before the construction of the Great Hall of 

the People in 1959. . . . Mao’s private quarters, known as the 
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Chrysanthemum Fragrance Study (Juxiang Shuwu), were in the second 

courtyard, connected to the first by a covered corridor. The courtyard was 

lovely, with magnificent ancient pines and cypresses towering over the wicker 

tables and chairs where Mao, in the summertime, often held outdoor 

meetings. Mao’s living quarters consisted of two main buildings and several 

smaller ones. The huge room that served as Mao’s study and bedroom was in 

one building, separated from Jiang Qing’s bedroom by a large dining room. . . 

. Adjacent to Jiang Qing’s bedroom and sharing the same interior wall, was 

the home of Ye Zilong, the head of the Office of Confidential Secretaries, who 

served also as Mao’s chief steward and looked after his personal needs. . . . 

Ye was in charge of Mao’s food. The system of procuring of Mao’s food was 

complex. . . . At the heart of the system was the Giant Mountain (Jushan) 

farm, which grew high-quality vegetables, meat, chicken, and eggs for Mao 

and other top leaders. . . . The food would be delivered to the supply station 

at Beihai Park, where it would pass through two laboratories - one to analyze 

the food for freshness and nutritional value and the other to test for poison. . 

. . (pp. 76-80) 

 

Not only living in the Lake Palaces but also the precautions and care 

surrounding the meals of Mao ring some echoes of earlier times. 

 

The Forbidden City itself narrowly escaped destruction during the Cultural 

Revolution. Barmé (2009b) narrated how in 1966 a People’s Lounge (renmin 

xiuxishi) was opened in the Hall of Central Harmony by a work team of the 

People’s Liberation Army: 

 

Where the imperial throne had once stood were now ten chairs around a long 

table on which several newspapers were placed. In this institutional reading 

room, revolutionary museum workers could attempt to fathom the latest 

directives emanating from across the walls in the Lake Palaces. (p. 16) 

 

Barmé (2009b) also recounted how in the months thereafter Red Guards 

repeatedly tried to gain entrance to the Forbidden City (which they renamed 

“a palace of blood and tears”) in order to destroy this feudal relic. “Party 

leaders, including Premier Zhou Enlai, however, were unwilling to acquiesce 

in the complete destruction of the city’s cultural heritage” (p. 18). They 

ordered the museum staff to keep the Guards outside and closed down the 

Palace Museum for most of the Cultural Revolution although “its elderly 



 
 

Tourism in China: Representing the nation to English speaking tourists, page 280 

curators inside the palace were being subjected to the same psychological 

and physical tortures as other ‘reactionary bourgeois authorities’ in the rest 

of the country” (p. 19).  

 

With the Forbidden City currently one of China’s key heritage monuments 

and tourist sites, the CPC surely does not want to be reminded of its near-

destruction by out-of-control Red Guards and this episode is unlikely to 

become part of any interpretation mode at the Palace Museum anytime soon. 

Countering official heritage interpretation and negotiating one’s own 

meanings based on the numerous sources available, of which the ones cited 

above are just a few, would not only make for more interesting stories than 

those currently available, it would also open up the Forbidden City as a site 

of multiple voices and correct its present denial as a space of modern 

history. 

 

6.3 Walking the city 

Other strategies for co-creating and personalizing the “heritage experience” - 

arising out of a mistrust of official heritage and the aura of reverence 

surrounding it - can be found in various sources. The Lonely Planet guide to 

experimental travel (Antony & Henry, 2005) offers, for example, suggestions 

for experiments in “aesthetic travel”: by bringing paper and pencil, paints, a 

portable easel or a digital recording device the visitor can explore novel ways 

to create a memory of the monument. Visiting sites with “some form of 

strange prop or costume, eg a horse’s head” (p. 150) will draw attention not 

only to the site but also to oneself “in an outlandish and potentially absurd 

manner” (p. 150) and put the standards of social behaviour and etiquette of 

the host country to the test. 

  

The Counter-Tourism handbook (Smith, 2012) is “for those who want more 

from heritage sites than a tea shoppe and an old thing in a glass case”. It 

offers widely varying tactics such as “exchange kisses with a statue” (p. 23); 

“find a pattern in your site: a grid or zigzag in the paving slabs, a serpentine 

fence, a patchwork of cloisters or a figure of eight through the ornamental 

flower beds. Walk the pattern surreptitiously, discreetly, repeatedly” (p. 11); 

“domesticate iconic heritage sites. Do a bit of dusting in Buckingham Palace 

as you pass through” (p. 25); “walk across a heritage site as if it were a thin 
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skin of ice or glass” (p. 35); “always check the backs of monuments. Scour 

the margins of paintings for outrages and giveaways” (p. 57) and many 

more. These tactics are rooted in a belief that “everywhere and everything is 

your heritage” (p. 192). While certain places and spaces have been singled 

out as heritage sites, Smith (2012) argued that 

 

by any objective rule, everywhere is a heritage site, still aching and sore from 

the events of the day before, and resting on foundations made from bodies 

that died 400 million years ago in seas generated by four billion years of 

cosmic, stellar and finally planetary development. (p. 192) 

 

With the countless surveillance cameras and guards in Beijing, many 

counter-tourism tactics would draw perhaps unwanted attention; an 

alternative could be exploring the heritage of “everywhere and everything” 

on foot. 

 

In the run-up to the 2008 Olympics, Beijing was redesigned and remodelled 

from an “ancient” capital to a modern metropolis where living areas had to 

make way for shopping malls, office blocks, subway lines, and ever more and 

wider roads. Broudehoux (2007) called Beijing “a city without urbanity, 

where megalomanical architectural objects are built on the ashes of an 

organic urban fabric” (p. 394). In this new metropolis, a more cohesive 

society is being replaced by an increasingly individualist one (Broudehoux, 

2007) and in the process many inhabitants were relocated to high-rise 

apartments beyond the fourth and fifth ring roads.  

 

There are, however, several areas left within the fourth ring that can still be 

called “neighbourhoods”. These consist not only of some remaining hutongs, 

first built in the 13th century, but also of areas with the socialist-style 

apartment compounds that were built in the 1950s and 1960s. Comprised of 

low blocks no more than four or five stories high (to avoid the costs of 

installing elevators), they reflect, according to Ouroussoff (2008) “a 

fascinating mix of traditional Chinese social patterns and Communist ideas 

about communal living”. They are mostly gated communities, originally 

housing the workers of a danwei (work unit), with several communal 

facilities such as on-site shops or food vendors, sometimes a small clinic or 

kindergarten, and green areas where the residents meet and talk or just sit. 
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Built at the edges of “central” Beijing, many are targeted for demolition to 

make way for higher and gaudier buildings. But some are still left. And after 

some two decades of experience economy during which the centres of major 

global cities have been redeveloped into replicas of each other, walking these 

ordinary spaces - counterparts to the uniformity of modern high risers, 

shopping malls and office blocks - currently seems to be an exotic, 

increasingly unique and experiential thing to do. 

 

Tuanjiehu, in Chaoyang District, is such a neighbourhood where people still 

live in these four and five story apartment buildings - interlaced with the 

occasional not-so-flashy high riser - built after the revolution. With shops, a 

market, a park, a different pace of life.  

 

Figure 6.5 Tuanjiehu, Beijing 

 

  

 

Where there is still something of a community and people still live part of their life - 

weather permitting - outside, buying at food stalls, airing their bedding, 
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playing music, doing homework, fixing their bikes, 

        

 

with the occasional edifying billboard and the “community policing studio”; 

   

Photo’s: C. Vos  
 

 

 

nothing special, but a strangely “human” ambience amidst the highways and 

megalomanic architecture, “normal” life with normal people of all ages and not just 

the young and trendy visible in the malls, the restaurants and coffee shops.  

 

Drifting in Beijing 

Wandering in the city has a long tradition; from Daniel Defoe (1660-1731) - 

his A Journal of the Plague Year published in 1722 presented his wanderings 

through a London affected by the plague - and Thomas De Quincey’s opium 

infused rambles to Charles Baudelaire’s flâneur, a man of leisure, exploring 

the city and observing life (Antony & Henry, 2006; Coverley, 2012). 

After the first World War, the Dadaists planned a series of walks - of which 

only one was executed by a group consisting of, amongst others, André 

Breton, Louis Aragon, Paul Éluard, Francis Picabia (Demos, 2009) - through 

Paris to “remedy the incompetence of guides . . . and to discover the places 

that really have no reason to exist” (Antony & Henry, 2006, p. 19; Coverley, 

2012, p. 50). Only unpicturesque, non-historical and unsentimental areas - 

representing a break from the hierarchy of heritage as delineated by guides 

and guidebooks - qualified for visits on Dadaist tours (Demos, 2009). After 

their merging with the Surrealists in the early 1920s, the group continued to 

undertake playful, aimless and experimental walks through Paris with a 
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special interest in random encounters (Antony & Henry, 2006; Coverley, 

2012; Ford, 2005). 

 

The aimless wander, the drift or dérive is, however, perhaps most closely 

associated with psychogeography and the Lettriste International (LI), a Paris 

based group of activists. In the aftermath of the second World War which 

had left Paris and other major cities largely devastated and which saw the 

emergence of new suburbs with high-rise mass housing, the LI engaged in a 

provocative, playful - influenced by the Surrealists - but also political way 

with urban life. They were critical of the loss of the unique character of cities 

and the increasing commoditization or banalisation of society. In an essay - 

Formulary for a new urbanism that started with the sentence “We are bored 

in the city, there is no longer any Temple of the Sun” - Ivan Chtcheglov 

(1953) argued: 

 

A mental disease has swept the planet: banalization. Everyone is hypnotized 

by production and conveniences - sewage system, elevator, bathroom, 

washing machine. This state of affairs, arising out of a struggle against 

poverty, has overshot its ultimate goal - the liberation of man from material 

cares - and become an obsessive image hanging over the present. Presented 

with the alternative of love or a garbage disposal unit, young people of all 

countries have chosen the garbage disposal unit. It has become essential to 

bring about its complete spiritual transformation by bringing to light forgotten 

desires and by carrying out an intensive propaganda in favour of these 

desires. 

 

In their Plan for rationally improving the city of Paris, the LI made, amongst 

others, the following suggestions: “The subways should be opened at night 

after the trains have stopped running. The corridors and platforms should be 

poorly lit, with dim lights flickering on and off intermittently”. “The rooftops 

of Paris should be opened to pedestrian traffic by modifying fire-escape 

ladders and by constructing bridges where necessary”. Other ideas included 

that “street lamps should all be equipped with switches so that people can 

adjust the lighting as they wish” while “museums should be abolished and 

their masterpieces distributed to bars . . .” (Lettriste International, 1955). 
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The emotional aspects of (life in the) cities were also a key-element in the 

work of the Situationist International or SI (1957-1972) - into which the LI 

and several other groups merged -, a volatile collective of writers, artists, 

architects and revolutionaries around Guy Debord. They coined new concepts 

such as psychogeography, dérive and détournement. Détournement was 

defined as a “form of creative plagiarism” (Ford, 2005, p. 37), used to 

construct new meanings by reconfiguring the original such as turning a 

company’s commercial slogans against the company or using quotations 

from previous authors in a détourned way.  

 

Psychogeography was defined as “the study of the specific effects of the 

geographical environment, consciously organised or not, on the emotions 

and behaviour of individuals” (Ford, 2005. p. 34). This emotional and 

behavioural impact of urban space upon individuals could be discovered 

through the dérive, or drift. This is a destinationless walk in which 

participants wander through the city drawn by their feelings and emotional 

responses to places and spaces, by atmospheres and ambiances.    

 

For Debord (1956), the dérive was “a technique of rapid passage through 

varied ambiances. Dérives involve playful-constructive behaviour and 

awareness of psychogeographical effects, and are thus quite different from 

the classic notions of journey or stroll”. During a dérive the participants 

“drop their relations, their work and leisure activities, and all their other 

usual motives for movement and action, and let themselves be drawn by the 

attractions of the terrain and the encounters they find there” (Debord, 

1956). One can dérive alone or in small groups, taking an entire city and its 

suburbs as one’s terrain or limit oneself to a single neighbourhood or even a 

single street if it is interesting enough; a dérive can last anything from an 

hour to several months.  

A dérive might be destinationless but it was not without a purpose since the 

information gathered would lead to “the first surveys of the 

psychogeographical articulations of a modern city” (Debord, 1956) which 

should lead to new forms of urbanity based on and more in harmony with the 

desires of the inhabitants. The Danish artist Asger Jorn, for example, 

suggested that cities should be “redesigned according to different emotional 
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activity zones - happy, bizarre, tragic, sinister and useful - that residents 

would ‘drift’ in and out” (Antony & Henry, 2005, p. 22). 

Although in his later writings - including The society of the spectacle (1967), 

a Marxist critique of consumer culture and commodity fetishism - Debord 

made no mention of psychogeography anymore and the SI disbanded in 

1972, psychogeography and the dérive have continued to influence writers, 

walking artists, activists and psychogeographers such as the British walker-

writer Iain Sinclair, the Fluxus movement in New York (Coverley, 2012; 

Smith, 2013) but also the recently established B-Tour festival with 

alternative walking tours in Berlin and Belgrade (www.b-tour.org). Most of 

these people are concerned with the banalisation of the urban environment 

and looking for ways to transform the hierarchy of heritage by turning 

“everywhere and everything” into something new and unexpected or by 

drifting through the unfamiliar and often overlooked suburban areas.  

 

In Beijing, the suburbs have rapidly developed since the late 1980s, driven 

by the increase in urban population, the redesigning of the more central 

areas, and facilitated by the expansion of the subway network. Travelling the 

subway and getting off just somewhere can bring one, for example, to 

Changying (east Beijing between the fifth and sixth ring road), a non-tourist 

destination, with a forest of tower blocks, and patches of green where the 

shopping mall is not just for shopping but also a kind of public space for 

gathering and talking, for leisure and entertainment.  

 

Figure 6.6 Changying suburb, Beijing 

  

 

http://www.b-tour.org/
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Drifting here is circumscribed by the gated high-rise communities, which are more 

strictly surveilled than those in the city. There, even as a foreigner, it is quite easy to 

drift in and out - not in Changying (or other suburbs) where entering a forbidden 

space can set the guard off screaming in a panic.   

 

  

  

Here during the daytime one encounters mostly the old and the very young, with the 

park a parade of prams and buggies; 

 

   

 

high-rise residential compounds behind gates limit the possibilities for a lively street 

life but residents are creative in appropriating public space for their own purposes, 

such as choir practice,  
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reselling the toys their grandchildren do not use anymore,  

   

 

and buying from mobile street vendors. 

  

Photo’s: C. Vos 

 

Even though their most notable characteristics are high-rises, the suburbs 

are quite different in atmosphere and ambiance. Huoying (north Beijing) is at 

the same time more new and more old than Changying; with tower blocks 

and infrastructure in the process of being built, remnants of what was before 
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- which have disappeared in Changying - are still present here. This gives it a 

raw edge, a dusty, un-Beijing like dirty look, a slightly unwelcome feel. 

 

Figure 6.7 Huoying suburb, Beijing 

   

 

      

 

   

Photo’s: C. Vos 

 

While wandering in central Beijing could be seen as an act of resistance 

because the central area has become increasingly hostile to pedestrians, 

drifting through the suburbs takes one to places that are not meant to be 

seen by tourists and for that reason alone worth visiting. Here, amidst the 

uniformity of high-rises, but also in Tuanjiehu-like neighbourhoods, one can 

be affected by (objects in) the heritage of “everywhere and everything” 

(such as floor mops - see below). 
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Creating - instead of co-creating - one’s own interpretations, associations, 

interventions or events not only makes visits to official tourist sites more 

personal and therefore meaningful; it also opens up the world beyond official 

heritage and official heritage interpretation as a place worth visiting and 

turns anywhere into a potential memorable experience.  

 

 

Mopping the floor 

Mops are everywhere in Beijing’s urban landscape. Their presence is in itself 

revealing: obviously a clean floor is important - these floors are uncarpeted - 

hoovers are probably not common - the traditional grey specimens are being 

replaced by more colourful mops and modern mopping devices - it is important to 

dry them outside - this is done in surprising and unexpected places.  

 

Cleaning the floor is also associated with folk customs (the entire house should be 

cleaned before New Year’s Day; however, sweeping or dusting should not be done 

on New Year's Day for fear that good fortune will be swept away), with Confucianism 

and Buddhism; the practice of physically mopping or sweeping a floor is associated 

with being humble, with mindfulness or purifying the mind, with self-discipline and 

with performing tasks that need to be done without questioning (Chaibong, 2001; 

Wang, 2013).  

 

Mops are used to clean monuments, shops, underpasses; 
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in large quantities and many varieties to clean toilets; 

                                                                                                                                           

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

shops sell traditional specimens and modern versions;  

    

 

they are left to dry just about anywhere and everywhere 
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       even at night  

  

Photo’s: C. Vos 

 


